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Foreword

It has been nigh on a decade since we, along with Professor Vince Edwards, decided

to launch the EIASM Conferences on organizational change and development. We

had witnessed change management become a ubiquitous topic at many business and

economics conferences, but we also realized that there was no platform dedicated to

that topic alone, which would allow people to track and contribute to the progress of

change management as a discipline. Our attention was aimed less at following the

evolution of, for example, strategies, techniques, or practices in change manage-

ment. Rather, we wanted to see how the perspectives of people contextualizing or

observing change management are evolving. How are the perceptions of change

management changing? Or, more precisely: how is our perception of the percep-

tions of change management changing? To explore this, we have spent the last

8 years looking for those many places near and far that change management has not

yet touched or only touched in passing. What has been missed or deliberately

ignored along the way?

The recent dramatic social, political, and economic upheavals in Eastern Europe,

many experienced at first hand by some of the contributors to this volume, bear

testimony to the fact that all changes in society will affect organizations and, in the

end, the people within them. Further, the current global economic and political

turmoil has, in our view, served to highlight the all-encompassing nature of

organisational change. Specifically, we have come to realize that change manage-

ment cannot be seen as detached and isolated from the social contexts surrounding

it. This insight reminds us that change management is not a pure sub-discipline of

economics, but links different social functional systems and their organizations,

including the people that populate them. “United in change” would seem to be an

appropriate motto. Our—literal—journey has taken us to many interesting places

and the many fascinating highways and byways of our debate.

The first EIASM organizational change conference took place in Estonia and

from there we have held the event in Lithuania, Romania, Poland, Malta, Austria,

Switzerland, and Belgium. Along the way, we had a chance to speak about many

topics, including the following:

v



– Constraints of current thinking about organizational change

– New approaches to observing and managing change

– New organizational forms and challenges to organizational change

– Innovation and the process of change management

– The role of norms, values, and ethical aspects of change management

– Organizational change and crisis management

– Resistance to organizational change

One of the fundamental insights gained in this journey is that the time is right to

focus again on the basic essence of change management and to try and cast a new

light on that essence that we all believe we know so well: people. People are the

be-all and end-all. They come across our paths everywhere and, more often than

not, trip us up. In more functional terms: people are both the stumbling blocks and

stepping stones of change, the means and the ends at the same time. They are the

crucible where sense is made, and they judge the sense of any change—or absence

thereof.

We believe that it would be worthwhile for researchers and practitioners alike to

take another close look at their original objects of interest—human beings—and the

many facets of their roles in change management. This volume can only hope to be

a modest contribution in that sense. We trust that it will build upon other outputs

from previous conferences such as special editions of the Journal of Organisational
Change Management, Human Resource Development International, the Journal of
Business Economics and Management, and the Estonian Business Review. We are

excited to see what this volume will stimulate in its readers. Forthcoming EIASM

conferences would be perfect places to showcase the fruits of this labour.

Finally, we recognize that the conferences and the resulting outputs, including

this volume, have only been possible with the help of friends and colleagues in

many different countries. For example, keynote speakers have given of their time

generously, our in-country hosts have provided us with resources and excesses of

hospitality, journal editors have provided constructive help as we have sought to

produce tangible outputs from various conferences, and our home institutions (the

University of Manchester and the Estonian Business School) have supported us

wholeheartedly for the duration of this venture. In addition, our partners at EIASM

have provided us with wonderful support over the years. We wish to record our

thanks to all our friends and colleagues who have made this journey possible.

Happy reading.

Tallinn, Estonia Ruth Alas

Manchester, UK Christopher Rees

March 2014
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At the Heart: Human Beings

in Organizations

Frank E.P. Dievernich, Jie Gong, and Kim Oliver Tokarski

Change management without people is unthinkable. Human beings stand at its core

as both the subjects and the objects of change. This volume tries to cut through to

the core of change management, to the people that stand at its heart. Our intention is

not to equip them with another set of those change management guidebooks that

have become ubiquitous in our profession. This is not a “How to do change better”

manual. Instead, we are focusing on people and on their role in change manage-

ment. We are going beyond the limits of the traditional approaches and not simply

exploring what motivates people for change or how resistance can be overcome.

We are looking beneath the surface to see the functions behind specific actions and

practices. In essence, we want to understand the function of people and their

activities in today’s organizations. This book attempts to rediscover something

generally believed familiar, since we believe that it is not only the discipline that

has changed over time, but indeed its very protagonists who have changed: again,

people. A closer look at this promises to be rewarding.

Our tour d’horizon of the subject is opened with Frank E.P. Dievernich’s article

on “The Rediscovery of the Human Being and the Future of Change Management”,

which attempts to position people as the (bodily) points of reference for organiza-

tional stabilities. The assumption is that the prevalent change management practices

have led to the fragmentation of organizations and functions in business. Human

beings, construed as the unified entities that they seem to embody in public with

their (mostly) unchanging bodies and personalities, have become the sole refuge of

stability in organizations and thus represent new, accessible social addresses.

Beyond all considerations of role or function, the construct of human being as

F.E.P. Dievernich (*) • J. Gong
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unities is experiencing a revival driven by their promise of cutting the phenomenon

of organizations back down to a manageable size. As unities, people fulfil a certain

memorial function that stands against the current dynamics of organizations and

might, finally, return them to our control.

Looking at the individual alone will not suffice, as it might neglect the mecha-

nisms of the social sphere that are a major source for the constant change and

simultaneously constant stability of organizations. By reaching out to each other,

people form networks that sit astride the organizations in questions. If systems

theory has us consider individuals as the environment of organizations, these

networks are also part of the organizational environment, even though no organi-

zation could survive without these individuals or these networks. Both are physi-

cally located within the organizations, but act as their environments at the same

time, if we want to accept that organizational communication is receptive solely to

itself. Following Tobias M. Scholz’ contribution “The Human Role Within Orga-

nizational Change: A Complex System Perspective”, it is relevant for our under-

standing of organizations and change management to reconstruct networks

primarily as the (relationship) networks between people. These make it possible

to influence them with no regard for the organization’s own mechanisms. This

posits not only the question concerning the role of human beings in organizations

or, more specifically, in change, but also the issue of people in their many and

manifold social networks that exist on top of or beyond organizations. While Frank

E.P. Dievernich suggested that the new understanding of human beings as unified

entities can lead to a certain sense of stability in change management efforts, Tobias

M. Scholz recognizes these networks as the source for stability while organizations

are changing. Networks create the stability that people need, and it is people who

maintain this stability in change by constantly referring back to themselves and

these networks.

What makes people unique by contrast to organizations, networks, or all other

social systems, is the fact that they possess conscious perception, that is, the system

of consciousness that lies behind this faculty. This essential quality of human

beings is explored by Laura Gover and Linda Duxbury in “Looking through

someone else’s eyes: Exploring perceptions of organizational change”. They

explore the idea of a bilateral connection between social identities and organiza-

tional change. Human perception determines how change is experienced. In turn,

change might influence perceptions. This becomes relevant when perceptions have

an influence on organizations and their processes of change, which according to

systems theory is indirect since perceptions alone cannot cause change. However, it

is the stuff of communication, which constitutes a direct point of contact. When

even tiny scraps of human perception are transformed into communication, it

becomes possible for other people to observe this communication and thus ingest

the original perceptions via the medium of communication. In this sense, the role of

human beings in organizations and in change lies in observing it and adding their

observations in the form of communication. The effect can be inhibitory or accel-

erating, but—although this will presumably not make change any easier—it gives

people the opportunity to contribute as human beings in the process. It is not by
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chance that Laura Gover and Linda Duxbury have decided to explore this in a

hospital, as this is a setting where tiny perceptions can often tip the scales in the

decision between life and death.

Any book about change management that claims to be comprehensive needs to

consider the roles of leadership and management. Again, it is human beings who

occupy these roles. We have mentioned the seeming split into two camps when

change is concerned, that is, the people (presumably all of us in our collective

being) who are in charge of change (subjects) and those who are affected by

it. Now, a third camp becomes relevant: the people who make sure that the change

progresses (in more or less straight lines). They are the people who determine the

thrust of the process, who set its roadmap, and who usually initiate the change in the

first place. Their world has changed: change has become the normal state of affairs,

the failure of change ventures has become accepted wisdom, and change fatigue is

accepted as ubiquitous in organizations. In response, the managers of change also

need to change. The focus is shifting more and more towards emergent and self-

organization processes for people who hope to have any semblance of influence

over their organizations without coming up against the wall of resistance and

fatigue. If intelligence indeed exists in the system, then another basic human ability

now needs to come to the fore, namely that skill that Edgar Schein has called

“helping”. It is this factor that Signe Vesso pursues in her contribution when she

states that managers first need to change themselves, before they can help their

teams cope with change.

Remaining with the idea of helping as an inherently human trait and applying

that trait to management practice as a precondition for empowerment, we need to

ask what helping needs in order to be successful. Human beings are characterized

by their performance of actions and practices that relate to others, without ever

being absolutely certain about whether these actions or practices match the expec-

tations they are held to. Despite the structural conditions that make certain practices

more likely (although they do not predetermine them), that factor of latent uncer-

tainty remains. Human beings react to it by developing trust. Trust, understood as a

risky up-front investment (according to Niklas Luhmann), serves the purpose of

enabling people to relate and coordinate their actions with each other without final

certainty of how each respective side will respond. The more we are dealing with

inherently ambiguous circumstances—of which change is a prime example—the

more the question of trust becomes relevant, as that trust is needed for effective

action. This function of trust, understood as an emotional state that tells people

whether they are in a trusting or in a sceptic mode, is explored in “The role of

management development in change management: the example of Financial Mar-

kets” by Béatrice Guynamant, who reminds us that the modern world needs new

leaders and manager who focus not only on the strategic side of business, but also

on the personal needs of their people. If they are available, then trust will return in

people and, above all, in the organized system that shows itself as a setting in which

helping, empowerment, and the recognition of human needs and feelings are

possible. Béatrice Guynamant takes this even a step further and suggests that

trust can be recovered for entire functional systems, like the financial markets.
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Tom Bijlsma’s contribution on “Cultural Change by Speech: Team Learning and

the Role of Interaction” continues this line of inquiry in that he addresses commu-

nication as the tool that makes the above points, trust and leadership, possible.

Communication is again a deeply human trait or, at the very least, a trait of all

sentient beings that perceive each other as related and recognize the communication

of others are referring to or including themselves. At the same time, trust is needed

to enter the communication loop in the first place. Communication and trust are the

social preconditions that enable learning, another social category that makes us

human. Working with his experience of shadowing an executive team in action,

Tom Bijlsma shows how important the side-by-side of action and reflection is,

considering reflection as another inherently human trait that is again essential for

learning and being able to relate new experiences to each other (the process and

product of learning). In change management terms, this makes reflection essential

not only for specific change, but for taking away lasting lessons from change.

Reflection as well as learning processes are not only important for a single

person; they are also quite important for groups and group processes in the context

of successful change management processes. Signe Vesso focuses in her article

“Strengthening Leader’s impact and ability to manage change through group

coaching” on how coaching influences the strengthening of a leader’s impact and

ability to manage change. She develops a theoretical model for a study which

consists of three levels (leader, relationship orientation in teams, and task orienta-

tion in teams). Based on that model, a test of five hypotheses was conducted in a

longitudinal study at Estonia’s largest telecommunications company. The aim was

to investigate how leadership group coaching influences the performance of team

leaders. The results show that group coaching had the strongest impact on task

orientation in teams, and that group coaching influenced the common perception of

the leaders’ trustworthiness. All in all, it might be noted that leadership group

coaching has many advantages over individual coaching.

It is up to people to use that option and to apply reflection as an opportunity for

deceleration that makes it possible to stand back and observe what is happening.

This appears as a crucial competences in times of constant change processes, in

which people, executives and employees alike, are kept on their toes by the events

around them and in which most will struggle to see the sense of the ever more

intrusive changes. Sense is no inconsequential “private” component. The opposite

is true: When people see the sense, be it individually or in a collective process

(although neither can be imagined without the other), a certain impetus is created

that stimulates action. It is relevant to understand that participation is not merely

activism, but that it already comes into play on the level of sense, as the construed

sense impels people to act or behave in a certain way. Communication becomes

relevant as it creates points of reference that others can respond to, making it

another expression of participation. Accepting this means understanding participa-

tion in change management not just as a special add-on, but as the very foundations

that social action can take place on. The key is then to become aware of where an

organization or its management remain ignorant in the sense of not understanding

the responses of people to an organizational event (especially in change
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management) as a form of participation. People cannot not participate, and mana-

gement’s formal invitations for or attributions of participatory activities will only

engender scepticism. What are people doing in organizations, if not participating?

This important topic is explored by Eija Kärnä who is exploring the implementation

and transformation of organizational strategies in “Implementing strategy means

changes for employees”.

Resistance—another essential human trait—is another expression of participa-

tion, however hard it might be for managers to accept it, as they perceive it solely as

an attempt at torpedoing impending change projects. According to “Successful

Organizational Change through Overcoming Risks“by Matthias Georg Will, the

usual responses of organizations and their managers are aimed at changing the risk

affinity of their employees or finding more risk-free alternatives. A third option can

be added, namely, downplaying the risks in change communication. What all three

options have in common is that they do not address the core resistance. We can

assume this to be the case, because the resistance itself is not understood. Resis-

tance indicates asynchronicity. The chronology of the system (the organization, the

change project, the environment etc.) differs from that of the social system. Clever

change management would recognize this and consider the time needed to bring the

employees’ timeline nearer to the systems’ time. This will not break all resistance,

but it reminds us of the creative possibilities of considering the chronological

perspective. After all, the much-quoted fear of change can also be seen as a question

of time. The recognition that certain competences are lacking in the workforce can

create the worry of not being able to keep up after the change. When that change is

introduced over the time needed, e.g. for a qualification phase, resistance will lessen

in this aspect. Spreading awareness for these factors in governance structures would

be a new way of handling or working with resistance.

Ruth Alas also begins her investigation on the topic of resistance in “Resistance

to institutional and organizational change: an individual perspective”. She points

out that people are not per se against change, but primarily against being changed.

Their resistance is therefore aimed at a momentum experienced passively. Being

able to communicate and participate is a viable means of channelling and working

with resistance. Seeing the social and organizational transformations in Eastern

Europe that the author reviews, it is fascinating to see that there was less fear of the

first wave of change than of its second instalment when people had had their initial

first-hand experience of change management. It becomes obvious that social sys-

tems, but above all people possess a long memory that means that new change

projects are determined by the memory/experience of past change. We can assume

that a large part of the resistance against change in organization is not caused by the

change that is currently under way, but by disappointing experiences in the past

being projected into the future. The role of people in change management in this

sense also includes conserving and pointing out those individual aspects of change

that are side-lined by the functionalized, made-to-measure narratives of manage-

ment. Again: If change is to work (slightly better) in modern life or, at the very

least, if change is to be understood, the decelerating effect of people (and their

memories, resistance, communication, reflection etc.) needs to be harnessed in
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meaningful communication. Ruth Alas implies that organizations facing constant

change need to debate who can change and who can be changed. With the benefit of

change memory, the next project should then attempt to reverse these roles as a new

way of dealing with change management and the people affected by it in future.

One typical human response in change management, especially for people who

are being changed (without the opportunity to participate), is stress reactions of

many shapes and sizes. Stress is an individual response to a perceived dissonance

between one’s expectations and competences and those of one’s environment, with

the feeling or knowledge of not being able to reconcile these differences. Stress is a

first sign of capitulation. Kate E. Rowlands and Christopher J. Rees have analysed

25 qualitative interviews to show impressively which factors cause stress during

change processes in their piece on “Organisational Change and Workplace Stress in

Teaching and Learning Settings: Case Study Evidence from a Public Sector Uni-

versity in the UK”. Their findings indicate that countering such stress on the

individual level needs two things already mentioned above: helping and the option

of participation (in communication). Resistance is just another form of activation

and means of breaking free from passivity. Concern about redundancies and the

fear of losing one’s own job, or worry about having to do (new and unfamiliar) jobs

under increasing pressure coming from all sides, the lack of time to cope with one’s

workload, and the lack of support are the main stressors in change identified by the

authors. In times of increasingly frequent change, there is more need than ever for

an institutional reflection of this fact to stop people from being left on their own in

the organization. HR management already has sufficient footholds here to establish

itself as a more effective agent for change.

This change of perspective or re-definition of change management can be helped

along by changed HR management, as Torben Andersen outlines in “Organiza-

tional development in an international context: a story of planned change and

attempt to induce high involvement”. The factors named above (perception, com-

munication, participation, resistance etc.) show that there are always mechanisms

of emergent change under way in parallel to the intentional change. Emergent

changes, that is, the changes that happen gradually as an almost incidental process

outside the reach of managerial plans form the subsoil for the intentional changes,

but that subsoil is as unstable as quicksand. The cause of this instability needs to be

found in the mentioned human traits, which combine with each other or react to

each other to create unpredictable social dynamics. This (human) perspective can

be brought to the fore by HR management and included as a structural, architectural

feature in change projects. The case study considered by Torben Andersen reveals

the natural implications of this, specifically the far greater amount of time needed

for such ‘aware’ change management projects than mainstream change manage-

ment literature likes to suggest. If this is not taken seriously, one ignores the time

needed by the people involved and forgets that one is working with a social system

and not a machine. Only the latter can be forced to run according to a specific logic,

as the operator is the creator of the machine’s own logic as well.

Another redefinition and new trains of thought of change management are

delivered by Harald Wipfler and Stefan Vorbach in their article “Agile
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Management for Organizational Change and Development”. The authors discuss

whether project management or change management are appropriate models, as

both have several methodological and practical limitations. Wipfler and Vorbach

try to overcome these existing limitations by suggesting an integrated and agile

approach that could lead to another way of thinking. They regard agile management

as a framework, instead of a mere toolbox. Agile methodologies should be inte-

grated in different business contexts, since they have proven to be successful in

different volatile business environments. Applying agile practices within organiza-

tions has an impact on that organization’s individual members, by stimulating

people’s competence to solve problems. Wipfler and Vorbach argue in favour of

the potential benefits and implications for the individual in the context of agility and

change management. Fostering such capabilities should enable all employees to

cope better with organizational change.

All of these insights indicate that we need a new way of thinking about change

management. This challenge is addressed by Sudi Sharifi and Julia Claxton in their

article “Challenging Notions of Change and Change Management” in the best

deconstructivist tradition. Beginning with a look at many individual perspectives

concerning change and change management, their question is whether and when a

shared vision and a shared language for change and change management can

develop. This returns the final pieces of our volume to our initial social and

collectivist perspective. It is right that no final answers are given to these questions;

rather, with them staying unresolved, we appreciate the need for a dialogue about

change and change management to tell us, always with due awareness for the given

context, what we are actually speaking about. Asking this basic question in orga-

nizations engaged in change management projects could contribute substantially a

sense of a shared basis for reflection, learning, communication, and finally parti-

cipation. This would genuinely reach out to the human beings in the organization,

as it would invite them to engage in a shared sensemaking process that is absolutely

elementary for their actions in the organization that surrounds them.

The penultimate piece in this volume, “Strange Encounter: An Inquiry into the

Popularity of Participation in Organizations”, by Ralf Wetzel moves our attention

to the context in which all of these change management efforts of organizations take

place, that is, to society at large. Looking at the perennial rhetorical favourite of

‘participation’ as an instrument of change management, Wetzel shows that the

success or failure of change can never be seen removed from its larger social

context. Society is changing, and organizations are changing with it. This means

that the circumstances of participation themselves are changing. This basic fact is

not, however, recognized in participation practices. We are dealing with different

people nowadays, because the conditions of society have changed. People become

the mirrors of the social changes happening around them. In the back and forth of

the social sphere, people are the creators and the product of these changes. Parti-

cipation is not keeping up, but it is still regarded as a panacea for making change a

success via the involvement—the participation—of people. However, as our

insights have shown us, these people are not the same people they were yesterday.

They are already participants in everything, caught up in an accelerating spiral of
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communication and, above all, observation, fighting a flood of available senses and

interpretations at every corner. It is not unreasonable then to ask where and when

individuals can be excused from the constant request to participate.

This book ends with a practitioner’s look at the issue in the form of Gerhard

Fatzer’s article on “Leadership and Transformation”. This could be another new

expression of change management that refers to the human beings in it, but it must

not be ignored that such a decision cannot be made without the people involved in

any modern change management concept. How could it, we are inclined to wonder,

as human beings are the very core of both organizations and society at large.
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The Rediscovery of the Human Being

and the Future of Change Management

Frank E.P. Dievernich

1 Change as the Modern Constant

All business management happens in a certain context: In a society and its organi-

zations, two variables that are in constant change. These changes make it important

for us to understand business management more and more as change management.

Business management has a twofold purpose here: First, it deals with business in

the present and makes sure that it operates as it should. Second, it needs to look to

the future, that is, keep supplying visions that include both problems and the

promise of their solution, to prepare organizations for that future. This is not a

one-off, temporary incident, but a never-ending process. Change management has

become part of everyday life, while the same time change programmes themselves

are creating a need for even more change programmes, as the organizational

researcher Brunsson (2009) reminds us. One reform is the cause for the next.

Change management leads to more change management. Caught in this cycle,

organizations begin to hyperventilate. Stability, not change, becomes the exception,

and people are still expected to find their way in those circumstances. This would

seem a considerable challenge for any actor caught up in this. To understand the

actual forces that compel organizations to keep changing, a closer look is required

at the more general forces at work in society at large.
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2 Change Powered by Communication

Following McLuhan (1964) and the Toronto School, we can state that organizations

and their structures are formed by society’s culture of communication. The mode of

communication in society shapes communication in organization as well as its

structures (Federman 2010). It is a truism that our current culture of communication

is digital and highly interconnected in nature. Communication is becoming increa-

singly open, irrespective of the location of the participants in it. Exclusive know-

ledge is increasingly a thing of the past or relegated to few highly specialist

disciplines or niches. Even these monopolies seem temporary in nature, as modern

communication technology offers ready access to this seemingly exclusive know-

ledge. With such transparency, knowledge creates counter-knowledge and opinions

create counter-opinions. Every statement can be challenged with a different per-

spective: Would the object in question look the same if another vantage point,

another observer were present? Since more and more people are making themselves

heard, an expert’s status is a delicate thing. This ready accessibility and transpa-

rency of communication and knowledge creates even more opportunities for partici-

pation. In a sense, it is itself a call for participation. Communication seems to happen

across all established organizational boundaries. Communication is happening and

reproducing itself as a result of its chosen means of reproduction.

This influences the shape of the organizations in which we work every day. It

provides the starting point for speculations about the future. Organizations have

undergone a process of functional differentiation to become highly specialized

entities. In knowledge-intensive areas at least, organizations are increasingly orga-

nizations of experts that engage with networks of other experts or other organiza-

tions to keep the evolution of their own areas energized. No organization can

endeavour to store all of this knowledge in the hope of using it as some later

juncture. The most economical solution is a network of distributed knowledge,

ready for access at the point of need. Experts are constantly engaged in producing

new knowledge and are putting that knowledge at the disposal of the community of

experts. This is one of the reasons for the shifting distribution of power in organi-

zations. Power is now not the reserve of the peak of the hierarchical pyramid; it is

increasingly the power of expertise distributed in the (internal and external)

network.

Power has thus made its home in networks without clear hierarchical centres;

power has become a vagabond in the system, depending on what is compatible with

the given environment or market (on the idea of vagabond leadership, cf. Baecker

1994). Other perspectives have become the decisive, invaluable assets of organi-

zations, as their compatibility can determine access to important parts of the

market. To cover these perspectives, organizations need a new form of access to

the observations and perceptions of their members. Doing business today has

increasingly come to mean keeping in touch with communications and the diversity

of perspectives, which requires certain conditions to be in place. The diversity of
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perspectives offers the opportunity to minimize the threat of an always unknowable

future.

Digitalization accelerates the pace of human communication, disregarding the

old constraints of geography. Such a pace almost inevitably means that change and

change management had to become the key paradigms of modern society and its

organizations.

One precondition and, at the same time, result of this is that the future of

organizations lies in network-type structures, as Castells (1996) already pointed

out. Mark Lewis Federman (2010:223) writes: “Everyone is, or soon will be,

connected to everyone else, and all available information, through instantaneous,

multiway communication”, while Helgesen (1995:280) describes the shape of

modern organizations as follows: “Information flows freely across levels, teams

make their own decisions, work on specific projects evolves in response to need as

they arise, and task is more important than position”. With this mass of (potentially

relevant) information, individuals need to find out what really matters for the

situation they are facing or the next project along the way. This makes reflection

skills an essential competence for life in modern organizations. Apart from the

organization’s own reflective capabilities, the burden is also on the individual

member to ensure the organization’s effective development.

As the complexity of perspectives and communication increases in more or less

non-hierarchical organizations, two points of view are currently the subject of much

debate in the discourse about the future of organizations: “On one hand, the

functionalist, instrumental, managerially oriented recitation of twentieth century

organizational history tends to reinforce the bureaucratic, administratively con-

trolled, hierarchical organization as the optimal means to respond to the myriad

challenges of the contemporary world” (Federman 2010:35). The other approach

tries to focus on processes of self-organization and establish that mastering increa-

sing communication knows only one viable means: More communication,

i.e. keeping the flow going. In the end, this means a “paradox-tolerant organization”

that tries to establish clarity by allowing ambiguity. In other words: The accelera-

tion of communication in society (Rosa 2005) suggests that the future of organiza-

tions lies in fluid networks and in engaging with multi-perspectivity.

3 Change Powered by Sense

What will be the future of change management in such organizations? Any attempt

at answering this question requires a look at the meta-level and the greater changes

that are under way. One can see that social systems tend to cycle through mutually

contradictory management fads. After a period of decentralization, the time will

come for centralization; a commitment to participation is replaced by a belief in

efficiencies and hierarchies (Brunsson 2009). These swings of the pendulum seem

to be the essence of the social (Dievernich and Wetzel 2011). With this in mind, our

age, which defines itself to a large extent in terms of change, seems set for a
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reversal: We are witnessing the return of stability. What can stay in organizations?

What must not change? Where can things persist? Which management fads will not

be followed? Which trends are gladly ignored? These are just some of the questions

that show what the coming counter-movement to change management would look

like. The future of change management might lie not in change, but in stability.

The questions named here will be particularly relevant for those people who are

affected by the constant change processes in organizations. It is they who are forced

by change to engage in sense-making processes and recover the stability that is a

sine-qua-non for coordinated action. More than ever, it seems clear that stability

can be a strategic advantage for organizations and their people in a world that is in

constant flux. One essential aspect of future change management will therefore be

what can be termed ‘stability management’.

This change management of the future must be able to master the dense mass of

communication, observations, and, in the end, participation in today’s world. It is

generally accepted that a planned change process can only be conducted with the

involvement of the people affected by it. The change process might not go to plan,

but they will change along the way until they become compatible with the actual

state of the social system. If these communication processes and the expertise of the

people concerned are taken seriously, then the change management of the future

first needs to engage in a dialogue about which change projects make sense from the

point of view of the affected people. Change management will therefore begin with

a “prenatal phase”, which negotiates whether and what to change to get manage-

ment closer to the employees and their unique viewpoints. It is moot to say that

managers plan change ventures on a level that differs from the reality of the

employees who are executing them. That rhetorical level has long taken on a life

of its own which seems hardly compatible with everyday practice (Wetzel and

Dievernich 2014; Brunsson 2009). Managers try to influence their organizations by

way of the rhetorics of plans and decisions, whereas their employees work, act,

coordinate, and keep the business moving—one is tempted to say, in spite of their

managers. This performatory character of change management is not missed by the

employees, just as managers are aware of the fact that they are increasingly not

reaching their employees—despite massive communicative efforts. Two

de-coupled sense systems have evolved that need to be re-coupled if one wants to

avoid the risk of alienation between both groups or between employees and the

organization they are placed in. The future of change management will therefore

also lie in managing the contact between managers and employees. This points to

the centrality of the role of human beings in change management.

4 The Fragmented Nature of Human Beings

What are human beings? First and foremost, they are a node in the web of

communication and origin of those slivers of perceptions that are transformed

into communication in the organizational and communicational networks they
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shape in doing so. The more perceptions and communication people engage in and

the more communication they expect in response, the more they will become the

engines of a certain density and speed of communication that are virtually impos-

sible to master. They also provide enough of the fuel to launch change ventures: So

much perception, communication, and interconnection cannot but have conse-

quences. That is one side of the coin. The other is that people become victims of

that intricate web of communication that they have caught themselves in. They

cannot know what to rely on in view of the diversity and the multitude of options

that are available. There are now so many points of reference, possible sources and

systems of sense to make sense that the only viable response is even more

communication, in order to agree on one sense, at least for a specific period of

time in a specific set of circumstances. What does change management have to give

its target audience to help them move meaningfully in this web of communication?

How should organizations be construed to enable their people to handle the benefits

of the new flood of communication without being swamped by it?

The necessary object of interest here then is human beings. Where do they reside

in organizations? Where are they involved in or affected by change? Appreciating

the fact that human beings—whatever that means in the complexity of the term—

will never be present in their “entirety” in organizations (Luhmann 1995) is a

difficult proposition, as such a recognition might cause unease for many people.

That might be why systems theory and similar theoretical approaches are finding it

so hard to establish themselves as a common means of observation. If this fact is

accepted, however, human beings only appear as a mere part, accessible in their

organizational function: A person becomes a CEO. For the system, it does not

matter what he or she might do or think as a human being beyond that function. The

same is true of department managers or team leaders, or for the specialists of any

business. In the organization, they are only seen in terms of the perspective of that

organization—that is, as the function they fulfil. Systems theory also posits that the

organization needs only certain types of communication from these people or,

rather, these functions. These are the decisions and factual pieces of information

that help maintain the organizational function (Luhmann 2000). Private concerns,

which are always communicated in parallel to functional communication, are of no

interest to the organization, as are the many ideas of executives or employees about

how the organization could be improved, as long as they do not enter the realm of

organizational perception and decision-making. Anything that does not influence

these processes is mere white noise for the organization.

People can think, feel, have intuition or ideas, express opinions, protest, make

alliances etc. None of this matters for the organization as long as it does not affect

the organizational structure. People are deconstructed and fragmented beyond their

own perception that tells them that they are whole and complete beings. This is the

idea behind a much-quoted question by the public intellectual Precht (2007): Who

am I—and if so, how many?

This point of view can also be a relief: In their fragmentary nature, people have

far fewer means to influence the organization than they believe they should have,

e.g. as practising managers. It takes a lot for the organization’s structural and
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communicational entity to pick up and integrate even unequivocal and persistent

thoughts or statements made by their managers. Such a deconstructed perspective

also implies that working on the human being, as human resource management

(HRM) claims to be doing, does not actually have an immediate effect on improving

the state of the organization. Focusing too much on the human being creates the

danger of missing the mechanisms and structures of the organization at large.

This perspective might be a relief, but it would not seem overly helpful in the

context of change management if people wish to believe that change could be

planned or executed as directly as any other process. There are reasons why up to

70 %—depending on the sources—of all change ventures are failing (Brunsson

2009). The fragmented condition of human beings might be a relief for the

individual’s conscience, but it does not actually lead anywhere, as the blame for

failed change management projects will, in the end, fall on individual people again.

Moving beyond the fragmented condition of man, change itself has a

destabilizing and fragmenting function on the organizational level. This is parti-

cularly evident when change has become the normal state of organizations (think:

on-going change management). When change fragments the established order in

organizations and encounters the fragmented, deconstructed view of human beings,

not much is left to guide either side in that equation. Practical experience shows that

successful change management is a rarity in such a situation. Puzzle pieces meet

puzzle pieces.

To avoid this avoidable problem, we need to switch to the mental, internal

perspective, the perspective that still promises wholeness to fragmented people.

Despite all the uncertainty and ambiguity that constant change can cause for

individuals, every individual can see himself or herself as a constant. He or she

thinks, feels, experiences how one thought leads into another, can think back to past

thoughts and feelings, and can always relate back to himself or herself. Other

people are seen, if not in exactly the same manner, at least as entities that function

similarly. Colleagues, employees, and managers are seen as human beings,

irrespective of their respective role. They all share the idea of humanity as the

smallest common denominator. The problem is the tendency to equate the function

held by a person with the person itself.

It is that function and role that is beginning to fray at the edges in modern

organizations. While the past idealized managers as the embodiments of certainty

as a result of their hierarchical and organizational place and function, the present is

the time of insecure managers. Managers now see that the half-life of their decisions

cut short by the accelerating dynamics of organizations and they recognize that

their own life expectancy might be shrinking faster than they imagined. This is why

the organizational researcher Ortmann (2011) sees decisions as having a new

purpose: decisions are made so that we can decide to go back on them. At the

same time, managers, caught up in the increasingly confusing complexities of

organizational dynamics, are engaged in change management projects without

(a) knowing the exact reasons, (b) understanding where they want to get to, and

(c) knowing how to move forward.
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The same uncertainty occurs on the level of colleagues: All seem to suffer from

the same uncertainty about current and coming change projects—despite the flood

of communication and the belief in transparency as one of the first commandments

of organizations. In change, if there is any information and communication at all, it

is usually informal, and one cannot know whether one can trust it or how long it will

remain valid. Information is replaced by speculation.

This ambiguity means that people need to be rediscovered as human beings. For

people confronted with uncertainty, the purpose of a similarly unsure managerial

function is far from evident. Construing each other as uncertain human beings then

creates common ground for people to interact with each other. Where they used to

see only the occupants of roles or functions, they begin to see people. Noticing

“coherence”, as the German sociologist Fuchs (2011) might call it, and attributing

this to other people suggests that this offers a new, reliable access to other people:

When other people feel the same and can speak about it, the individual—as a new

constant—gains a new function. As physical entities, people are a source of

certainty and point of reference in organizations caught up in permanent flux.

Today’s superior, who used to be a hierarchical equal yesterday and might be

that again tomorrow, remains a stable entity on one level only: as an individual. In

the end, he or she is the same person that his or her employees and sometime

colleagues used to know or thought they knew. Research projects have shown that

many employees caught up in organizational changes will look only to one factor:

whether the new manager or new colleague is somebody that they have already

worked with, that is, somebody whose personality and behaviour they believe they

know. When everything around us is changing, it is people who remain the same or

who are at least construed that way.

This seems to give a new lease of life to the emotional change curves of the

1970s developed by Elisabeth Kübler Roos and applied to change management

processes by Kotter (1996). But the key now is not to consider people and their

emotions in the course of change management projects as a causalist and functiona-

list means for effective leadership. Rather, emotions and coherences need to be

regarded as the basis for making people see themselves as the stabilizers in

inherently unstable circumstances. In this perspective, human beings would again

be functionalized, that is, modelled as constant entities that help maintain the

semblance of stability in turbulent environments. The foundations of stability are

removed from the organization and its structures and placed in the human beings

that constitute them. However, it is the organization itself that creates the context in

which people—to put it bluntly—have no other choice but to look to themselves.

As Sackman (1999: 27) already asserted, this is the reason why change starts

with people and ends with people. One could almost say that change management

and organizational development research have come full-circle, as both disciplines

set out by emphasizing the importance of people. However, this assertion would

seem incorrect at a deeper level, as people themselves have changed since the early

days of research in the field. The point now is not to calculate and integrate people

functionally in change management projects (think: “participation”), i.e. to capture

them with as little strain as possible for the change management project. Rather, the
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key is to understand that human beings, with nothing but themselves to recur to in a

fragmented organization, are actively beginning to find their places in change in

tandem with other people—and not with mere occupants of functions. According to

Scharmer (2011), people do this by being able to ask: “Who am I? What is my

mission? What future do I want for myself? Where is that opening, that gap, that

challenge that promises a future waiting to be discovered by me? Of the many

opportunities ahead of me, which one do I prefer? Is it relevant for my organiza-

tion? Maybe for other members in it? How can we create space for listening that

helps expand this gap and grow the opportunities that spring from it?”

