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I read a lot. Recently I was struck by an article called “Roadmap for Designing High-Performing Orga-
nizations” by Leader’s Beacon. In that article it said that companies are frequently facing the need to 
restructure their organizations. Changes in leadership, a shift in strategy, or changing factors within 

an organization often create the need for reorganizing. Organization design is one of the most powerful 
tools available to senior managers for shaping the direction of their organizations.

“Organization design” is often used incorrectly to refer only to an organization’s structure. However, 
organization design is much broader than rearranging the boxes on the organization chart. Simply stated, 
the organizational design process aims to maximize the organization’s chances of delivering its strategy. 
It is the deliberate process of configuring structures, processes, reward systems, and people practices and 
policies to create an effective organization capable of achieving its business strategy.

This reminds me a lot of our industry. I wonder if all of the companies serving our space are truly set 
up to succeed. 

For example, organizational leaders often lack the tools necessary to help them in making decisions 
about how to design their organizations. Further, efforts at restructuring are often uneven and lacking a 
systematic approach. Decisions to reorganize are often made with insufficient information and without a 
clear process to guide the effort. The result is that reorganization efforts often fail to produce the desired 

outcomes, leading instead to further confusion 
or problems within the organization down the 
road.

A popular organizational design framework is 
the Star Model, developed in the 1960’s. The 
framework is designed to be used as the basis 
for an organization’s design choices. The frame-
work is made up of five components, which can 
be manipulated by management and leadership 

to shape an organization and the behavior of the people within it. Let’s look at each of them briefly.
Strategy is the first component to be addressed in the Star Model. Strategy defines the direction of the 

organization. It is important to tackle strategy first because any organizational form we end up with will 
involve compromise, so by setting the strategy first, it enables us to make the right compromises.

Now let’s move on to structure. Structure determines the location of decision-making power. Struc-
tural decision can be divided into four areas:

• Specialization: refers to the type and numbers of job specialties used in performing the work. 
• Shape: refers to the number of people constituting the departments (that is, the span of control) at 

each level of the structure. Large numbers of people in each department create flat organization 
structures with few levels.

• Distribution of Power: refers to centralization vs. decentralization along with whether we push 
power down through the organization to the lowest levels where the issues and information are, 
or whether we want all decisions to go through decision-making bodies.

• Departmentalization: refers to the basis for forming departments at each level of the structure. 
The standard dimensions on which departments are formed are functions, products, workflow 

It is important to tackle strategy first 
because any organizational form we end 
up with will involve compromise.
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processes, markets, customers and geography. Matrix 
structures are ones where two or more dimensions report to 
the same leader at the same level.

Now let’s talk process. Processes information and decision 
processes cut across the organization’s structure; if structure is 
thought of as the anatomy of the organization, processes are its 
physiology or functioning. Management processes are both verti-
cal and horizontal. Processes determine the flow of information 
and decisions in the organization. Vertical processes allocate the 
scarce resources of funds and talent. Vertical processes are usually 
business planning and budgeting processes.

Rewards come next. The purpose of the reward system is to 
align the goals of the employee with the goals of the organiza-
tion. It provides motivation and incentive for the completion of 
the strategic direction. The organization’s reward system defines 
policies regulating salaries, promotions, bonuses, profit sharing, 
stock options, and so forth.

Lastly, it’s about people. This area governs the human resource 
policies of recruiting, selection, rotation, training, and develop-
ment. Human resource policies – in the appropriate combinations 

– produce the talent required by the strategy and structure of the 
organization, generating the skills and mind-sets necessary to 
implement the chosen direction.

Beyond these five principles, its how the organization design 
gets created is almost as important as the design itself. The com-
plete process can take a few weeks to several months, depending 
on the size and complexity of the organization. Determining the 
organization’s strategy is often done by the company’s leadership 
and executive team. 

Designing the organization’s structure, processes, rewards sys-
tems, and people is typically the responsibility of the leadership 
team. Once the high-level designs are established, the detailed de-
signs are often crafted by a steering committee or working group. 
Implementation of the new design should be accompanied by a 
robust transition and a change management plan.

Components of the Star Model may be more or less important 
depending on the unique needs of your organization (e.g., standing 

up a brand new organization versus tweaking an existing organiza-
tion). What is most crucial is to ensure that the five categories align 
with each other, and for you to stay focused on strategy each step 
of the process.

Phil Harkins, CEO and chairman of the board of directors of 
Linkage, Inc., put it this way:

“Well-integrated, high-performing teams - those that ‘click’ - 
never lose sight of their goals and are largely self-sustaining. In 
fact, they seem to take on a life of their own. And it’s all down to 
leadership.”

In every case that has been studied at the Europe-based Cen-
tre for Organizational Research, teams that ‘click’ always have a 
leader who creates the environment and establishes the operating 
principles and values that are conducive to high performance. The 
evidence for this is clearly seen in organizations where a manager 
who creates high performance moves to another part of the organi-
zation, or a different organization, and within 18 months they once 
again establish a high performing team.

He believes that these leaders operate in an organized, sys-
tematic way to build successful teams, and that the formula not 
only involves what leaders should say and do, but also what they 
should not say and do. It also involves working backwards - lead-
ers should envision the future before dealing with the present.

The four most significant behaviors consistently demonstrated 
by high-impact leaders are:

• defining clear goals or a vision of the future in accordance 
with overall organizational aims (the ‘big picture’)

• creating blueprints for action to achieve those goals
• using language to build trust, encourage forward thinking 

and create energy within the team (‘powerful conversa-
tions’)

• getting the right people involved (‘passionate champions’). 
Imparting a clear vision of where the team should be 
headed, and inspiring its members to make it a reality, is 
fundamental to team success.

In the end these are things that we should all consider as we 
navigate a very tough mortgage market. ❖
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Organizational leaders often lack the tools necessary to help them in 
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