To: U.S. House Science and Technology Committee 
From: Don McCormack

Re: Columbia STS-107
Date: May 16, 2007

Problem Statement: 

Upon investigation of the tragic and catastrophic event that took place regarding the Columbia STS-107 Mission, there are several organizational missteps that be can attributed to the failure of this mission. Ultimately, it was NASA’s overall organizational structure that accounted for STS-107’s fatal disintegration into the Earth’s atmosphere. The structure of NASA’s management was problematic in the following ways:

· The roles, chain of command, and communication channels were not clearly defined for some of NASA’s critical units, such as the Debris Assessment Team.
· There is a culture of hierarchal behavior which does not encourage the sharing of information among management and the idea of dissenting opinions is highly frowned upon. 
· NASA consistently promoted a value for efficiency rather than securing the necessary and appropriate measures to assure the safety of their missions.
Goal Statement:

My objective is to offer critical suggestions that will hopefully prevent fatal disasters like STS-107 by effectively changing the current culture and process among NASA management and staff. 
Recommendations:
NASA must clearly define roles for each unit within NASA that reflects the mission and objective of the organization

The scope of my employment at NASA was as the Mission Evaluation Room manager. In this capacity I communicate with and provide recommendations to the management at NASA regarding the Orbiter and anomalies that have occurred during the flights. During my experience with STS-107 I often received notifications from a unit called the Debris Assessment Team. While the data compiled by this unit turned out to be critical to the flight status of STS-107, I was unclear of who this team was, what exactly their roles were, and who they reported to. This confusion led to a direct lack of communication with NASA and resulted in critical information being overlooked and not appropriately investigated. To prevent this I recommend that each specialty unit within NASA operate under a “One-Boss” system, as a subsidiary of management, so they can report the team’s findings and articulate their findings to the rest of the staff. Under this system information and decisions flow from the top through a structured process. “Group members offer information to and communicate primarily with the official leader rather than one another.” (Bolman & Deal, p. 96) This structure would have allowed for the Debris Assessment Team to operate much more effectively. The DAT would have been able to convey their findings at the management staff meeting if they had an official representative that was able to articulate their expertise on the current matter. This would have significantly helped in the case of STS-107 where I was expected to report information on areas where I have very little knowledge in. 
NASA must instill an organizational culture and system that promotes accessible lines of communication from a broad array of expertise despite seniority while encouraging dissenting opinions

The management meetings at NASA were highly reflective of the organizations culture as whole. These meetings were operated under a hierarchal structure where the Mission Manager would exercise control over the meeting and would not allow for other staff member’s concerns that they have regarding the mission. I recommend that the staff meetings at NASA operate under the “All-Channel Network” to assure that everyone is afforded the opportunity to share critical information and express dissenting opinions. “Information flows freely; decisions require touching multiple bases. Morale in all-channel network is usually very high. It works best when team members bring well-developed communication skills, enjoy participation, tolerate ambiguity, embrace diversity, have good communication skills, and manage conflict.” (Bolman & Deal p.98)
Despite all external political pressures to complete the mission as scheduled, the first and foremost priority of NASA should always be the safety of its astronauts. 

As I now reflect upon my experience with STS-107, I am sad to admit that I now feel that much critical information was simply glossed over in order to give the go ahead and continue the flight as scheduled when we should have paid more attention to the details even if it conflicted with the desired outcome of the mission. To adequately understand this paradox, Bolman and Deal discusses the “political frame” which in turn will help organizations better operate under these conflicting pressures such as those experiences with STS-107. “It asserts that interdependence, divergent interests, scarcity, and power relations inevitably spawn political activity. It matters not who the individual players are. It is naïve and romantic to hope organizational politics can ever be eliminated in organizations. Managers can, however, learn to understand and manage political dynamics.” (Bolman & Deal, p.185-186)
Conclusion:


After the tragic and disastrous event we experienced with Columbia STS-107, I feel that these recommendations will ultimately improve the organizational structure, culture, and overall safety at NASA and its future missions. I recommend that NASA instill a one-boss system that oversees the information and communication of sub-units such as the Debris Assessment Team so their data can be adequately articulated and understood by the managing staff which will result in minimal information being overlooked. I then recommend that an all-channel network be implanted within NASA and especially its management meetings so people are encouraged to express opinions despite its popularity. Finally, NASA must find a way to balance its objectives successfully so it can assure flight safety while also accomplishing its goals of completing its mission. The successful implementation of these recommendations must be a joint effort between the administrators at NASA and the Committee of Science and Technology in hopes to prevent future tragedies similar to that of STS-107.