It could be argued that none of this is new. All of these questions were already

asked by Weick et al. (2005) and located in the routine sensemaking processes of

organizations—specifically in that wellspring of uncertainty: change. But—and

that is the key difference—all of this is now happening in the social space between

people that was created by the fragmenting organization, in which a coherent

sensemaking process for the organization and its people is not possible or exces-

sively difficult. The rediscovery of human beings and the new interpersonal rela-

tionships caused by this are the key structures. What is uncertain is whether these

communication processes are still part of the communicative space of the organi-

zation, even if they occur in the physical space of the organization. This is the

structure in which a new sensemaking process is taking place, a process with the

ability to ask a number of fundamental questions that are closer to human beings

and possibly their social perceptions than to the complex workings of a seemingly

self-organizing organizational or change management system that has long

decoupled from the human beings within it.

The assumption is that personality development is taking place in exactly this

engagement with other people, with oneself, and with the organization that has

caused all of this. This development would seem to happen without the organiza-

tion, and in its own time. This can be a nuisance for the organization and its change

management projects, but it also offers the unique opportunity to make people

relate again to the organizations they thought they had lost touch with. It would stop

the process of fragmentation that so often seems beyond the reach of people. This is

why it makes sense to put people being back on centre stage, the people who have

changed. Whereas change ventures used to take care to involve people, it is now up

to people to relate again to the changes. Taking that path, however, means first

returning back to one’s own being.

5 Human Beings as the Last Bastion of Organizational

Stability

People must not be left to fend for themselves. This is the opportunity for the

change management and human resource management of the future. For this

purpose, HR management does not have to mean only its formal expression in an
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brick-and-mortar HR department, but the HR function in general, including staff

development and staff retention. In communication and networking-intense orga-

nizations, it is the employees as individuals who need to draw the line between

relevant and irrelevant communication. It is managers as individuals who need to

decide which change management projects to initiate or get behind, which trends to

follow or pass by, what to change, and what to keep. In both cases of employees and

executives alike, the key lies in the confidence to draw those lines, to consciously

accept responsibility for interrupting the organization’s inherent dynamics, and to

stop change management in its track. Courage is required to be able to do so, as is

networking competence to find other individuals who want to follow suit. Above

all, it needs the ability to notice when an organization and its people need stability

and when they need change.

The world of constant change and change management, as has become the norm

in numerous organizations, needs a new competence: The ability to interrupt, the

ability of “acquired negativity” in the language of Han (2013), the ability to stand

back and hold off. This gives the actors the sense of regaining control over their

organizations, of influencing the distance between them and the organization. These

interruptions can create new spaces for reflection and sense-making. They help

people influence their organizations. The resistance against change management

projects has never had more purpose than in the current world of change, in which

one project will immediately be replaced by the next without ever really starting or

reaching its purpose. Here, interruption and resistance are reasonable (Brunsson

2009), because they can protect organizations and their people from hyperven-

tilating. People are rediscovered as a “structural” premise for decisions that stands

in the way of blind, un-reflected activism. The current repertoire of HR develop-

ment tools, such as the work-life balance, coaching, review cycles, management of

ambiguity, and so on, will not be used anymore for coping better with constant

change or making work more efficient. They will become a guide to help people

produce breaks and interruptions, the negative space that leaves enough room for

consciously shaping the organization as one intends.

The future of change management cannot be imagined without the HR function.

It should be regarded as a constituent part of “care-taking” for individuals, for the

people who need to master the turbulent and dynamic life of organizations and their

environments. This includes engaging in an inclusive dialogue about when and

where the organization should use which side of the coin: Change or stability.

“Change the change!” is the battle cry for the near future in the attempt to

respond appropriately to the future of society (increased participation and commu-

nication) and the future of organizations (fluid networks) and in the pursuit of a

future worth living in.
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The Human Role Within Organizational

Change: A Complex System Perspective

Tobias M. Scholz

1 Introduction

It can be difficult for organizations to survive through increasing and persistent

change, whether it takes place internally or externally (Maguire et al. 2011). Organ-

izations compete in a dynamic environment (Scholz 2012). In addition to the

increase of complexity, the potential for solving problems becomes more and

more restricted, e.g. through lack of retention due to the “war for talent” (Michaels

et al. 2001).

Extreme changes (Eoyang 2011) lead to a system of constant reorganization and

adaptation (Maguire et al. 2006). Organizations are still trying to solve problems

based on simplification, predictability, equilibrium and linearity (Marion 1999).

Barabási (2003:201) stated: “As companies face an information explosion and an

unprecedented need for flexibility in a rapidly changing marketplace, the corporate

model is in the midst of a complete makeover.” Organizations therefore are

complex systems and we have to move beyond reductionism (Barabási 2012).

Such a turbulent shift, where change is the new stability (Farjoun 2010), will

have a heavy toll on humans. Evidently the human is the cornerstone of any

organizational change (Porras and Robertson 1992), therefore, we have to shift to

people as key players (McKelvey 2004) and to take the human into the midst of the

organizational change. Complex systems in organizations are influenced by the

interaction among humans; focusing on the humans in such complex systems,

therefore, becomes essential. Organizations are being forced to focus on the

human factor (Pfeffer 2010).

This paper addresses the following question: how does the human role influence

organizational change within a complex organization? Due to recent research

(Barabási 2011) we can shift our attention to the people in an organization
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(Goodwin 1994) and deal with complexity concerning unpredictability,

non-equilibrium and non-linearity in modern organizations (Maguire et al. 2011).

This paper aims to fill a research gap by examining the human role within organ-

izational change using the perspective of complex systems research.

2 Key Concepts and Conventions

2.1 Perception of Complex Systems Within Organizations

Even though complex systems science (or complexity science) has a long history

with roots in systems theory (von Bertalanffy 1968), chaos theory (Lorenz 1963)

and cybernetics (Ashby 1956), the field is struggling to find a general definition, and

therefore it is still a fragmented subject (Mitchell 2009). Lissack (1999) explained

that the common notion of complex systems is that “within dynamic patterns there

may be an underlying simplicity” (p. 112). Within only a span of 10 years, complex

systems science — in the context of organization theory — has evolved from

“remarkable new vistas” (Anderson 1999:229) to “it is time to change” (Andriani

and McKelvey 2009:1068).

In order to analyze complex systems in the field of organizations, and parti-

cularly based on the dynamics of complex systems in organizational change, we

must examine the perspective of complex systems relating to organizations and

organizational change. Combining complex systems science and organizational

change leads to a reframing of organizational change (Eoyang 2011). Changes in

the environment have forced researchers to review traditional perspectives: “Every-

thing that supported stability and continuity of organization was compromised”

(Eoyang 2011:320).

For Eoyang (2011), the traditional (Newtonian) perspective is characterized by

the following metaphors. Inertia means that without outside force no change hap-

pens. Resistance is where efforts of change will be opposed. Progress implies that

there is a reachable end and that an organization moves towards it. Momentum is the

idea of predictability on the path of change. Power implies that an organization is

changeable, like a dormant object. Alignment means that there is a need for homo-

geneous commitment to only one goal. These metaphors seem to be relatively

narrow and only vaguely applicable to the modern environment in which organ-

izations are acting, and therefore they are insufficient (Hodge and Coronado 2007).

Following the state of uncontrollability and unpredictability, new metaphors are

necessary. Based on a dynamic, non-linear and non-equilibrium organization,

considering the bridge between complex systems science and organizational

change seems to be a beneficial approach (Falconer 2002). Eoyang (2011) observed

organizational change through the lens of complex systems science and found five

metaphors to perceive complex systems in phases of organizational change: frac-

tals, simple rules, self-organized criticality, emergence and adaptation.
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Fractals are fragmented geographical objects that consist of smaller copies of

the complete structure (Mandelbrot 1982). Based on self-similarity, a fractal can be

generated through a non-linear equation iteratively (Falconer 1997). In the context

of organizational change, fractals are a metaphor. One application is the iterative

nature of fractals, and refers to the distribution of a uniform idea in an organization

(Zimmermann and Hurst 1993). Bouchikhi and Kimberly (2003) ascertained that

the concept of identity follows fractal patterns. Another approach is to look into the

scale-free nature of fractal patterns and thus explore relationships, such as organi-

zational management relationships in the phases of stability and change (Levick

and Kuhn 2007).

Simple rules are also called minimum specifications, and these can result in

system-wide patterns (Wolfram 2002). With these simple rules, it is possible to

achieve harmonization in the phase of change and to minimize restrictions for

individual members (Eoyang 2007). Even though this sounds relatively easy, it is

essential to achieve a balanced approach to the freedom of individual members and

general applicability of rules.

Self-organized criticality alludes to the general tension in an organization that

constrains it in a similar way to gravity” (Bak 1996). In the context of organ-

izational change, the “tipping point” (Gladwell 2002), the moment where the

organization collapses, becomes relevant. However, this is only a punctuated

equilibrium. Thus, self-organized criticality describes the organization and its

dynamics based on several key elements, such as size and interactions. Introducing

change into an organization may require time to overcome self-organized criticality

before it can “break through into a new structure with surprising speed and clarity”

(Eoyang 2011:323).

Emergence is the process of pattern creation through interaction among mem-

bers of an organization, which differs from the general patterns formed in an

organization. Swarm intelligence is a common example of emergence (Garnier

et al. 2007). Even though emergence comes from the organization itself, it is

possible to leverage and develop an emergence-friendly environment (Huy and

Mintzberg 2003). Organizations need to achieve the right mix of top-down and

bottom-up environments (Rowland 2004). Some examples that support emergence

include defining factors and conditions such as social construction, adaptive factors,

enabling infrastructures and control factors (Alaa 2009) and the influence of

differences and exchanges (Eoyang 2011).

Adaptation is currently the aspect of complex systems that is most addressed in

the context of organizational change. An organization seeks to fit into the environ-

ment and therefore has to adapt evolutionarily to internal and external patterns

(Siggelkow 2002). Furthermore, an organization needs to establish an environment

of co-evolution (Rindova and Kotha 2001) and thereby to improve its own survival

chances. However, adaptation leads to tension between sustaining one’s own

features, and improvements through adaptation (Cilliers 2006).

In summary, these metaphors from complex systems science can be utilized for

organizational change. They lead to constant tension in organizational change

(Leana and Barry 2000) and the need to balance “both stability and flexibility,
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both continuity and disruption, both ties to the old and stretches to the new”

(Eoyang 2011:326). Balancing those competing demands and achieving synergies

in stability and change is ambitious but possible (Farjoun 2010).

2.2 Importance of Power Law Distribution

When talking about complex systems it is necessary to introduce the power law

distribution. This is also known as the Pareto distribution (Chauset et al. 2009).

Contrary to the shape of the Bell curve in the normally distributed Gaussian

distribution, the power-law distribution is characterized by a long tail (see Fig. 1).

Essentially, a power-law distribution means that many small events coexist with

few large ones (Barabási 2003). Thus, looking into power-law science means a

fundamental shift from the average Gaussian distribution to the Pareto distribution.

However, previous research is dominated by a Gaussian environment (Lawson

1997) and, therefore, focused on the average (McKelvey and Andriani 2005).

Figure 1 shows the differences in both distributions. Here, Barabási (2007) used

examples of highways and airports in the US. These examples are striking, as both

are manmade phenomena. However, a highway in general does not reveal its usage;

based on the connections and due to the influence of architects, the majority of cities

have the same number of connections. There is a difference if you look at airports.

Some cities have airports consisting of many connections. Such airports are called

“hubs” (Barabási 2003). For example, Atlanta is the busiest airport in the world

(Jones 2011), but there is no simple explanation for this. Moreover, this example

shows the complexity of the real world, and recent research shows that the Pareto

distribution seems to be “more normal than [the] normal [distribution]” (Willinger

et al. 2004:130). Andriani and McKelvey (2009) found over 100 power-law distri-

butions in nature, especially for business-related organizations. For instance,

power-law distributions can be found in job vacancies (Gunz et al. 2001), robust-

ness in organizational networks (Dodds et al. 2003), entrepreneurship and inno-

vation (Poole et al. 2000), productivity of innovation (Jones 2005), work incapacity

from back pain (Schmid 2004) and decision making and queuing (Barabási 2005).

This number will increase; the recent research about power-law distributions in

organizational communication networks during a crisis is exemplary (Uddin

et al. 2011). Researchers will find more power-law distributions as the world

changes towards greater customization (Anderson 2006); further, in order to

achieve competitive advantage, the mean is not appealing but instead the successful

loners (Andriani and McKelvey 2011).
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3 Theoretical Extension Towards Human Role

3.1 Need for Extension Towards Human Role

These changes in perception are still rooted in a static world. However, similarly to

the dynamics in the environment, change processes succeed or fail due to the

humans who are involved (Ford and Ford 1995). Several researchers state that

nearly two thirds of change projects fail (Burke and Biggart 1997; Beer and Nohria

2000) and this number could be even larger (Burnes 2004). It seems that “change in

the individual organizational member’s behavior is at the core of organizational

change” (Porras and Robertson 1992:724) and therefore the individual is not only a

passive recipient of change (Greenhalgh et al. 2004). It is necessary to reach for

individual readiness for organizational change (Choi and Ruona 2011) and it is

evident that this individual readiness will impact the organization and the organ-

izational change due to the heavy influence of human interaction (Boisot and

McKelvey 2011). On the micro level the behavior of individuals differs from

each other and we should emphasize that (Greenhalgh et al. 2004). On the macro

level, and in the accumulation of individual perspectives, we can pick up the

argument about distributions.

Humans on a macro level will follow a Gaussian, or normal, distribution.

Gaussian, distribution is the traditional approach and means a focus on the average.

Still though within the workforce of an organization this means a focus on the

majority of people, and thereby neglecting outliers (Andriani and McKelvey 2011).

Contrary to the Pareto distribution or the Power Law distribution, the outliers will

have a stronger influence. Outliers will be the important people in such a

distribution.
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Fig. 1 Normal (Gaussian) distribution and power-law (Pareto) distribution. Own source. Based

on: Barabási 2007
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In order to systematically compare both distributions it is necessary to define the

environment. Based on the findings presented earlier in this paper, it is possible to

comprehend a complex system (Eoyang 2011). Fractals, simple rules, self-

organized criticality, emergence and adaption enable an understanding of a com-

plex system and, in addition, provide a setting to analyze the human role within an

organization. Furthermore, the characterization of a complex system based on

Cilliers (1998) is sufficient so that both distributions can be applied and analyzed.

3.2 Normal (Gaussian) Distribution vs. Power-Law (Pareto)
Distribution

Importantly, the logic of a complex system ascertains that a normal distribution can

exist within a complex system. Based on combination theory, several components

of a complex system can have different distributions, but the complex system

follows, in any case, a power-law distribution (Newman 2005). This theory allows

us to compare both distributions within the features of a complex system and to

administer the effects of both distributions on the human role within an organ-

ization. Based on preliminary research (Scholz 2013) we can combine both distri-

butions with the dimensions of Eoyang (2011); thereby obtaining the following

aspects as stated in Table 1.

3.3 Fractals

In the case of Gaussian fractals there is a general trend towards centralization within

the human network. Even though processes are constantly fluctuating, in general all

humans tend towards an average and common environment. Change processes

should be accepted by a majority and should be commonly spread. By contrast,

Paretian fractals are about decentralization. It is therefore not the goal of a change

process to convince a nominal majority. In fact different change processes con-

stantly compete against each other and through interaction they will be developed

further. It is not essential that over 50 % of the people in an organization are

convinced, but that the people acting as a hub are convinced. Persuading enough

hubs will be sufficient for the change process as other people will follow in a

Paretian distribution.
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3.4 Simple Rules

In the Gaussian distribution simple rules tend more towards order. Focusing on the

core competences and core tasks, those simple rules have to establish the environ-

mental setting. Well defined rules and structures help to generate some stability in a

change process, and eventually order. This will give security for humans and

something they can rely on. By contrast, Paretian simple rules are more disorderly.

Contrary to the Gaussian world, rules are simpler, general and tend to be

minimalistic. Essentially disorder helps in a change process to generate the neces-

sary flexibility. Through the change process a new general order emerges, however,

and new rules are established. Such flexibility means that every human in the

change process can contribute to the process and is not limited by rules focusing

on order.

3.5 Self-Organized Criticality

Gaussian self-organized criticality centers around the attack tolerance of human

networks. Albert et al. (2000) explain that Gaussian distribution has a high attack

tolerance. In this case attack means specific removal of parts in a system. In a

change process such a behavior is similar to the removal of people who may resist

change. However the self-organized criticality or tipping point are not reachable

through removal. An organization following the Gaussian distribution will not be

influenced by such an approach to change processes. On the contrary, in Paretian

self-organized criticality there is a higher error tolerance (Albert et al. 2000), and

therefore randomly removing parts of the system will not have great influence.

However the attack tolerance is significantly lower in a Paretian distribution. In this

distribution it will be beneficial to remove the hubs that are resisting the change

process. Persuading a resisting hub will improve the change process substantially.

Table 1 Human Resource Management under the assumption of normal distribution or power-

law distribution

Normal (Gaussian)

Distribution

(Average)

Power-law (Pareto)

Distribution

(Extremes)

Fractals Centralization Decentralization

Simple rules Order Disorder

Self-organized criticality Attack tolerance Error tolerance

Emergence Convergence Divergence

Adaptation Adjustment to the average Adjustment to the outliers
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3.6 Emergence

Gaussian emergence leads to convergence characteristics. Interactions within the

human network generate a concentration towards similarities. Based on this process

of emergence humans adapt towards each other and strive to an alignment, leading

to a network that adjusts towards convergence, but also reducing the variety and

differences within the network. This makes the process of change, in the long run,

nearly impossible. By contrast, Paretian emergence is the process of divergence.

Diversity is an essential part of the human network and therefore divergence rises

through emergence. It leads to a variety of different and parallel emergent pro-

cesses. This increases the complexity within a human network and makes change

processes in the beginning problematic, but the competing emergent processes will

improve over time, making it easier to find the right change.

3.7 Adaptation

Gaussian adaption is the process of adjustment towards the average. The human

network is therefore focused on establishing change that helps the majority within

an organization. Adapting to the average leads to a neglect of extreme processes

and the interests of outliers who could be even better for the organization. However

due to the human role within the organization the current interest of the majority at

this moment is essential. Such a process can lead to less resistance within a change

process via a majority of supporters. Paretian adaptation focuses on the outliers and

potentially the hubs within the human network. Based on a constant interaction with

key players in the organization (essentially the top management) the necessary

change processes are questioned, planned and implemented. This is leads to an

evolutionary change process that balances processes within an organization and

adapts to relevant hubs.

In summary, both distributions lead to different changes and obstacles. It

becomes apparent that knowledge about the humans within the complex system

of an organization is essential. Furthermore both distributions are striving in

different directions. This inherent pursuit leads to a different strategy in the change

process. In addition, a strategy focusing on the wrong distribution could

quickly fail.

4 Discussion

Even though complex systems theory can describe current developments in an

organization (Marion and Uhl-Bien 2011) and seems to be closer to the practi-

tioners’ world (Andriani and McKelvey 2009), research is still struggling with an

26 T.M. Scholz



applicable research method (Andriani and McKelvey 2009). Recent developments

such as reality mining (Pentland 2010) and dynamic network analysis (Carley

et al. 2007) could be ways to close the gap between theory and practice.

It needs to be remembered that the paradigm shift behind complex systems

science is fundamental (Andriani and McKelvey 2011) and, if adapted, change

processes could help to understand the problems of change processes. Looking at

the phenomenon in addition to a normal distribution and more towards extremes

and power-law distribution (e.g. cultural diversity or high potential) seem to be

even more promising. The human role becomes the centerpiece of the change

process, especially through the fitting distribution. Change following the distri-

bution will lead to more stability (Leana and Barry 2000).

Hence it seems comprehensible that different constellations of human inter-

actions lead to different behaviors and consequently to different distributions.

Furthermore, such distributions lead to different insights for organizational change

strategy. But the next question for research will be: which distribution does the

human behavior within an organization follow? It is questionable whether current

methods are sufficient, but new technologies such as Big Data (Simon 2013) could

be helpful in this question. Importantly, those distributions are not static, or can’t be

described as fixed. Human interaction and therefore the human role within an

organization changes dynamically. In addition to the question of the distribution

it is also necessary to constantly monitor the distribution and changes in the human

network.

As we can see in current research, change management is struggling and present

methods seem to be insufficient. Complex systems are changing dynamically,

especially in situations concerning humans. Change is therefore constantly happen-

ing and interactions between humans are essential for success.

5 Conclusion

Complex systems are the future of organizational studies (Andriani and McKelvey

2009) and already describe many phenomena in that field. Still, application to

organizations is under-researched (Andriani and McKelvey 2009), while the

controllability of complex systems is still highly theoretical (Liu et al. 2011).

Even though power-law distributions are found in an increasing number of phe-

nomena, it is questionable whether a benefit, not to mention competitive advantage,

is designable and economically achievable. Furthermore, it is not obvious that the

humans within an organization consequently follow power laws, rather it depends

on the human network. Evidently knowledge about distribution within an organ-

ization is critical information.

This paper shows that the human role is essential for organizational change and

that an organization has to be professional (Stein 2010). An organization has to look

into the behavior of humans within the complex system. Based on such an adaption

of, in this case, the distribution of an organization, results in insights into how to act
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concerning a change strategy. It is then possible to achieve stability within change

even in an unpredictable, far from equilibrial and non-linear environment, and this

is achieved through the humans involved in the change process.
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Looking Through Someone Else’s Eyes:

Exploring Perceptions of Organizational

Change

Laura Gover and Linda Duxbury

Over the past 100 years formal research has contributed significantly to our

knowledge of organizational change and development (Burnes 2004). In recent

years, however, a number of authors have suggested that it is time to change how

we study “organizational change” and to modernize Organizational Development

(OD) theory in a way that more adequately reflects the realities of organizational

change (Burnes and Cooke 2012; Marshak 2002; Tsoukas and Chia 2002). Tsoukas

and Chia (2002), for example, note that while change is an implicit part of day-to-

day life for people inside organizations, many OD practitioners and researchers

treat it as discrete and exceptional while Marshak (2002) points out that the

language that scholars use to investigate and describe change is ambiguous and

represents embedded assumptions from the researchers’ perspective. The above

quotes suggest that OD’s current failure to adequately reflect the realities of

organizational change can be attributed, at least in part, to the fact that the vast

majority of OD research is conducted from an etic, or researcher-centered, perspec-

tive. Such an approach seeks to understand change from a researcher perspective

rather than from the perspective of the people involved in the change and, accord-

ingly, has not led to a comprehensive understanding of the role of people during

change.

The notions of etic and emic perspectives stem from research on culture (Morris

et al. 1999). Simply put, the etic view refers to the outsider (or researcher’s)

perspective and the emic view refers to the insider (impacted employee’s)
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perspective of the phenomena under study (Denison 1996; Morris et al. 1999). In

organizational studies etic and emic have been discussed in relation to the concepts

of organizational culture and climate. According to Denison (1996), organizational

culture researchers attempt to uncover emic perspectives (i.e. the native’s view)

whereas organizational climate researchers identify etic perspectives (i.e. the

researcher’s point of view). Whether or not a researcher seeks to explore emic or

etic perspectives of phenomena has implications for their choice of methods and

underlying research paradigms (Morris et al. 1999).

There appear to be two main reasons why OD research is predominately etic in

nature. First, the OD field is founded on the ideas of Lewin who focused on planned

change and interventions (Burnes 2004). Historically, therefore, OD is rooted in a

tradition that treats organizational change as something exceptional that can be

managed, “planned for” and studied. Second, OD as a discipline is situated within

the broader field of management and organizational studies. As publication outlets

in management research tend to be positivist and post-positivist (Easterby-Smith

et al. 2008), research conducted from an etic orientation is “privileged” in the

review process.

Recent research showing that perspectives of organizational change vary

depending on who one studies is problematic for those with an etic orientation.

Factors that have been shown to impact how one regards change include organ-

izational level (Caldwell et al. 2004; Taylor 1999), role (Chreim 2005; Gioia and

Thomas 1996) and social position (Lockett et al. 2013). Also problematic are claims

by Tsoukas and Chia (2002) and Weick and Quinn (1999) that the tendency for

researchers to view events from a macro perspective predisposes them to view

change as an episodic occurrence while the tendency for organizational members to

experience change as a personal phenomena, (i.e. events from a micro perspective),

means they are likely to view change as continuous. The above discussion suggests

that much of the existing research on how individuals perceive organizational

change is limited by the propensity of researchers to focus on specific change

initiatives rather than identifying what types of changes organizational members

view as significant and why.

The recent uptake of social constructivist approaches by change researchers may

address some of these concerns as such approaches attempt to closely reflect the

realities of organizational change from the individual’s view (Grant and Marshak

2011). Unfortunately, our review of the literature indicates that the majority of

existing interpretive qualitative studies on organizational change (i.e. those with an

emic perspective) are limited by the fact that they have selected one specific

organizational change for study, be it mergers (e.g., Brown and Humphreys

2003), diversity changes (Mahadevan 2012), or a change in organizational identity

(e.g., Chreim 2005; Brown et al. 2005). In other words, the qualitative researchers,

not the respondents, decided that a particular change was significant and worthy of

attention. Unfortunately, this means that much of what is currently known about

organizational change is limited in that it represents the phenomena of change

primarily from a researcher perspective.
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The study described in this paper was designed to address many of the limita-

tions in the study of organizational change noted above. Our overall objective was

to increase our understanding of how individual employees view organizational

change (i.e. the emic perspective). More specifically we utilize constructivist

grounded theory analysis techniques (Charmaz 2006) to analyze data from inter-

views with 59 individuals employed at a hospital in order to: (1) Identify what types

of organizational changes these individuals perceive as significant, (2) Explore

individual characteristics that appear to influence these perceptions of significance,

and (3) Understand how individual perceptions of significant change compare to

existing organizational change theory.

Since the primary objective of this study is to understand organizational change

from an emic, rather than an etic, view we elected to approach the study from an

exploratory inductive perspective. Accordingly, the literature that informed the

theoretical perspective that guided our interpretation of the data was not identified

apriori but instead was identified during the focused coding phase of the analysis.

This practice is recommended in order to prevent the researchers from seeing

the data through the lens of existing theories (Charmaz 2006; Dey 2007; Gioia

et al. 2012) and is consistent with constructivist grounded theory techniques, which

advocate that researchers let the research problem shape the methodological deci-

sions (Charmaz 2006). This paper is structured as follows. First our methodology is

presented, including a description of our sample and data collection procedures.

Next, the analysis is outlined and the literature that informs our analysis reviewed.

This is followed by an explanation of key findings. Finally, the discussion section

identifies implications for theory and practice and limitations of our study.

1 Method

This study uses grounded theory’s initial and focused coding practices (Charmaz

2006). The initial coding phase involves naming each segment of data and the

focused stage attempts to integrate and synthesize the labels generated during the

first stage (Charmaz 2006). Our study seeks to explore, rather than confirm,

individuals’ conceptualizations of organizational change. The use of grounded

theory data analysis techniques in our study is, therefore, consistent with those

who recommend the use of such an approach for open-ended inquiry (Pratt 2008)

and for exploring potential relationships (Edmondson and McManus 2007).

1.1 Sample Site

We adhered to the sampling guidelines for conducting inductive qualitative

research using grounded theory techniques provided by Gioia et al. (2012) and

sought a sample site that would provide us with a unique context that could serve as
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a critical, extreme or revelatory case of the phenomenon of interest (organizational

change). Accordingly our sample strategy was two fold. First, we identified the

Canadian healthcare sector as an ideal context for an emic study on change as

the sector faces a number of significant pressures for transformation including

(1) demographic shifts that will affect both the supply and demand for healthcare,

(2) the frequent introduction of new technologies that impact how care is managed

and delivered, (3) the political nature of funding structures and governance mecha-

nisms (e.g., Zeytinoglu et al. 2007), (4) the push towards more patient centered care

delivery models, and (5) leadership turnover at the provincial and federal levels in

Canada (Romanow 2007).

Second, we sought to identify a specific organization within the Canadian

healthcare context that could serve as a critical, extreme or revelatory case of the

phenomenon of interest. The sample site selected for this study is Community

Hospital, a hospital that has already and continues to undergo a high level of

organizational change. Community Hospital is a 60-bed hospital that employs

about 400 individuals (including appointed contracted physicians) and is located

in a small town (population¼ 2,500) about 1 h driving distance from an urban

center (population¼ 900,000). Community Hospital was selected as our sample site

because of the sheer amount of change that the organization has experienced over

the past 5 plus years. Some of the organizational changes experienced include:

(1) the fundraising for, construction of and move to a new $63 million CAD facility

3 years ago, (2) turnover of organizational leaders including the CEO and the

president of medical staff within the last year, (3) the introduction of a number of

new technologies such as the electronic health record, and (4) the entrance into a

number of formal relationships with other healthcare organizations including the

acquisition of a neighboring long term care facility and the merger with a larger

urban hospital, also within the past year.

1.2 Data Collection

In accordance with the recommendations of Gioia et al. (2012) we use interview

data as the focus of our analysis in order to best capture the emic voice of

informants. The data that are analyzed in this paper come from 59 in depth

interviews that were completed by the authors as part of a Canadian Institutes of

Health Research funded longitudinal study they did on change management in

community healthcare. Interview participants were solicited through a variety of

methods including emails sent to work email addresses and signage around the

hospital. Participation was voluntary and interviewees could choose between

participating in a telephone interview or in-person interview. Virtually all of the

interviewees choose to be interviewed in-person on site in a private room at the

hospital. All interviews were done by the first author of this paper.

The sample includes informants from a variety of job types, 12 individuals

(6 males, 6 females) were physicians. The manager group (n¼ 7) included
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individuals in middle and senior level management positions. The majority of these

mangers (n¼ 6) were female. The all female nurse group (n¼ 19) included both

registered nurses (i.e. RNs) and registered practical nurses (i.e. RPNs1). The allied

health group (n¼ 14) included diagnostic imaging, pharmacy and physiotherapy

staff. Non-clinical support staff (n¼ 7) refers to all other non-management admini-

strative positions (e.g., medical records staff, clerks, food services, human

resources, housekeeping and admin assistants). There were only two males in the

allied health group and two males in the non-clinical staff group. The gender break

down of the sample (81% of interviewees were female) is consistent with that

observed within the hospital and healthcare sector itself.

The interviews were semi-structured. The interviewer used a script, which

included questions regarding workers’ backgrounds, general work experiences,

the organizational culture at the hospital and changes at the hospital. The script

was pilot tested with two RNs from other organizations. No changes were deemed

necessary after the pilot tests. The data used in this study comes from the portion of

the interview that focused specifically on organizational change. In this section we

asked all informants the following questions:

1. Please think back over the last year. Could you please tell me what you felt was

the most significant change that took place at the hospital?

2. What was it about this change that made it significant for you?

3. Have you changed your behaviour at work to respond to this change? If yes,

how?

4. How has this change affected how you feel about Community Hospital?

5. What has been the most difficult or frustrating aspect for you personally of this

change?

6. What has been the most rewarding aspect for you personally of these changes?

The interviewer asked follow-up and clarification questions as needed in order to

ensure that they fully understood the informants’ responses (e.g., How did this

happen? Can you explain more details?). One respondent was unable to think of a

significant change that had taken place within the last year and was, therefore,

removed from the sample. The interviews took between 20 and 80 min with the

average interview taking approximately 45 min. All interviews were audio recorded

and transcribed.

1 RPN is a nursing designation in Canada. RNs tend to have higher education levels, increased

responsibilities and higher salaries than RPNs.
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2 Analysis

We analyzed transcribed responses to the interview questions using QSR-Nvivo

Version 10, a software package that facilitates qualitative data analysis. We used

Nvivo to code our data (i.e. assign labels to pieces of text from the transcriptions).

There are two hierarchical levels of codes in our analysis: initial codes (similar to

what people said during the interview) and focused codes (abstract higher order

codes) (Charmaz 2006).

2.1 Initial Coding

We used incident-to-incident coding (Charmaz 2006) for our initial analysis of the

informants’ responses to the six interview questions about change. This involved

labeling each incident of data. We defined an incident as an informant’s response to

one of the six organizational change questions. In total there were 348 incidents

(58 informants x 6 interview questions). During this initial stage of coding we

developed codes that attempted to stay close to the informants tone and language.

Codes were created to refer to themes described in each incident of data. If a

response (i.e. incident) contained more than one theme then the response would be

coded at all relevant themes. Codes were emergent (i.e. not predetermined) and

constant comparison was exercised in that each time a new code was created we

would review the incidents of data that had already been coded to identify links to

new codes (Charmaz 2006).

In total there were 129 initial codes created. Initial codes were organized

according to the question asked. A comprehensive list of the initial codes and

frequencies for each is available from the authors upon request. The number of

initial codes created and most common initial codes for each of the six interview

questions are summarized as follows:

• The most significant change within the hospital over the past year: Twenty initial
codes were used to describe the most significant change identified. The most

frequent initial codes for this question were ‘New CEO’ (n¼ 19) and ‘New
technology’ (n¼ 7).

• What was it about this change that made it significant for you?: Initial coding
resulted in 29 codes representing responses as to why this particular change was

significant. The most frequent initial codes were ‘Management/leadership style’
(n¼ 19) and ‘Different expectations for me or my work’ (n¼ 9).

• Have you changed your behaviour at work to respond to this change? If yes,
how?: Fifteen initial codes were used to describe how behaviour at work had/had

not changed in response to the change. The most frequent initial codes were ‘Yes
- the change forced a behavioral change’ (n¼ 10), and ‘Yes – working harder/
busier’ (n¼ 6).
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• How has this change affected how you feel about Community Hospital?:
Responses to this question generated 17 initial codes. The most common initial

codes were ‘No change’ (n¼ 14) and ‘More positive about organization’
(n¼ 22).

• What has been the most difficult or frustrating aspect for you personally of this
change?: There were 28 initial codes created to classify the responses to this

question. The most frequently used initial codes were ‘Nothing’ (n¼ 9), ‘Not
enough resources’ (n¼ 7), and ‘More work for me’ (n¼ 7).

• What has been the most rewarding aspect for you personally of these changes?:
Twenty initial codes were created for the responses to this question. Frequent

initial codes include ‘Nothing’ (n¼ 10) and ‘Impact on patients’ (n¼ 8).

2.2 Focused Coding

The objective of the second focused phase of coding is to create more abstract

higher-level codes that can be used to categorize the relationships or underlying

themes between the initial codes (Charmaz 2006). During this phase of the analysis

we re-coded the 129 initial codes into 29 focused codes. Focused codes that were

mentioned by at least 10% of the sample along with exemplar quotes typifying the

initial quotes within this grouping are provided in Table 1 for each of the six

interview questions.

It was at this stage in our analysis that we sought to identify emic variables that

could help us better understand what factors impact individual’s views of change.

To do this we examined our focused codes for overriding themes, that when linked

to theory might help us to answer the question “what’s going on here—theoreti-

cally?” (Gioia et al. 2012, p. 6). It is at this point that the analysis shifts from an

inductive to an abductive style of reasoning (Charmaz 2006; Gioia et al. 2012) and

the researcher brings in the literature.

