
MLS 5321: Leadership in Complex Organizations

Brent G. McCune, M.S., J.D.
 108 Miners Hall

 bgmccune@utep.edu
 915.747.8842

Assigned Material
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Required Texts:
 Peter M. Senge. 2006. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization, Currency/Doubleday. IS

available on Kindle)

Donald F. Kettl. 2009. The Next Government of the United States: Why Our Institutions Fail and How to Fix Them, Ne
978-0-393-05112-4 (hardcover) (also available on Kindle)

Various readings available in electronic format.

Introduction
 

Complexity, speed, span of operations, rapidly forming consciously contrived teams as well as self-organizing groups, organizational porousness,
heightened vulnerability, proliferation of information, expanding systemic uncertainty, ephemerality, and constantly reassembling structures are just
some of the features that mark the world of the modern organization.  It can, then, come as little surprise that traditional approaches to
organizational theory are in danger of breaking apart on the shoals of the contemporary world.  What remains of the “traditional” organization is
sped up to the pace of modernity, where that acceleration in-and-of-itself makes the old new and largely unrecognizable.  Managers and the
managed now find they must be ready to remake themselves, retrain, adapt at rapid pace, and keep attachments to structure at only the level of
necessity in order to meet organizational needs and challenges with appropriate agility and application of resources.

 
Even organizations oriented to small niches or organizations small in resources and numbers of personnel are required to have a degree of
complexity that would have been unimagined a decade ago.  With the rise of complexity comes the rise of uncertainty and a more redolent
possibility of catastrophe and failure.  This course is designed to introduce you to some of the problems that face modern organizations and how to
organize, control, and generally manage these problems in complex environments.  The goals of the course are to: 1) Familiarize you with the
means for leaders to manage organizational complexity; 2) Provide a rich background of examples that will provide practical guidance for you when
you find yourself in difficult organizational situations; and 3) Help you plot and prepare for organizational change that will be upon us in the coming
months and years.

Course Description and Objectives
 

This course examines leadership in complex situations and operating environments, e.g., situations with multiple contexts, constituencies, and
functions.  Organizations of all sizes, government agencies, military organizations, and corporations face a variety of complex problems, some of
which cross organizational boundaries.  These situations may involve contending with rapid change in markets or technology,
downsizing/rightsizing, or leading collaborative work in a shared-power world.

This course will study the nature of these unique and complex problems that organizations face and the ways in which they have been addressed. 
Principles from texts and articles on organizational learning and collaboration will be applied to cases of current and previous public and private
sector problems.

Learning Objectives/Outcomes

At the end of this course, students will:

Understand the nature of the unique and complex problems and operating environments faced by organizations.
Analyze the strategies that organizations have used to address these problems.
Understand and apply the principles of learning organizations to complex problems. 
Identify the habits of mind and behaviors of successful leaders in these situations.
Develop integrative and collaborative leadership approaches to complex organizational challenges.
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Course Requirements
 

The course is composed of three modules, with each module divided into two lessons.  Refer to the schedule below.
 

Examinations
 There will be three examinations; each exam corresponding to its matched module.  The exams are essay format and will ask you to engage in

analysis and explanation of the assigned readings and discussion posts.  Your examinations each count 25% of your total grade and are graded on
a 100 point scale.  The third question in each exam is an optional extra credit question worth 10 points.  Late examinations will not be
accepted.

Discussion Posts
 Each module will have a series of discussion topics.  You are required to make at least three substantive posts for each module.  As you will see,

Module Three contains more than three forums.  The requirement of at least three substantive posts per module, however, remains the same.  A
substantive post is one that: 1) Makes me see that you have done the readings; 2) Demonstrates that you have thought about the material; 3)
Analytically applies ideas and elements from the readings to some problem described in the readings or that you have encountered in organizations
you participate in; and 4) Entices your fellow students to engage in further discussion and continue your analysis.  Your discussion responses/posts
make up the remaining 25% of the grade.

