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High-Level Task Assessment

An example of a high-level task is provided by the experience of one of the authors. Karl 
Stewart was given the dual assignments to form an organisational development (OD) team to 
restructure a large corporate business unit and, at the same time, to develop a methodology 
for carrying out such work in other business units. While he was doing this, he was to use the 
experience to develop a theory and practice for the generation of systems within organizations 
that would allow their effective design across the organisation. It was recognised that the first 
task would take somewhere between three and five years. It was hoped that the second task 
could be completed within one year, or at most two years.

He was given the authority to hire as many people as he needed from within the 
corporation – taking some from the business unit under study and others from other business 
units. He would have to get the permission of their managing directors, but it was made clear 
to the managing directors that unless there was a very good reason, people were to be released 
for at least one year to carry out this work.

The cost was estimated to be $4 to $6 million, and if it appeared to be exceeding this, 
Stewart should get back to his manager and the CEO of the corporation to discuss the reasons 
and perhaps revise what needed to be done.

Although it was not specifically articulated, he understood that his work performance 
would be judged on the quality of recommendations made (in the judgment of his manager 
and the CEO) and also the quality of the systems developed. Some of the indicators of 
performance would be a reduction in industrial action, productivity gains and a reduction in 
costs. There were a variety of other limits, including that no one would lose their employment 
as a result of the restructuring. Individuals’ jobs might change, and they might be transferred 
to other sites, but employment within the corporation was guaranteed (at that time).

Stewart began to carry out these tasks, which were partially completed in two years. 
Another manager then took over the first task, which was completed two years later, while 
Stewart went on to develop, articulate and demonstrate the methodology in another role. 
As can be seen, there was considerable area for discretion and the limits were in some cases 
quite tight (no one is to lose their job) and in others had large tolerances (three to five years 
to complete the task). There would have been no reward for completing the task more quickly 
if the recommendations were of poor quality. There would have been no reward for spending 
less than $4 million if, again, the recommendations had not been judged as being effective. In 
fact, approximately $6 million was spent, including all training, and this was considered by 
the CEO to be money well spent. (see results at Hamersley Iron).

A few years later this was demonstrated under the pressure of a severe global economic 
recession and downturn in demand and revenue. The workforce had to be cut by 25%. The 
Managing Director who had to carry out this unpleasant task stated it would have been 
impossible without the understandings and structures developed in the OD process.
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2 A m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  T h e o r y  a n d  P r a c t i c e

When the recession passed, the reduced workforce was able to produce more than had 
ever been produced before. With the implementation of new systems and changed managers 
to support the structural changes, working conditions and trust in management improved 
to the extent that, a few years after that, the workforce chose to work under staff conditions 
rather than adhering to their union conditions and restraints. This was in an organisation 
that had had very difficult labour – management relations for decades with more than 300 
work stoppages per year in some of the years prior to the changes in structure, systems and 
managers.