The first overriding theme we observed in the data related to how the informant

perceived that the change had impacted them. This theme could be observed in the

focused codes representing responses to four of the interview questions

(e.g., Benefits for me at work, Challenges for me at work, Change negatively
impacted me, Positive impact for my work, Career progression and development).
We then turned to the literature on individuals and change to find a theoretical

perspective that would assist us in identifying one or more emic (i.e. individual)

variables that may explain divergent experiences of change in more detail. Social

identity theory proved useful in this regard. Brief descriptions of social identity

theory, professional identity, organizational identity and links to organizational

change are presented below.
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Table 1 Focused codes, frequencies and sample quotes

Focused codes n % Sample quotes

1) Most significant change in past year

Change related to who I work

with

29 50 “We got a new CEO”, “My boss changed, I used
to report to X..and then they moved me over to
report to Y”, “For me personally it was the
change in CEO”, “My manager is new”,
“Our team leader in our department retired
and we now have a new team leader”, “We
hired a new surgeon”

Change to how I work 29 50 “The province has come out with this mandate..
(re: patient triage)”, “The government did a
big push. . .to reduce the number of ALC
beds”, “This computer change”, “My posi-
tion has changed”, “Having to take on a CIS
role”

2) Why change was significant

Challenges for me at work 26 45 “Adding more tasks or more things to do”, “It’s a
20 minute process when it used to be a
5 minute process”, “Getting to know the per-
son, how to support them. . .it’s been a chal-
lenge”, “Now I’m feeling more managed and
there’s more tasks to do”, “Putting in extra
time”

Benefits for me at work 25 43 “ . . .I already see the benefits, from my perspec-
tive anyway”, “My sense is that he (new
CEO) is more interested in embracing the
positive things that we’ve been talking about
than our previous CEO”, “I just feel that I
can help answer questions”, “My job has
been made easier”

Positive impact on organizational

culture

9 16 “It changed the flavour of the interaction within
the organization”, “More of a feeling of being
a team”, “People working more coopera-
tively within the organization”

Negative patient impacts 9 16 “The patients were confused”, “There are many
pieces of paper that they’ve got us
doing. . .that take us away from patient care”

3) Did your behaviour change? If yes, how

No—my behaviour has not

changed

17 29 “No, I don’t think so”, “No, it’s the way I’ve
worked for 40 years”, “Not my behaviour,
no.”, “No, it hasn’t really become an issue
yet”

Yes—it meant that I had to

change how I did my job

17 29 “You had to, your role changed significantly”,
“It changes our practice in that we do all of
our patient assessments now online”, “I was
very busy, very busy”, “A lot more meetings..
and the meeting have to take place”, “You
have to be more flexible..more organized I
think”

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Focused codes n % Sample quotes

Yes—increase in positive

behaviours

15 26 “I was smiling more”, “The better outlook we
have every day when we walk in, the better
our day goes.”, “Less inclined to be critical of
a new initiative”, “I’m doing the happy dance
all day”

Yes—positive change to my

interactions/work with others

7 12 “It’s brought a new dimension in regards to some
of the dialogue between some of my
co-workers”, “There is just more ease of
communications”, “I spend lots of time on the
nursing station, on the floor”, “I’d be much
more welcoming to discussions”

4) How change impacted feelings about organization

Increase in positive feelings 25 43 “It made me feel that we are going in the right
direction”, “It’s a good change. . .more effi-
cient”, “I love it more”, “I am certainly more
engaged with the hospital”

Increase in negative feelings 18 31 “A feeling of frustration”, “I’m not as proud of
the hospital as I used to be”, “I’m a little
scared for us right now”, “I’m actually
looking for another place.. it’s the final
straw.”

No change 14 24 “It hasn’t made me feel any different”, “Neither
here nor there”

5) Most frustrating aspect of the change

How change negatively impacted

them

21 36 “Increase in my workload”, “just workload..”, “I
don’t have the ability to make all the deci-
sions I want to make”, “Just feeling like each
day I get another brick put on top of the last
brick and that the load gets very heavy
sometimes”

Issues with how change was

managed

16 28 “That I don’t see others embracing the change”,
“Something’s implemented, it’s just there,
never re-evaluated”, “We wasted 5 years”,
“Having no idea where we are going as an
organization”

Dealing with other individuals or

groups

13 22 “Because of my managers actions I am severely
silo-ed”, “This person is very hard to get a
hold of, hard to deal with”

Lack of organizational support

for change

13 22 “Not feeling valued”, “Just trying to figure out
how to make it work within the limited
resources we had”

Nothing frustrating to report 9 16 “Not much”, “It’s a good change”

Change negatively impacted

patients

5 10 “Just trying to rationalize it to patients and their
families”

6) Most rewarding aspect of the change

Change has improved culture 14 24 “Getting to know everybody”, “The morale has
gone up”, “People are thinking somebody up
there cares and is listening to us”

(continued)
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2.3 Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory is a meta-theory from sociology that describes how indi-

viduals assign themselves and others to social categories (Tajfel and Turner 1979).

Individuals’ social identities are hierarchically organized (Hotho 2008), multi-

layered (Pratt and Rafaeli 2004) and dynamic (Jetten et al. 2002). Individuals

draw on certain identities when the identities are salient to particular contexts.

Professional groups have been identified as prime sites for the formation of

social identities (Hotho 2008). A professional identity is “a stable and enduring

constellation of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences used by people

to define themselves in a professional role” (Schein 1978). In their meta-narrative

synthesis of publications on social identity theory in healthcare contexts Kreindler

et al. (2012) concluded that much of the work on professional identities in

healthcare focuses on nurses and physicians. Two longstanding lines of research

that Kreindler et al. (2012) identify, which contain work that examines the nurse

and physician identity dynamics, are called ‘unequal partners’ and ‘professional

strategies’. The ‘unequal partners’ line of work focuses on the structural inequal-

ities between the two professions, whereas the ‘professional strategies’ studies look

primarily at between group struggles for territory and control (Kreindler

et al. 2012).

Work on the content of professional identities has suggested some shared values

and norms that characterize the nurse and physician identities. Research suggests

that nurses value patient centeredness (Limoges 2007) and emphasize care and

caring (Daykin and Clarke 2000). Physicians, on the other hand, share norms

Table 1 (continued)

Focused codes n % Sample quotes

Positive impact for my work 14 24 “I can do my job a lot more efficiently than I used
to be able to”, “People can talk to each other
instead of being screamed at”, “I don’t have
quite as many interactions”

Career progression and

development

12 20 “I have a career path in mind and I feel this is a
positive step on that career path”, “I was not
involved in any leadership roles before – at
that level”

Nothing 10 17 “I can’t think of anything positive”, “I haven’t
gotten a reward out of it yet”

Change positively impacted

patients

8 14 “Seeing the positive impact that has come from
patients”, “I knew that people[patients] were
safe”, “Being able to have a pericardial syn-
thesis done on a patient here rather than
having to have him transferred”

Ability to contribute to change 7 12 “I did my part and helped it to happen”, “I go
home feeling great that I’ve been able to
help.. to implement my suggestions”
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related to concreteness, expert driven analysis, and decision oriented discussions

(O’Hare and Kudrle 2007) and have also been shown to value patient-centeredness

(Apker and Eggly 2004).

Researchers have also investigated the role of individuals’ organizational identi-

ties, defined as “the extent to which an individual experiences a sense of oneness

with the group that is their organization” (Hekman et al. 2009, p. 1326). There are

two distinct perspectives among management scholars regarding ‘organizational

identity’: the social actor perspective and the social constructivist perspective. The

social actor perspective conceptualizes organizational identity as a property of the

organization itself (not a social identity of the organizational members) (Ravasi and

Schultz 2006). The social constructivist perspective, which is consistent with the

assumptions of this study, conceptualizes organizational identity as a particular

social identity belonging to an individual. According to this perspective an indi-

vidual could have a set of social identities including professional, work-group and

organizational identities. A number of organizational identity studies that have been

done adhere to the social constructivist approach (see Hekman et al. 2009; Jetten

et al. 2002; and Terry and Callan 1998).

Reissner (2010) makes the link between identity and change by noting that

organizational change causes individuals to engage in sense-making and identity

work to understand how the change may affect their role, professional development

and future career. More specifically, research has concluded that the organizational

change process intensifies in-group versus out-group dynamics. For example, Van

dijk and Van dick (2009) observed conflict between groups during a change

implementation. Similarly in their study of two merging organizations Terry and

Callan (1998) observed higher levels of in-group bias among employees that

identified with the lower status organization in the merger.

Interestingly enough most of the work on professional identity and organ-

izational change has been conducted in healthcare settings (i.e. Brunton and

Matheny 2009; Callan et al. 2007; Ferlie et al. 2005; Forbes and Hallier 2006;

Hallier and Forbes 2005; Hekman et al. 2009; Hotho 2008; McInnes et al. 2006;

Terry and Callan 1998; Thorne 1997). This is likely a result of the prevalence of

divergent specialized professional groups within such organizations. Similar to the

more general OD research, the empirical work on professional identities and change

tends to focus on one particular change such as mergers (McInnes et al. 2006; Terry

and Callan 1998; Van dijk and Van dick 2009), technology changes (Hekman

et al. 2009) and both micro and macro structural changes (Callan et al. 2007; Jetten

et al. 2002).

Identity dynamics in healthcare organizations have been identified as a major

barrier to organizational change (Currie et al. 2010; Lidskog et al. 2008; McInnes

et al. 2006). In fact, the concept of professional identity appears to be more

prevalent in change research conducted in healthcare contexts compared to general

change research. For example, Callan et al. (2007) found that individuals in a

healthcare organization view their profession as their preferred identity sources

rather than their work groups or organization. The organization examined by Callan

et al. (2007) was attempting to implement inter-professional working styles but the

Looking Through Someone Else’s Eyes: Exploring Perceptions of. . . 43



strong professional identity groups served as a barrier because higher status groups

resisted the change presumably because it compromised the status of their identity

group. One possible reason why identity dynamics act as a barrier to change in

healthcare is the high degree of differentiation across professions. This provides

challenges as each profession has its own education and socialization process that

occurs before the individual gains employment at the healthcare organization (e.g.,

nursing school, medical school) (Melvin 1981).

Some scholars have provided recommendations for how best to manage these

identity dynamics during organizational change. One approach, called

‘recategorization’, involves change agents emphasizing a common identity in

order to overcome differences among group based identities (Kreindler

et al. 2012). Chrobot-Mason et al. (2009) advocate for recategoization when they

suggest that managers and change agents focus on a higher level (i.e. super-

ordinate) identity such as the organizational identity. Van dijk and Van dick

(2009), however, acknowledge that this approach can lead individuals to feel that

their professional or work groups are being neglected or devalued. Another

approach, called ‘decategorization’, involves change agents de-emphasizing all

social identities thereby encouraging organizational members to view one another

as individuals rather than as members of groups (Kreindler et al. 2012).

After reviewing the literature on identity and change we elected to examine the

extent to which job type influenced individuals’ perceptions of organizational

change. We began our analysis by classifying job type in the following ways:

(1) using the classification provided by the hospital (i.e. the five job types identified

earlier), (2) comparing the views of those working in clinical areas (nurse, physi-

cian, allied health) to those who had minimal contact with patients (manager,

non-clinical support), and (3) nurse versus physician.

In the key findings and discussion sections below we have chosen to focus our

analysis on the similarities and differences of perspectives of change between the

nurses (n¼ 19) and the physicians (n¼ 12) in our sample (e.g., compared the

frequencies of the focused codes for these two groups). Several factors support

this decision. First, such a distinction enables us to explore the potential relationship

between professional identity and perceptions of change. The second reason is more

pragmatic—if we did an in depth investigation of between group differences for all

five job types the paper would be too long to publish. Finally, findings using the

clinician/non-clinician job type groupings proved difficult to interpret because each

of these groups included a diversity of professional categories (e.g., allied health

includes lab technicians and physiotherapists). Within the nurse and physician

groups, on the other hand, there is a higher level of homogeneity with regards to

the training and socialization processes—factors that the literature suggests contri-

buted to the formation of nurse and physician professional identities. While our

focus is on these two groups, in the interests of transparency and to help the reader

evaluate the findings from the nurse/physician comparison we elected to also

provide the results obtained for the total sample (n¼ 58) in results reported in

Fig. 1. We are also happy to provide interested readers with the data tables showing

the other job type groupings upon request.
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Fig. 1 Focused codes by job type (%)
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The decision to use social identity theory as a frame to focus our interpretation of

the results required that we introduce four new codes: (1) ‘Physician identity’ and
‘Nurse identity’, and (2) ‘Change agent’ and ‘Change recipient.’ The two identity

codes were used to identify any instances in the data where informants explicitly

talked about their own nurse or physician group while discussing the significant

organizational change they had identified. The other two codes were used to signify

whether or not the data suggested that a respondent was a change agent (i.e. change

maker) or change recipient (i.e. change target). The need for this second categori-

zation is supported by the literature on individuals, identity and organizational

change which notes a link between how one perceives change and their role within

the change (see Oreg et al.’s 2011 review of individuals and change).

After defining these new codes we went back to our data and reviewed all of the

physician and nurse responses to identify instances where the new codes might

apply. We coded any instances where the informant explicitly described initiating

or driving change as ‘Change agent’ (e.g., “I had the opportunity to control it”) and
any incident where the informant explicitly described having change imposed on

them as ‘Change recipient’ (e.g., “It was imposed and done without any commu-
nication”). Results from this stage of the analysis are also shown in Fig. 1. In this

case, the total sample column is left blank as this recoding was done on only the

nurse and physician samples.

Once the initial and focused coding stages were complete we used Nvivo’s

matrix coding and classification functions to produce the “results” tables included

with this paper. These tables served as the “organized compressed assembly of

information that permits conclusion drawing and action” (Miles and Huberman

1994, p. 11). Using tables to present findings is helpful in that the tables are able to

visually illustrate the findings of qualitative analysis along multiple dimensions

(Ryan and Bernard 2000). The tables are also helpful in establishing validity in our

approach in that they permit the researcher to talk about patterns observed in our

data and also make it easy for the reader to see what is happening, follow our

analytic procedures and draw their own conclusions (Dey 1993; Sandelowski

2001). Findings from Fig. 1 will be used to determine the extent to which percep-

tions of change vary between nurses and physicians and address the research

objectives noted earlier. In all of our tables we report the percentage of each

group giving a particular response to account for differences in group sizes. In

the discussion below we consider between-group differences of 20% or more to

represent substantive differences in how change is viewed that can be linked to job

type. Such an approach was taken to make the paper more readable and to avoid

claims of generalization based on our qualitative analysis.

To make further sense of our data and meet our research objectives we undertook

an additional set of analysis that involved mapping the focused codes for each

individual physician and nurse in our sample to help us categorize each respon-

dents’ change experience as negative, positive or mixed. This categorization pro-

cess involved four steps. In step one we categorized each focused code as positive,

negative or neutral with regards to how one experienced the change. For example,

‘Challenges for me at work’ was deemed negative, ‘Benefits for me at work’ was
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seen as positive and ‘No change’ to one’s feelings towards the organization was

seen as neutral. Readers can see which focused codes received positive and

negative categorizations by viewing the (+) and (-) symbols next to the focused

codes in Fig. 1.

In step two we calculated the total number of negative and the total number of

positive focused codes for each nurse and physician in our sample as well as the

ratio of positive to negative instances mentioned by the individual when describing

the organizational change.

In step three we used these ratios to sort the individuals into three ‘change

experience’ groups: (1) Positive change experience group (respondents who

reported at least twice as many positive as negative focused codes), (2) Negative

change experience group (respondents who reported at least twice as many negative

as positive focused codes), and (3) Mixed change experience group (respondents

who reported approximately the same frequency of positive focused codes as

negative focused codes). Results from this stage of the analysis are also shown in

Fig. 1 for the nurse and physician samples.

Finally, in step four we reviewed each respondent’s coding map to identify any

relevant patterns in the relationships between professional identity (‘Physician
identity’, ‘Nurse identity’), respondent’s role in the change they identified as

Table 2 Additional analysis (% of nurses)

Type of change experience Total

Positive (n¼ 4) Mixed (n¼ 6) Negative (n¼ 9) (n¼ 19)

Professional identity

Mentioned 25 67 56 53

Not mentioned 75 33 44 47

Change role

Change agent only 25 17 0 11

Change recipient only 0 50 33 32

Both agent and recipient 0 0 11 5

Not mentioned 75 33 56 53

Table 3 Additional analysis (% of physicians)

Type of change experience Total

Positive (n¼ 8) Mixed (n¼ 3) Negative (n¼ 1) (n¼ 12)

Professional identity

Mentioned 88 67 0 75

Not mentioned 13 33 100 25

Change role

Change agent only 50 0 0 33

Change recipient only 13 33 100 25

Both agent and recipient 13 0 0 8

Not mentioned 25 67 0 33
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significant (‘Change agent’ , ‘Change recipient’) and the individual’s experience of
this change (i.e. positive, negative, mixed). Tables 2 and 3, present results related to

the final step of this additional analysis.

3 Key Findings

The presentation of the key findings is structured as follows. Since we elected to

focus our interpretation on the nurse (n¼ 19) and physician (n¼ 12) groups, we

will start by providing some additional demographic information on these two

groups in our sample. Next, the results reported in Fig. 1 will be interpreted, with

a focus on differences between the perceptions of the nurse and physician groups.

Finally, we will discuss findings related to our additional analysis of the individual

doctors and nurses change accounts, this includes some of the results presented in

Fig. 1 as well as the results given in Tables 2 and 3.

3.1 Group Demographics

In this sub-sample of physicians and nurses organizational tenure, supervisory

status and work-unit varied. Nurses in our sample had been employed at Commu-

nity Hospital for between 4 months and 39 years (average ¼17.5 years, and

median¼ 24 years). Physicians in our sample had been working with Community

Hospital for between 2.5 and 52 years (average¼ 18 years, and median¼ 16 years).

In our sample 5 out of the 19 nurses (i.e. 26%) and 5 out of the 12 doctors (i.e. 42%)

answered yes when asked if they supervise the work of others. Both the nurses and

doctors work in a variety of work units across the hospital including: Medical

Surgical, Emergency, Extensive Care Unit, Complex Continuing Care and a num-

ber of smaller specialty units.

3.2 Perceptions of Change: Physicians Versus Nurses

Most significant change: When asked to identify the most significant change that

had taken place in the last year a greater number of physicians than nurses

mentioned changes to who they had worked with:

“I would say the biggest one was the change in the CEO, to me”—Physician

“It all started off with the new Chief (medical) last year”—Physician

While more nurses than physicians talked about changes to how they performed

their work (See Fig. 1). For example:
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“The computers, even though we’re still only using them a very little amount”—Nurse

Why change was significant:Why did they view this change as significant? The

data indicates that more physicians in the sample than nurses define a significant

change as one that provides personal benefits (see Fig. 1). Nurses, on the other hand,

seem to perceive a change as significant if it if it increases the challenges they face

at work. For example:

“The new CEO, from the beginning, has developed a relationship of mutual respect with the

medical staff and my job has been made easier by that”—Physician

“What it ended up doing is causing more pressure on the nursing staff to perform, who are

already, I think, working to pretty much the maximum”—Nurse

Did your behaviour change? We also note some interesting between group

differences when we look at how people responded to the question asking them how

their behaviour had changed in response to this significant change. In this case,

nurses were more than twice as likely as the physicians to claim that they had not

changed their behaviour because of the change:

“Well, not really; I kind of stay the same way all the time, but it certainly was stressful.”—

Nurse

Twice as many physicians as nurses, on the other hand, mentioned that their

behaviour had changed for the better after then change:

“I was smiling more, yes. I did not hate meetings as much anymore. I almost looked

forward to coming to the hospital for things”—Physician

How change impacted feelings about organization:How this significant change

impacted an employee’s view of their employer also seems to be related to job type

with physicians stating that the change had made them feel more positive about

their employer while the nurses expressed the opposite sentiment (change had made

them feel more negative about the hospital). In both cases, the magnitude of the

difference is quite large (doctors four times more likely to feel more positive, nurses

four times more likely to feel more negative). Below are illustrative quotes from

each group:

“I think I’m more hopeful. I’m not excited yet, but I’m hopeful. I’m getting the impression

that the people who are in a position to keep the ball rolling in the right direction are

interested in that direction as opposed to the other”—Physician

“I don’t have as much warm fuzzy feelings. . . I just don’t trust them from the top down”—

Nurse

Most frustrating aspect of the change: Ones’ view of the frustrating aspects of

change also seems to be strongly associated with job type. Only nurses talked about

how the lack of support for change within the hospital was frustrating:

“I think the most frustrating part is the middle managers’ support. It’s getting them to – they

talk the talk but they don’t.. they need to lead their front line people and show that they’re

supporting you”—Nurse
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Nurses were also twice as likely as the physicians to express frustrations

associated with the negative impact that they perceived the change had on them.

For example:

“Just trying to rationalize it to the patients and their families, I find people[patients] are

more abusive and verbally aggressive”—Nurse

Physicians, on the other hand were twice as likely as the nurses to express

frustrations on how the change was managed:

“Not seeing it change back or re-evaluated in a timely fashion and continuing on for months

with something that was not working”—Physician

Also relevant are data showing that 5 of the 12 physicians (compared to only one

of the nurses) could not identify any facet of the change that they found frustrating:

“It hasn’t really affected me at all, personally, so at this point in time it’s not really

frustrating me at all.”—Physician

Most rewarding aspect of the change: Finally, in response to the question asking
about the most rewarding aspect of change, physicians more frequently talked about

the ability to contribute to the change than did the nurses. For example:

“I feel I did my part and helped it to happen – that’s been rewarding for me. I’ve learnt a

lot”—Physician

3.3 Perceptions of Change: Additional Analysis

The lower portion of Fig. 1 presents some results from our additional analysis

related to the overall affect of ones’ change experience (i.e. positive, negative, or

mixed), professional identity and change roles (i.e. agent or recipient). Here three

differences between physicians and nurses can be seen. First, physicians in our

sample mentioned their professional group more frequently than nurses (75%

versus 53%). Second, about one in three physicians described themselves in the

role of a change agent. In comparison, none of the individuals in the nurse sample

described themselves as a change agent. In fact, half (53%) of the nurses in the

sample (versus 33% of the physicians) did not personalize their description of their

significant change (e.g., did not mention anything related to the idea of change

agent or change recipient). Finally, physicians more commonly felt that their

change experiences were positive while nurses more commonly felt that their

change experiences were negative.

Tables 2 and 3 permit the exploration of potential relationship between the affect

of ones’ change experience (i.e. positive, mixed, negative), professional identity

strength and perceived role in the change. Review of these results yields two

interesting findings. First, there appeared to be a link between whether or not an

individual mentioned anything related to their professional identity and whether or

not they reported a positive change experience. More specifically, in the RN group
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3 out of the 4, or 75% of those that had positive change experiences did not talk at

all about anything relating to their professional identity in their interviews. In the

physician group, on the other hand, almost all physicians who reported mixed (i.e. 2

out of 3 or 67%) or positive (i.e. 7 out of 8 or 88%) change experiences were also

coded as having mentioned their professional group. This suggests that perhaps the

relationship between professional identity strength and how one experiences

change varies according to the identity group.

Second, the extent to which individuals mentioned ideas related to being a

change agent and/or being a change recipient also varied between physicians and

nurses. For example, of the 19 nurses, 6 (or 32%) appeared to explicitly refer to

themselves as a change recipient and one seemed to suggest that the change

experience involved him or her acting as a change recipient and change agent. In

the physician group, on the other hand, 4 (of 12, or 33%) reported being change

agents, 3 (of 12, or 25%) reported change recipient experiences and one suggested

that they had experienced both roles. For nurses there seemed to be no straight

forward link between whether or not they mentioned being a change agent or

recipient and their overall change experience. For the physicians in the sample,

however, all 4 of the physicians who described themselves as change agents

experienced positive changes.

4 Discussion

In our sample, there appeared to be a connection between social identity and ones’

view of organizational change. This link manifested itself in two ways. First, for

nurses, it seemed that the decategorization (Kreindler et al. 2012) of professional

identities is related to more positive change experiences (i.e. those who reported

positive experiences did not mention their profession). Whereas the reverse trend

appeared to be true for physicians, doctors who mentioned their profession had

positive change experiences. Conducting this research from an emic perspective

allowed us to uncover this unique pattern, a pattern that an etic oriented study may

have missed.

Second, it appeared that the experiences of change cited by individuals might

have triggered a strengthening or weakening of informant’s organizational identi-

ties. Changes to ones feelings towards their organization could be considered as a

proxy for changes to the strength of ones sense of oneness with their organization

(i.e. the strength of their organizational identity) (Hekman et al. 2009). Accord-

ingly, the findings related to how the organizational change impacted one’s feelings

about the organization (See Fig. 1) highlight another difference between how

physicians and nurses in our sample viewed change. Since physicians more fre-

quently reported the change as eliciting positive feelings about the organization, it

is conceivable that these experiences may have been related to a strengthening of

organizational identity among these individuals. Conversely, the nurses who more

frequently developed negative feelings about the organization in response to the
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change may have experienced a weakening of their organizational identity due to

their change experience.

The two abovementioned insights regarding social identity and ones’ view of

change led us to re-visit the social identity and change literature to search for

potential explanations. This literature provided us with two potential scenarios. In

the first scenario, organizational change acts as a trigger for the strengthening or

weakening of professional and/or organizational identities (Chrobot-Mason

et al. 2009). This view is consistent with a core tenant of social identity theory,

that different contexts will promote the salience of particular social identities over

others (Jetten et al. 2002). In the second scenario, the initial strength of a particular

identity may impact the way that one experiences change (Callan et al. 2007).

For example, perhaps the physicians that reported positive change experiences

found these experiences to be favourable because of their already strong professional

and organizational identities.

Our review of the interview data suggests that both of these scenarios were, to

some degree or another, at play in our sample. In other words, our data supports the

idea that a two-way relationship between social identity and organizational change

may exist whereby: (1) an individual’s professional and organizational identities

(and the strength of those identities) serve as a lens through which the organ-

izational change is viewed and, (2) organizational change impacts the salience

and strength of an individual’s professional and organizational identities.

4.1 Implications for Research

Academics such as Grant and Marshak (2011) and Thomas and Hardy (2011) have

urged researchers studying organizational change to design studies that challenge

their hidden assumptions and facilitate theoretical development in the area. We

undertook to do just this by designing a study that took an emic (rather than etic)

perspective of organizational change. Such an approach helped us identify three

areas where our work could be extended in such a way to facilitate theoretical

development.

First, future research could focus on increasing our understanding of the

two-way dynamic between organizational change and social identities. In parti-

cular, longitudinal designs would allow researchers to look at professional and

organizational identity strength at multiple points in time while also capturing emic

data from individuals regarding the organizational changes occurring during those

time periods. Such approaches could yield useful findings for building theory in

this area.

Second, this study supports the need for OD researchers to investigate how

organizational members experience changes to who they work with. While half

of the respondents to this study identify a change in who they worked with as the

most significant change they have experienced over the past year, we could find few

studies on this topic in the literature where academics more commonly focused on
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changes in job design, compensation, mergers, and technology (Barnett and Carroll

1995; Oreg et al. 2011). According to Huber et al. (1993), organizational change is a

difference “in how an organization functions, who its members and leaders are,

what form it takes or how it allocates its resources” (p. 216). We find it interesting,

therefore, that our informants appear to be discussing types of change that are

consistent with how scholars define organizational change but not how they study

change. This has likely occurred because change researchers take an etic perspec-

tive and they, not the organizational members, select the type of change to be

studied.

A third future avenue of OD could explore individuals’ identities during times of

change and with respect to their role in the change. This research might examine the

multiple roles that individuals can experience throughout an organizational change

and identify what triggers the salience of different change roles. Social identity

theory may provide a helpful theoretical lens for conceptualizing change roles as

identities. Research on change roles would be useful because the significant body of

literature on individuals and change primarily conceptualizes individuals as either

change agents or change recipients (Oreg et al. 2011), and findings from this study

seem to suggest that perhaps this terminology is not consistent with the realities of

organizational change for individuals. For example, nurses that had positive change

experiences tended not to include any explicit references to whether they were a

change agent or recipient in their accounts of the change. In fact, more than half of

the nurses in our sample did not mention any explicit reference to whether they

were in a change agent or recipient role. Theoretical development is, therefore,

needed in this area.

4.2 Implications for Practice

Findings from this study point to two key implications for organizations and

managers planning and managing organizational change. First, organizations and

managers should consider that professional groups may interpret and experience

change differently. In order to minimize negative experiences of change, one

strategy that could be employed would be to ensure that valued opportunities

such as those identified in this study (i.e. positive impacts on their work, career

progression and development, and chances to contribute to the change) are avail-

able to organizational members. For example, managers could focus on facilitating

training and learning opportunities for individuals related to the organizational

change. Second, organizations and managers may want to review their turnover

process and consider strategies for mitigating any impacts that this has on organ-

izational members. We suggest this based on the fact that more than half of our

sample discussed changes to who they worked with as being the most significant

change they had experienced in the past year, even though the hospital had recently

acquired a nursing home and merged with another hospital.
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4.3 Limitations

Despite the rigor applied during analysis and the efforts made to present findings in

a concise yet transparent manner, there are four limitations to this study. The first

limitation is that asking informants to talk about one specific change of their choice,

and not multiple changes, meant that our data was unable to provide us with insights

into the nature of change as perceived by individuals in a more general sense.

However, the study did adhere to an emic perspective because informants were

asked to identify a significant change (rather than the researcher selecting the

change that would serve as the focus). This limitation overlaps with the second

limitation of this study, which is that informants are talking about a number of

distinct organizational changes. This calls into question whether the type of change

that one was talking about related to their responses to all other questions about the

change. For example, what if everyone that talked about the new CEO perceived

benefits for themselves and espoused positive feelings towards the organization and

everyone that talked about new technologies had opposite experiences. We did

further analysis to determine whether or not this was the case and did not find

substantial links between the type of change reported and why the change was

perceived as significant (i.e. individuals talking about the same type of change

offered different responses as to why they perceived the change as significant). The

one exception to this was related to patient impacts, which was only mentioned by

informants discussing a change to how they work.

The third limitation of this study is that using interview data means that this

study measured perceptions of behavioural change. Accordingly, we cannot know

whether or not individuals actually changed their behaviours as reported.

The fourth limitation of this study is that we cannot make statistical inferences

based on our data. This is because our findings are based on observations in our

qualitative data from a sample of 58 individuals and a substantial portion of our

analysis focused on the subsample of nurses (n¼ 19) and physicians(n¼ 12).

However, the use of interviews was consistent with the aims of this study and

allowed us to get at the emic perspective of change. Furthermore, the decision to

focus on the physician and nurse groups allowed us to conduct deeper analysis

related to professional identity theory that may not have been possible for all five

occupational groups in the sample. We employed two strategies recommended by

Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Shah and Corley (2006) facilitate the transferability

of our findings. First, we provided detailed tables that report our findings. Second,

we included detailed information about the sample site for this research (in the

methods section). The use of these strategies enable readers to make there own

determinations about which findings may or may not be transferable to other

contexts of interest.
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5 Conclusion

The emic approach and constructivist grounded theory data analysis techniques

utilized in this study resulted in findings that contribute to the extant literature on

social identity and change as well as the broader field of OD. Findings from this

study showed that the dynamic relationship between social identity and organ-

izational change can vary across individuals according to their particular profes-

sional identity. Professional identity strength was related, in different ways, to how

the nurses and physicians in our sample viewed change and the extent to which the

change activated a strengthening or weakening of the individuals’ organizational

identities. This is a unique insight given that most of the work on professional

identities and organizational change focuses on inter-group dynamics and identity

threat (Van dijk and Van dick 2009).

Regarding the broader field of organizational development, findings from this

study revealed two potential gaps related to differences between how individuals in

our sample viewed change and the predominant trends in OD research. First, by

allowing the informants to select the organizational change that they perceived as

most significant, we were able to see differences between the types of change

identified by our sample and those commonly selected for study by OD researchers.

More specifically, the findings highlighted a potential gap in OD research related to

organizational changes regarding members of the organization (i.e. who I work

with). While this type of change was identified by half of our sample as the most

significant type of change they had experienced in the past year, there is little

empirical work in this area. Second, the additional analysis showed that in many

instances, individuals in our sample did not explicitly describe whether they viewed

the change as a change agent or change recipient. This finding would suggest that

researchers and practitioners need to reconceptualise the roles employees may take

on during change as our findings suggest that these roles are more complex than the

current researcher conceptualizations of ‘agent’ or ‘recipient’.
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The Role of Management Development

in Change Management: The Example

of Financial Markets

Béatrice Guynamant

1 Introduction

Financial markets are a great example of how growth in knowledge work is

changing thinking about talent management. Most companies within the financial

industry know that their employees are an important competitive advantage, but

few have developed concrete practices and leadership commitment is often not

aligned with strategic talent management. Because of the famous ‘bonus’ system

(supposedly rewarding and retaining the best talent) managers often fail to commit

the time and resources needed to assess key processes, design effective hiring and

reward systems and develop their people.

Is it really a question of lack of time and resources? Or is it because many

managers lack a knowledge of human capital management best practices?

How is it possible to manage individuals who constantly seek challenges and

competition with other employees?

How can financial institutions motivate and retain talent?

The objective of this paper is to better understand the impact of the financial

crisis on organizations and their employees within the financial industry, with a

focus on front-office managers and operators working in trading rooms. There have

been radical changes. Bonuses are considerably lower than before the crisis and

trading rooms now need managers who pay attention both to the personal needs of

their experts and the strategic objectives of the company. This new task requires

knowledge of human capital management best practices and human consideration.

Many managers don’t currently possess these skills.

For these reasons, organizations have to develop their managers’ ability to

recruit, motivate and retain market operators with non-monetary incentives. They

have to invest in training and coaching programmes that allow their managers to
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fulfil their new role and make them aware of their responsibilities within this new

context. Mindset has to change. Market operators are not just ‘cash machines’, they

are responsible humans. If managers could take this into account, trust could be

restored in financial markets.

2 Managing Talented Experts

2.1 Does the Management of Experts Require Specific
Management Techniques?

What is an expert? From an historical point of view, an expert is a person with a

specific knowledge from their experience, trials and obstacles that they have

endured. From an etymological point of view, an expert, from the Latin adjective

“Expertus” and the verb “experior” is someone who has showed their abilities, who

has proven their strengths in one area. It is therefore a person who has acquired

specific skills through experience and mistakes. In sociology, expertise is not

confined to a single and accurate type but demonstrates its adaptability to societal

changes; an expert is commonly required to share their knowledge with others or

even more generally with an organization such as the company. “It’s a knowledge

from experience that establishes the expert as an expert”.

Does the management of experts require specific management techniques?

Of course. The manager must have a real legitimacy in terms of technical

expertise (product, business), and skills that enable them to understand the experts

and to manage them. “Technical leaders” need to succeed in stimulating innovation,

enhancing teamwork and maintaining commitment.

Experts have indeed specific needs: they invest a lot of time and energy in their

work; they are also intellectuals who have graduated from the best universities and

bring specific values and expectations to their work environment. Experts focus on

achievements, and their motivation is rooted in the work itself. A high degree of

autonomy in the conditions, rhythm and content of their work is important to them.

This need for autonomy often results in a greater need to participate in the

construction of strategy, goal setting and decision-making. Self-management is

imperative for them. Experts are driven by a need to achieve goals that require a

high level of skill and effort. They want their work to be important. Their sense of

achievement is enhanced when they understand the link between their work and

their contribution to an ambitious project. Fear of disqualification may create

relationship problems, demotivation and reduce performance. Underutilization of

skills often leads to apathy, depletion and (or) disaffection. Experts tend to identify

themselves first with their profession and then with their employers. Consequently,

the pursuit of professional objectives can sometimes be in conflict with the objec-

tives of the team or of the company. Experts, more than other employees, are

reluctant to commit to company goals. As gratitude is vital for them, participation in
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the goal-setting process is a motivator and a vector of job satisfaction. To establish

and maintain their motivation, it is essential to align their objectives with those of

the company. Competition can be high between these bright, ambitious people with

a highly developed ego. On the other hand, peer support is important for them. They

enjoy interacting with others with a different experience and knowledge if they

recognize them as experts. They also promote collective relationships with their

leaders. An open discussion on strategy and objectives and a cooperative approach

is highly motivating for them.

Given these strong characteristics, it is clear that management of experts requires

specific knowledge, strategies and practices. However, managers are often pro-

moted on the basis of their technical competence. Many managers focus on

technical aspects, which they are familiar with, rather than on people. Nevertheless,

the technological, rapidly changing and highly competitive world needs experi-

enced managers who pay attention both to the personal needs of experts and the

strategic objectives of the company. There have been radical changes. Bonuses are

considerably lower than before the crisis and trading rooms now need managers

who pay attention both to the personal needs of talented experts and the strategic

objectives of the company. This new task requires knowledge of human capital

management best practices and many managers don’t currently have this

knowledge.

2.2 Managing Talents in Financial Markets

The financial markets sector was chosen because of my 20 years of experience in

this sector.

To focus on the specificities of talent management in financial markets, I

interviewed 40 managers in 2011. These managers were Head of Trading, Sales,

Structuring or Portfolio Management. 80 % of the managers were male and the

average age was 45.

Analysis of these interviews led me to build a questionnaire around the priorities

and specificities pointed out by the managers:

– Objectives and performance

– Control and risk

– Bonuses

– Timing

– Sharing of value added (employees/managers/shareholders)

– Management of individualistic people

The outcome of the questionnaire showed that the major challenge for managers

in financial markets is managing individualistic people. One manager wrote: “Indi-

vidualism is very strong in financial markets but at the end everyone realizes that

information has to be shared; the manager has to show some human skills in order

to cement different characters (often very strong) around a team spirit”.
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On reading this, we can understand the importance of integrating people and the

need to have a fair system of sharing risks and rewards.