Grading
 The course has a total of 400 possible points.  Final grades are reflected as follows:

360 points and above:     A
 320-359:                        B
 280-319:                        C
 240-279:                        D
 Less than 240:                F

Course Policies

Accomodations
 If you have or suspect a disability and need accommodations, you should contact UTEP’s Center for Accommodations and Support Services (CASS)

at 915.747.5148 or at cass@utep.edu or stop by Union Building East Room 106.

Class Environment
 I will strive to provide a class environment appropriate for academic instruction and discussion.  For this to occur, make sure you read the

assignments and complete the discussion postings, as scheduled.  We will welcome and encourage different ideas and viewpoints.  Some topics are
controversial and students should feel comfortable expressing their thoughts.  We will respect what others have to say – we do not have to agree
with them – and avoid personal insult, interrupting, and rudeness.  We will avoid becoming politically charged when discussing sensitive topics.

Withdrawal Policy

To be withdrawn from the class, students must take appropriate actions on or before UTEP’s deadlines.  Automatic withdrawals will not be made by
the instructor.  A student may officially withdraw from this class with an automatic ‘W’ at any time before September 22, 2017.  According to
UTEP policy, no withdrawals will be allowed after this date.  You will receive a failing grade if you simply stop participating in class and do not take
appropriate actions to withdraw from the course.

Scholastic Dishonesty

Scholastic dishonesty will not be tolerated.

Examinations and Cheating
 Unless I indicate otherwise, you may not use any notes or aids during the examinations, nor may you discuss the exam during the exam period

with other students.  You may not copy off another student’s exam or otherwise submit writing or answers that are not original to you. 

I am required by the Handbook of Operating Procedures for The University of Texas at El Paso to report “all alleged acts of
scholastic dishonesty…to the Dean of Students for disposition.”  (See Section III of the Handbook of Operating Procedures for UTEP
(Academic Policies and Faculty Personnel Matters 4.14a.)

As stated in the Handbook of Operating Procedures for UTEP (Student Conduct and Discipline 1.2.2.1): "Any student who commits an act of
scholastic dishonesty is subject to discipline.  Scholastic dishonesty includes but is not limited to cheating, plagiarism, collusion, the submission for
credit of any work or materials that are attributable in whole or in part to another person, taking an examination for another person, any act
designed to give unfair advantage to a student or the attempt to commit such acts."

Plagiarism
 To provide a definition that may help you understand the nature of plagiarism, the Indiana University at Bloomington’s definition of that offense is

especially clear:
 "Plagiarism is defined as presenting someone else's work, including the work of other students, as one's own.  Any ideas or materials taken from

another source for either written or oral use must be fully acknowledged, unless the information is common knowledge.  What is considered
'common knowledge' may differ from course to course.

A student must not adopt or reproduce ideas, opinions, theories, formulas, graphics, or pictures of another person without acknowledgment.
A student must give credit to the originality of others and acknowledge an indebtedness whenever:

Directly quoting another person's actual words, whether oral or written;
Using another person's ideas, opinions, or theories;
Paraphrasing the words, ideas, opinions, or theories of others, whether oral or written;
Borrowing facts, statistics, or illustrative material; or
Offering materials assembled or collected by others in the form of projects or collections without acknowledgment."

Schedule
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Module One:

Lesson One

Required Reading:

Senge, Peter: The Fifth Discipline: Chapters 1-3
Chapter 1: Give Me a Lever Long Enough
Chapter 2: Does Your Organization Have a Learning Disability
Chapter 3: Prisoners of the System, or Prisoners of Our Own Thinking?

