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Figure 5.2 Narrow span of control
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Purpose refers to the function that department 
or sub-unit is conceived to do or provide, while 
process refers to the means by which it achieves 
that end. Thus, departments or sub-units can be 
organized, for example, around the purposes of 
“furnishing water, controlling crime, or conducting 
education,” or around the processes of “engineer-
ing, medicine, carpentry, stenography, statistics, 
or accounting.” Or they can be organized around 
the persons or things served, such as “immigrants, 
veterans, Indians, forests, mines, parks, orphans, 
farmers, automobiles or the poor,” or around 
the place of service, such as “Hawaii, Boston, 

Washington, the Dust Bowl, Alabama, or Central 
High School” (Gulick and Urwick 1969, 15).

Gulick and Urwick found that there was no 
firm rule for selecting the appropriate method of 
departmentalization. Moreover, a department may 
have to blend some or all of these features through 
its sub-units, especially large departments of a 
federal government with geographically dispersed 
responsibilities. For example, the Department of 
National Defence is based on purpose – the provi-
sion of military services for national defence and 
the promotion of strategic interests – but has func-
tional sub-units based on process, such as land, air, 
and naval services; specialized equipment procure-
ment; legal and medical services; and officer 
training systems. These departments, furthermore, 