Managers need to learn how to give visibility, promote collective efficiency and

integrate effectively the interests of the different stakeholders.

The current problem in financial markets is that managers see themselves as

lieutenants or generals of an army. Their weapon is the famous “bonus” which helps

them to attract and retain troops but what about the development of employees?

The reliance on bonuses varies from one manager to another but most of them

consider that, apart from managing individualism, the main challenge is about

guiding and/or encouraging experts and controlling them without bridling them.

“Team members have a high intellectual, technical and academic level. They are

often very individualistic”, “The legitimacy of management is not always easy.

Does the trader that makes the most money have to be the head of the desk? Should

the head of trading not be a trader?”, “Managing experts requires guidance/support

and control without high restraint”.

In an article entitled “Managing talent in the service of high performance,”

Miraillès (2007) introduced the concept of “talent management” to describe certain

practices (such as scouting, coaching or executive search) that use existing internal

resources of key company employees to gain a competitive advantage. Pierre

Mirallès describes the theory of Richard A. D’Aveni on the hypercompetition

between firms, “hypercompetition is above all an environment in which no actor

can claim he enjoys a unique and sustainable competitive advantage (such as cost of

production or barriers to entry), but in which the competitors are seeking ephemeral

combinations of various competitive advantages such as quality, financial

resources, technology, innovation, etc..”. He assumes that “the performance of

many organizations in this uncertain world is primarily based on the individual

excellence of a few key people that we call ‘talents’. These individuals are not

necessarily managers or leaders. They simply have exceptional personal strengths

and control the processes that are critical to the organization”. For the author, talent

management results from the meeting between demanding situations and outstand-

ing personalities. Talent exists in industries and occupations that are marked by

continuous innovation, either because of technological advancement (digital com-

munications, bio-technologies, etc.) or because products are derived directly from

the commercialization of research (e.g. pharmaceutical industry), i.e. from an

inherently unpredictable process. Talent is also required in occupations character-

ized by “real time”, i.e. where performance depends on the speed and accuracy of

the reaction of individuals placed in both intelligence and operational positions on a

sensitive field: fighter pilots, elite special operation army teams, athletes who play

their career in a few seconds at the Olympic Games, etc. Another important

category of organizations needing talent includes those who perform what can be

called “business of the unique” (fashion, design, performing arts, media, . . .),
i.e. those in which the product is a prototype, which makes therefore excellence,

creation and constant questioning mandatory.

Talent is defined by the equation: talent¼ excellence + difference. The question

is to know whether the organization is able to harness talent.
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Managing talent requires specific practices and the balance of power between the

company and the employee depends on the scarcity of talent, which can lead to

higher wages and opportunistic behavior: the War for Talent.

Financial markets operate fully in the context of war for talent (another term

borrowed from the army!) as described by the author. Solicitations from head-

hunters are very frequent. What elements retain talented people? Apart from

financial considerations (the famous ‘bonus’), a market operator can “feel good”

within an organization.

Why? Because the organization takes into account non-monetary factors that

motivate people. By building trust, creating fair and transparent processes, valuing

collaboration and teamwork, companies can eliminate counterproductive behavior

and, at the same time, promote behavior that will further the company’s strategy.

Thus, it enables the organization to retain its talent and increase its performance.

Expertise is a key asset for any company. Expertise is the heart of resource

control issues.

Talent management is part of a strategy of control and development of the

‘intellectual’ capital. This concept combines human capital, structural capital and

relational capital, as defined by Andriessen (2004). Companies can control the

structural capital that is linked to the organization and composed of explicit

knowledge and competencies: technology, IT, R&D, intellectual property, culture.

But companies depend on people, especially experts, who own the human capital

and part of the relational capital (depending on their exposure to the environment,

clients and networks).

Therefore, experts are key contributors to the production of structural capital.

The problem is that the knowledge of an expert is, in essence, both tacit and

contextual.

Mayer (2002, in Dubois, 2005), suggests a classification into four categories:

basic factual knowledge, conceptual knowledge that enables basic knowledge to

work together, procedural knowledge—methods, algorithms, “metacognitive”

knowledge that makes up the awareness and knowledge of one’s own cognitive

processes; it plays a central role in the acquisition of new knowledge and the

contextualization of the acquired knowledge. The strength of the experts is this

particular ability to constantly contextualize their knowledge and know-how

(Dubois et al. 2005, relating Dreyfus, 1992).

Experts used to be retained in financial markets by money; today, managers have

to innovate and find non-financial incentives to motivate and retain their people. To

answer the specific needs of experts ‘to constantly contextualize their knowledge

and know-how’, they can e.g. involve them in the definition of the operational

strategy of the desk (financial products, trading strategies, . . .) and create trans-

versal working groups (exchange of best practices, sharing of experiences, . . .).
It is a way for all operators to capture more efficiently a business strategy, to feel

as a full player and therefore more aware of the risks associated with this strategy. If

cooperation between teams and accountability of each is thereby strengthened, the

company is on the right track.
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Regarding financial incentives, the famous bonus, it would be desirable to

modify the attribution rules, valuing in a more significant way the achievement of

collective goals. Some financial institutions have started to work in this direction, in

particular by promoting “cross-selling”, but this is still marginal.

The new challenges for managers in financial markets are to regard market

operators as humans who need more than financial incentives, promoting

co-operation between them to enhance and develop their skills, guiding them

without restricting them, setting clear rules on individual and collective contri-

butions/rewards. This is achievable provided the organization recognizes and

values the role of manager, which is not always the case.

In this context, change management and management development are neces-

sary. This will be only possible if the organization takes into account the impor-

tance of management and provides resources to its managers (time, training,

coaching, . . .) to reinforce the collective commitment and accountability at all

levels. This is not innate or easy for companies that focus more on financial

performance than on people or more on risk management than on talent

management.

2.3 Talent Management and Risk Management

According to a study of CIGREF in 2000 (David 2007), 80 % of the critical

knowledge in companies is located “in people’s heads” or in unusable format.

This caused few problems during periods of stable teams. It is much more proble-

matic today, in particular in the research community, where massive retrenchments,

dispersions of teams, redeployment of activities, make the leaders fear that they

may loose part of their capital (David 2007). In some cases, the company may be in

a situation of dependence and potential vulnerability, if the expertise is sharp, held

by few people, rare on the market, or long to acquire. The acceleration of change

and the need to be ever more efficient, to go faster and cheaper, leaves few time to

formalize the acquired knowledge and transmit it (David 2007).

Therefore, talent management seems inseparable from risk management in

conjunction with the strategic objective: identification of critical resources, reten-

tion of available expertise, learning and development of expertise, and finally

transfer of tacit knowledge.

Risk management and control are key concerns in financial markets. For man-

agers of market operators, control is omnipresent. When we interviewed managers

about the way they integrate control in their managerial practices, the answers were

very clear: “The assumption should not be trust but rather risk control”, “Control is

an integral part of the managerial function and it is understood and accepted as

such. Over half (or ¾) of the time spent with the team is about organizing control,

communicating on it, getting reports, . . . control is also part of the judgment of the

teams. I intend to evaluate constraints respect as well as performance or customer

communication at the end of the year”, “Control is essential to management,
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because beyond the confidence he must have in his “first circle”, the manager has

the responsibility to ensure the reality of the information that he gets”, “Everywhere

and on everything. We understand well what we can measure. There is no perfor-

mance if controls are not up to the risks taken at all levels”.

Maister and McKenna (2002), in a book called “First Among Equals, discuss

how to manage a group of professionals” and revitalize the visionary role of a

leader: with experts, the “all behind me” or “Moses” strategies do not work because

they are too independent and too critical. The challenge is not about giving sense; it

is more about accompanying each expert in their expectations, in what thrills and

energizes them, to increase their level of commitment and help to unleash their full

potential. Performance is there if the quality of feedback is high and this cannot

happen without trust: the manager must be seen as an honest, reliable person, who

values other’s success and has built strong personal relationships with everyone. A

manager has to support, not to control. For Maister & McKenna, the manager of

experts is primarily a “coach”. It corresponds to the ‘Coach’ archetype, according to

the type of Kets de Vries (2008): empathetic, with high emotional intelligence, able

to listen, inspires confidence, have affinities and manage interpersonal situations.

These managers know how to develop people and give constructive feedback. They

are great motivators, good communicators, know how to delegate and encourage

participation. They create teams and processes whose performance is high.

According to Kets de Vries, these profiles would be particularly effective in

organizations working in networks and based on knowledge; their weakness

would be not being sufficiently tough when necessary; they would not therefore

be the best archetype of leadership in case of a crisis.

In financial markets, where money and risk are omnipresent, operators need the

support of management. One important challenge for managers is to be able to be

more ‘people-oriented’, which is not innate for them. This is the reason why

financial companies have to invest in change management programmes.

3 Management Development and Change Management

in Financial Markets

3.1 Definition and Role of Management Development

From Lee (1992), “management development is an ambiguous concept that attracts

multiple and often contradictory definitions and takes different meanings for

different people, both in the academic and the organizations’ worlds”.

From Mole (2000), management development can cover long-term investments

such as MBA programs, as well as short-term isolated actions like reading an article

on organizations or leadership. The notion of management development can be

found at multiple levels: individual level (coaching, e-learning, . . .), group level

(“team training”), organization level (change management programs, . . .), or even
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national level (Mole gives the example of the United Kingdom having implemented

a set of standards and qualifications for managers).

From Mabey (2004), management development is “all activities within and

outside the workplace, whether formal or informal, structured or not, aimed at

improving the expertise of managers”.

From the moment the “Resource Based View” emerged in the field of manage-

ment (Ramos-Rodrı́guez and Ruı́z-Navarro 2004), the “routine” set up by indi-

viduals has become the element that creates value. Thus, the manager has really

become a central player in the organization. For Castanias and Helfat (1991), the

manager is truly the source of the “organizational rent”, while for Floyd and

Wooldridge (1992), the manager is a key player in the process of formulation and

implementation of strategy. Finally, for Storey (1989), it is the manager who holds

the keys of potential input and is therefore an indispensable link to productivity.

Issues concerning the development of managers have become central in the1990s

and form a true field of investigation for researchers in Human Resource

Management.

Development practices for managers are usually presented as desirable, both for

the individual and the organization (Garavan, Barnicle, and O’Suilleabhain 1999).

However, the logic of this action is rarely explicit. Lee (1992) offers a very

instructive analysis of “management development”. He identifies, analyzes and

criticizes ten “logical” (“rationales”) underlying the establishment of management

development systems in organizations:

– The “logic of functional performance”

– The “agricultural logic”

– The “defensive functional logic”

– The “logic of socialization”

– The “logic of political reinforcement”

– The “logic of the organizational legacy”

– The “logic of environmental legitimacy”

– The “logic of compensation”

– The “logic of psychical defense”

– The “ceremonial logic”

Each of these strategies has a different purpose, but several can work together in

the implementation of management development practices.

Even if it is difficult to show that these practices have a direct impact on the

financial performance of the organization, managers perceive the link with organ-

izational performance: it is not the management development practices in them-

selves, nor their relationship with the strategy or the needs of the organization who

have a real impact on the profitability of the company; it is the managers’ belief that

this impact exists.

In financial markets, with the crisis that generates lower revenues, managers can

no longer reward operators with huge bonuses; they have to find new ways to

motivate and retain their employees. It can, for example, include an increased

participation of all employees in the determination of the operational strategy of
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the desk (instruments used, possible strategies, etc.), cross-functional working

groups, . . . and make them feel that their impact exists!

3.2 Management and the Financial Crisis

William A. Sahlman, Harvard Business School, wrote an article in 2009 with an

evocative title:Management and the Financial Crisis (We Have Met the Enemy and
He is Us . . .). He stresses that neither managers or executive committees, nor the

analysts or rating agencies had anticipated the destruction of value that occurred

within AIG, Bear Stearns, Fannie Mae, General Motors or General Electric.

Is it the combination of inadequate regulation and exacerbated greed? For the

author, the responsibility rests with managers, customers, investors and regulators:

“Managers made dangerous and foolish decisions, consumers and investors

engaged in risky behavior, and regulators were ineffective. Greed played a role

but the bigger problem was incompetence”

Sahlman asserts that most of the problems illustrated during this financial crisis

can be traced to failures in five related managerial systems inside each major private

and public actor in financial markets:

– Incentives—how risk and reward are shared; how people behave if they act in

their own perceived best interests given the structure of pecuniary and

non-pecuniary payoffs

– Control & Information Technology—how limits are placed on behavior; how

information is captured and shared; how risk and reward are measured and how

those assessments affect tactics and strategy

– Accounting—how managers choose accounting policies; how managers mea-

sure economic profits & losses as distinct from GAAP profits and losses

– Human Capital—the process by which people with certain characteristics (skill,

experience, networks, character, and attitude) are attracted and managed or

encouraged to leave any organization

– Culture—the values that guide individual and group decisions

For the author, the key factors for success of a company are the following:

– Outstanding people (high skill and integrity)

– Sensible accounting policies that mirror economic reality

– Excellent information, risk measurement and management systems

– Sensible incentives that balance personal and corporate risk and reward

“These companies have a culture of doing the right thing that protects all major

constituencies even when doing so doesn’t maximize personal payoffs. Companies

at risk have some combination of the opposite”. For Sahlman, problems always

arise inside companies because of fundamental flaws in culture, incentives, risk

measurement, controls, accounting and human capital. We need to therefore
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understand these systems to improve them. Sahlman suggests considering the

following sequence of questions:

• What are the implicit and explicit incentives within the organization?

• How will individuals and groups behave in their own perceived best interest?

• Are the incentives and organizational objectives aligned?

• What behavior should be encouraged? Discouraged?

• Where is bad behavior most likely to occur and under what circumstances?

• To what degree do contextual factors (economy, competition, etc.) change

incentives?

• Is there alignment with respect to the appropriate time horizon for meeting

objectives and measuring performance?

• Does the company accurately measure and report economic profits and losses?

• Are the “right” people attracted and retained by the organization?

• Are the “right” customers attracted and retained by the organization?

• Given the incentives and people involved, what measurement and control

systems must be in place?

• What is the company culture and how does it exacerbate or ameliorate issues in

incentives and controls ?

• What is the relative quality and status of people responsible for generating

profits and people responsible for measuring profitability and controlling risks ?

• Who has responsibility for managing culture, human capital, incentives, controls

and accounting within the organization?

For Sahlman, regulators deserve some blame for the financial crisis because they

failed to understand how individual and collective incentives drive behavior and

increase systemic risk. To conclude, he considers that having a more stringent

regulation is not a solution (and can even be dangerous) and that most of the

attention has to be placed on management. “This is why we need a new kind of

comprehensive analysis monitor. That new entity would take an objective, hard-

nosed look at major financial services firms on a holistic basis. They need to

understand and assess the microeconomic determinants of systemic financial risk.

Their analysis needs to feed into regulatory decisions”.

In financial markets, is attention placed on management? How are they pro-

moted? What are their skills and tools to manage talented experts?

3.3 Managing as a Guide

Our fast growing, technological and highly competitive world needs experienced

managers who pay attention to their experts’ personal expectations and to the

strategic objectives of the company. The most effective managers are guides who

listen, ask questions, contribute, integrate and offer their support. The guide is

dedicated to helping the expert succeed.
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However, in financial markets, managers are often promoted for their technical

expertise. This is why many of them focus on managing technical aspects—which

they are familiar with- rather than on managing people. Managers consider them-

selves more as Lieutenants or Generals of the Army than as guides, their weapon is

the famous “bonus”, which helps them to attract and retain their troops.

When we asked the managers in financial markets how they see their role, some

of the answers that we obtained were meaningful: “The manager is the temporary

guide, at best!”, “Development of my staff: the only way to keep them motivated

over time”, “Develop the skills of my team (i.e., knowledge, knowhow, creativity)

as I develop my own; give the taste of great achievements in a kind of relationship

‘artisan—apprentice’”, “If my action aims to achieve targets, it is part of a complex

human relationship. I try to weave a human fiber with my collaborators in an

activity that has little in it”.

In the words of Thévenet (2009), “Managers may find themselves in situations of

increasing frequency of managing divas, experts, talents, high potentials or, at any

level, frantic individualistic people for whom collective activity does not come

naturally. Again, managers are forced into a strong personal investment since

management is not only the natural exercise of authority, but a more human-

based negotiation, consultation, seduction, or bullying, always demanding more

from the manager”.

The author then points out the peculiarity of crisis situations where the need for

meaning and understanding is very strong. To address this question of meaning, the

author explores the trail of GHO: Goals of Higher Order (BOS in French). There are

three main modes of action in an organization: stress, routine, project (perspective,

sense of mission, of a work or a horizon to reach). GHO fall into this third category;

we find them in business and customers, links between people within the company,

which is a kind of shared reference.

In financial markets, where individuals are highly specialized and operate in

silos, shared references are sorely missing; this “nose to the grindstone” effect—

mentioned by a manager—naturally has negative consequences on the system.

Thevenet reminds us that “management has to be learned, it is not about sticking

to any model but rather becoming more aware of our actions by spotting our

mistakes and mitigating their effects”. Does this awareness occur for managers in

financial markets?

Concerning the meaning that they give to their actions, some managers said:

“We need not to lose sight of the notion of reality.” “Strictly human, for me, my

passion is about making people grow and bringing out talents.” “Transmit, train

young people and enable older people to evolve and change.” “Sustainable devel-

opment: employees’ skills and motivation, tools/procedures, company’s wealth.”

“Allow my team to grow and motivate it to go further.”

It is reassuring to see that some managers have other ambitions than control and

bonuses. It is now time to see how management development can encourage them

to abound more in this direction. How can we help them to focus on ‘human

consideration’ ?
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4 Remembering that Market Operators are Humans

4.1 We Need to Go Further (1): Anchor Managerial
Behaviour and Develop Collective Efficiency

When I was Head of Training & Development in a financial services company,

I decided with the support of the CEO and the Head of Human Resources, to train

managers in order to give them the means to make their teams grow. This requires

good self-awareness and the ability to step back, which is not easy in financial

markets.

70 front-office managers attended management training sessions and 55 had

individual coaching sessions. The pedagogy was around exchange of experiences

and “best practices”, experiential learning exercises, workshops, simulations with a

strong involvement of participants, gradual development of a personal action plan.

At the end of each training course, I collected feedback from participants in a

formal “evaluation form” and more informally through discussions with managers.

I organized parallel debriefing sessions with the trainers at the end of each training

session. In the formal questionnaire, the grades were mostly between 3.5 and 4.9 on

a scale of 5 and the highest grades were given by the groups in which exchange and

sharing were the richest. The information gathered from the managers and the

trainers highlighted two points:

• Training sessions helped to raise managers’ awareness that management is not

innate. They experimented with management styles on their own concrete

problems. They realized that management styles are varied, are not fixed and

that no style is better than another in absolute terms. The key being to adapt to

different situations.

• Training sessions were also an opportunity for everyone to see that others were

not necessarily more talented and that there is much to learn from each other.

Once the natural stage of “protection” was over, it was the sharing of experi-

ences that provided rich training sessions.

Key points of this training was to enable everyone to verbalize their problems

and weaknesses, learn to give and receive feedback and be aware of the need to step

back. It appeared that even if most managers knew what to do, they did not

necessarily put it into practice. Managers who received individual coaching ses-

sions were able to go further.

The question now is whether the contributions of such trainings are visible on

concrete acts of management as this is a prerequisite for any development action in

an environment where ‘example must come from the top’. It varies, but there is no

systemic effect.

This is the reason why it requires going further. A second step is needed to

validate the benefits of this approach on concrete acts of management and to anchor

managerial behaviour, sharing of good practices and to develop collective

efficiency.
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The dissemination of culture and corporate values can boost performance as it

allows all employees to identify and recognize themselves. Basic assumptions are:

culture gathers what organizations parcel out; the community is the only one to

have expertise of its culture. Clearly, unlike strategy, which is carried and dissemi-

nated by top management, corporate culture is carried and transmitted by all

employees, in accordance with the values promoted by the top management.

From Prud’homme (2007), “The generation of business communities is an

opportunity to . . . create more agile, smoother and faster organizations, enabling

the interconnection of talent, diversity and expertise that ignore each other in

organizations still marked by the syndrome of silos”.

Some organizations have a is top-down model (concentration of decision making

process and strategy formulation at the top executive level) where the culture

promotes immediate profitability, pragmatism, focus on individual goals and

short term compensation. It would be helpful if producers or managers/producers

from such organizations felt stable enough to devote time to the collective interest

but this is not the case because they must, above all, make their monthly P&L.

However, there is great added value in stimulating creativity, good ideas, sharing

best practices and reducing interpersonal problems which often relate to a lack of

experience, tools and understanding of relational dynamics.

In financial markets, the introduction of co-development sessions around the

theme “facing new challenges together” or “identifying and sharing our best

practices” can be successful if managers of managers endorse the process. They

also need to identify how much investment in time and energy will be enhanced as

this is taken on individual production time, which is central in compensation today.

Moreover, training courses to improve ‘working together’ make sense in a context

of crisis and lower bonuses: managers have to develop new vehicles (passion,

confidence, commitment, cooperation, . . .) that imply more maturity and inter-

actions. Bonuses were previously able to compensate for many areas of discomfort

at work.

At a macro level, an organization that invests in the development of its human

capital will have more chance to attract talented candidates and to gain (or restore)

trust from investors.

For Barney and Hansen (1994), an organization’s reputation of trustworthiness is

a key ‘source of competitive advantage’: ‘the approach adopted here is that the

trustworthiness of exchange partners can vary, and that how trustworthy an

exchange partner is can be discovered. The adoption of this approach leads to the

conclusion that, in some circumstances, trust can be a source of competitive

advantage—a conclusion that is not possible if it is assumed that most exchange

partners are either untrustworthy or that most exchange partners are trustworthy’.

If the reputation of an organization is a key source of competitive advantage, we

now need to consider questions regarding macro-level trust and distrust, recogniz-

ing the systemic interrelationships between factors such as individual employee

behavior, management practice and discourse, organizational strategy, cultural and

structural influences, and the organization’s institutional (regulatory and historical)

context.

The Role of Management Development in Change Management: The Example of. . . 71



4.2 We Need to Go Further (2): Remembering Partnerships

When we talk about responsibility and reputation, a complementary line of thought

evolves. It may look like a step backwards but is very meaningful: returning to the

“shareholder manager” business model.

Godechot (2004) reminds us that in the 1970s, bankers gathered in partnerships

in which they did financial transactions for their own account, which made them

especially cautious. Employees were hoping to become shareholders and receive

dividends, which bound them to the company.

In the 1980s, the rise in share prices encouraged partners to list their companies,

which eliminated the long term incentives of the financial industry. In addition,

deregulation authorized transactions for own and third parties accounts. The deri-

vative market also started, which enlarged the role of the financial sphere with a

considerable inflow of capital and very high transaction volumes. Volume increased

faster than the decrease of brokerage rates and the amount of money to distribute to

employees actually increased.

Following the Lehman bankruptcy in 2008, regulators tried to introduce mea-

sures to change the rules: creation of Remuneration Committees and taxation of

bonuses prompting banks to spread bonus payments over several years (differed

bonus) to reward a medium term performance. These measures certainly had an

impact on the ability of banks to retain their talent. However, they have been

bypassed by many organizations, which have, for example, moved their “stars” to

countries where the rule does not apply.

Reading the interviews we had with managers, it seems that the desire to change

practices, or even to return to a “partnership” system is there. When asked : “what

can be, according to you, conflicting interests between managers, employees and

shareholders ?”, the answers from managers were interesting.

The most relevant answers were:

– Shareholders may not really have understood the drivers of performance/risk activities

in which they invest (it happens) which can create misunderstanding between the

different actors. If they invested in “pure players” they are in theory willing to accept

all the risks and profits of the company, even if they have to change industry or business

if the results do not correspond to their expectations. Managers, if they want to “last” in

an organization, will be tempted to smooth performance, if they have a higher “merce-

nary” profile, they will take risk by optimizing the bonus-output equation of the

company. The same reasoning can be applied to employees

– This is clearly the problem of perception of time. Unlike other industries, employee’s

time is short (1–2 years), manager’s time a bit longer (2–4 years) and shareholder’s time

even longer in theory; this has implications on the development of compensation

policies. Usually, an employee sharing ownership in a medium size company is a

good answer

– In theory no: these interests are supposed to converge; the problem is that the current—

and for over 20 years- imbalance is very important to the benefit of the shareholder, a

shareholder increasingly distant and disconnected from the multifaceted reality of the

company’s business. Bridging theory and practice in this area is a key factor to stabilize

the fragile world we live in, within companies (social contract), within local economy
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(citizen contract) and for the global macro economic balance (contract for sustainable

growth); these three contracts are about to break today

– Horizon: in ascending order, the staff (often short-term to excess), managers and

shareholders; risks : only shareholders lose money, others have a career management

risk

– The bonus system was supposed to align everyone’s interests, but too much bonus kills

the bonus ! Employees’ priority turned into making short-term profit, without worrying

about the risks taken by the company (and shareholders)

– In a general framework, the manager may have to manage the stress generated by the

antagonism between the greed of the shareholder and the sustainability of the production

tool that is closely linked to quality and employee involvement; at WWW, the share-

holder being an employee, sustainability is at the heart of his thoughts

– I can only reiterate my plea for the shareholder manager !

Paris was not built in a day . . . but the fact that the managers I interviewed are

aware of this dysfunction is reassuring; it is unclear how quickly things will evolve

and it will depend heavily on exogenous factors, such as measures taken by

regulators. To be continued . . .

4.3 Some Good News : Things Are Changing

During my 20 years’ experience in financial markets, I have noticed a change in the

ways of thinking and acting, a mindset evolution. A few years ago, when we

suggested coaching for a manager taking new responsibilities, we received the

following answer: “but he is not sick, he is well, he does not need a psychologist!”.

Now, it seems that managers supported by top management accept to question their

behaviour. Not all, certainly, because some maintain that “the style of management

that most fits with the individualism and opportunism of market operators is the

military/canine style (keep silent and you will be rewarded!); others, by chance, are

more optimistic: “management is an art: transform the individual weaknesses to

produce a collective strength”.

What can be the reasons of this evolution?

It is undeniable that the globalization and shortening of the products’ life cycle

oblige companies to rethink their mode of production and human resources man-

agement. To be more flexible, effective, fast and to be a step ahead of their

competitors, the development of a learning organization appears to be a solution.

It is a question of putting the employee in the center of the reasoning, of considering

him/her as a privileged partner in the acquisition of a competitive advantage.

Employees become a team of actors of the organizational efficiency, and together,

they learn from their mistakes.

More than a model, a learning organization is a state of mind. This approach has

to be considered as a real corporate development plan involving all actors. It is

based on:
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An organizational prior: all individuals have the potential to contribute to the

growth of the company while developing a more important qualification, but

this respect for the individual does not mean equal responsibility for everyone.

An individual prior: it requires treating knowledge as an asset for a mutual

development and not as a private power. Learning increases the possibilities of

smart action. It is the emergence of a society of knowledge. Contributing to

knowledge becomes an important standard of all activities in the organization. It

is about implementing the will to develop the capacity of the organization itself

(and not only of the people), learning from experience and evolving by taking

support on it. It is about investing in the capacity of every person to develop

skills and in the collective capacity to evolve. An organization that focuses on

learning is built as an ecological system that stimulates continuous learning

through work. It is a pragmatic approach of evolution towards an objective of

progress, which enrolls in a logic of social responsibility. For Philippe Zarifian,

“the element that unifies all aspects of a learning organization can be expressed

as follows: learning from the instability and mutations, and thus becoming active

in response to this instability, learning how to compete positively with the future

which by definition is uncertain and doing it together in an active communi-

cation process”.

There are certainly many regulatory changes in financial markets and fads for

certain types of financial products but are the constituents of financial markets jobs

really unstable? Uncertainty in financial markets is linked to the functioning of the

market, but does the uncertainty in resolving the Greek debt crisis really have an

influence on the organization of a trading room?

Techniques remain the same and relationships between jobs too. The key is to

find technical solutions to capitalize on this market uncertainty.

What kind of learning can/should a dealing room organization do to improve its

functioning and the satisfaction of its operators? What is the responsibility of the

manager and how can he behave in front of operators fueled by game? How can a

manager build a learning organization strategy while operators focus on their daily

performance and are reluctant to share their expertise and talent in a competitive

environment?

A worried manager says: “often the trader could not care less about the stock

price of the bank. He doesn’t feel responsible for his losses; he sells himself to the

highest bidder: no care for financial equilibrium and sustainability of the company.

A shareholder wants it to spit.... it is not his job to see how to “manage” this fragile

balance. There is both risk and a greedy enemy. It is the manager who has the best

synthetic and most difficult position. He must resist the « sheep-like mentality» and

short-term side of operators.... who are often players who lose their mind”,

If mindset has changed since the financial crisis, are there some ways to go

further in this direction to restore trust in financial markets?

Rapid change in the financial industry has driven companies to look more

closely at career management. While individuals certainly have to take charge of

their own career, there is an opportunity for financial institutions to be a partner in

74 B. Guynamant



this process, which allows retaining valuable resources and helps maximize their

return on investment. Succession planning should also receive more attention and

not only at top management level.

When a talented expert resigns, most of the financial institutions contact a

headhunter to replace them; this is the entrenched habit of “musical chairs”.

Wouldn’t it be less expensive and equally efficient to promote someone internally?

Sometimes people perform very well in an organization but don’t if they join

another one. This is because success is not only linked to the intrinsic qualities of

a person; it is also linked to the organization (reputation, resources, processes,

networks, . . .).
Today, most financial institutions are able to motivate and retain their talent with

money, but it doesn’t mean that they manage their talent. They prefer to recruit a

star from their competitors rather than promote people internally.

The good news is that financial institutions have increased the money they spend

on training programmes or coaching to develop their High Potentials. They also

invest time and money to help managers acquire knowledge of capital management

best practices and give them tools to manage individuals who constantly seek

challenges and competition.

If the financial crisis helps them realize that the return on investment of these

expenses can be found in a better care for talent management, we are on track . . .

5 Conclusion

Most companies within the financial industry know that their people are an impor-

tant competitive advantage, but before the financial crisis, few had developed

concrete practices and leadership commitment was often not aligned with strategic

talent management.

Thus, because people freely choose to share their human, social or intellectual

capital, it is possible to master their relationships for the sake of financial and

human valorization, even if it is complex and time consuming.

This paper, which highlights the role of management development in change

management, could be part of the broad body of research which has been published

in recent years about the financial crisis and the responsibility/irresponsibility of

traders.

And when we talk about responsibility/irresponsibility of traders, we also talk

about the system. This famous system is composed of men, women, managers,

officers, employees, but also of money, techniques, tools, rules and regulations and

many other components. When we encourage more human consideration in the

management of people within financial markets, we call also to strengthen or

restore the rule of judgment and conviction in decision making, beyond strictly

financial, legal, compliance or technical aspects. The system is the one we make.

Modifying some rules, such as requiring the integration of extra-financial criteria

from market operators, may have a significant impact. Indeed, beyond exogenous

The Role of Management Development in Change Management: The Example of. . . 75



factors such as the debt of some states, can we not see in the current financial crisis

the limits of a system that encourages managers to behave like this?
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Cultural Change by Speech: Team Learning

and the Role of Interaction

Tom Bijlsma

1 Introduction

Although some undergo radical changes, most organizations change slowly and

continually by learning processes in all divisions and units. Being conceptually rich

but empirically poor, the object learning organization makes the team level an

essential point that deserves attention. Conducting research into learning processes

in teams is a pragmatic as well as scientific way of studying organizational change.

From 2006 to 2009 an extensive quantitative research among more than

50 teams into the phenomenon of team learning has resulted in a model or cycle

of team learning. Apart from this quantitative method, observations, interviews and

a lot of (small) talk together with four case studies were held to fine-tune the model.

One of these case studies involved the management team this article is about.

This team turned out to be extraordinary. Because of the dislocation of some

team members, this team only met bi-weekly. This was the only time they worked

and discussed as a team. Therefore, in this case communication was very important.

Shortly before, their organization had been reorganized but the actual changes

(in processes, responsibilities, etc.) still had to be implemented during the 1-year

case study. What’s more, the reorganization happened to lead to a cultural change

too. For the management team the recurrent agenda item ‘integrity’ played a central

role. It was this item that turned out to be a skewer through the team learning cycle,

a catalyst for change management, a mirror for team and individual conduct and

behaviour, and a basis for the fact that thinking and interacting will precede acting.

In the end, real change manifests itself by behaviour and actual actions, which is the

ultimate goal for managers of organizational change.
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This article will first describe the departure from the idea of a learning organi-

zation in order to embrace the concept of team learning, and subsequently will

introduce the team learning cycle. After this, the management team that was studied

will be presented and in the next sections, you will read more about the learning and

change developments in the team by describing actions and events based on the

three factors of the cycle observed during the meetings. Finally, the point of

‘integrity’ will be discussed after which some conclusions will be drawn and

implications offered.

2 From Learning Organizations to Team Learning

Knowledge management and learning organizations have been prominent in man-

agement literature since the 1990s. Writers such as Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995)

and Senge (1990) have ploughed the field for these concepts. A commonly accepted

definition of organizational learning is “making conscious use of learning processes
on an individual, group, and systemic level, in order to continuously transform the
organisation in a direction that becomes more satisfactory for its stakeholders all
the time” (Dixon 1999, p. 17).

Despite the interest from various academic fields, these studies have not yet led

to ‘the ultimate model’ (or dogmas) to define a learning organization. The use of

much rhetoric and conceptualisation tends to hide sometimes the relatively slow

progress in this particular area. Harrison writes about this development: “(. . .)
However, there is a worrying failure to identify or deal effectively with human
issues involved in developing, sharing and using knowledge that flows from work-
place learning. This raises the possibility of a narrowly conceived knowledge
management approach that produces an ‘obsession with tools and techniques’
and overlooks the centrality of people throughout the knowledge process (. . .)”
(Harrison 2002, p. XI).

This research intends to close the aforementioned gap and focuses on people

who reflect in learning process at team level thinking about and implementing

changes. Edmondson shapes a bridge between the organizational entities:

“Organisational learning can be seen as a process of cascading team learning
opportunities, independently carried out, but interdependent in their impact on
company performance” (Edmondson 2002, p. 144). Teams, or groups, constitute

the building blocks of an organization (Argote 1999; Tjosvold 1991). This is

because individuals often cannot fulfil their tasks independently from others.

Developments are rapid, everything is more complex, similar activities are

conducted worldwide, and the 24-h economy finds its way into more and more

sectors. Senge (1990) posits that one of the five disciplines of a learning organiza-

tion is team learning. According to Romme, other authors, such as Argyris and

Nonaka & Takeuchi, subscribe to this view: “Observations of learning processes in
a variety of organisations suggest teams can be considered as the key learning unit
in organisations” (Romme 1997, p. 150). However, organizations adopting

78 T. Bijlsma



processes and results at team level, resulting in a ‘learning organization’, are not

common. As various authors have found, many barriers have to be overcome first

(Ancona and Caldwell 1992; Borodzicz and Van Haperen 2002; Chan et al. 2003;

Ron et al. 2006). Clearly, the team is the pivot of (organizational) learning and

change.

3 Team Learning and Change

Increasingly reflection is seen as the core of team learning (e.g. Garrick 1998).

Tjosvold (1991) suggested that reflection is a good way to discover that certain

existing processes are less relevant when considering changes in the environment.

Reflexivity also forms the basis of the Deming circle (Deming 1982) and Kolb’s

learning cycle (Kolb 1984).

A much used definition of team reflection in literature is West’s “the extent to
which team members collectively reflect upon the team’s objectives, strategies and
processes, as well as their wider organizations and environments, and adapt them
accordingly” (Swift and West 1998, p. 3).

Returning to team learning, Edmondson’s definition is as follows: “(. . .) a
process in which a team takes action, obtains and reflects upon feedback, and
makes changes to adapt or improve” (Edmondson 2002, p. 129).