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapter 1
Chapter 1: Mildred and Katrina

Bénabou, Roland. "Groupthink: Collective Delusions in Organizations and Markets." NBER Working Paper
Series: http://www.nber.org/papers/w14764.pdf
Conklin, Jeff. 2001-2010. “Wicked Problems and Social Complexity.” CogNexus Institute at http://cognexus.org/wpf/wickedproblems.pdf
Audio: "Out of Nowhere": http://www.npr.org/2012/04/23/151189569/german-chemical-plant-fire-threatens-auto-backlog

Lesson Two

Required Reading:

Senge, Peter: The Fifth Discipline: Chapters 4-6
Chapter 4: The Laws of the Fifth Discipline
Chapter 5: A Shift of Mind
Chapter 6: Nature's Templates: Identifying the Patterns That Control Events

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapter 2
Chapter 2: Network Challenges

Tim Harford: "Trial, Error and the God Complex," http://www.ted.com/talks/tim_harford.html
Defense Science Board: “Report on the Unauthorized Movement of Nuclear Weapons,”
http://www.fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/doctrine/usaf/Minot_DSB-0208.pdf
Langewiesche, William. 2003. "Columbia‘s Last Flight: The Inside Story of the Investigation and the Catastrophe it Laid Bare." Atlantic
Monthly, November 2003 http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2003/11/columbias-last-flight/304204/

Module 1 Discussion Board: Opens September 10, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Module 1 Discussion Board: Closes September 17, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time

Examination 1: Opens September 13, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Examination 1: Closes September 18, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time

Module Two:

Lesson One

Required Reading:

Senge, Peter: The Fifth Discipline: Chapters 7-9
Chapter 7: Self-Limiting or Self-Sustaining Growth
Chapter 8: Personal Mastery
Chapter 9: Mental Models

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapter 3
Chapter 3: Irresponsible Government

Audio (Warning – 60 minutes long): “This American Life,” “NUMMI”: http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/403/nummi
Crosby, Barbara C. 2010. “Leading in the Shared-Power World of 2020.” Public Administration Review December 2010 Special Issue

Lesson Two

Required Reading:

Senge, Peter: The Fifth Discipline: Chapters 10-11
Chapter 10: Shared Vision
Chapter 11: Team Learning

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapter 4
Chapter 4: Routines and Remedies

Module 2 Discussion Board: Opens September 17, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Module 2 Discussion Board: Closes September 24, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time

Examination 2: Opens September 20, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Examination 2: Closes September 25, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time

 

Module Three:

Lesson One: Complexity Revisited

Required Reading:

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapters 5-6
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Chapter 5: Tectonic Nation
Chapter 6: Rocket Science

Taleb, Nassim: Excerpt from “The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable,”
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/22/books/chapters/0422-1st-tale.html?
_r=1&ex=1178769600&en=bdae1078f2b4a98c&ei=5070&oref=slogin
Tanzi, Vito: "Complexity and Systemic Failure," http://www.econ.hit-u.ac.jp/~kokyo/sympo-
feb08/PDF/Sept%20%2028%20Complexity%20and%20Failure.pdf
Kobayashi-Solomon, Eric: “What Really Happened at J.P. Morgan,” http://www.morningstar.in/posts/9614/what-really-happened-at-j-p-
morgan.aspx

Lesson Two

Required Reading:

Kettl, Donald: The Next Government of the United States: Chapter 7
Chapter 7: The Political Future

Case Study: Hank Crumpton
Nasreen Gufrahn: “The Taliban and the Civil War Entanglement in Afghanistan,”  Asian Survey, Vol. 41, No. 3 (May/June 2001), pp. 462-
487
Cofer Black: Interview: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/bushswar/interviews/black.html
60 Minutes Piece: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kdkoqem9s1Y
“A CIA Veteran’s Lessons for CEOs,” http://fortune.com/2012/09/14/a-cia-veterans-lessons-for-ceos/

Module 3 Discussion Board: Opens September 24, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Module 3 Discussion Board: Closes October 1, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time

Examination 3: Opens September 27, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
 Examination 3: Closes October 2, 2017, at 11:59pm Mountain Time
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