
bolman and deal four frame model
Bolman and Deal's Four Frame Model is a powerful framework for understanding
organizations and their complexities. Developed by Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal in
their influential book, "Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership," this
model provides a multidimensional perspective on organizational dynamics. By viewing
organizations through four distinct frames—Structural, Human Resource, Political, and
Symbolic—leaders and managers can diagnose issues, create strategies, and enhance their
effectiveness. This article delves into each of these frames, providing insights on their
significance and application in organizational contexts.

Understanding the Four Frames

The essence of Bolman and Deal's model lies in its ability to offer diverse lenses through
which to view organizational life. Each frame provides a unique perspective, highlighting
different aspects of organizational behavior.

1. The Structural Frame

The Structural Frame emphasizes the organization’s architecture—its rules, roles, goals,
policies, and procedures. This frame is critical for understanding how organizations function
and how work is organized. Key elements of the Structural Frame include:

- Roles and Responsibilities: Clear definitions of who does what.
- Policies and Procedures: Established guidelines that govern behavior and decision-making.
- Organizational Hierarchy: The arrangement of individuals within the organization, which
determines power and authority.

In this frame, effectiveness is often measured by efficiency, productivity, and the clarity of
roles. Organizations that excel in this frame typically have defined structures that foster
accountability and streamline operations. However, an overemphasis on structure can lead
to rigidity, limiting creativity and adaptability.

2. The Human Resource Frame

The Human Resource Frame focuses on the people within the organization—how their
needs, skills, and relationships impact organizational success. Central themes include:

- Employee Well-Being: Recognizing the importance of psychological and physical health.
- Motivation and Engagement: Understanding what drives employees and how to foster a
motivated workforce.
- Team Dynamics: The significance of collaboration and communication among team
members.



Organizations that adopt the Human Resource Frame prioritize building strong relationships
and a positive organizational culture. They recognize that individuals are not just resources
but are essential to the organization's success. However, an excessive focus on human
resources can lead to neglect of structural or operational needs, resulting in inefficiencies.

3. The Political Frame

The Political Frame views organizations as arenas of power, conflict, and competition. It
recognizes that individuals and groups have varying interests, which can lead to conflict
and negotiation. Key aspects include:

- Power Dynamics: Understanding who holds power and how it is exercised.
- Conflict Resolution: Strategies for managing disagreements and finding common ground.
- Coalitions and Alliances: Forming groups to advance specific interests or agendas.

In this frame, success is determined by the ability to navigate complex interpersonal
relationships and power dynamics. Organizations that effectively utilize the Political Frame
can harness differing perspectives to drive innovation and change. However, a focus on
politics can lead to divisiveness or a toxic culture if not managed carefully.

4. The Symbolic Frame

The Symbolic Frame emphasizes the importance of culture, meaning, and values within
organizations. This frame highlights how symbols, rituals, and stories shape the
organizational identity and employee engagement. Key elements include:

- Organizational Culture: The shared beliefs and values that guide behavior within the
organization.
- Rituals and Ceremonies: Formal and informal practices that foster a sense of belonging.
- Meaning and Purpose: The overarching mission that inspires and motivates employees.

Organizations that embrace the Symbolic Frame create a strong sense of identity and
purpose. They understand that the stories they tell and the symbols they use have a
profound impact on employee morale and organizational cohesion. However, neglecting
other frames in favor of symbolism can lead to a disconnect between values and actual
practices.

Integrating the Four Frames

While each frame offers valuable insights, Bolman and Deal emphasize the importance of
integrating these perspectives for a comprehensive understanding of organizational
dynamics.



1. Diagnosing Issues

Using the Four Frame Model, leaders can effectively diagnose organizational challenges by
considering multiple perspectives. For instance, if an organization faces low employee
morale, a leader might analyze the situation through:

- Structural Frame: Are roles and responsibilities clear? Are policies fair and consistently
applied?
- Human Resource Frame: Are employees’ needs being met? Is there a lack of motivation or
engagement?
- Political Frame: Are there power struggles or conflicts affecting morale? Are certain groups
marginalized?
- Symbolic Frame: Does the organization’s culture support or undermine morale? Are
employees connected to a larger purpose?

By examining the issue through all four frames, leaders can develop a holistic
understanding and implement more effective solutions.

2. Enhancing Leadership Effectiveness

The Four Frame Model also serves as a guide for leaders seeking to enhance their
effectiveness. By recognizing their own strengths and weaknesses in relation to each frame,
leaders can:

- Develop Versatility: Cultivate skills across all four frames to adapt to varying situations.
- Balance Focus: Ensure attention is given to structural, human, political, and symbolic
aspects.
- Communicate Effectively: Tailor messages to resonate with different audiences based on
their frame of reference.

3. Fostering Organizational Change

Organizational change requires a multifaceted approach. Leaders can leverage the Four
Frame Model to:

- Identify Resistance: Understand where resistance to change may arise from differing
interests or cultural values.
- Engage Stakeholders: Use political strategies to build coalitions and gain buy-in.
- Align Values and Structures: Ensure that changes in policies or structures reflect the
organization’s core values and mission.

Conclusion

Bolman and Deal's Four Frame Model offers a robust framework for understanding and



navigating the complexities of organizational life. By examining organizations through the
Structural, Human Resource, Political, and Symbolic frames, leaders can gain deeper
insights into their operations, culture, and dynamics. This model not only aids in diagnosing
issues but also enhances leadership effectiveness and fosters successful organizational
change. Embracing this multidimensional approach can empower leaders to create more
resilient, adaptive, and innovative organizations, ultimately leading to greater success in an
ever-evolving landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the four frames in Bolman and Deal's model?
The four frames are the Structural Frame, Human Resource Frame, Political Frame, and
Symbolic Frame.

How does the Structural Frame influence an
organization?
The Structural Frame focuses on the architecture of the organization, including roles,
responsibilities, policies, and procedures, to ensure efficiency and effectiveness.

What is the primary focus of the Human Resource
Frame?
The Human Resource Frame emphasizes the importance of people within the organization,
highlighting motivation, team dynamics, and employee well-being.

In what ways does the Political Frame address
organizational challenges?
The Political Frame looks at power dynamics, conflict, and competition within the
organization, recognizing that different stakeholders have varying interests and agendas.

What role does the Symbolic Frame play in
organizational culture?
The Symbolic Frame examines the rituals, ceremonies, and stories that shape an
organization’s culture, focusing on meaning-making and shared values.

How can leaders effectively use the four frames to solve
problems?
Leaders can analyze situations through each of the frames to gain a comprehensive
understanding, allowing them to develop multifaceted solutions that address structural,
human, political, and symbolic aspects.



What is the significance of using multiple frames in
organizational analysis?
Using multiple frames allows for a more nuanced understanding of complex organizational
issues, leading to better decision-making and more effective strategies.

What are some common pitfalls when applying the four
frame model?
Common pitfalls include overemphasizing one frame at the expense of others, failing to
integrate insights from all frames, and neglecting the context of the organization.

Can the four frame model be applied to personal
leadership development?
Yes, individuals can use the four frame model to reflect on their leadership style, identify
strengths and weaknesses, and enhance their ability to navigate diverse situations.

How do Bolman and Deal suggest organizations can
create a balanced approach using the frames?
They suggest that organizations should regularly assess and align strategies across all four
frames, ensuring that structural, human, political, and symbolic aspects are harmonized for
optimal performance.
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