However, these activities are only one part of the learning and change story; the

definition above leaves out the storing and securing part. Building on the Plan-Do-

Check-Act loop by Deming (1982), securing the processes, procedures, or methods

already belongs to the simplest of quality management systems. The vision behind

Total Quality Management (TQM) shows many similarities with the ideas of a

learning and changing organization (see also Dale et al. 2007). Hence, both (team)

learning and the cyclic aspect of development and change form the preliminary

basis needed to define the concept of (team) learning more concretely and thus leads

to the following definition of ‘team learning’: the gathering of knowledge, compe-
tency, and insights by a team by means of inter-personal processes during which the
team applies and secures the improvement/the knowledge demonstrably.

This leaves us with the question whether learning teams perform better and

change swifter? According to West (1996), reflexive groups have a better and more

active view of their work, have a broader time horizon, are more inventive, have

more knowledge of mistakes, and anticipate on them more quickly. Several inves-

tigations have indicated that, among other things, reflexive teams identify problems

sooner, handle them better, and are more skilled at making team decisions. In other

words, such teams are more equipped to handling mistakes and crises than

non-reflexive teams, which are more prone to denying mistakes or extinguishing

fires without examining the underlying causes (West 1996). Literature shows that

reflexive teams are more proactive, are more aware of their environment, have a

broader planning horizon, and are more long-term focused. Moreover, reflexivity

would also enhance change processes (of routines) within groups (Edmondson

Cultural Change by Speech: Team Learning and the Role of Interaction 79



et al. 2001). In contrast, less-reflexive teams are reactive and are insufficiently

aware of their goals, strategies, and processes (West et al. 1997; West 2000; Carter

and West 1998; Schippers et al. 2003, 2005). Therefore, it is quite safe to conclude

that learning teams are important for team performance (Ortega et al. 2013) and

above all have a positive impact on change processes. That is good news and the

next step is then how to make team learning explicit and measurable.

4 The Team Learning Cycle

In this research, the team learning cycle is defined as consisting of three factors or

components: team action, team reflection, and team spirit. Team action, first of all,

refers to planning, acting, and retaining. Swift and West (1998) define the phase of

‘action or adaptation’ as “goal-directed behaviours relevant to achieving the
desired changes in team objectives, strategies, processes, organisations or envi-
ronments, identified by the team during the stage of reflection” (p. 20).

The second factor is called team reflection, which is done by means of commu-

nication. The goal of reflexive activities should be to learn from each other since

much knowledge within a team is ‘tacit knowledge’ of the team members. Tacit

knowledge is described as the combination of the technical, rational, personal,

emotional, and intuitive experiences of an individual including his or her mental

models (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). The dialogue form is most desirable in the

reflection mode since it enhances the exchange of mental models and underlying

visions (Bohm and Nichol 1996). The dialogue form is also preferred over the

discussion form when it comes to ‘explicit knowledge’. In evaluating or reflecting,

the content and way of communication can be divided into two levels, namely,

‘single and double loop learning’ (Argyris and Schön 1978). Single and double loop

learning is also referred to as ‘exploitation and exploration’ (March, 1991), ‘first

and second order learning’ (Lant and Mezias, 1992), ‘incremental and radical

learning’ (Miner and Mezias, 1996), and ‘learning I and learning II’ (Bateson,

1972). Therefore, the factor team reflection is built upon single loop -, double loop

learning, and dialogue.

The third and final central factor in the team learning cycle is team spirit. In

order for teams to be able to reflect, a certain degree of openness is a prerequisite

because it provides the opportunity to communicate in more depth. McDermott

(1995, p. 53) describes this as follows “the emotional task in appreciating differ-
ences is to create an atmosphere of open dialogue and questioning based on respect
for each other’s point of view.” In contrast, if a safe environment is absent within

the team, a person would rather remain silent (Edmondson 1999). This safety is

especially important where ‘failure-based learning behaviour’ is concerned: “the
findings of this research confirm Edmondson’s notion and show that if people feel
emotionally safe, learning from failures is enabled” (Carmeli 2007, p. 39). Rela-

tionships that rely on trust lead to more exchanges of knowledge since people are

more inclined to provide information (Andrews and Delahay 2000; Tsai and
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Ghoshal 1998; Penley and Hawkins 1985; Zand 1972) and they are more open to

receive other people’s knowledge (Levin 1999; Mayer et al. 1995; Carley 1991).

Together trust, commitment, and self-evaluation (self-appreciation) form the vari-

ables of the factor team spirit.

The three factors team action, -reflection, and -spirit form a cycle. Generally

speaking, ‘developing’ and ‘learning’ are cyclic processes and based on the

assumption that the relations between the different factors are mutually influential.

Figure 1 shows the team learning cycle, the core of the complete research model.

This model of team learning has been verified by distributing questionnaires

among team members of more than fifty teams. The questionnaires were sent three

times to all team members of these teams with a 6-month interval. Apart from this

quantitative method (using SPSS and AMOS), observations, interviews and hun-

dreds of conversations were used to strengthen the model (Bijlsma 2009). One of

the most interesting teams studied more in depth is presented in the next case study.

Here the core of team learning, team reflection by communicating, becomes clear,

and especially the strength of dialogue for change (Brown et al. 2009; Sonenshein

2010; Johansson et al. 2011; Simoes and Esposito 2013).

5 The Management Team in the ‘Restructionized’

Organization

Referring to real change, the most telling case study was that of a management team

highest in hierarchy of the Royal Military Police of the district covering the south of

the Netherlands. The team consists of a commander in the rank of a colonel, a

lieutenant colonel as deputy, five brigade commanders in the rank of major, and

seven staff executives as section heads (civilians and officers). Around 700 people

Team spirit
- Trust
- Commitment
- Self-evalua�on

Team ac�on
- Planning
- Ac�on
- Retaining

Team reflec�on
- Single loop learning
- Double loop 

learning

- Dialogue

Distal learning
Dissemina�ng

Fig. 1 The team learning cycle. Own source
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work in this district, which is divided into four regions each supported by one

brigade. The fifth brigade (Detective and Information), staffs, and the district

commander all work at the district headquarters. The four geographical brigade

commanders work from their regions. For two of them a visit to headquarters takes

close to 2 h of travelling.

In 2005 the Royal Military Police underwent a major reorganization. Most

people had to apply for their jobs or for the newly developed functions. The main

goal of this reorganization was to make the conduct of business more transparent, so

that the results were more output-orientated in accordance to the planning, the

targets, and not unimportantly, the wishes of the stakeholders. Each brigade com-

mander was in charge of one brigade, with the district headquarters as the corporate

level, for setting targets and sustaining staff expertise. Without a doubt, this 2005

reorganization meant a radical change: from a hierarchical military organization

with one-way orders and a closed culture, it changed into a company with business

units where professional discussion and output orientation was normal. Therefore,

from the district top to the operational work floor, other competences were needed

and for most people this meant a fundamental mind shift. All in all, the reorgani-

zation was a profound transformational change.

At the start of the research in the beginning of 2006, the reorganization had been

completed; on paper. For many people the assignment of functions was in full

swing and new procedures had to be fine-tuned; clearly, the process of training and

settling into new jobs had not been accomplished yet. From the perspective of

change and team learning in a longitudinal study a newly formed and inexperienced

management team in a changed and changing organization was an excellent

research opportunity. Because of the dislocation of some members of the manage-

ment team, the bi-weekly management meetings, which were observed for more

than a year, were the only time the management team was complete, where they

saw and discussed with each other as a team. Therefore, communication was

essential for their processes of team learning and change.

To put the team learning cycle into practice respectively the three factors are

illustrated by providing examples of verbal and non-verbal communication from

the meetings. Picturing the scene, team spirit is the best factor to start with.

6 Team Spirit

At the beginning of 2006 the team was formed. For four brigade commanders the

meetings were the only time they were in the direct physical vicinity of the other

team members. The others worked in the same building, seeing and meeting each

other whenever they wanted to. Listening at the meetings, it soon became clear all

team members felt they were responsible for making, realising, and implementing

policies. Each meeting started with each person shaking hands with all team

members already present, followed by small talk in groups. Opening the meeting,

the chairman, the colonel, or in absence the lieutenant colonel, always first
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mentioned any personal events, if relevant. These personalised openings were

evidence of real commitment to the other team members. The colonel did a great

job as chairman by introducing the items, asking (open) questions, summarizing,

and rounding off. Specific examples were “What are your points of view regarding
this matter?”, or: “I can hear two remarks on this.” Clearly, the ideas and expec-

tations of the team members were welcomed, they were addressed as professionals,

and their input in the decision making process was highly appreciated.

The deputy enjoyed debate even more than the district commander did. To

illustrate, after a debate in which his colleagues had raised some solutions, he

addressed the problem owner and asked “Can you live with these [solutions]?”

Especially the deputy was very sensitive on the issue of meta-communication, both

in his role as chairman and as team member when the colonel was present. For

example, he was a good observer of non-verbal communication shown by him

explicitly reacting to it “By the way you are telling your story I take it you have
already made up your mind.” Another example was when a brigade commander had

raised a question about missing materiel, the deputy stated “I can hear a request for
help from Eric.” Another example to illustrate the deputy’s sensibility to meta-

communication was when the colonel was rounding up a long discussion about

detaching some people to Schiphol national airport, so to another district, on their

request. During the discussion, it was clear the brigade commanders were not happy

to miss some of their staff for some time, as they had experienced this before.

However, as usual, the request was addressed from one district commander to

another and the colonel was willing to assist his colleague again. By concluding

to detach two military police officers for another half a year the colonel ended with:

“Deal?” Everybody was silent. The deputy broke the spell: “But I can see glances
now as if they are looking at burning water. Do the brigade commanders really
accept this?” This confronting question reopened the discussion. Thus, by doing

this, the old way of managing (by hierarchy and orders, position and rank) was

replaced by talking about business (strategy, output, costs) with all parties involved,

building on team spirit.

On several occasions, the deputy mentioned the crucial position of the manage-

ment team. In a discussion on major job assignments within the district because of

the reorganization the deputy stated “I want all people [of the district] to know the
procedures, as management team we are responsible for this. After the assignments
are made public, we have to speak with one mouth because there will be a lot of
rumours.” The deputy both indirectly and directly stressed the importance of team

spirit, teamwork, and jointly operating during many meetings.

From the abovementioned description and examples, it should be clear what the

factor team spirit in fact means. In this, the variables trust, commitment, and self-

evaluation can be distinguished, all by (monitoring) verbal and non-verbal com-

munication. Now we will carry on with a more explicit factor.
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7 Team Action

The meaning of the factor team action becomes clear particularly on those occa-

sions when planning or securing deviates from the operation or action (being the

three variables of team action). The first example was also one of the first team

meetings; it started too late because some team members were still in a different

meeting. While waiting one section head referred to the rules regarding the meet-

ings that had been agreed on only a few weeks before. “We are starting too late with
the meeting. Yet who do we blame for it?” Referring to these same rules another

person stated there should be a maximum of one presentation per meeting yet in the

forthcoming meeting two were planned. Some meetings later, this point was talked

about and the original decision was reconfirmed. One specific item was the skill at

arms of the servicemen and whether they had passed their yearly exam to be

qualified to carry a weapon. It was decided that before a given date, all brigade

commanders had to report to HQ the names of those who were not allowed to carry

their weapon anymore. In the next meeting after this deadline, the head of the staff

unit reported he had not received a report from three majors. The deputy: “This is
unclear if not all cooperate. I want to hear names.” The three brigade commanders

made them known and came up with excuses.

A few months later in early November, the deputy again raised the subject of

sticking to agreements, serving as a good perspective on the role of the three

variables planning, desired action, and retaining (in this case of lessons learned).

According to the agreement made in the beginning of the year, at the end of the year

all personnel of the district should have had their staff appraisal, yet P&O had not

been able to monitor the process because of failing computer software. The deputy:

“I have a bad feeling about the target.” A brigade commander reacted: “I don’t see
the problem. We as brigade commanders have said to make a 100 % score and we
are working on this.” The other four commanders agreed. The deputy was not

convinced, he recalled the previous year when they had made the same commitment

but failed. “That’s why I am insisting now. Tomorrow I will mail two of you and ask
you to send me an overview. Some form of check then.” The deputy was afraid the

district would make the same error again; he doubted whether the lessons had been

learned. On the other hand, he set up a clear team norm and made a strong case for

team agreements by his controlling way, possibly diminishing team spirit on the

short-term.

On another agenda item in the same meeting, a section head explained his

concerns about the participation of servicemen of the brigades in a certain

one-day course all have to attend yearly. A brigade commander countered: “But
then you have to guarantee a planned course will indeed be held; some were
cancelled at the last moment.” Then the deeper causes, or thoughts on this, were

discussed. For the second time the deputy showed his disappointment: “Again the
same discussion as last year.” On yet another point in the same meeting there again

was an item about not sticking to prior agreements. The deputy: “(. . ...) So we
haven’t learned anything! (. . .)”.
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These examples show there were still some thresholds before some desks, for not

all problems had been discussed instantly and openly. Going back to the team

learning cycle, these examples also indicate interventions in and lack of team spirit

and –reflection. On the other hand, after working as a team for only 1 year, these

examples underline for this team the necessity of the factor team action: setting up

plans, executing action, and if possible securing it. Next, you will see the manage-

ment team through the team reflection-lens, the core of team learning.

8 Team Reflection

In one of the first meetings, the team itself proposed some items to reflect on

regarding communication structure. One brigade commander suggested to make

‘integrity’ a recurring agenda item. In the next section you will read more about

this. Next to this, a section head proposed ‘process evaluation’ as a permanent

agenda item. All present agreed and after ‘questions before closure of meeting’,

‘meeting evaluation’ was added to the agenda items. The idea was not to discuss

content again but to discuss the process and the way of interacting and communi-

cating. By this simple reflection tool, the team was structurally investing in team

spirit. When in the next meeting the deputy arrived at the item ‘meeting evaluation’,

he asked: “Usually I would have asked a member beforehand to give his feedback at
the end. Now I haven’t done so, who wants to react?” A brigade commander reacted

very openly: “The start was disorderly. The opening was too late and then the
deputy walked out of the room because of a telephone call. That was irritating and
that’s why I wasn’t feeling on top of the world for the first half.” The deputy

subsequently reacted: “You’re right, I had the same feeling. I was also irritated
because of the late start. When I was just seated at the end, my telephone rang and I
didn’t have the impulse to neglect it. Still, we should keep to our agreements.” In

this example, both label and express their emotions clearly.

Due to the shortage of time, the process evaluation was skipped regularly;

nevertheless, in August there was a telling example of second loop learning thanks

to this item. The deputy chaired the meeting, some team members were still on

holiday and the items were not hot issues. Arriving at the point ‘meeting evaluation’

brigade commander Jean brought to the fore he had felt bored during the meeting.

“Couldn’t we have discussed these items by telephone?” The head of HR depart-

ment then reacted they would miss the non-verbal communication. Yet Jean

countered: “Could be, but I and Ivar [another brigade commander] are sacrificing
the whole day to this meeting, every meeting. I have the feeling I am wasting a lot of
time.” Because of their region, both commanders had to travel for quite some time.

There was some discussion. The deputy: “It’s inherent in working in this district;
it’s big. I don’t believe in videoconferencing. It is good that you raise this discus-
sion Jean. What are the points of view from the others?” The discussion then started
again, exchanging tips about how to make the day more efficient and effective by

combining business with the visits. This is an example of a double loop discussion
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in the sense of double loop learning, i.e. talking about the (meta)structure with an

open mind. Brigade commander Jean then deepened the discussion after a while by

reacting to the content of the meeting: “The easiness at which we postpone certain
topics of subjects that we were talking about this morning strikes me. (. . ..) Are we
then working responsibly? This question marked an important intervention at

double loop learning level. The deputy reacted by saying: “We will have to be
more open to each other and avoid making it too comfortable. It is good commen-
tary from Jean, for we have postponed an issue that is important for your region
that needs to be solved right away. On the other hand, ring the alarm bell at the
moment we are postponing an important issue. When it’s important for you, put this
issue on the agenda a good time before the meeting.”

This last remark leads us again to the competence of planning, a variable of team

action. Showing the interdependency between team reflection and the other factor,

team spirit, a final quote is presented now. An example of how valuable humour is

could be observed in the meeting that followed. Finalizing the agenda at the start of

the meeting, the deputy remarked to brigade commander Jean: “You travelled all
the way from [the place he is living, far from headquarters] yet you don’t have any
items to add to the agenda?” All laughed loudly, Jean not in the least. This

humorous last scene at team reflection is in sharp contrast to the serious and

(certainly from a reflective point of view) very important integrity-items.

9 Integrity, the Lever to Change

Similar to ‘meeting evaluation’ ‘integrity’ was a recurring agenda item and during

the year it implicitly developed into a major lever for change in the team. At almost

all meetings, this item was put forward by discussing a case or actual event. Every

team member was free to bring in his own case, question, or statement. The

intention was a plenary discussion and the ultimate goal was to learn from each

other. In practice, the discussions were open, the cases real, live, and hot and the

answers or solutions were always complex and related to a mixture of jurisdiction,

norms, and culture. The deputy brought in most cases; due to his function he was

involved with all integrity cases of the district. Frequently at the end of the

discussions, the deputy openly emphasized that in his opinion the case was very

delicate. All team members appreciated the discussions about this item.

Discussing integrity cases makes the organizational core, its paradigm and

culture explicit. During a meeting a brigade commander went into a sensitive

case: “It is good to show them [his servicemen] our borders and pickets.” and

later a section head: “It is cultural, we [the military police] have to change, in the
future we will also have to start a discussion about values and norms.” A few items

later, a brigade commander returned to the closed item: “I want to come back to the
point of integrity for a second. In my opinion, we have to spend much time on
culture at the various brigades. Two years ago things happened which were
considered normal then, but for which nowadays you would be fired immediately.
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We mustn’t exaggerate. Every day you think: is this still all right? It’s like a ship
slowly changing its course.” This statement was a clear signal that changes should

not be brute and quick (for him or his brigade).

Discussing the integrity cases, not only juridical but mostly ethical discussions

were held. Talking over values and norms, the team members were in dialogue with

each other; these were fruitful issues for team reflection. These candid discussions

also increased team spirit, as they encouraged bringing in personal convictions.

Discussing integrity items deepened team reflection and team spirit; it was related

to team action by helping to focus and to solve similar issues.

Where the intervention of the brigade commander quoted above was a warning

for ‘speeding’, the team as a whole apparently wanted to make a push for action

towards a more open-minded culture. Two months later the difference of speed in

change became apparent. On the item of integrity, a really fascinating case was

presented about some military policemen who had been not quite open in their

statements about a debatable action of a colleague. All except one had covered their

colleague’s back. It was in the region of the same brigade commander who had

warned for speedy changes. To avoid even a slight chance of personal offence the

deputy remarked immediately at the beginning of the discussion: “These discus-
sions are held to learn from the case.” The brigade commander: “I have learned
from this case, to adopt a detached attitude next time. This can happen to a
colleague too.” The deputy framed the message in a higher perspective: “That’s
what it’s all about, to learn from each other.” and the districts commander then

returned to the content trail: “The question is, what is our role in such situations?
(. . ...)” After a short discussion in which at least one other brigade commander

indicated having a similar problem in his brigade, the brigade commander who was

the case owner stated: “You are saying it is the culture, but we first have to know the
facts. It is already half a year old.” The deputy, not reacting on the content but

hearing the emotion-level: “Jean, in your opinion I am being tiresome on this
topic?” The commander involved: “Yes, it has gone on long enough.” Another

brigade commander geared up the discussion to a higher level again: “It’s all about
cultural change. (. . .)”. Later during the discussion, the commander involved

brought in again the point that cultural change would take a long time. During the

following discussion another brigade commander mentioned: “Indeed, it will take
some time to change culture. For many centuries the whole organization was
working differently.” Many team members agreed, making clear that

‘restructionizing’ the district brought on more and thorough changes than expected.

10 From Individual, to Team, to Organizational Change

The jewel on the integrity crown formed the next episode. After a year of studying

this case, a brigade commander submitted a case regarding ‘integrity’. A

non-commissioned officer had seen a brigade commander from another district

driving down a traffic jam on the hard shoulder, which is only allowed in so-called
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‘blood and speed’ situations. The brigade commander of the NCO in question then

confronted his colleague with the situation. “After all, he serves as an example for
non-commissioned officers.” It appeared the commander involved regularly did this

and until then had never been tackled on this. The discussion in the team was now

about the question “Should we report a colleague breaking the law?” In the

discussion the deputy trivialized the issue: “These things, cutting off the jam by
taking the hard shoulder, we all have done once.” A brigade commander countered:

“This certainly is not normal, is it?” A few minutes later the deputy came back on

his remark: “Indeed, I can only speak for myself, I have done it now and then;
driving down the hard shoulder when there was no ‘blood and speed’.” In the end,

all concluded the brigade commander would talk with the colleague from the other

district to stress the fact he was an example to his subordinates. Clearly, this is an

example of a candid integrity-discussion in which the learning cycle has reached

the ‘disseminating’-gate. The team disseminates their norms which belong to the

new culture, to another district and in a way that belongs to that newly adopted

culture: reflecting and openly discussing as a way of learning, and by this changing.

11 Conclusions and Implications

What makes this case particularly interesting is the fact that the members of this

management team met every 2 weeks in a changing organization, which was in the

process of being implemented, shaking off the old culture and constructing a new

one at the same time. The change processes, at first noted as verbal and non-verbal

communication, are studies from a learning perspective at team level.

Judging from this case description and backed up by more cases and quantitative

data the team learning cycle proves to be a sound model studying learning processes

at team level, and by this change processes. It is very useful for those in the field

whether they are consultants, managers, or employees, to focus on team learning

processes, so they can reflect or intervene more professionally when helping or

coaching their teams.

The heart of the learning cycle is reflection and by far for most teams this will be

done by verbal communication. Especially when it comes to cultural changes, the

communication process and its openness are essential. This is particularly so when

team members only see each other every now and then in formal meetings.

Listening well, probing deeper, and sensing emotions are all essential skills for

monitoring and coaching a team and team members during cultural change. Despite

all schemes, procedures, and processes, the human factor of interaction is crucial

for real change.

Applying team learning processes and communication skills, the use of a

recurrent interactive item during meetings can be a powerful instrument. Such

‘interactivators’ may compel team members to reflect on difficult but, referring to

the desired outcome, essential cases in their daily work.
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Team learning processes and the role of ‘integrity’ have played a pivotal role in

this management team and by this, it really was a question of cultural change by

speech.

I am grateful to Twan Hendricks for editing this article and suggesting the term

‘interactivator’.
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Strengthening Leader’s Impact and Ability

to Manage Change Through Group Coaching

Signe Vesso

1 Introduction

In today’s business environment the constant change is required to increase per-

formance or even survive. Yet, despite this requirement for success, only a third of

organizations implementing change achieve real performance improvement

(McKinsey 2008).

Since the 1990s, the emphasis on coaching has been considered as means of

facilitating learning and moving executives from excellent performance to peak

performance (Ellinger and Bostrom 1999; Evered and Selman 1989; Feldman and

Lankau 2005). In the past 20 years, coaching has received increasing attention and

endorsement as an important managerial activity (Bartlett and Ghoshal 2002).

The role of the leaders is significant in change process—firstly, they need to

change themselves and secondly, they need to help their team to change. Therefore

it is important to find key components that influence leader’s impact and leader’s

ability to manage changes. Author’s 2007 study (Vesso 2009) stated that the

specific development areas of leaders are the leaders’ trustworthiness and behav-

iour. This key component predicts the success of leadership performance. Another

important development areas are individual and team goals settings and the

achievement of goals. Leaders must understand their own role in change manage-

ment processes, understand their influence on individuals and groups.

In this article, the author will focus how does group coaching as intervention

method strengthen leader’s impact and leader’s ability to manage changes. Also

how trust is related to the results.
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This paper consists of theory about leadership, coaching, executive coaching,

group coaching, trust and author’s model about leader’s influence, relationship

orientation and goal orientation in teams. Theory and model is followed by

longitutional study in one company.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Leadership

For Gardner (1997), leader is a person who, by word and/or personal example,

markedly influences the behaviours, thoughts, and/or feelings of a significant

number of their fellow human beings. The core of almost all leadership definitions

concerns influence—that is, how leaders influence others to help accomplish group

or organizational objectives (House et al. 2004). Among most common outcomes of

leadership behaviours is the facilitation of organizational change (Bass and Bass

2008; Kotter 1990). In fact, leadership scholars frequently define leadership in

terms of the leaders’ role in bringing about change (Bass and Bass 2008).

Since the leader influences others with his or her personality, then it is important

that the leader be aware of his or her influence. If leaders want to achieve

organizational changes, then they should implement changes in themselves at the

first stage.

Leadership studies show that the most successful organizations are the product

of distributive, collective, and complementary leadership (Kets de Vries 2006).

Leadership needs to move beyond contemplation of isolated heroes and consider

instead leaders–relationships with those who translate their ideas into action.

Leadership is not necessarily an interaction between leaders and followers as

individuals but rather between leaders and followers as group members (Haslam

et al. 2011).

2.2 Coaching

Coaching is about helping other people to succeed now and in the future. Coaching

can thus be defined as the process of challenging and supporting a person or a team

to develop ways of thinking, ways of being and ways of learning. The purpose is to

achieve personal and/or organizational goals (Berg 2006). Coaching is a tool that

can develop self-confidence and contribute to actions that create results. Coaching

is fundamentally a human change process (Linley 2006).

Executive coaching is a short- to medium-term relationship between an execu-

tive and a consultant with the purpose of improving an executive’s work effective-

ness (Douglas and McCauley 1999; Feldman 2001). Kilburg (2000) has defined

executive coaching as:” . . .a helping relationship formed between a client who has
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managerial authority and responsibility in an organization and a consultant who

uses a wide variety of behavioural techniques and methods to assist the client

achieve a mutually identified set of goals to improve his or her professional

performance and personal satisfaction and consequently to improve the effective-

ness of the client’s organization within a formally defined coaching agreement.”

In the management literature, Feldman (2001) identified three key elements of

executive coaching relationships as follows: (a) It consists of one-on-one counsel-

ling about work- related issues; (b) it involves the use of 360-degree feedback on

executives’ strengths and weaknesses as its starting point; and (c) its purpose is to

improve managers’ effectiveness in their current positions.

Kets de Vries (2005) advocates the benefits of leadership coaching in a group

setting, because durable changes in leadership behaviour are more likely to occur.

In his article, the discussion is offered to show that leadership group coaching

establishes a foundation of trust, makes for constructive conflict resolution, leads to

greater commitment, and contributes to accountability, all factors that translate into

better results for the organization. Kets de Vries (2005) suggests that change

methodology centred on leadership group coaching creates high-performance

teams, is an antidote to organizational silo formation, helps put into place

boundary-less organizations, and makes for true knowledge management. Group

coaching has direct links to Schein’s (1969) theory of process consultation.

Barrett (2006) also stated that by increasing an executive’s self-awareness

through coaching, group coaching can take this awareness to the next level by

fostering individual leader abilities to effectively understand their own feelings;

ultimately leading to an enhanced capacity to receive, process, and act on the

feelings of others in the group.

The Peer Coaching is a method where each participant of the group acts as both,

a coach and a coachee (or client).

2.3 Trust

Trust can be viewed as an attitude held by one individual -the trustor -toward

another—the trustee (Robinson 1996). Most research on the antecedents of trust

have focused on trustor perceptions and beliefs, such as trustors’ perceptions of

trustees’ competence, benevolence, and integrity, that appear to be critical condi-

tions for trust (Butler 1991; Mayer et al. 1995). Insights into trustors’ perceptions

help identify how trust arises and suggest that managers can have considerable

impact on building trust (Whitener et al. 1998).

Building trust is the first step towards building a cohesive team (Lencioni 2012).

Research has suggested a link between trust and a variety of work behaviour

including (Mach et al. 2010): employee performance, both individual and as a

group (Dirks and Skarlicki 2009; Mayer and Davis 1999); open communication

(Smith and Barclay 1997); a commitment to the team’s objectives (Costa

et al. 2001), team performance (Hempel et al. 2009; Lawler 1992) and increased

coordination and cooperation (McAllister 1995).

Strengthening Leader’s Impact and Ability to Manage Change Through. . . 93



3 Author’s Theoretical Model for Empirical Study

Based on existing literature, the author developed a theoretical model for study

(Fig. 1).

The model consists of three levels: (1) Leader (L), (2) Relationship Orientation

in team (RO), and (3) Task Orientation in team (TO). These levels on its own are

divided into two.

Leader (L) consist of Leader’s trustworthiness (LT) and Leader’s Behaviour

(LB). Relationship Orientation in team (RO) is divided into Team members’

Attitude towards each other (ROA) and Team members’ Behaviour towards each

other (ROB). Task Orientation in team (TO) consist of Individual and team goals

(TOG) and Achievement of Goals (TOA).

All these levels influence the change management in a team and they are

interconnected.

The first level—The leader has the most influence on change management. Two

aspects have been brought out from the influence of the leader in the model: impact

of the leader’s trustworthiness (LT) and impact of the leader’s behaviour (LB). The

strongest influence has the trustworthiness of the leader—does the leader create

trust and how easy is to communicate with leader, can the subordinates be honest

with the leader, which type of environment the leader creates around himself/

herself.

Secondly, the leader’s behaviour influences results—does the leader instructs

and coaches team members, does the leader create positive energy through his/her

behaviour which is needed for successful change initiation and implementation.

The higher the leader’s LT, the more receptive are subordinates to LB.

The second level in the model is Relationship Orientation in team. There are two

aspects brought out from that level in the model. Firstly, team members’ attitude

towards each other—how well do the team members know each other, do they have

fun together and how open they are with helping each other. The readiness to

contribute to achieving common goals depends on that. Second is team members’

Leader (L)

1. Leader’s 
trustworthiness (LT)
2. Leader’s Behaviour(LB) 

Rela�onship orienta�on in team (RO)

3. Team members` 
A�tude towards each 
other(ROA) 
4. Team members` 
Behaviour towards each 
other (ROB)

Task orienta�on in team 
(TO)

5.Individual and team  
goals (TOG) 
6.Achievement of Goals 
(TOA)

Fig. 1 Components of influencing leaders change management ability. Own Source
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behaviour towards each other—how much people encourage, acknowledge each

other and give supportive feedback to improve results—these demeanors can help

to achieve goals. The higher the ROA, the more receptive are the employees

to ROB.

The third level in the model is Task Orientation in team which has two compo-

nents. First is the setting individual and team goals—does everyone have clear and

measurable personal goals, does the team has a goal to achieve the best on a team

level, does the team is with solution focused mind, does there are team “game

rules”. That is the prerequisite for implementation. Second is the achievement of

goals—how well is the team informed about how close they are to their goals, do

they take time to analyze together: are they doing the right things and are they doing

them right, how persistent are they and is success celebrated. The higher the TOG

the more chances there are for TOA.

The third level is connected to the first level of the model as well. If the team

cannot implement the goals, then it influences the impact of leader. The influence of

the leader declines since the team is disappointed in the leader’s capability to

achieve goals. If the team achieves the desired state, then it also influences the

impact of leader. The influence of the leader rises because the trust of the team in

leader’s capabilities has risen.

The authors’ study (Vesso 2009) found that the high results were characterized

by algorithm L-RO-TO as well the low results were characterized with algorithm

RO-L-TO.

The analyzis of data brought out the differences that differentiated Higher and

Middle group from the Lower group. Higher and Medium groups were character-

ized by high L (8.85 and 7.19) and also high RO (8.65 and 7.08) and TO (8.05 and

6.56)—all the levels were related according to the author’s theoretical model. In the

group with lower results, there was a relation (RO-IL-GO, where RO was the

highest and, proceeded by IL and GO).

4 Empirical Study

4.1 Hypothesis for Empirical Study

Based on proposed theoretical model, the author has developed five hypotheses.

H1: Participation in group coaching does support to strengthen the results of

leaders performance. The results are higher in all the teams.

H2: The highest evaluated component is leader (L), thereafter relationship

orientation (RO) and then task orientation (TO).

H3: The results of the second study are more similar, because group coaching

supports leaders to develop their coaching skills and therefore the team members

communication improves, which helps the team to understand the context more

similarly.
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H4: Trust scale is related to results. In teams where there are higher results, trust

scale is also higher.

H5: Leaders value themselves and the team situation higher than the team

members.

4.2 Method

Two studies were conducted in the Estonian biggest telecommunications company

to investigate the impact of group coaching on the performance of the team leaders.

The first study was completed before leader’s group coaching in August 2009 and

the repeat study was completed after group coaching in March 2010. There were

8 months in between the studies. In 2009, 11 teams took part in the study (95 par-

ticipants) and in 2010 there were 9 teams participating (57 participants). The

leaders, their managers and team members all participated in both studies.

After first study leaders received multisource feedback about their performance

(i.e., self-evaluation, ratings from their managers and direct reports). Executive

coaching sessions were held with each leader, where they analysed his/her results

and set new development goals. Also there were three group coaching sessions. The

first 2-days session was held in September 2009, the second 1-day session in

November 2009 and the third 1-day session was held in January 2010. Peer

coaching was used as an intervention as well– during the time between the sessions,

the participants met in pairs about 2–3 times. Multi-source feedback questionnaire

was carried out in March 2010.

4.3 Scales

Based on the existing literature, the author has developed theoretical models for

study.

The first questionnaire, Leader (L), consists of six questions: three questions

about the leader’s trustworthiness (LT) and three questions about the leader’s

behaviour (LB).

The second questionnaire, Relationship Orientation in teams (RO), consists of

six questions: three questions about the team members’ attitude towards each other

(ROA) and three questions about the team members’ behaviour towards each other

(ROB).

The third questionnaire, Task Orientation in teams (TO), consists of 8 questions:

4 questions about individual and team goals (TOG) and four questions achievement

of goals (TOA).

In addition, trust in the teams was investigated, for which a “trust” scale was

used. In the first study, there was one general trust scale, which composed of six

questions. Trust as a variable was measured by the assessment tool derived from
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Conger et al. (2000). In the second study, there was a trust scale which divided faith

in intentions of peers and managers and confidence in actions of peers and man-

agers. It was composed of 12 questions. Trust as a variable was measured by the

assessment tool (interpersonal trust at work) derived from Cook and Wall (1980).

In order to test hypothesis, groups of respondents were compared using ANOVA

and T-test. Correlation analyzis was done to find relations with trust. In addition, the

data was divided into two based on the results and the results were compared.

4.4 Results

H1: Participation in group coaching does support to strengthen the results of leaders

performance. The results are higher in all the teams.

This hypothesis found support (Table 1) according to the cross sample. This

hypothesis found partly support (Tables 2 and 3) in different teams.

The participation in group coaching influences the results—the results of the

repeat study are higher. All results were higher in 2010 than in 2009. TOG

increased the most (+0.78).

There was a change in the company’s structure between the studies in 2009 and

in 2010. This is why there are less respondents in 2010 than in 2009, as the number

of employees changed. One of the team leaders left the company and another one

took maternity leave. Therefore their teams did not participate in 2010. The results

increased in every team except in the 6th.

H2 stated that the highest evaluated component is leader (L), thereafter relation-

ship orientation (RO) and then task orientation (TO). This hypothesis was

supported (Table 1).

Both in 2009 and in 2010 the highest was L and the lowest was TO. In 2009 the

results were: L 8.36 RO 8.33 and TO 7.77. In 2010 the results were: L 8.9 RO 8.75

TO 8.31.

