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OGL 481 Pro-Seminar I: 

PCA-Structural Frame Worksheet 

1) Briefly restate your situation from Module 1 and your role.  

Your Role: You are an external customer who, along with your wife, shops regularly at 

Trader Joe's. 

 

The Situation: The situation is your analysis of how Trader Joe's successfully operates 

on a business model that is fundamentally different from its competitors. This model is 

built on three key elements that create a perception of honesty and integrity: 

- Product Transparency: A strategy of ~80% private-label products, which allows them 

to control quality (no GMOs, artificial flavors, etc.) and offer a "no-questions-asked" 

return policy. 

- Pricing Integrity: A formal policy of "everyday low prices" with no sales, coupons, or 

loyalty cards, which creates a simple, transparent agreement with all customers. 

- Store Culture: A community-focused atmosphere fostered by investing in friendly, 

helpful, and well-paid "Crew" members. 

 

2) Describe how the structure of the organization influenced the situation. 

Trader Joe's success isn't just about a "friendly vibe"; it's built into their company 

setup. Most supermarkets are basically just giant middlemen, structured to manage 

thousands of other companies' brands. Trader Joe's is structured to be a product 

developer. They have one powerful, central team that creates all their private-label items 

and enforces strict quality rules (like no GMOs). This total control is exactly why they 

can be so confident in their products and offer that "no-questions-asked" return policy. 

Even their "no sales" policy is a structural choice. It means they can completely cut out 

the need for a complex marketing department for coupons or loyalty cards, which keeps 

their business simple and makes the pricing feel honest. 

The in-store experience is the same story. A normal supermarket is rigid and 

"siloed"; the bakery person stays in the bakery, the deli person in the deli. Trader Joe's is 

structured as a flat team. They make a point to cross-train their "Crew", which empowers 

employees to be genuinely helpful and walk you across the store instead of just pointing. 

And that local, neighborhood feel with the hand-drawn signs? That’s also by design. 

Instead of forcing every store to be a cookie-cutter copy, they give their store managers 

(the "Captains") real freedom to make local decisions. This decentralized structure is 

what makes a huge national chain feel like your small, local grocery. 
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3) Recommend how you would use structure for an alternative course of action 

regarding your case. 

When viewing Trader Joe’s through the Political Frame, the focus shifts to the 

competing perspectives and expectations of various stakeholders. More voices enter the 

room: Crew members bring their own distinct needs and beliefs to the table, and 

customer expectations must also be heard. Furthermore, the company's significant 

bargaining power over its suppliers draws attention to their needs as well. 

Overall, as these many voices join the conversation, the organizational 

perspective can transform into a "jungle." This increase in "noise"—representing diverse 

and often conflicting interests; creates more potential for distraction and a loss of unified 

focus. 

4) Reflect on what you would do or not do differently given what you have learned 

about this frame. 
 

 Reflecting on this new frame, it’s fascinating how much "noise" it introduces. 

When I initially analyzed Trader Joe’s through the Structural frame, the company's 

direction and defining properties were very clear. However, shifting to the Political frame 

immediately muddies that clarity, and the sheer volume of competing interests is almost 

distracting. 

It would be easiest to simply ignore this perspective and stay focused on the 

Structural frame alone. However, doing so would mean missing out on important work 

and significant organizational challenges. This lesson shows that approaching the 

Political frame requires patience and a steady, careful plan to navigate the competing 

interests effectively. 
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