Table 1 The comparison of the results of the leaders performance in 2009 and 2010

LT LB L ROA ROB RO TOG TOA TO

2009 N¼ 97

Mean 8.81 7.91 8.36 8.68 7.98 8.33 7.81 7.74 7.77

SD 1.58 2.03 1.69 1.33 1.71 1.42 1.80 1.75 1.73

2010 N¼ 57

Mean 9.35 8.44 8.90 8.98 8.52 8.75 8.59 8.03 8.31

SD 0.76 1.32 0.93 0.93 1.06 0.92 1.07 1.17 1.07

Mean

Difference

+0.54 +0.53 +0.54 +0.3 +0.54 +0.42 +0.78 +0.3 +0.54

SD Difference �0.82 �0.71 �0.76 �0.4 �0.65 �0.5 �0.73 �0.58 �0.66

T-test

Based on the T-testi, all indicators are statistically significantly different
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Table 2 The comparison of the results in different teams in 2009 and in 2010

Teams 1–11 IL RO TO Mean Trust 2009 Trust 2010

1(09) N¼ 9,

Mean SD

7.63 2.53 8.70 1.28 7.94 1.85 8.09 3.46 0.26

1(10) N¼ 7,

Mean SD

9.05 0.87 9.09 0.80 8.73 1.28 8.96 6.13 0.48

2(09) N¼ 8,

Mean SD

8.27 0.79 7.43 1.10 7.2 0.89 7.63 3.56 0.41

2(10) N¼ 8,

Mean SD

8.52 0.86 7.83 0.92 7.64 0.96 8.0 5.75 0.60

3(09) N¼ 8,

Mean SD

9.37 0.37 8.87 0.49 8.11 0.60 8.78 3.60 0.44

3(10) N¼ 5,

Mean SD

9.43 0.32 8.97 0.89 8.02 0.81 8.81 6.17 0.23

4(09) N¼ 5,

Mean SD

8.33 1.15 8.43 0.99 8.40 1.08 8.39 3.77 0.15

4(10) N¼ 4,

Mean SD

8.79 0.67 9.04 0.70 8.69 0.33 8.84 5.56 0.41

5(09) N¼ 9,

Mean SD

9.23 0.62 9.20 0.64 8.80 1.02 9.08 3.80 0.30

5(10) N¼ 3,

Mean SD

9.28 0.51 9.61 0.25 8.96 0.14 9.28 6.25 0.29

6(09) N¼ 3,

Mean SD

8.54 0.85 7.71 1.50 6.96 1.13 7.74 1.89 1.67

6(10) N¼ 3,

Mean SD

8.39 0.92 8.17 0.87 6.58 1.70 7.71 5.47 0.84

7(09) N¼ 10,

Mean SD

7.07 2.18 7.63 1.22 6.07 2.05 6.92 3.28 0.53

7(10) N¼ 9,

Mean SD

9.02 0.76 8.68 0.58 8.25 0.90 8.65 6.05 0.40

8(09) N¼ 12,

Mean SD

6.85 2.04 6.74 1.98 5.96 2.04 6.52 3.22 0.84

8(10) N¼ 7,

Mean SD

8.52 1.12 8.19 0.88 8.07 0.88 8.26 5.69 0.36

9(09) N¼ 16,

Mean SD

9.13 1.06 9.16 0.98 8.79 1.18 9.03 3.56 0.70

9(10) N¼ 11,

Mean SD

9.05 1.32 9.33 0.79 9.02 0.76 9.13 5.85 0.51

10(09) N¼ 9,

Mean SD

9.30 1.14 9.28 0.68 8.90 0.61 9.16 3.74 0.62

11(09) N¼ 9,

Mean SD

8.61 1.40 8.33 1.27 8.22 1.47 8.38 3.41 0.55

Total

(09)N¼ 95,

Mean SD

8.36 1.70 8.32 1.43 7.74 1.74 8.14 3.45 0.68
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H3 stated that the results of the second study are more similar, because group

coaching supports leaders to develop their coaching skills and therefore the

teammembers communication improves, which helps the team to understand the

context more similarly (Table 1).

Standard deviation in 2010 was statistically significantly smaller than in 2009.

The smallest standard deviation was in LT (0.76). Standard deviation changed the

most in case of LT (SD was 1.58 in 2009 and 0.76 in 2010, the difference was 0.82).

Secondly, standard deviation changed in TOG (SD was 1.80 in 2009 and SD was

1.07 in 2010, difference 0.73).

H4 stated that trust scale is related to results. In teams where there are higher

results, trust is also higher. This hypothesis was supported (Tables 4 and 5).

In order to test this hypothesis, two groups were created based on the results of

the teams. Group A consisted of teams with higher results and group B included

teams with lower results.

In group A, trust is statistically more significantly higher than in group B. After

the intervention, trust did not differ between groups A and B as statistically

significantly as before.

In order to test whether trust scale is related to the results, a correlations analysis

was used.

All scales have statistically significant relations except ROA and the role of the

respondent. All relations are strong, except gender, which has the weakest relation.

H5 states that leaders value themselves and the team situation higher than team

members. This hypothesis was not supported in the study in 2009. In 2010 this

hypothesis was partly supported (Tables 6 and 7).

Table 3 The change in the

results of the teams
Department IL RO GO Mean

1 +1.42 +0.39 +0.79 +0.87

2 +0.25 +0.4 +0.44 +0.37

3 +0.06 +0.1 �0.09 +0.03

4 +0.46 +0.61 +0.29 +0.45

5 +0.05 +0.41 +0.16 +0.2

6 �0.15 +0.46 �0.38 �0.03

7 +1.95 +0.17 +2.18 +1.73

8 +1.67 +1.45 +2.11 +1.74

9 �0.08 +0.17 +0.23 +0.1

Table 4 Relationship

between results and trust
Mean Trust

Teams in 2009

A (10,5,9,3,4) 8.89 3.69

B (11,1,6,2,7,8) 7.55 3.14

Teams in 2010

A (5,9,1,4,3) 9.0 5.99

B (7,8,2,6) 8.15 5.74
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According to T-test, all indicators were statistically significantly higher; in all

scales, leaders value themselves and the team situation higher than team members.

In 2009, all scales were rated the highest by team members, except ROB scale:

team members (tm) gave it 8.05 points and leaders (l) gave 8.07 points. The rest of

the scales were rated considerably less by the leaders (LT tm¼ 8.96 l¼ 8.31, LB

tm¼ 8.02 l¼ 7.7 ROA tm¼ 8.8 l¼ 8.4, TOG tm¼ 7.84 l¼ 7.55, TOA tm¼ 7.8

l¼ 7.63).

In 2009, leaders managers rated all the scales the lowest. Leaders and leaders

managers results differed the most in scales ROB (leaders-managers rated it 1.3

points less than leaders) and ILB (leaders-managers rated it 0.82 points less than

leaders).

In 2010 the results changed. Leaders managers rated all scales the highest

(except LT). Leaders rated the scales the lowest, but this time their difference

Table 6 The situation perceived by leaders. team members and leaders managers in 2009 and

in 2010

Role of the

respondent LT LB L ROA ROB RO TOG TOA TO

Team member

09 N¼ 73,

Mean, SD

8.96 8.02 8.49 8.80 8.05 8.42 7.84 7.76 7.80

1.57 2.0 1.67 1.33 1.70 1.43 1.79 1.79 1.74

Team member

10 N¼ 47,

Mean, SD

9.42 8.45 8.94 9.0 8.47 8.73 8.56 8.02 8.29

0.72 1.40 0.96 0.93 1.05 0.90 1.05 1.22 1.08

Mean difference +0.47 +0.43 +0.45 +0.2 +0.42 +0.31 +0.72 +0.17 +0.49

Leader 09 N¼ 11,

Mean, SD

8.31 7.7 8.0 8.40 8.07 8.24 7.55 7.71 7.63

1.16 1.53 1.18 1.05 1.60 1.26 1.95 1.50 1.71

Leader 10 N¼ 9,

Mean, SD

8.92 8.37 8.65 8.71 8.62 8.67 8.62 8.03 8.33

0.97 1.04 0.87 1.04 1.26 1.09 1.32 1.08 1.16

Mean difference +0.61 +0.68 +0.65 +0.3 +0.55 +0.43 +1.07 +0.32 0.69

leader manager

09 N¼ 8,

Mean, SD

8.17 6.87 7.52 7.83 6.79 7.31 7.5 7.21 7.23

2.17 2.97 2.48 1.66 1.82 1.44 1.86 2.0 1.92

leader manager

10 N¼ 3,

Mean, SD

9.33 8.67 9.0 9.67 9.33 9.5 9.12 8.37 8.75

0.47 0.00 0.23 0.00 0.47 0.23 0.53 0.18 0.18

Mean difference +1.16 +1.8 +1.17 +1.84 +2.54 +2.19 +1.62 +1.16 +1.52

T -test, p 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: Bold indicates statistically significant differences according to T-test

Table 7 Change in means:

leaders and team members,

leaders managers

2009 mean 2010 mean

Team members 8.24 8.56

Leaders 7.96 8.55

Leaders managers 7.35 9.08
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with teammembers results was nominal. The rates of leaders and teammembers are

more similar in 2010.

5 Conclusion and Discussion

The first hypothesis that participation in group coaching influences the results of

leaders performance was supported. The results of the repeat study were higher.

The scale GOG increased the most, which indicates that the leaders started to

develop their teams, the activities related to coaching increased significantly.

Scriffignano (2011) supports the importance of establishing goals, as she suggested

in her research “. . .goal setting can have a profound impact on leaders’ success” . In

addition, she revealed through her research that learning goal orientation, which is a

belief that one can improve their abilities by acquiring new skills, is significantly

correlated with the leaders’ level of professional development.

Several studies support the results. Firstly, the research, where Smither

et al. (2003) used a quasi-experimental pre/post control group design to study the

impact of executive coaching on improvement in multisource ratings over a 1-year

period. The participants in the study were 1,361 senior managers in a large, global

corporation. All of the participants had received multisource feedback about their

performance as managers. From this group, 404 worked with an external executive

coach. Results from the study indicated that managers who worked with an exec-

utive coach were more likely than other managers to set specific goals, to solicit

ideas for improvement from their supervisors, and to receive improved ratings from

direct reports and supervisors 1 year later. The intervention methods used by the

author were similar—multisource feedback and executive coaching one time. But

regular meetings with executive coach were replaced by group coaching.

The study conducted by Thach in 2002 also supported the results, she worked

with a mid-size, global, telecommunications firm with headquarters in the western

United States and 281 executives developed a new executive development system

which included 360 feedback and coaching sessions. Results from a mini 360 post

survey rated by others revealed that the overall impact on leadership effectiveness

based on 6 months of coaching and 360 feedback was an average increase of 55%

during phase two and 60% increase over phase three for the executives that

participated. Ward (2008) presented a model for group coaching arguing that

coaching executives in groups to leverage collective experiences in an experiential

environment with ongoing support was an efficient and effective way for executives

to grow.

The first hypothesis stated also that the results are higher for all teams. This was

partly supported. The overall results increased in all teams except the 6th team,

where the mean was 0.03 points lower than in 2009. What is different in the 6th

team? The 6th team had the lowest trust scale in 2009: 1.89. The next trust scale was

3.22. This was an alarming sign that there are trust issues in this team, although the

overall result of the team was the 4th from the end. Also, the trust scale of team
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6 was the lowest in 2010 (5.47). Therefore, it is safe to conclude that the low level

of trust in 2009 compared to other teams predicted the low results in 2010.

Employee attitudes are considered as an indicator of the future success of an

organization (Hurst 1995). It has been postulated that attitudes motivate behaviour

(Eagly and Chaiken 1993). It is significant that the results increased even though

there were changes in the structure of the company. Structural reorganization is

particularly corrosive of trust in management (Morgan and Zeffane 2003).

The second hypothesis that was supported stated that the highest evaluated

component is leader (L), thereafter relationship orientation (RO) and then task

orientation (TO). The leader with high L can have the desired effect on a team

with high RO and in a team with high RO in turn accelerates achieving goals.

The third hypothesis that found support stated that the results of the second study

are more similar. The standard deviation was smaller in every scale, which indi-

cates that group coaching provided results and confirms the hypothesis that

coaching supports leaders to develop their coaching skills and therefore the

teammembers communication improves, which helps the team to understand the

context more similarly. This is important in the context of change management,

because the more similarly the participants understand the situation (goals, reality,

obstacles, opportunities and the action plan), the less energy is required to solve

communication problems and the resistance to the process is the lowest. Writings

on the management of change have frequently indicated that the first step to achieve

lasting organizational change is to deal with the resistance to change (Alas

et al. 2012).

LT had the smallest standard deviation. In addition, LT also changed the most

compared to other scales. It can be concluded that coaching influenced the common

perception of the LT scales the most. This is a very important result. Based on the

author’s model, the leader has the strongest influence on the change management.

Hypothesis four stated that trust scale is related to the results, found support. In

teams where there were higher results, trust was also higher. It is interesting that

after interfering in 2010, trust does not differ as much in groups A and B. The

correlation analysis indicated that all scales have statistically significant relations,

except ROA and the role of the respondent. This finding can be explained with the

trust scale of Driscoll (1978) and Scott (1980). Driscoll (1978) and Scott (1980)

divided trust into two subconstructs: a global (attitudinal/affective) component and

a specific (situational/cognitive) component. They found that the only specific

component predicted organizational outcomes. This finding is consistent with

research indicating that specific attitudes, but not general attitudes, tended to be

related to specific outcomes (Fisher 1980; Heberlein and Black 1976). ROA scale is

related to attitudinal component.

It was surprising that the hypothesis stated that leaders value themselves and the

team situation higher than the team members, was not supported in the study in

2009. In 2010, this hypothesis was partly supported. Through leaders’ interpreta-

tions of organizational reality the employee behaviours and outcomes to be empha-

sized. Leaders of organizations substantially influence what their organizations will

look like (Hambrick and Mason 1984; Miller et al. 1988). In contrary to the
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researches, the study in 2009 indicated that team-members assess the situation

better than their leaders. It can be explained by the specific economic situation at

that moment. There was a recession and leaders had more information regarding the

falling economic results and future perspectives. The employees were not informed

at the same scope about bad news. Therefore they could have seen the situation in

lighter colours. This general tone could have also influenced the rating of the other

scales. This phenomenon should be explored more.

In 2009, leaders managers rated all the scales the lowest. The largest difference

between leaders managers and leaders were in ROB (leaders managers rated it 1.3

points less than leaders) and LB scale (leaders managers rated it 0.82 points less

than leaders). Both scales are related to the external behaviour. Also interesting

result of the study in 2010 was that leaders managers saw the largest rise in the same

scales that were critical in 2009. This phenomenon needs to be researched in the

future.

The results had changed in 2010. Leaders managers rated all the scales the

highest, except LT. Leaders gave the lowest rates, but their rates were very close to

the rates of team members. The rates of leaders and team members were closer in

2010. Therefore, the results of the study in 2010 are closer to the researches, which

show that the leaders assess the situation in organization better then their sub-

ordinates (Alas 2008).

The leaders and team members perceived the same changes in 2010—the scale

GO had increased the most for both and then the scale L. Both perceived the highest

changes in the subscale GOG.

It is possible to see the copy mechanism in this process—the leaders set their

goals during individual coaching session and later they helped their employees to

set goals. It is important that the leader has a positive experience with coaching—

he/she should have a positive experience from his/her own development. This is

why group coaching has an important role—it helps leaders to achieve their goals

and gain positive experience.

To conclude, the author can see that leadership group coaching has many

advantages over individual coaching. More researches have been conducted on

the impact of executive coaching than group coaching and there are no studies that

display which form is more effective. When researching group coaching models,

Christensen points out that to date, no published research has reported the effects of

group coaching on executive internal dynamics or leadership effectiveness

(Christensen 2012). Group interventions have the potential to get to the core of

many systemic issues. Researchers such as Hackman and Wageman (2005) and

Kets de Vries (2005) have started to differentiate the merits of group coaching from

one-on-one coaching in the development of leaders. However, empirically-

supported literature has been lacking when compared to the number of individuals

engaging in and facilitating various group interventions associated with leadership

development (Christensen 2012). Group coaching can be more efficient than

individual coaching, because the process is also influenced by group dynamics

and this will create coherence in the organization. The combination of peer
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coaching and group coaching is especially effective, because this emphasises the

learning in the role of a coach.
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Implementing Strategy Means Changes

for Employees

Eija Kärnä

1 Introduction

Strategic changes mean inevitably changes also for employees. The new strategies

must be communicated to employees so that they understand what the strategy

means for their everyday work. Communicating strategy concerns not only the top

management, but also mid-level practitioner, and it cannot solely be one way

formal information, but demands multilevel dialogue and interaction involving all

personnel (Balogun and Johnson 2005; Ikävalko 2005). Communicating strategies

and implementing them in globalizing and reorganizing organizations with

multilevel structures is a challenge. Several studies show that strategic goals cannot

be achieved as planned (e.g. Balogun and Johnson 2005; Ikävalko 2005; Beer and

Nohria 2000; Hrebiniak 2006; Kaplan and Norton 1996, 2008; Mintzberg 1978,

1990).

In rapidly changing environments, research is needed on how effective change

implementation and organizational agility is attained (Mohrman and Lawler 2012).

The conventional approach to organizational change neglects the human potential

(Sun 2009). Even the newest change management literature focuses on managers’

actions and traits (Brown 2012) and managing of change resistance (Kotter and

Schlesinger 2008). The literature of organizational behavior and psychology on the

other hand, are rather separated from the research of strategy processes. Strategic

change requires multidimensional changes on all organization levels and in the

organization culture, developing individual and group behavior in social processes

that take time (Schein 2010). According to Huy and Mintzberg (2003) most

interesting change in business happens closest to the operations in messy, organic
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processes. These processes are not easily managed formally, but demand instead

leadership support and energizing of people.

Employees should play an essential role in implementing changes, but they don’t

always have enough information, support or encouragement to be able to deal with

the changes and have an active, empowered role in strategy work. It is obvious that

the gap between strategic planning and implementation still exists and “thinking” is

separated from “doing” (Mintzberg 1978, 1990, 1995, Senge 1990/2006; Hrebiniak

2006). Mintzberg et al. (1998) suggest that the biggest problem with strategic

management research is that it has had a too narrow and fragmented view of reality,

focusing on macro level, content of strategy, external and economic factors and

managerial decision making (Furrer et al. 2008; Hrebiniak 2006; Johnson

et al. 2003; Mintzberg 1978; Mintzberg et al. 1998) and the strategy implementa-

tion research on organization structures, tools and systems instead of people in the

processes (Bourgeois and Brodwin 1984; Galbraith 1977/1983; Huff and Reger

1987; Nutt 1986; Pettigrew 1992). Kaplan & Norton have had a strong influence on

research of strategy implementation and making human resources explicit in

measurement of organizations’ performance and results. However, their focus

remains on monitoring realization of strategic targets instead of understanding

people and their engagement in the processes.

In strategic management research there are only some views with interest in the

employees’ role, like the Learning and Cultural schools of thought (Mintzberg

et al. 1998, 2009). The resource-based view, (RBV) (Wernerfelt 1984; Grant 1991;

Barney 1991; 2001) attempts to develop people’s strategic capabilities and

expanded with activity-based (Johnson et al. 2003) and dynamic-based view

(Teece et al. 1997; Helfat and Peteraf 2003; Regnér 2008) RBV can be even

more useful in applying capabilities in practice. Still, all these have seen the

employee from manager’s point of view or on organizational level. As Johnson

et al. (2003) state, there is a clear call for micro-perspective in strategic manage-

ment research. Middle managers’ sensemaking processes and roles in strategy work

are well-studied (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Floyd andWooldridge 1992; Rouleau

2005; Wooldridge et al. 2008; Weick 2001), but there practitioners’ roles remain

almost totally unexplored (Mantere 2003).

The strategy-as-practice literature (S-as-P) attempts to understand strategic

practices, processes and practitioners. The S-as-P view is closer to actual work

and activating the periphery of organizations, even though the focus also has been

managerial (Carter et al. 2008; Johnson et al. 2003). The critical view argues that

there still can be seen taboos, biases and communication problems between man-

agers and employees in strategy work and that employees’ creative potential

remains unrecognized. The critical view wants to reveal the myths, advance the

discourses and help employees to improve their lives (Knights and Morgan 1991;

Neuman 2002; Mantere and Vaara 2008).

To summarize, the gap in research is to create a deeper understanding in how

employees’ can be activated, empowered and engaged in strategy work making it

possible for them to participate whole-hearted in strategic changes, implementation

and thus developing organizations’ performance and results. This article explores
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how employees perceive their role and tasks in strategy work in different kinds of

organizations. The main research question of this article is:

1.1 How Do Employees Perceive Their Role in Strategy Work
and How Do They See They Could Have a More Active
and Engaged Role in Dealing with Strategic Changes?

The paper argues that (1). There can be found factors that employees’ perceive

enhancing their role in strategy work, (2). Managerial actions can empower

employees in having an active role in strategic change, (3). Employees’ activity

and empowerment enhance their engagement and possibility to plan their own

work. (4). Helping employees develop their role in strategy work enhances the

organizational adaption of strategic change, performance and outcome.

The study focuses on mid-level employees such as middle managers and assis-

tants, seen as having an important role in the implementation process. The focus of

the research is presented in Fig. 1.

The research is based on extensive pre-work as a multiple-case cooperation

project that aimed to find ways to develop strategy implementation. Interviews and

surveys were conducted in more than 20 companies and organizations. These data

are used as background material in this article and six of the cases are analyzed in

more profound. The research continues in form of subsequent articles studying the

phenomenon from different angles and with different methods trying to catch the

reality of strategy work and people as part of it in sections (Eisenhardt and Graebner

2007).

2 Literature Review

The literature review focuses on strategic and change management that are

concerned of employees’ roles in strategy work. This focus narrows down the

otherwise substantial literature. Perspectives of process and practice with the latest

school of thought, Strategy-as-Practice, as well as the Learning and Cultural angles

are applied to understand employees’ role in the processes. The main concepts of

the article are strategy and change, strategy work and processes including imple-
mentation and the role and engagement of employee in the processes.
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2.1 Strategic Change, Strategy Process and Strategy Work

Strategic change can be seen in Van de Ven and Poole’s (1995) terms as teleolog-
ical, i.e. as purposeful target-oriented cooperative development. According to

Mintzberg and Westley (1992) strategic change can be divided into changes in

the content of strategy and changes in the organization. For employees it is

important to understand the former, but the latter concern people concrete by

involving changes in culture, structure and systems. Huy and Mintzberg (2003)

state that effective and sustainable organizational change is a well-balanced rhyth-

mical combination of three types of change: dramatic descending from the top,

systematic generated laterally and organic emerging from the grass-roots, and that

change can be managed with a profound appreciation of this rhythm, and thus

stability. This paper argues that stability for employees is created with an active role

in strategy process, so that they can pro-actively plan the actions needed in strategic

changes.

The most common definition of strategy is a functional seeing of it as a

deliberate plan that determines decisions into the future. The S-as-P view defines

strategy as “something people do” instead of a plan or a document, meaning

people’s everyday practices, routines and norms and seeing the strategy as socially

constructed and action oriented (Carter et al. 2008; Jarzabkowski 2004; Johnson

et al. 2003; Regnér 2008). The interpretative view emphasizes people’s sensegiving

and sensemaking activities as central in developing collective understanding of

strategy on all levels of the organization and among the stakeholders (Gioia and

Chittipeddi 1991). Weick (1993/2001) sees sensemaking as a process of action,

committed interpretation and social justification. In this article strategy is seen as a
shared tool to improve the performance and as practices people do to achieve the
objectives of the organization. The definition combines functional, interpretative

and S-as-P views.

The traditional strategy process is a linear, top-down process that starts by

analyzing the environment, formulating the strategy on the basis of the mission,

vision and organizational values and implementing the strategy as employees’

operational processes (Mintzberg et al. 1998). The contemporary view of strategy

Strategic Management
Employee’s role

Strategy implementation Strategic practices

Strategic Change

Fig. 1 The focus of the research. Own source
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process is often cyclical, e.g. Sull (2007) argues that a linear process hinders people

from incorporating new information into action because it splits formulation and

execution of strategy. Sull’s strategy process model is a collaborative, ongoing

circle that emphasizes social interaction.

Strategy process according to the Learning view is a collaborative learning

process driven by a new vision (Mintzberg 1990; Mintzberg et al. 1998). Mintzberg

and Westley’s (1992) inductive learning as an informal and emergent process, that

can happen on all organization levels is especially interesting between grass-root

and leadership. Senge argues (1990/2006) that organizational learning demands

several important elements linking together and influencing each other, such as

awareness and sensibilities, beliefs and assumptions, relationships, skills and capa-

bilities and established practices that enhance strategic thinking, learning and

acting, building together a deep learning process that links individual thinking

and acting to organizations’ strategic architecture. The Cultural view is in many

ways similar to the Learning angle seeing strategy processes as holistic, historically

determined, socially constructed, soft and difficult to change (Hofstede et al. 1990).

Organizational culture can be seen as a product of social learning that leads to

shared basic assumptions of a group as it solved its problems and that are taught to

new members as the correct way of acting (Schein 2010) and thus involving

different forms of change mechanisms. Through learning and empowering group

dynamics it is possible engage employees to implementation practices and move

towards leading change instead of reacting to it (Sun 2009).

The S-as-P perspective emphasizes studying day-to-day practices as the most

important part of strategy process (Carter et al. 2008). According to Johnson

et al. (2003) processes and practices constitute the day-to-day activities that offer

means to implement strategy more successfully. The radical view questions the

hierarchical routines and rituals, underlining the social processes and interaction

between managers and employees and appreciating both roles, because manage-

ment has knowledge of shareholder guidelines and a mandate to put them into

practice, but employees have the most current information from markets and

customers (Carter et al. 2008; Whittington 2007).

In this research strategy process refers to an overall process of planning,
communicating, implementing and reviewing strategy involving both managers
and employees. The main focus is on implementation, because it is the most

important part of the process for employees. The term strategy work is used instead
of strategic management, capturing better the work of everyone in an organization,

both managers and employees in social and cooperative change processes.

2.2 Employee’s Role and Engagement in Strategy Work

With employees is meant all members of an organization excluding top manage-

ment. The research focuses on mid-level practitioners in having a strategic position

in strategic change between top-management and front line employees. With

Implementing Strategy Means Changes for Employees 113



employee’s role in strategy work is referred to the practices, but also to the social
position and the individual power they experience they have in the process. The
practices are concrete tasks and routines employees’ have in social cooperation in

strategy work (Johnson et al. 2003; Jarzabkowski 2004; Carter et al. 2008; Regnér

2008) and employees are agents capable of carrying out action in interconnection of
sensemaking, power and enacting of the rights and duties an individual has through

status (Mantere 2003). The literature recognizes middle managers’ as having an

important role in conveying the strategy to the employees and being responsible for

the implementation (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Floyd and Wooldridge 1992;

Wooldridge et al. 2008), but the other employees’ roles in organizations’ strategy

work remain a challenge. Mantere (2003) categorizes employees to champions,

citizens and cynics. Opposite to Mantere, this research is more interested in

people’s practices and action.

Literature recognizes several factors that enhance employees’ performance in

strategy implementation. Clear goals and common understanding of the strategy are

seminal (Hrebiniak 2006; Kaplan and Norton 1996; Yukl and Lepsinger 2007), like

also strategic intent (Hamel and Prahalad 1989/2010). Knowledge-sharing is

needed (Davenport and Prusak 1998; Davenport et al. 2008; Seely Brown and

Duguid 1991; Wenger 2000) as also strategic sensemaking (Gioia and Chittipeddi

1991; Weick 2001) and informal, lateral interaction and sensemaking (Balogun and

Johnson 2005). Knowledge must be applied to gain success and thus learning,
motivation and cooperation are needed (Grant 1996; Helfat and Peteraf 2003;

Kanter 2000; Teece et al. 1997). Participation in strategic planning affects posi-

tively the commitment of employees (Kohtamäki et al. 2012; Mantere and Vaara

2008) and exclusion from strategic conversation can have de-energizing effects

(Westley 1990). Stensaker et al. (2008) argue that participation, communication

and sensemaking are closely linked and important during the whole action

i.e. implementation. There can be found discourses promoting and impeding the

employees’ participation (Mantere and Vaara 2008). Empowerment is substantive
when implementing strategy, as Knights and Morgan (1991) point out, power
involves providing individuals with the feeling of significance and competence to

constitute an active role in strategy work. Encouraging people has major impact on

successful performance (Amabile and Kramer 2010; Ikävalko 2005). Strategy

implementation is cooperation where action and interaction constitute the base,

and thus the focus should be on the activities of the actors (Carter et al. 2008;

Hrebiniak 2006; Weick 2001). The practical perspective makes it possible for

employees to use their creativity and imagination in cooperation, thus developing

an organization’s competitive advantage together (Carter et al. 2008; Regnér 2008).

Johnson et al. (2003) suggest moving strategic management discussion to a micro
level to be able to commit employees in the innovative development of learning in

strategic changes.

It is well documented in the research of organizational behavior and psychology

that factors like meaningfulness of the work itself, performance feedback, social
support, safety, skills, autonomy and learning are positively associated with work

engagement (Bakker 2011; Bakker and Schaufeli 2008; Kahn 1990; Saks 2006;
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Shuck et al. 2010) which is an important antecedent of successful strategy

implementation.

3 Methodology

The qualitative analysis combines functional, interpretative and radical ideas within

the organizational paradigm field to understand a large and complex phenomenon

(Burrell & Morgan 2010/1979; Gioia and Pitre 1990; Mason 2006; Neuman 2002

and Mohrman and Lawler 2012). Ontologically the research can be characterized as

realistic with functional goals, agreeing, however, with a more nominalist view of

subjectivistic social reality. The interest is interpretative with focus on practical

action orientation, meaningful social interaction and daily realities of people.

People are seen in a voluntaristic way believing they are creative, feeling and

active and having unrealized potential to develop their social reality. The interest

is in developing but not in criticizing the organizational goals and structures.

Meanings are seen as constructed by the subject’s interactions with the world, yet

not implying that there is no reality independent of our constructions (Coffey and

Atkinson 1996). The middle field has similarities to postmodern social research that

tries to understand the contemporary world having common roots in humanity and

existentialism (Neuman 2002; Burrell &Morgan 2010/1979; Gioia and Pitre 1990).

I call the middle approach “paradigm of positive organizational development”,

believing like Mason (2006) that research integrating several angles and mixing

methods can enhance the creativeness and the logic of qualitative research and

increase possibilities to understand each case holistically. The idea of paradigm and

underlying philosophical stances is described in Fig. 2.

The article presents and analyzes empirical data that have been collected in

procedural manner applying Yin’s (2009) idea of case study investigating a con-

temporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context. The research is not

looking for variables and causalities in a positivistic way, but attempts to under-

stand the phenomenon and constructs of people holistically and more profoundly

(Piekkari and Welch 2011). Even though the aim is to be able to make some

generalizations, the main focus is not on mechanically comparing and finding

differences between the cases, but more on understanding the cases in their unique-

ness (Stake 1995).

The article benefits of extensive collaborative pre-work in more than 20 organi-

zations’ strategy work from 2010 to 2012. Information was gathered with surveys

among employees, interviews and action research. Cooperation in the process has

given different perspectives, novel insights and enhanced confidence in the findings

(Eisenhardt 1989; Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Yin 2009). According to

Eisenhardt (1989) multiple-case study provides more information of a complex

phenomenon, but simultaneously it is critical that the focus is well defined. In this

research the objective is based on a clear need in organizations, which makes the

focus clear, although somewhat wide in scope. A broader research question makes
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it possible to gather the data in an open-minded way, thus avoiding bias and too

limiting a priori constructs (Eisenhardt 1989). While inductive logic warns for a

priori constructs, Yin (2009) claims that research gains from prior development of

theoretical propositions guiding data collection and analysis. The abductive process

navigates between these approaches. This case study can be called instrumental in

the sense that the research question is more important than the cases (Stake 1995),

even though also the cases have been chosen to be of general interest and theoret-

ically as useful as possible, including “polar types,” large and small, global and

local, sales and charitable organizations. (Eisenhardt 1989).

The interviewees were carefully selected to include both managers and

employees from different levels of the organization, mainly the middle-level, and

having a good picture of strategy work in practice in the organization. This

knowledge can clearly have affected their attitudes positively. The aim of the

research was either not to understand of the negative roles, but to understand

positive ways of working. There is already comprehensively literature of imple-

mentation problems and obstacles (e.g. Hrebiniak 2006). The interviews were

conducted with constructionist intent, appreciating the practitioners as part of the

world they described, focusing on the social processes and actions by asking them

“what” and “how”, looking as well as listening and trying to understand their

organization culture, ways of working and interacting as seen by themselves,

however, leading the off-railing discussion back to strategy work and strategy

implementation. (Charmaz 2006; Silverman 2001/2010). Interviewees were asked

to describe the organization’s strategy processes and their own role and tasks.

Interviews were recorded and documented, as also the main points or observations.

As strategy processes are not self-evident to employees, they were encouraged with

comments like “Can you tell more about how you discuss these important matters?”

or with questions helping them to recognize that the actions they did were important

Fig. 2 Philosophical stances of the research. Own source. Based on: Burrell and Morgan 2010/

1979; Gioia and Pitre 1990; Mason 2006; Neuman 2002
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parts of strategy implementation, e.g. “Do you organize or participate in strategic

information meetings”.

The main focus of the research is on the empirical reality and the phenomena are

studied abductively including both inductive and deductive analysis. The article

pursues rich case description and understanding of the employees’ roles. A holistic

model is provided drawing from prior research and the data.

4 Results

This section starts with a presentation of the six chosen organizations and the

informants in Table 1. Employees’ roles in strategy work and the elements they

perceived as enhancing their engagement are presented in Table 2. Because the

interview format was open-ended, the presentations reflect the issues mentioned as

the most important in the organizations and cannot thus be compared by every

detail. Two management assistants’ roles are described in more detail. The inter-

view results are compared with results of the surveys and interviews conducted in

the cooperative project. Finally, insights and contributions to practice and theory

emerging from the data are discussed and reflected with the research question,

propositions and with other research conducted for similar purposes and a model

combining the results is formulated.

4.1 Employees’ Roles in Strategy Work

The informants described the strategy processes in a very similar way, i.e. top-down

as stated in functional management books. The employees’ part was clearly the

implementation of the elsewhere designed strategy. The sense making processes

were not always experienced as effective and employees felt they needed more

knowledge and support to have an empowered role. Organizations, whether large or

small, business or non-profit, had same kinds of fundamental problems in in relation

to employees when implementing strategy. These data are supported by the results

of an extensive research project at Aalto University (2000–2011). Yet, many of the

studied organizations were in the process of starting to apply more interactive

methods in strategy work.

The practitioners’ roles in strategy processes were rather traditional and they

mostly did not perceive the tasks they did as ‘strategic’. Employees had more

diverse strategic tasks in smaller organizations, while in larger ones their area of

responsibility was narrower. Employees were given a chance to comment on the

strategy before the decisions were made in the small and middle-sized organiza-

tions, even if in the latter, the guidelines to strategy came from the headquarters in

Europe. In organization 2 and 3 employees were given an active planning role in
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strategic actions to be taken. Employees’ roles and the elements they experienced as

positive and negative in strategy work are described in Table 2.

Many of the interviewed middle managers had a rather active role, yet most of

them wanted more communication, support and possibility to participate. Similar

problems in their roles were found, as indicated in literature (e.g. Westley 1990;

Hrebiniak 2006), but also good sensemaking experiences that Gioia and Chittipeddi

(1991), Weick (2001) and Ikävalko (2005) describe. Rouleau (2005) suggests

that middle managers have tacit knowledge they use every day when interpreting

the strategy. Correspondingly, employees experienced that the superior’s

encouragement and support had major value for their activeness. The practitioners

emphasized the importance of cross-functional and cultural cooperation in the

middle-sized organizations and cooperation between different organization levels

in the biggest organizations.

Cross-case comparison implies that the features employees experienced as

positive in strategy work vary, but dialogue and knowledge sharing seem to be

experienced equally important. However, there was a clear difference in how

Table 1 Six studied organizations and the informants

Organization Informants

1. Large private Finnish concern and a part of a

global provider of facility services, with

more than 10,000 employees in Finland

Interviews of project manager and manage-

ment assistant

2. Middle-sized private company with strong

sales orientation, about 400 employees in

Finland, the headquarters in Europe. A part

of a global seller of consumer and profes-

sional products and solutions

Interviews of Marketing and Development

Directors, action research with Marketing

manager and practitioners, previous inter-

views with ten employees

3. Small Finnish private owned charitable

foundation with clear global mission, part

of a large global organization

Interviews of the CEO, the president and two

members of the board of trustees, qualita-

tive research/development work with the

CEO and the ten employees at the Finnish

head office

4. A big private Finnish concern, with levels

from owners to cooperative units, along

with their trade unions, working commit-

tees and the cooperative parent company,

with more than 10,000 employees

Interviews of Strategy manager, service man-

ager, 22 middle managers

5. Big, Finnish traditional seller of consumer

goods, about 3,000 employees, the export

unit and subsidiary having about

300 employees in Russia

Interviews of Export Director in the parent

company, CEO and managers of market-

ing, logistics and administration in the

subsidiary, previous interviews among

employees in the parent company

6. Middle-sized multicultural northern

European sales concern’s headquarters with

nearly 200 employees with parent company

in Europe, part of a global group

manufacturing and selling durable con-

sumer products

Interviews of Strategic manager and CEO

Executive Assistant, a survey of middle

managers and practitioners, 57 respon-

dents out of 160
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Table 2 Employees’ roles and elements they perceived as positive and negative in strategy work

Organization Employees’ role

Positively experienced

features in strategy work

Problems experienced

in strategy work

1. Big service

company

Big differences in white-

and blue-collar

workers’ possibilities

to take part in strat-

egy discussion. Top

Management tells the

strategy to blue-

collar workers via

video conferencing

system. Superior

support essential.

Strategy workshops and

sensemaking

between top- and

middle-management

and white-collar

workers. For blue-

collars orientation

to work.

Communication with

diverse blue-collar

workers without

access to intra etc.

Monitoring espe-

cially when

employees work in

partner companies.

2. Middle-

sized com-

pany with

strong

sales

orientation

Employees respected as

practitioners that can

take part in strategy

discussion and plan

the actions. Strategic

workshops with all

personnel, cross

functional meetings

and champions,

weekly team

meetings.

Cooperation with own

superior and team,

open discussion,

knowledge-sharing,

cross-functional

cooperation.

Common understand-

ing and

sensemaking of the

strategy.

3. Small char-

ity organi-

zation with

clear

mission

Working values:

involvement, equal-

ity, equity and soli-

darity. Different

viewpoints respected.

Developing strategy

work together with

Executive Director.

Knowledge creation

in workshops.

Weekly meetings with

all personnel.

Workers can influ-

ence on the agenda of

the meetings of the

board of trustees.

Action program

important in

daily work.

Cooperation is not

trouble-free, satis-

faction with man-

agement and board

of trustees actions

is only moderate.

4. Big “very

Finnish”

service

company

Equality, respect and

representation of

employees on all

organization levels,

also locally, in deci-

sion making.

Everybody’s

involvement, indi-

vidual and team

development are

encouraged.

Open dialogue,

supporting of middle-

managers’

sensemaking and

sensegiving. Com-

mon values are

shared.

More support and

interactive com-

munication are

wanted.

5. Big, tradi-

tional

seller of

consumer

goods

Traditional role in effec-

tive, top-down strat-

egy work.

Cooperation between

company units in

Knowledge-sharing

through daily work.

Discussion over

functions on all

organization levels.

Strong management

and owner influ-

ence. Multilevel,

matrix, rather

(continued)
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managers and employees experienced the adequacy of interaction. In all case

organizations employees were encouraged to take part in strategy discussion and

effort was put to distribute strategy information effectively to employees. Several

information channels were used and attention was paid to supporting middle

managers in conveying the strategy. One-way information was perceived as impor-

tant, but most of all people wanted interaction and knowledge sharing. The results

are in line with Balogun and Johnson (2005), who argue that not only formal

communication counts, but a wide range of informal interaction, both vertical and

lateral, is needed, and Ikävalko (2005) who noticed that informal discussions and

meetings were experienced as most enabling in strategic action. Aalto University

studies on strategy work (2000–2011) emphasized as well the importance of

multilevel dialogue.

As pre-work, a survey of mid-level practitioners was conducted with more than a

thousand answers out of 9,000 and about 40 of respondents were interviewed. The

results imply that practitioners have both interest and unnoticed capabilities that

could be used in all phases of strategy process. Instead of one way information,

more interaction and knowledge sharing were wanted especially with own superior.

An open, encouraging communication culture, but also one’s own activity and

additional training were perceived as important. The results in the six case organi-

zations were in line with these survey results.

A smaller survey was sent to about 1,000 management assistants with

ca. 70 answers and 20 management assistants were interviewed. The results

supported the findings in the previous, larger survey. Of survey respondents 46 %

thought their role was not so important in strategy process, but more than half of all

respondents were willing to develop their activity. In the interviews it was found

out, that assistants did not always perceive they were doing important strategic

work, even when they were taking part in organizing and coordinating strategy

work and helping management in strategic planning e.g. by searching, handling and

conveying strategic information. The roles depended much on the context; in small

Table 2 (continued)

Organization Employees’ role

Positively experienced

features in strategy work

Problems experienced

in strategy work

matrix organization,

middle-managers’

role essential in

sensemaking.

Cooperation and

well-established pro-

cesses are

appreciated.

bureaucratic

organization.

6. Middle-

sized mul-

ticultural

sales ori-

ented head

quarters

Diversity is respected.

All personnel have

possibility to take

part in strategy dis-

cussion from the

beginning. Strategy

info to all units in

tandem in English

and local language.

Active communication,

regular meetings and

knowledge-sharing

with all country

organizations. Young

personnel and cul-

ture. Middle-man-

agers’ role essential.

Dialogue between

countries. More

interaction and

cooperation with

own superior is

wanted. Young

organization.

Strong parent

company.
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organizations they participated in the entire strategy process, from planning to

review, while in a larger company the tasks were limited to, e.g. facilitating,

organizing and scheduling strategic meetings and workshops. The interviewed

management assistants however noticed that their role and position between the

management and employees was very strategic and they used their comprehensive

communication skills to facilitate managers’ work, implementation of strategy and

knowledge sharing up and down in the organization. By better recognizing their

potential, organizations would gain through better organized and more effective

strategy work. Also Mantere (2003) found this group of supporting practitioners

ignored as the strategic resource they are. Two CEO assistants were more inten-

sively interviewed and their roles in strategy work are summarized as they them-

selves described in Table 3. They had critical skills and knowledge, such as

co-ordinating, organizing, communicating, facilitating and project and time man-

agement that could be used in all phases of strategy process.

4.2 Modeling of Employee’s Role in Strategy Work

The interviewed employees described ‘open culture’ with various aspects of good

interaction between people. No single element seems to ensure good strategy work.

Also Senge (1990/2006) argues that to enhance strategic thinking, learning and

acting, several important elements influencing each other and linking together are

needed. Westley (1990) noted that inclusion in strategic discussion did not neces-

sarily guarantee satisfaction, Stensaker et al. (2008) stated that successful imple-

mentation required, in addition to participation in planning and sensemaking

activities, consistent action based on a shared understanding of changes among

employees. Kohtamäki et al. (2012) argue that participating in strategic planning

has no direct impact on company performance, but is instead linked to personnel

commitment, which further impacts on company performance. Regnér (2008)

suggests that linking together several distinct elements of success such as capabil-

ities and individual practices through processes of interaction and activities nour-

ishes creativity and dynamic capabilities generating organizational assets and

promoting competitive advantage. Weick and Robert (1993) noticed that organiza-

tional performance was most reliable in a whole body of social action, interaction

and sensemaking linking together in an organic system. The findings are in line with

literature emphasizing respect towards and belief in people, interaction, communi-

cation and cooperation (Weick 2001; Johnson et al. 2003; Hrebiniak 2006; Regnér

2008).

Both previous literature and the empirical data recognize similar kinds of factors

enhancing employees’ activity, however in context driven combinations (Proposi-

tion 1). Managers’ contribution was mentioned as very important for the empow-

erment the practitioners perceive in strategic change. The interviewees expressed

that participation in strategic discussion and empowerment enhance their possibil-

ity to see ‘the big picture’, experience the significance of their work and plan their
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work and schedules more independently (P2). This more active role they take

enhances their engagement and involvement, which in turn enhances performance

and outcome (P3) and the organic adaption to strategic change. The role of the

employee can be seen in the midst of top-down changes, systematic professional

development on all levels of the organization and individually making self-

managed development possible (P4). This dynamic process can be described with

activity theory developing strategic practices as continuously flowing goal-oriented

social and individual learning and transformation in multilevel networks of the

organization (Engeström 1999/2003; Jarzabkowski 2010). According to Mintzberg

(1990) strategy as a ‘fundamental congruence between external opportunity and

internal capability’ could be the link that is needed between planning and action,

managers and employees. The model linking together the elements of employees’

active and engaged role in dealing with strategic change (Fig. 3) attempts to map

out the “How” and “Why” as the most difficult parts of understanding the phenom-

enon (Silverman 2001/2010; Sutton and Staw 1995).

5 Conclusions

The results imply that strategy processes in different kinds of organizations are

rather traditional, following functional strategic management literature, separating

thinking from acting, and not making it possible for employees to have an active

role in strategy work. Even though working cultures are developing, the

Table 3 Management assistants roles in organization 1 and 6

CEO executive assistant, organization 1 CEO executive assistant, organization 6

“Strategy is important part of everyday work

making it possible to focus on customer

processes and core functions.”

“Actively role in planning, organizing, sched-

uling and communicating enables planning

of own work”

“I am an insider, in front row seat, but not

participating in decision making”

“Knowing the strategy helps to see the big

picture, to prioritize, manage the informa-

tion flow and increase the meaningfulness

of work”

Supporting strategic planning by searching

information, designing and preparing pre-

sentations

Organizing Executive and Extended Executive

Meetings, keeping the minutes

Together with management scheduling the

strategy process and planning the strategy

information, communication and material

Planning, organizing, facilitating and partici-

pating in Road Shows and other strategic

events

Administration of strategic projects together

with Project Manager

Summarizing the CEO info in Intranet

Facilitating, organizing, coordinating mana-

gerial and organizational strategy work

Summarizing and translating strategic infor-

mation to subsidiaries in different coun-

tries

Communicating strategic issues in global

environment

Prioritizing strategic tasks

Scheduling

Organizing strategic meetings, events

Practical arrangements
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polarization between managers and employees still exists and employees’ potential

is not given a chance, even though they could solve the problem of strategy

implementation.

The findings indicate that mid-level practitioners between management and front

line personnel would have more potential in developing strategy implementation.

Management assistants can have the skills needed in all phases of strategy process

and potential to an essentially more important role in facilitating strategy imple-

mentation. The research recognizes diverse factors that make it possible for

employees to have an empowered role in strategy work. Both empirical and

theoretical findings suggest that a combination of these factors creates the pre-

requisites needed. The main underlying factor seems to be mutual respect among

managers and practitioners enabling a good cooperation and interaction. The

empirical results suggest that the employees perceive that an active role in strategy

work makes it possible for them to better engage and adapt to strategic changes.

Strategic Management needs to understand in more profound how to activate

and empower employees’ in strategy work in the messy reality of organizations

with global and local, vertical and horizontal relationships and cultural differences

in ways of thinking and acting. Cross-disciplinary research Strategic Leadership

Role of 
employee 
in strategy 

work

Factors enhancing 
employees’ role in 
strategy work

Information and 
knowledge 

Interaction and 
knowledge-sharing

Sensemaking

Meaningfulness of 
work

Learning

Participation in 
planning processes

Encouragement and 
support

Open organization 
culture 

Perceived 
organizational 
support POS

Managerial actions

Mediating purpose, target, goals, strategic intent

Information, knowledge of mission, vision, strategy

Interaction, cooperation, support, encouragement, feedback

Strategic changes

Dramatic, top-down changes

Organic, self-managed development

Affects in 
organization

Organization

processes 

performance

results

outcome

Employee

commitment

engagement

satisfaction

P1

P2

P3

P4

Fig. 3 Dynamic model combining the elements of employees’ engaged role in strategic change.

Own source partly based on: Huy and Mintzberg 2003
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could be needed to unravel the problem of successful strategy implementation. As

presented in the methodology section, I continue my research by studying more

profoundly employees’ practices and narratives in strategy work to better under-

stand their angle to find concrete, dynamic ways to enhance their role in

strategy work.
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Successful Organizational Change Through

Overcoming Risks

Matthias Georg Will

Organizational change frequently poses risks for managers and employees, because

the imminent changes may create resistance among risk-averse staff.1 Many

scholars thus recommend communication,2 participation,3 integration of organ-

izational change in the day-to-day business,4 an adjustment of the risk aversion,5

courageous leadership,6 and decision guidance for management7 as appropriate

measures for dealing with such resistance. We use a conceptual model to find

alternative measures and this model also highlights the conditions under which

the above well-known measures are appropriate.

The first section of this paper summarizes, from a theoretical perspective, why

organizational change can cause resistance due either to the risk it poses for the

staff, the risk-aversion of employees and managers, and/or misperception of risks

during the change process. The second section presents our basic model, which

adopts the idea that risk is an important factor in corporate productivity.8 This

theoretical approach highlights the impact of risky organizational change on the

willingness of employees and managers to implement reforms. Building on that
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model, the third section presents three different governance structures (compen-

sation, structures to reduce risks, and structures to reduce the impact of risks)

through which change managers can transform negatively perceived risk into a

factor for productivity. Staff’s willingness to implement challenging organizational

change is thus increased. In the final section, we show how our model can include

approaches that concentrate on communication, information, and participation

during risky changes.

1 Organizational Change and Risks: Reasons

for Resistance

1. Individual risk as an unintended consequence of organizational change:
Amburgey et al. (1993, p. 52) explain that risk increases during change projects

because well-practiced routines are frequently altered or even abolished. The

introduction of new processes increases the frequency of error due to the staff’s

unfamiliarity with them. The enterprise’s risk thus increases and this may affect

the entire staff leading to a decline in quality of product or service, customers

switching to competitors, and consequent reduction of wages and/or staff layoff.

Change management alters important, internal company structures from the

perspective of conceptual structural inertia; as an unintended consequence, the

organization’s mortality risk increases.9 The structural inertia approach explains

this link by invoking the evolutionary advantage of stable formal and informal

structures. Stable structures signal reliability and trustworthiness. Extensive

organizational change—which often involves the central structures of an organ-

ization—may cause third parties (e.g., customers or important suppliers) to view

the company as less reliable and they may choose to take their business else-

where. As a consequence, the individual risk to the staff increases.

2. Individual risks as an intended consequence of organizational change:
According to Klinke and Renn (2002, p. 1074), increased risk to the individual

is not always unintended. On the contrary, the change process should increase

the staff’s risks as a necessary target of organizational change. The authors

explicitly understand change management as a way of making companies better

able to cope with more external risk. As a consequence, employees and man-

agers have to deal with higher risk so as to increase the resilience of the whole

organization. Klinke and Renn’s approach does not explicitly focus on ways of

reducing risk (e.g., risk management); instead, they investigate the conditions

under which companies remain capable of carrying on regular business despite

increasing risk.

3. The relevance of the staff’s risk aversion: van Dam et al. (2008, p. 327) and

Dixon et al. (1998, p. 172) ascribe resistance to organizational change to the

9 Cf. Hannan and Freeman (1984, p. 154; 1989, pp. 73, 77).
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predispositions of the managers and employees who are involved. According to

these authors, personality has an impact on risk appetite, and consequently, on

how an individual will react to the change. This notion is supported by Oreg

(2003, p. 686) in an empirical study of about 130 bachelor students: degree of

risk aversion positively correlates with willingness to resist organizational

change.

Burdett (1999, p. 9) discusses, from a socio-psychological viewpoint, how

individuals generally tend to assume that learning new things is risky. This can

be an additional reason for resistance.

Gardner (2012, p. 38) presents another approach for explaining resistance to

organizational change because of risk aversion. Increased work pressure can

result in employees and managers returning to familiar processes. This can

happen even when the staff wants the new, although challenging, processes

that achieve better results.

4. Perceived risks because of perceptual problems: Lines (2004, p. 198) explores
the link between risks, behavioral changes, and the outcome at the organ-

izational macro level. According to Lines, resistance to change management

can occur if employees or managers doubt that behavioral changes will result in

higher performance or, if they question the extent to which their own perfor-

mance affects the results of the change management at the macro level. Organ-

izational change can seem risky to the staff because they misunderstand intra-

organizational relationships. Thus, the staff may not be convinced that changing

their behavior will be worth the trouble.

Based on a socio-psychological framework, Krüger (2010, p. 219) shows that

staff perceives organizational change as risky in many areas. Employees and

managers often associate change management with negative consequences for

themselves (e.g., layoffs, pay cuts) independent of the stated reasons for the

reforms.

In the next section, we present a conceptual model to show the impact of risky

organizational change on the individual behavior of risk-averse employees and

managers. This basic approach reconstructs the acceptance of organizational

change if the staff is risk averse and if the organizational change either actually

increases the risks or just the staff’s perception of them. This model can help

highlight ways that change managers can create mutual benefits to compensate

for additional intended or unintended risk caused by organizational change. The

approach also shows how change managers can alter the governance structures

of an organization to influence the internal distribution of risks in a mutually

beneficial way.
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2 The Impact of Risky Organizational Change

on the Utility of a Risk-Averse Staff

Our theoretical approach is inspired by formal principal-agent theory, a conceptual

context that is highly fruitful for studying organizational change.10 Resistance may

occur during risky change management projects because employees and managers

are risk- averse. Many scholars of the principal-agent approach show that inter-

actions of risk-averse individuals create lose-lose situations in a risky environ-

ment.11 When these theoretical findings are applied to organizational change, they

indicate that organizational change may not result in full, or at least not immediate,

manifestation of the company’s potential. The company may lose its competitive

advantage, and its employees and managers may suffer lower wages and a higher

risk of layoffs.12 Our argument is developed in two parts in order to reconstruct

these lose-lose situations as a consequence of risky organizational change. The first

part of this section presents the basic model. Then, we illustrate the impact of risky

organizational change on the staff’s willingness to implement reforms.

2.1 Risk Affinity and Employment

We apply Hans-Werner Sinn’s approach to the challenges of risky organizational

change.13 He originally developed this model to explain the macro-economic

effects of insurance by focusing on risk, which he defined as an important factor

in production. If individuals or companies can insure themselves, they increase

their productivity and create, in total, more value. We apply this model to change

management on the organizational micro level. (1) First, we adapt the model to

generally describe the relation between the staff’s risk σ of an occupation and the

monetary and non-monetary income μ from that occupation. This relationship is

described by the individual production curve of the factor risk. (2) The employees’

and managers’ indifference curves illustrate to what extent the production curve is

incentive compatible. That is, the indifference curves describe how managers and

employees value the combination of expected income and risk.

1. The production curve of the factor risk: In Fig. 1, the U-shaped production curve
illustrates the original situation of the staff within a specific company. This curve

illustrates the individual productivity of the factor risk, that is, the productivity

10 Cf. Stock-Homburg (2007, pp. 850–851).
11 Cf. Harris and Raviv (1978, p. 24), Grossman and Hart (1983, p. 43), Holmstrom and Milgrom

(1991; pp. 29–30), Miller (2008, p. 352), Jensen and Meckling (1976, pp. 309–310), Pies

et al. (2009a, p. 326; 2009b, p. 386; 2010, p. 268).
12 Cf. Phelps (2006, pp. 361–363).
13 Cf. Sinn (1986, pp. 563–565; 1988, pp. 15–24), Hielscher (2009, pp. 8–9).
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of the factor risk is the relation between the individual risk (e.g., layoffs, pay

cuts) and the expected monetary and non-monetary benefits of a job (e.g., wages,

bonuses, non-monetary motivators). To clarify this scenario, imagine that the

company offers different contracts to its employees. Some of the contracts are

for a low salary but, also, low individual risk; other contracts offer high wages

and high risk. Depending on the risk, employees and managers are paid specific

incomes. The company offers these different contracts based on its maximi-

zation of profits under risk.14

We highlight two points on the curve to illustrate the situation of the

employees and managers. We begin with the point farthest to the left. This

point represents an employee who is bound by a set of instructions or rules. A

little farther up the curve we find managers who earn more money because of

their greater responsibilities and attendant higher risk: they are not only respon-

sible for their own work, but also for the output of their teams or departments.

This may have far reaching consequences; for example, owners can prosecute

managers for negligent decisions and managers are liable for failing to exercise

due diligence.15

2. The staff’s indifference curves: Compared to the production curve of Fig. 1,

which describes the possibilities of substitution between different employment

opportunities, the indifference curves in Fig. 2 reconstruct individual willingness

to substitute between different job possibilities. The indifference curves are

convex, because, in our model, we assume risk-averse employees and managers:

Risk σ

Expected
Income μ

Managers

Employees

Production
Curve of the
Factor Risk

Fig. 1 The production

curve of the factor risk to

reconstruct the relationship

between the staff’s risk and

its expected income. Own

Figure based on Sinn (1986,

pp. 563–565; 1988, pp. 15–

24) and Hielscher (2009,

pp. 8–9)

14 For the maximization under risk, cf. Harris and Raviv (1978), Grossman and Hart (1983),

Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991), Miller (2008).
15 In German law, you can find these duties, for example, in § 9 par. 2 OWiG and §§ 831 and

278 BGB.
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they dislike risk, but enjoy high income. As a consequence, the indifference

curves that represent higher individual utility are in the upper left-hand corner.

Points on the same indifference curve illustrate the same utility. Thus, indi-

viduals can value different combinations of risk and expected income equally.

The indifference curves also show that the staff is willing to bear risk if the

compensation is sufficient. If the slope of the indifference curve is low,

employees and managers need only a little additional compensation to take on

higher risk for the same utility. On the other side, the additional compensation

has to be high for bearing a small additional risk if the curve is sloping strongly

upward. Finally, indifference curves are steeper if the individual is more risk

averse.

We assume for simplicity that depending on the degree of risk aversion and

the available production curves of the factor risk, individuals will select the job

most appropriate for them. Furthermore, we assume an optimal match of indi-

viduals with contracts offered by the company. Employees who are highly risk-

averse prefer jobs that are bound by instructions, because someone else is

responsible for the consequences of their behavior. People who are less risk-

averse choose a managerial position.16 We mapped a family of curves for high

and low risk-averse individuals to illustrate the selection effect. Highly risk-

averse individuals are thus hired as employees, and low risk-averse people as

managers. The two tangential points of the indifference curves with the produc-

tion function illustrate these optimal selections.

Risk σ

Expected
Income μ

M

E Indifference Curves of 
Employees

Indifference
Curves of 
Managers

Fig. 2 The link between

the production curve of the

factor risk and the staff’s

indifference curves. Own

Figure based on Sinn (1986,

pp. 563–565; 1988, pp. 15–

24) and Hielscher (2009,

pp. 8–9)

16 For example, leadership is associated with lower levels of stress, cf. Sherman et al. (2012).
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2.2 The Effect of Risky Organizational Change

We reconstruct the effects of risky organizational change by examining the relation

between the production curve and the indifference curves. The model illustrates the

extent to which managers and employees will support organizational change due to

self–interest or to what extent they will resist it.

1. Risky organizational change increases the individual risk of the staff: As

Amburgey et al. (1993) and Hannan and Freeman (1984, 1989) reveal, increased

risk for the company is frequently an unintended consequence of organizational

change. Klinke and Renn (2002) go even further and argue that the increased risk

should be an intended consequence in some situations. Both unintended and

intended increased risk may be necessary to reach essential targets of organ-

izational change from the macro-organizational perspective of a company.

Although this change may be rational for the company as a whole, it may not

be viewed as acceptable by employees and managers.17 The additional indi-

vidual risk impacts the individual production function of the factor risk. It leads

to a right shift of the individual production curve (Fig. 3).

In Fig. 3 we assume that change management favors the new Points E1 and

M1. At these points, expected income stays constant, but individual risk

increases. These new points are more to the right because of the intended or

unintended consequences of change management. The utility of employees and

managers thus decreases: the new indifference curves are down and to the right.

Because of their risk aversion, the staff views the company’s rational actions as

unfavorable (Arrow 1).

The right shift of the production curves leads to a gap between the individual

aims of risk-averse managers and employees, on the one side, and the organ-

ization’s goal on the other. Increase in individual risk is akin to a one-sided

breach of the working contract by the company.18 Employees and managers

chose their jobs originally because they received contracts that matched their

optimal risk-income preference. As a consequence of risky change management,

however, utility decreases and resistance increases.19 Staff, by means of resis-

tance, attempt either to return to the original equilibrium or to a better point at

the new production function that is tangent to one indifference curve. Thus, they

would even accept lower income in exchange for fewer risks (cf. Arrow 2 and

Points E2 and M2).

Resistance can be rational under these conditions from the individuals’ per-

spective. Affected managers and employees try to hold their utility constant. In

practice, the staff has many ways of resisting change. They can abuse

17 Cf. Hannan and Freeman (1984, p. 154; 1989, pp. 73, 77), Klinke and Renn (2002, p. 1074).
18 Cf. Strebel (1996, p. 87).
19 Cf. Greve (1998, p. 58), Greve and Taylor (2000, p. 58), Rumelt (1995, p. 5), Mabin et al. (2001,

pp. 177–178).
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information asymmetries, for example, and block or even boycott organizational

change.20 Alternatively, they can go to work for another employer that offers a

better job.21 The staff’s counter-strategies can prevent change management even

if such change is necessary to save the whole company.

2. Risky organizational change has a mixed effect on the staff’s utility: Figure 3

illustrates an extreme example where all managers have to reduce their utility.

We change this assumption now because many change management programs

are favored by management.22 Compared to the case discussed in the last

paragraph, we assume that risky organizational change influences the utility of

managers and employees differently. Perhaps managers consciously search for

change management programs that may increase their utility. Or, because of

different contracts and preferences, change management just has a completely

different impact on the managers’ utility.23 Also, their additional knowledge can

be a decisive beneficial factor. For example, if the company changes the

compensation system from contracts with high fixed wages and low bonuses to

contracts with low fixed wages and high bonuses, managers could benefit

because, compared to the employees, they have more knowledge about the

markets and can thus change strategies more quickly.24

Figure 4 illustrates a case where organizational change has a different impact

on the staff’s risk-income relation. The original production function is now

Risiko σ

Expected
Income μ

M0

M2

E2

M1

E1

E0

μE0
μE1

2.

μM0
μM1

2.

σE1σE0
σE2

1.

2.
σM1σM0

σM2

1.

2.

Status quo

Risky
Organizational

Change

Fig. 3 The impact of risky

change management on the

Utility of affected

employees and managers.

Own illustration

20 Cf. Will (2012, forthcoming).
21 Cf. Will (2011, pp. 14–16), Shin et al. (2012, p. 740).
22 Cf. Burdett (1999, p. 12).
23 Cf. Miller (2008, pp. 351–353, 356).
24 Cf. Porter and Millar (1985), Myers and Majluf (1984).
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anticlockwise and has a higher slope. In this scenario, the managers can reach

higher indifference curves: they can expect higher income and gain a higher

utility.25 Employees, meanwhile, continue to receive fixed wages but have to

bear the risk of the reforms, thereby reducing their utility and increasing the

probability of resistance.

Figure 4, additionally, illustrates the weaknesses of top-down approaches.26

Even if management decides on change in good conscience, it can underestimate

the consequences for the employees if it does do not focus on the interaction

between the riskiness of the organizational change and the employees’ degree of

risk aversion. Employees can thus resist implementing organizational change

even if the change looks rational for the company and the managers.

3. The impact of perceived risks due to employees’ or managers’ misperceptions:
Lines (2004) and Krüger (2010) point out the relevance of employees’ and

managers’ perceptions of the success of organizational change. Within our

conceptual model, a misperception has an impact that is comparable with the

above findings. If managers and employees perceive organizational change as

risky, they will behave as if organizational change is risky. If they expect a

reduction of their utility, they may adopt resistance as a counter-strategy.

Depending on expectations, it may be only the employees who resist or only

the managers, or both groups. For example, a reduction of hierarchies will

Risik σ

Expected
Income μ

M0

M1

μE1

μM0

μM1

μE0

σE0 σM0

Status quo

Organizational
Change with Mixed 
Effects

σM1σE1

E1E0

Fig. 4 Different impacts of

risky change management.

Own illustration

25 For simplification, their risk remains constant in Fig. 4. However, small alterations of top

managers’ risk do not change the validity of the illustration.
26 Cf. Lines (2004, pp. 211–212), van Dam et al. (2008, pp. 329–330), Mabin et al. (2001, pp. 187–

188), and Kanter (1989, p. 91).
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probably increase the risk of layoffs to managers.27 On the other side, employees

will perceive higher risks if they have to learn many new things to comply with

organizational change, and thus they may fear failure.28 Sometimes, managers

and employees expect higher individual risks because of cost-cutting mea-

sures.29 The effect of this (mis-)perception is similar to the above events: the

new indifference curves that intersect or are tangent to the production curve are

lower to the right.

3 Approaches for Increasing the Willingness to Bear Risks

Change managers can adopt risk-free change management procedures if the staff is

risk-averse.30 However, such a priori, staff-friendly methods of instituting change

are not easily found. Organizational change typically will be challenging to all

concerned.31 However, we can apply the above model to develop governance

structures (e. g., through the use of incentives, insurances and even sanctions) so

that risk-averse employees and managers will accept even risky changes because of

self-interest. The following three measures can systematically increase the willing-

ness of risk-averse employees and managers to bear higher risks: (1) compensation

for additional risks, (2) governance structures to reduce individual risks, and

(3) governance structures to reduce unpleasant risks associated with additional

productivity.

3.1 Compensation to Increase the Willingness to Bear Risks

Change managers can use incentives to make employees and managers willing to

bear higher risks. Henry Ford’s implementation of the assembly line is a great

example of the impact of incentives on staff. He managed to build acceptance for

fundamental and extremely risky changes and thus created enormous mutual

benefits for his company and the workers.

The introduction of the assembly line was a very risky venture for Ford and his

staff. This becomes obvious when we focus on the salary of the factory workers.

Ford agreed to pay his workers a wage double the amount of the average wage that

typical workers received in manufacturing industries in Detroit.32 However, Ford

27 Cf. Beer and Eisenstat (1996, p. 600) and van Dijk and van Dick (2009, p. 144).
28 Cf. Sonntag and Stegmaier (2007, p. 48).
29 Cf. Folger and Skarlicki (1999, pp. 37–38).
30 Cf. Klinke and Renn (2002; pp. 1085-1089).
31 Cf. Amburgey et al. (1993), Hannan and Freeman (1984, 1989), Klinke and Renn (2002).
32 Cf. Miller (1992, p. 68).
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disbursed only half of the agreed efficiency wage immediately; disbursement of the

second part was arranged through a profit-sharing plan. This remuneration model

was quite risky for the employees: if Ford did not pay the bonuses, the workers

would receive only the average market wage for performing very monotonous and

stressful jobs on the assembly line. Thus, the workers could only hope that the

assembly line would increase productivity tremendously so that they could receive

the benefits of the profit-sharing plan.

Ford’s efficiency and incentive-driven wage thus compensated the workers not

only for assembly line work,33 it also compensated them for taking the risk of not

being paid despite the stipulated profit-sharing plan. Figure 5 illustrates why the

waiting list for being employed by Ford was quite long. The efficiency wage was a

strong incentive to perform monotonous and exhausting work. Compared to other

manufacturers in Detroit, Henry Ford’s remuneration model generated a new

production function of the factor risk that was very steep. With this function,

employees could reach a higher utility, even though they had to perform stressful

tasks and bear the risk of receiving only the market wages. The same would also

hold for managers.34

Risik σ

Expected
Income μ

E1

The Productivity of 
Risk within a 
Traditional 
Manufacture

Henry Ford‘s
Efficiency Wage

μE1

σE1

μE0

σE0

E0

Fig. 5 Henry Ford’s

efficiency wage to increase

the risk-bearing behavior.

Own illustration

33 Henry Ford also gained extensive rights to intervene in his workers’ private lives; cf. Miller

(1992, p. 68).
34 For a general literature overview, see Miller (2008, pp. 351–353, 356).
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3.2 Governance Structures to Reduce Individual Risks

The previous section highlighted the idea that change managers can increase the

staff’s acceptance of change if the staff are given strong incentives to bear higher

risks during the change process. Alternatively, change managers can reduce risk by

adapting governance structures to increase the expertise within the change manage-

ment process or reduce the risk of exploitation. Employees and managers would

then more easily accept organizational change.

1. Governance structures to increase the expertise within the change management
process: Staff specialization diffuses knowledge within organizations35: change

managers may have difficulty in finding appropriate strategies for dealing with

specialist employees and managers who may find these changes risky because

they work in specialized fields. In general, participation is a suitable way of

reducing information asymmetries in such situations.36 However, hierarchical

structures in combination with high work pressure can prevent subordinates

from sharing their knowledge.37 Because of the extra pressure that change

management may bring to bear on them, they do not want to spend additional

time and effort discussing ideas with their bosses.

To limit negative side effects of the managers’ authority, Gardner (2012, pp

41–46), Bear (2012, p. 1116), and Liu et al. (2012, pp. 1206–1207) recommend

formal or informal governance structures that create an environment in which

subordinates can more easily express their ideas. Pointed questions that are

integrated into the daily routine, for example, or the transfer of authority away

from the traditional line managers to specialists, can be functional governance

structures that reduce information asymmetries. Also, companies can build

networks so that creative employees can develop and implement their own ideas.

One example of how to limit the potential negative side effects of authority is

that of the German porcelain producer Rosenthal. The owner Philipp Rosenthal

introduced a jury of experts to evaluate ideas from designers and artists. The

jury’s judgment was binding even if the owner did not agree.38 Another idea,

where high work pressure reduces willingness to implement innovative ideas,

involves a functional governance structure that offers “free time” to the staff.

Employees and managers could use this “free time” to think about important

topics far beyond those involving day-to-day business. Google applies these

governance structures very successfully.39

Because of better knowledge or more time to find appropriate solutions, we

have a left shift of the production curve, as illustrated in Fig. 6 for the example of

35 Cf. Aghion and Tirole (1997, pp. 4–5).
36 Cf. Heckscher (1995), Baindridge (1998, p. 1004).
37 Cf. Gardner (2012, pp. 38–40).
38 Cf. Rosenthal GmbH (2012).
39 Cf. Gargiulo (2011).
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the employees. Consequently, change managers can use the staff’s knowledge

more efficiently and effectively, thus reducing the risks associated with change

management processes. The left shift of the production curve highlights how

risk-averse employees now accept the change process that was too risky

previously.

a) First, the new production curve leads to Point E1 (Arrow 1), showing that

information is being used more efficiently and effectively. However, the

slope of the indifference curve is now lower than the slope of the production

curve.

b) Second, employees adapt their behavior so as to reach a higher utility (Arrow

2). They may increase their individual risks until one indifference curve is

tangent to the production curve (Point E2). Implementation of organizational

change is now a relevant means of satisfying the staff’s new desires.

c) Third, Point E2 defines a risk that is equivalent to the risk at Point E3 on the

original production curve. Because of governance structures that help

increase the expertise within the change management process and/or provide

more time to implement good ideas, employees accept change processes that

were much too risky before. The same also holds true for managers.

2. Governance structures to reduce the risk of exploitation: Supporting organ-

izational change with their own efforts can be risky for the staff if social

dilemmas40 exist or emerge (because of organizational change). Change manage-

ment can fail due to social dilemmas,41 for example, if the staff fears that

individual efforts during the change process are being exploited by shirking

colleagues or even by the company (e.g., shareholders). This risk of exploitation

can create an environment in which employees and managers are reluctant to

engage in individual effort. The risk of being exploited greatly increases stress on

the staff and prevents innovation and creativity. In this context, it is extremely

hard for change managers to implement reforms.

Incentives or sanctions can reduce the risk of being exploited.42 The decisive

difference between incentives and sanctions is that incentives reward socially

desirable behavior (e.g., implementing organizational change), whereas sanc-

tions punish socially undesirable behavior (e.g., not implementing organ-

izational change). As an example of an incentive, change managers can reward

innovative behavior independently of the behavior of the colleagues.43 Incen-

tives can be monetary (e.g., bonuses) or nonmonetary (e. g., social recognition)

40 Cf. Axelrod and Hamilton (1981, p. 1392).
41 For multi-side dilemmas within the change process, see Will (forthcoming) and for one-sided

dilemmas, see Will (2012).
42 For multi-side dilemmas within the change process, see Will (forthcoming) and for one-sided

dilemmas, see Will (2012, pp. 20–26).
43 Cf. Beer et al. (1990, pp. 9–12).
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in nature as long as they result in acceptance of organizational change. However,

the idea of sanctioning is not merely to penalize the staff. Sanctions can reduce

the fear of being exploited if the staff knows that the company takes action

against exploiting colleagues. Sanctions are thus a credible binding mechanism

for curtailing the exploitation of hard-working people.

If change managers implement functional incentives or sanctions to overcome

social dilemmas, the production function turns to the left, as shown in Fig. 6.

3.3 Governance Structures for a Reduction of the Impact
of Risks

Governance structures can also allow the reallocation of risk from the staff to the

company, thus creating an insurance-like effect. Companies can pool the individual

risks to their staff. Risks impact employees and managers less. We show that this

reallocation of risk can be highly functional in achieving acceptance of risky

organizational change by staff because they see it as in their own self-interest.

Reallocation of risks is not a zero-sum game44; it can generate enormous mutual

benefits for the staff and for the entire organization, because the pooled risk is

below the sum of all individual risks and staff dare to take risks that were too

challenging previously.45
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μE2

σE3σE2σE1

Change Management 
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Governance Structures

μE0

σE0

E3
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Fig. 6 Governance

structures that reduce the

risks of organizational

change. Own illustration

44 Cf. Harris and Raviv (1978), Grossman and Hart (1983), Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991),

Miller (2008).
45 Cf. Sinn (1986, pp. 563–565; 1988, pp. 15–24), Hielscher (2009, pp. 8–9).
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We present the following example as an illustration. Employees and managers

regularly expect that layoffs or pay cuts will be a consequence of organizational

change.46 These expectations can drastically reduce willingness to implement the

change. To change these problematic expectations, the company can use employ-

ment guarantees as a functional self-binding mechanism. From the staff’s per-

spective, an employment guarantee can significantly reduce the risk of becoming

redundant or having wages cut as a consequence of the organizational change.

Figure 7 illustrates the effect of employment guarantees on employees (the same

also holds for managers). Compared to the above governance structures, guarantees

create two parallel states: one state describes the amount of risk the individual has

to bear by him- or herself (net risk) and the second state illustrates the amount of

risk to which the individual is exposed (gross risk). Depending on the scope of the

guarantee, the net function is further to the left than the gross function.

An employment guarantee thus has the following effects on the acceptance of

risky organizational change:

1. Compared to a job without guarantee, the individual risk is lower (Point E0-net

compared to E0-gro). Individual risk declines because the probability of a layoff

or of a pay cut decreases (Arrow 1).

2. However, point E0-net is not optimal for employees. Because of the guarantee,

the marginal risk aversion declines. Compared to the initial point E0-gro, the

slope of the indifference curve is now flatter.47
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Fig. 7 Guarantees to

increase the risk-bearing

behavior. Own illustration

46 Cf. Krüger (2010, p. 219), Beer and Eisenstat (1996, p. 600), and van Dijk and van Dick (2009,

p. 144).
47 Cf. Sinn (1988, p. 16).
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3. Employees can now attain a higher utility if they enhance their income by

increasing their individual risk (outgoing from Point E0-net). Thus, if change

managers can offer reforms that increase the expected income (e.g., increase in

competiveness and thus salary increases for the staff), the risks of organizational

change become acceptable.

4. The change process provides an opportunity to increase utility (Arrow 2). The

employees can reach point E1-net if they implement (risky) organizational

change. At this point, the slope of the indifference curve is equal to the slope

of the net production function.

5. Although the total individual risk is declining (σ1-net compared to σ0-gro), the
individual gross risk is increasing (point σ1-gro compared to σ0-gro, Arrow 3).

Change management processes that were formerly seen as too risky are now

accepted. Furthermore, the staff accepts risky organizational change because of

self-interest—people can increase their personal utility.

To summarize, implementation of a guarantee does not reduce the total amount

of risks (gross risk), it only reduces the amount of risk that the individual has to bear

(net risk). Guarantees thus increase the willingness of risk-averse individuals to

support organizational change. Furthermore, guarantees not only reallocate the

risks from the staff to the organization, they create mutual benefits because risk-

averse individuals accept inherently risky jobs.48

We can extend the idea of employment guarantees to unforeseen coincidences.

Within complex value creation processes, coincidences can occur that are in no way

the fault of the staff,49 for example, random accidents or innovations by competitors.

Changemanagement can lead to resistance if the staff has to bear these risks. Changing

from an input-oriented to an output-orientedmanagement system, for example, can be

seen as very risky by the staff because they have to bear the fall-out from events that

are beyond their control.50 Guarantees by the company against such events can build

support from the staff for the change, despite the additional (gross) risks if the firm

guarantees that it, not the staff, will be liable for results of coincidences.

4 Discussion

4.1 Governance Structures to Successfully Manage Intended
and Unintended Risks with Risk-Averse Employees

Within the scientific literature, some authors claim that change managers need to

alter the risk-aversion of the staff to successfully implement risky change. Dixon

48 Cf. Harris and Raviv (1978), Grossman and Hart (1983), Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991),

Miller (2008).
49 Cf. Kreps (1990, pp. 116–118).
50 Cf. Nalebuff and Stiglitz (1983, pp. 25), Kreps (1990, pp. 116–118).
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et al. (1998, p. 172), for example, suggest systematically changing the staff’s risk

aversion by altering the organizational culture so that employees and managers will

accept change projects that previously seemed too risky. Judge et al. (1999, p. 118)

recommend a similar approach in which the risk aversion of job applicants is

considered; in time, the entire organization would become less risk averse.

Some authors suggest looking for a way to eliminate or at least decrease the risk

of change management. Klinke and Renn (2002, pp. 1085–1089), for example,

suggest searching for less risky alternatives. Marbin et al. (2001, pp. 185–186) take

a similar approach, and suggest putting more weight on the interests of the staff. If

the staff resists organizational change, change managers should find solutions that

are acceptable to the staff.

This paper develops a third alternative (Fig. 8). Change managers can implement

risky change in an acceptable way despite risk-averse staff. We present three

different governance structures designed to increase the staff’s willingness to bear

higher risk: (a) compensation for higher risks, (b) governance structures that reduce

the total risk, and (c) governance structures that reduce the individual net risk while

managers and employees experience higher gross risks. If the organizational change

has intended or unintended consequences for the individual risks, change managers

can use these governance structures to implement organizational change in a way

that is acceptable to, and possibly even welcomed by, a risk-averse staff.

Adap�on of the
Staff‘s Risk
Aversion

Risky Organiza�onal Change with a Risk-Averse Staff

Adap�on of the
Governance 

Structures

Search for
Risk-Free 

Organiza�onal
Change

Organiza�onal Change That is Accepted by the Staff

Resistance against Organiza�onal Change 
Because of Risks

Context of Organiza�onal Change: 
Informa�on, Communica�on and Par�cipa�on

Fig. 8 Possibilities for

achieving acceptance of

risky organizational change.

Own illustration
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4.2 Overcoming Misperception through Information,
Communication, and Participation in Combination
with Governance Structures

The above model makes two contributions to the scientific discussion about the

relevance of information, communication, and participation to the implementation

of risky organizational change51: (a) information, communication, and participation

can improve the context in which risky organizational change takes place; and

(b) governance structures may be necessary to improve the effects of information,

communication, and participation.

a) Communication and information are crucial to overcoming misperceptions of

employees and managers.52 The staff has to realize that reforms are necessary if

the company is to survive and they must have sufficient knowledge of the change

process to assuage their fears of its implementation. Therefore, change managers

can specifically use communication strategies to build trust in the change

project.53 Also, change managers can benefit if they understand communication

as more than a top-down process. In fact, they will benefit far more from the

staff’s know-how if staff are encouraged to communicate with the change

managers. Change managers can thus reduce risks having to do with compart-

mentalized expert knowledge within the organization.54 From this perspective,

participation is essential for effective bottom-up communication.55

b) As Gardner (2012, pp 41–46), Bear (2012, p. 1116), and Liu et al. (2012,

pp. 1206–1207) point out, hierarchies and the stress of day-to-day business

often prevent the sharing of necessary information. To overcome these frictions,

change managers may need to implement governance structures that reduce the

hierarchy of formal superiors or provide special periods of “free time” to reduce

the daily work pressure.

4.3 Limitations

If monetary surpluses are insufficient to compensate for risk taking, change man-

agers can substitute non-monetary incentives for this purpose. This can enhance the

efficiency of staff and company, however, change managers need to know what

51 Cf. van Dam et al. (2008, pp. 329–330), Lines (2004, p. 210), Mabin et al. (2001, pp. 186–187).
52 Cf. van Dam et al. (2008, pp. 329–330), Lines (2004, p. 210), Marbin et al. (2001, pp. 186–187).
53 Cf. van Dam et al. (2008, pp. 329–330), Marbin et al. (2001, pp. 186–187).
54 Cf. Gardner (2012, pp. 42–46).
55 Cf. Heckscher (1995), Baindridge (1998, p. 1004).
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motivates the employees and managers.56 Information, communication, and par-

ticipation can be useful tools in this regard. From a psychological perspective,

further research is necessary to find out which non-monetary motivators will

increase individuals’ willingness to bear risk.

Alternatively, change managers can offer guarantees to reduce the staff’s risk.

However, guarantees will work only if they are credible.57 Companies that have

breached promises in the past will have problems with credibility. It may be

appropriate to negotiate arrangements with labor unions or the works committee.

These actors offer binding services that may make the company more credible to

staff.

In many cases, implementation requires further reforms within the organization.

Consider the change, for example, from an input-oriented to an output-oriented

management system. Sales representatives may suffer due to a poorly-designed

marketing campaign dreamed up at headquarters. If the sales representatives con-

sequently need to enforce their employment guarantee they may be forced to

expose the flawed marketing campaign as the cause of their income deficit; the

staff will need to learn how to deal constructively with mistakes, which will be

facilitated by the company establishing an error culture.58 If managers and

employees cannot deal with mistakes in an open and credible way, employment

guarantees will lose their credibility as the employees cannot be certain that their

reasons for poor performance will receive a fair hearing. Further research is needed,

from a psychological point of view, to evaluate the effect of different guarantees in

different contexts on the acceptance of risk.

Another challenge to change management is the scope of guarantees that com-

panies can offer their employees and managers. Companies operating in only one

industry can offer lower guarantees for exogenous risks.59 If exogenous risks are

uncorrelated, diversified companies can hedge these risks more efficiently and can

thus offer more extensive guarantees. From a theoretical perspective, the optimal

size of a company is thus not determined only by economies of scale or transaction

costs,60 but also by the ability of the company to hedge individual risks between

managers and employees. Further research can determine the interaction between

corporate profitability and the possibility of hedging risk at an individual level.

56 For different motivators, see Murray (1938, pp. 75, 88, 144), Maslow ([1954] 2008, pp. 62–87);

Herzberg et al. ([1959] 2010, pp. 113–119); Herzberg (1966, pp. 71–91), Alderfer (1969, pp. 142–

154; 1972, pp. 6–21).
57 Cf. Renn and Levine (1991, pp. 182–183).
58 Cf. van Dyck et al. (2005, pp. 1229–1231).
59 Cf. Bettis and Mahajan (1985), Pandya and Rao (1998).
60 Cf. Stigler (1958), Coase (1937), Williamson (1973).

Successful Organizational Change Through Overcoming Risks 147



5 Conclusion

We present an approach for overcoming the often perceived tradeoff between the

necessity of risky organizational change and the interests of a risk-averse staff.

Governance structures appear to be appropriate means of implementing risky

organizational change in the face of manager and/or employees resistance, includ-

ing: (a) compensation for bearing risk, (b) governance structures that reduce the

(gross) risk, and (c) governance structures that reduce the individual net risk while

the managers and employees experience higher gross risk.

New governance structures offer a way of implementing organizational change

that contrasts with attempting to change the organization risk-free or changing the

risk aversion of staff. The approach presented in this paper, offers change managers

a way to make risky change management not only acceptable to risk-averse

managers and employees, but possibly actually desired by them. This is an impor-

tant shift away from many approaches that implicitly or explicitly focus on how the

staff should implement risky organizational change.61
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first English print from 1954, Hamburg: Rowohlt.

Miller, G. J. (1992). Managerial Dilemmas—The Political Economy of Hierarchy. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Miller, G. J. (2008). Solutions to principal-agent problems in firms. In M. Claude & M. S. Mary

(Eds.), Handbook of new institutional economics (pp. 349–370). Berlin: Springer.
Murray, H. A. (1938). Explorations in Personality. New York: Oxford University Press.

Myers, S. C., & Majluf, N. S. (1984). Corporate Financing and Investment Decisions—When

Firms Have Information that Investors Do Not Have. Journal of Financial Economics, 13,
187–221.

Nalebuff, B. J., & Stiglitz, J. E. (1983). Prizes and Incentives: Towards a General Theory of

Compensation and Competition. The Bell Journal of Economics, 14(1), 21–43.
Oreg, S. (2003). Resistance to Change: Developing an Individual Differences Measure. Journal of

Applied Psychology, 88(4), 680–693.
OWiG: Gesetz über Ordnungswidrigkeiten in der Fassung der Bekanntmachung vom 19. Februar

1987 (BGBl. | S. 602), das zuletzt durch Artikel 2 des Gesetzes vom 29. Juli 2009 (BGBl. |

S. 2353) geändert worden ist, Stand: Neugefasst durch Bek. v. 19.2.1987 | 602, zuletzt geändert

durch Art. 2 G v. 29.7.2009 | 2353.

Pandya, A. M., & Rao, N. V. (1998). Diversification and Firm Performance: An Empirical

Evaluation. Journal of Financial and Strategic Decisions, 11(2), 67–81.
Phelps, E. S. (2006). Macroeconomics for a modern economy, nobel prize lecture, December

8, 2006. In: K. Grandin (Eds.), Les Prix nobel. The nobel prizes 2006. Stockholm:

Nobel Foundation.

Pies, I., Hielscher, S., & Beckmann, M. (2009a). Betriebswirtschaftslehre und Unternehmensethik

– Ein ordonomischer Beitrag zum Kompetenzaufbau für Führungskräfte. DBW, 69, 317–332.
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Resistance to Institutional

and Organizational Change: An Individual

Perspective

Ruth Alas

1 Introduction

Although companies need change in order to survive in rapidly changing environ-

ment (Gordon et al. 2000), still two-thirds of companies did not improved their

performance after implementing organizational changes (Meaney and Pung 2008).

The critical antecedents of success of change are external organizational pressures

(Rafferty et al. 2013) and how employees react to these pressures: employees’

attitudes toward change (Miller et al. 1994), including resistance (Waddell and

Sohal 1998).

The research question is, how reactions to organisational change and resistance

to change differ during different stages of institutional development of country. In

order to answer this question, the authors conducted research in 254 Estonian

companies after first and second wave of organizational changes. The first wave

of changes took place before 2000, during the period of social transience and

reinstitutionalization. The second wave of change started from 2000 in the context

of more stable institutions.

This paper starts with a brief presentation of theories about employee reactions

to change, particularly resistance to change. After this theoretical framework, an

analysis of the research results in Estonian organizations will be given. Finally, the

author provides a model that relates the institutional stage, the type of change and

the reaction to change during societal transition.
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2 Theoretical Framework

2.1 Reactions to Organizational Changes

Organization is a complex system that produces outputs in the context of an

environment, an available set of resources, and a history (Nadler and Tushman

1989).

There are several classifications of types of change in the literature. Most

theorists divide change into two groups according to scope: change taking place

within the given system, and change aiming to change the system itself: evolution-

ary change and revolutionary change (Dirks et al. 1996). The author argues that in

order to describe the changes that have taken place in Estonian companies over the

last decades we need more than two types. Ackerman (1986) describes three types

of organizational change: (1) developmental change, (2) transitional change, and

(3) transformational change. Developmental change improves what already exists

through the improvement of skills, methods, or conditions. Transitional change

replaces current ways of doing things with something new over a controlled period

of time. Transformational change means the emergence of a new state, unknown

until it takes shape, out of the remains of the chaotic death of the old state.

No organization can institute change if its employees will not accept the change

and will not change themselves (Jick 1993). Change does not occur unless the

individual is motivated and ready to change (Schein 1986). At the same time,

according to previous research results, change will be resisted even when it is

necessary (Goodstein and Burke 1991). Therefore, in order to achieve lasting

change, managers need to identify resistance as an obstacle to be overcome, and

select a change strategy that will minimize or eliminate resistance (Armenakis and

Bedeian 1999).

Chawla and Kelloway (2004) have defined resistance to change as “an adherence

to any attitudes or behaviours that thwart organisational change goals”. Peccei

et al. (2011) view resistance to change as a form of organisational dissent that

individuals engage in when they find the change personally unpleasant or inconve-

nient. Herscovitch and Meyer (2002) see resistance as a general failure to comply

with explicit requirements for change. There are arguments, that people do not

resist change itself, but rather the expected effects connected with change (Dent and

Goldberg 1999).

The approach resistance to change has shifted. Early writings on the subject used

the term resistance to change in a manner that implied an irrational and often blind

opposition to what, on any other grounds, must be viewed as a desirable innovation.

Later work in this field has begun to identify the characteristics of individuals,

groups, and organizations that tend consistently to block, retard, or distort change

efforts (Miner 1978).

Isabella (1990) offers an alternative view: resistance can alternatively be viewed

as inherent elements of the cognitive transition occurring during the change. Self-
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interest, mistrust, or preference for the status quo may be concrete manifestations of

more subtle cognition: people simply question what the change will mean for them.

According to Senge (1997), people do not resist change they resist being

changed.

Reactions to change have been connected with individual traits and with char-

acteristics of organizations.

Certain types of individuals are particularly likely to resist change (Pitts 1976;

Scott 1973). These are people who rely heavily on their own personal experience in

making decisions, who assume that prior conditions will continue to prevail, who

take the view that there is always one best way of doing things, and who have little

general propensity for taking risks. They tend to be more anxious and worried about

their work and to lack confidence in themselves. They have the most to lose from

change and are most likely to resist it. But the loss may not be merely a material

one, or even a matter of decision-making authority. Resistance may stem from a

threat to basic assumptions, personal values, sources of security, and friendship

relationships (Miner 1978).

Changes in Estonian companies can be divided into two waves. The first wave

involved changes taking place before 2000, in an environment of social transience

and reinstitutionalization. The establishment of a free market economy in society

also caused transformational changes in organizations. Changes in the context of

more stable institutions form the second wave starting from year 2000.

The author hypothesizes, that fear among people and the need to unlearn old

habits was greater during the first wave of changes. This fear is caused from

uncertainty: people did not know how the future will look like, what is expected

from them and would they be able to manage in new environment.

3 Empirical Study

In 2001 and 2005, structured interviews about the implementation of organizational

changes were conducted with members of top management teams from Estonian

companies in 137 and 117 respectively. During the second round of interviews,

respondents had to concentrate on changes that took place after 2001, so the

changes described are different in these two surveys. The interview questions

were similar in both interviews. Content analysis was conducted on the basis of

theory for both rounds in order to evaluate the dynamics

The interview questions were similar in both interviews, although some ques-

tions were added in 2005.

In the following analysis, first the types of changes are analyzed and then the

author focuses on questions about employee’s reactions to changes. Also, what the

managers learned from changes is pointed out.

Content analysis was conducted on the basis of theory for both rounds in order to

evaluate the dynamics and to compare results from both rounds of interviews.
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3.1 Types of Changes

The first wave of changes took place in the 90s after the creation of an independent

Estonian republic and during social transience. The changes were triggered by the

changes in the system of government. The Estonian Republic separated from the

Soviet Union and the functions and tasks of state enterprises also changed. The

following were the main types of changes: changes initiated by state and changes

initiated by owners or managers of privatized companies. The main aim of the

changes initiated by the Estonian government was to implement European stan-

dards instead of the standards of the Soviet Union in state owned enterprises.

These changes were usually implemented in the following way, as for example,

in one state institute: “By a decision of government a work group was formed from

four persons. The group was headed by the director of the institute. The group

created statutes for enterprise and structure. After that, tasks were assigned to

departments and conversations took place with applicants to positions of heads of

these departments. Next the list of positions in each department was formed and

possible applicants to these positions were listed as well. Then the preparation of all

the necessary documents for the movement of people to the new structure followed.

It took 1.5 years to change the structure and the standards.” (interviewee 22)

The second reason for changes in state enterprises was the changing of clients:

instead of big state enterprises the clients started to be small private firms with

different needs. State orders were replaced by contracts with clients. Enterprises

had to learn to follow the financial situation and keep account of their funds. This

also changed the communication culture in state enterprises so they became more

business like. People’s main concern was how salaries will be calculated in the new

conditions. The institute had to calculate prices for the services it provided and also

salary scales. Principles and procedures for how to implement different tasks were

also worked out, and job descriptions were created for all positions.

Because the Russian market was almost closed to Estonian companies, compa-

nies had to seek new markets and to change their products to suit these markets. To

do this, companies also had to change from a rigid organization from the old Soviet

system to a more effective, flexible and contemporary organization in order to move

into the new markets in the European Union. Changes had to be made in order to

perceive jobs for employees. This type of change mainly took place in companies

that had already been privatized.

The second wave of changes already took place in the twenty-first century, after

the free market economy had developed in Estonia. These changes were most often

connected to changes in the market situation triggered by the entrance of new

competitors. “The aim of the systemized internal marketing strategy was to create a
corporate culture supporting the value of the new brand. The aim was to create the
image of the company as an attractive and desirable employer, increase satisfac-
tion and motivation among employees in relation to their employer, be transparent
about the company’s long-term prospects and strategic directions and supply the
necessary information on time. The major objective was to make the employees and
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agents of the company the executors of the company’s marketing function, the
so-called “brand delegates-representatives.” (interviewee 87)

The following example illustrates what was done in order to guarantee the

required quality: “An employee handbook was compiled, which outlined all the
procedures and relations between the work of different units and the quality of the
final service offered to the client. It emphasized the importance of every person in
the process.” (interviewee 43)

There were more changes initiated from below, triggered by difficulties in

performing tasks. In many cases difficulties were connected to the client service.

Compared to the first survey in 2001, when 90 % of the changes were transfor-

mational, the second survey showed that only 64 % of changes were of the deepest

variety in terms of scope––involving changes in strategy, mission, leadership style

or culture. Transformation of the system on state level caused the transformation of

the organizations as well.

3.2 Reactions to Change

Two extreme types of reactions from employees were most visible: some

employees totally agreed and welcomed these changes, and the other group worked

as much as possible against the changes. For example in 2005, there was a negative

reaction in 50 % of all changes. At the same time 45 % of respondents reported a

positive reaction: salaries increased, employees could visit the other countries

(during Soviet time travel was limited). During the first wave of change, people

often had to learn English as well as how to use new technology, and after such long

period of stagnation they were afraid that they might not manage to obtain these

new skills. The main difficulty was connected to salaries. For example: “The state

raised the minimum salary, but did not increase the salary fund for the institute”

(interviewee 22). It was expected that the work would be reorganized in a more

efficient way and less people would be needed. People started to see the changes in

a more positive way after seeing that their knowledge and skills were still needed

and their salary had been increased. The usual pattern was that initially employees

were against the changes and then later on, after getting more information about

how the changes influenced their salaries and jobs, they found the changes useful.

“Emotions were rather different within the company and the confused employees
had to go through periods of hesitation, questions and fear. Having seen the
positive direction of the changes, the feelings of the employees changed in the
direction of satisfaction.” (interviewee 51). This indicates emotional aspects of

change in the rational organized organization.

In some cases the pattern was quite the opposite: people expected changes and

were very optimistic and cooperative in the beginning. Later on, if the results did

not appear and the process started to drag out, they became more cynical and

pessimistic.
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The management style was often autocratic and because of this the need for the

changes was not explained to the employees.

A passive attitude toward work was common: people did only what was required

and because it was required, not because they found it beneficial; or they just stalled

for time when fulfilling tasks or postponed them.

The most common causes of resistance and difficulties in implementing change

in these two studies of Estonian companies are compared in Table 1.

Managers were asked about the reasons for resistance to change among

employees. Compared to 2001, fear of the unknown had increased significantly in

2005. This could be explained with people’ expectations: coming from stagnated

Soviet Union, people expected to make the changes and turn back to stable

unchanging life on better welfare level. What happened, was continuous change,

working overtime and with high intensity more than decade. Social security system

was very week. In this point fear was caused from questions: Does it ever end? Do

managers really know what is best for organization? How long would I be able to

perform on required level under this pressure? The inertia of thinking, which

dominated in 2001, remained at the same level. Also, employees more often

complained about changes being unclear, and they refused to do additional work

(for the same money). As soon as they got additional money for this work, the

resistance disappeared: “It was explained to every employee, how each employee

personally can benefit from this change.” (interviewee 102) It seems, that as bigger

the fear, the bigger the necessity of sensemaking (Weick 1995). In such situations

the idea lacks, where/at which point sensemaking could start.

The respondents were also asked about the most difficult issues during imple-

mentation of the change. The main difficulties were the same in both surveys. But in

2005, managers reported more difficulties with employees in respect to unlearning

than they had done before. Almost the same % found that employees did not realize

how necessary the changes were for the company. There were fewer difficulties

finding qualified personnel, and there were less difficulties merging different

cultures in 2005 because most of the organizations already had organizational

cultures suited to achieving the goals. There were no longer any stagnated, Soviet

type organizations. One typical example, which illustrates how to merge cultures

Table 1 Resistance to change and the most difficult issues during implementation of changes in

Estonian organizations

Causes of resistance to

change 2001 2005

The most difficult issues during

implementation of changes 2001 2005

Inertia in people’s

thinking

36 % 36 % Unlearning what they had done

before

32 % 49 %

Fear of the unknown 23 % 42 % Making employees aware of the

necessity of the changes

24 % 26 %

Unwillingness to do addi-

tional work

15 % 22 % Finding qualified personnel 14 % 11 %

Reaction to overly rapid

and unclear changes

9 % 26 % Merging different cultures 12 % 6 %
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more successfully: “During the merger there was a very big barrier between the
organizational cultures. In the month after the merger a lot of new employees were
hired who had no historical memory about the organizations prior to the merger.
This was a favorable factor to the unification because it was relatively easier for
these new employees to get used to the new culture. Some of the old employees were
unable to get used to the changes even after a couple of years.” (interviewee 14)

Employee readiness to change during the second wave was much higher,

because they already had some experience of how to implement changes “Before
this change employees had had to implement changes as well, and this got them
used to changes, and also they had experienced positive outcomes of those changes
for their organization.” (interviewee 106)

3.3 Learning Experience

The managers were also asked what they would do differently in the future. In 2005,

more managers realized the need to behave differently. In 2005, 53 % of managers

recognized the need for more explanation, in order to make sensemaking possible.

30 % of respondents found a more careful, step-by step approach to planning

change necessary. In 2001, figures for both of these were 22 %. “We understood
that the success of the implementation process was mainly dependent on the middle
managers and on how well they could explain the need for the changes to their
employees.” (interviewee 35).

Although during both surveys managers recognized the need to already involve

employees in the earlier stages of planning change, at the same time there are some

specific features of employee involvement in post socialist countries: before asking

employees the manager should present his or her own viewpoint to the employees,

otherwise the employees will think the manager incompetent.

The following text from an interview summarizes the lessons learnt, “More
people should be involved in the process of discussion at the beginning stage, and
this would make it relatively easier to introduce changes later. The processes
should be described and mapped immediately. This would make it possible to
approach the changes rather more process centered than function centered. The
relationship between core and support services should be described. The company
should try to preserve a positive internal climate and create a belief in the
employees as part of the results. It is essential that people learn and develop
through the changes, and that I talk more to my subordinates, ask for solutions to
problems and give them more freedom in their activities. It is necessary to talk to
the employees more at different levels in order to avoid the spreading of news in the
form of gossip and the probable resulting confusion.” (interviewee 52)

To mobilize employees and to achieve employee involvement, managers real-

ized that, “it was necessary to work out a way to sell the new vision to our
employees, and then look further together about how to take this to the clients.”
(interviewee 79)
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In some cases, internal marketing was used: “The company decided to value its
employees and sales agents as the most invaluable clients (internal clients). Such a
novel approach appeared a positive surprise to the employees.”

Different mobilizing activities were created: “The employees were given an
example, on the basis of media supplied facts about the activities of competitors,
to illustrate how their changes had helped in the improvement of service quality and
thereby increased their competitiveness” (interviewee 23)

4 Discussions and Conclusions

According to Probst and Raisch (2005) organizational change efforts are often so

poorly managed that they precipitate organizational crises. To generalize, the

changes in post-soviet organizations have been deeper than those typical of a

market economy because the new economic order is based on different attitudes

and values and attempts to shift the organizational culture toward the new values or

beliefs, and this has been considered one of greatest challenges (Bluedon 2000).

There were two waves of organizational change in Estonian companies: first,

changes taking place before 2000, during the period of social transience and

reinstitutionalization. The second wave of change started from 2000 in the context

of more stable institutions. The author hypothesized that fear among employees and

the need to unlearn old habits was greater during the first wave of changes when

people did not know what to expect.

Two rounds of interviews were conducted in 2001 and 2005 in a country in

transition, and these indicated differences in the character of change, and people’s

reactions to changes until 2000 (first wave of changes) and since 2000 (second

round of changes).

The hypothesis did not find support: during the second wave of change fear of

the unknown and the need to unlearn what they had done before were even greater.

The following is a discussion of the reasons for these unexpected results.

After leaving the centrally planned Soviet Union and losing the Soviet market,

Estonian companies had to reorient to the European market. In order to be able to

compete in a tight Western market instead of the empty Soviet market, Estonian

companies had to introduce Western standards (instead of the standards of the

Soviet State) and increase efficiency. In the Soviet period, the state was responsible

for guaranteeing work for everyone. Enterprises were internally overstaffed and

passive, work places were over-secured and attitudes to work were far from ideal

(Liuhto 1999: 16).

The management style in the totalitarian society was autocratic and trained

employees to fulfill the managers’ directives without question. People were not

involved in decision-making. In the beginning, only a few people could imagine

how companies should work in a market economy, and everyone listened to those

who had at least attended one short training course about market mechanisms. So,
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in the beginning it was not hard to take orders and behave accordingly, a feeling of a

big unsecure helped against fear.

This made the first wave of changes especially hard for the employees: on the

one hand, most people just wanted a better life with no shortages of food and basic

necessities in the shops. People had heard positive stories about life in the Estonian

Republic in the first half of the twentieth century and expected to enjoy a similar life

again. On the other hand, people had to learn new skills and no one was responsible

for providing them with jobs. There was very little security. As Senge (1997) has

mentioned, human beings are more complex than we often assume. They both fear

and seek change. People don’t resist change. They resist being changed. Everyone

had his own expectations based on information from Finnish TV or from relatives

abroad. But they actually did not know, how the reality would look like. They

hoped to reach welfare level sooner and with smaller effort. People start to doubt in

ability of their managers to manage these changes.

The policy of the Estonian government at the beginning of 1990s was very

straight: no single company was saved with the help of state subsidiaries. Whoever

failed to compete in the free market conditions fell into bankruptcy. This taught

people that they must change or perish. This also caused fear among those from

poor, but relatively safe conditions. It forced people to change; there was no other

option.

The increasing fear might indicate that people thought: if we establish our own

state then after that we will have a secure life without shortages. The reality was

quite different: competition became harder and more intense, entering the European

Union created new demands and people started to grow tired.

During the second wave of change, at the beginning of twenty-first century, the

resistance to rapid and unclear changes increased. Now those who were still

employed already had the necessary knowledge about how companies in a free

market economy should function, and they expected to be involved or at least

informed beforehand about the further changes. People were not so excited any

more, and they needed time to express their feelings and understand where they

stood in the context of the proposed change (Jaffe et al. 1994). They knew about

price formation and knew the real value of their work, and also had some idea about

the profits owners could take from their companies. So, people were reluctant to do

additional work without additional pay. Generally speaking, people started to get

tired of all the changes. At the beginning, people thought that they would change

things and then have a high level of welfare for the rest of their lives. They did not

expect to be in a permanent state of change for decades. In addition, not all

expectations were fulfilled: social differences started to increase rapidly. Also the

experience from past change project comes up, it structures the new situation of

change: we already tried something, we expected to improve situation, but it did not

work. This causes fear: May be it would not work this time as well?

During the first wave of changes, it was easier to understand that new skills

needed to be learnt, and the attitudes and behaviors of Western people were

different. For Estonian people, the first wave of change meant unlearning: people

were expected to abandon their old ways of doing things.
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During the second wave, in the twenty-first century, unlearning started to be

even more difficult. People did not know that there are different stages of growth in

a market economy that depend on the level of competition. The term ‘life long

learning’ started to take on meaning for them. As most companies already had to

change, mergers were no longer so difficult, and it became easier to find qualified

people, especially those with a management education––this was particularly

lacking during the first wave of changes.

Research indicates that the earlier experiences with change had had a significant

impact on people’s reactions, and this impact was twofold. The previous organiza-

tional experience of the members of the organization equally enabled or hindered

the ‘learning process’. This is consistent with the writings of Salaman and Butler

(1999), which states that resistance may be the outcome of as well as the barrier to
learning. On the one hand, people knew how to learn and that they were capable of

learning. On the other hand, they realized that the differences between the material

wealth of the owners and CEO’s on the one hand and the employees at lower levels

of the organization on the other hand were increasing.

The relationship between people’s expectations and the institutional environ-

ments is illustrated in Fig. 1.

The middle part of the Figure (with single-line arrows) helps to explain reactions

to changes in organizations during both waves of change. The double-line arrows

indicate what happened in the organizations––what people actually got. In the case

of Estonia people did not get the stability they expected to get after changes were

complete. This corresponds with Weisbord’s (1988) extension of Lewin’s (1989)

classic three-step model of organizational change. He pointed out that modern

organizations are dynamic and rarely in a steady state as if frozen. This has become

a reality in Estonian organizations. It could be even said that a new type of

organizational change evolved: changes which are endless, almost cyclical revolu-

tionary changes. These changes challenge the existing structure and rebuild as new

ones. The author has called it continuous revolutionary change. What does it mean

for resistance? Will resistance change, or will resistance disappear and instead

resistance fear comes up? It depends on several individual factors, organisational

and state level developments. But one is sure: there will always be resistance and

there will always be the need for sensemaking, only the form of resistance would

change.

To summarise this topic, reactions to change depend not only on previous

changes, but also on the previous institutional stage. In Estonia, the long period

of stagnation during the Soviet regime created the expectation of radical change. It

brought about deinstitutionalization and reinstitutionalization, which together cre-

ated an environment of social transience. Expectations were high and the changes

demanded a lot of energy. This resulted in tiredness and a desire for stability, but

instead the changes continued in the form of continuous revolutionary change. This

was rather demanding and created a lot of fear and resistance. The success of

companies depends on people, and people usually have more skills and abilities

than are being utilized by their organizations. If organizations want more from their

people, the managers should deal more with emotions, help their employees to
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make sense from ongoing activities and also consider the institutional environment

and its’ impact on the employees’ attitudes toward change. There are significant

differences in the attitudes toward society, organisations and work and also in work

related values, held by people in countries with different levels of institutional

development (Alas and Rees 2006). Also, people have different ways for forming

their attitudes concerning changes in organisations depending on institutional

stages when they started their careers: The aspects of organisational culture have

a different impact on the formation of attitudes toward change depending on the

level of institutional development (Alas and Vadi 2006). People that started their

careers during the stagnation in the Soviet Union, when both, formal and informal

institutional systems were stable, developed attitudes toward changes relying on

relationship orientation of organisational culture. People who began their working

life during the subsequent transition period differ from others according to the way

they form their attitudes toward change because their attitudes toward the benefits

of change cannot be predicted by relationship-orientation of organisational culture.

Only task-orientation of organisational culture predicts a belief in the benefits of

change in this group, which started work during a period of rapid deinstitutiona-

lisation (ibid).

To conclude, resistance has to be understood as a part of the human being

perspective. According to this study resistance could be viewed as an emotion, as

the dark side or the unseen aspect of organizations.

Stable 
institutions

Social 
transience:

Deinstitutionali
zation and 

Reinstitutionali
zationStagnation

Transformations changes 
in organizations

Continuous 
revolutionary change in 

organizations

People seek and fear 
changes

People seek stability

Fig. 1 The model of relationships between people’s expectations and the institutional environ-

ments during organizational of changes. Own Source
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Organisational Change and Workplace

Stress in Teaching and Learning Settings:

Case Study Evidence from a Public Sector

University in the UK

Kate E. Rowlands and Christopher J. Rees

1 Introduction

In recent years, the UK public sector Higher Education sector has experienced an

unprecedented rate of change as a result of factors such as globalisation, the

influence of the national and global economic recession, the impact of technology

including social media, population demographics, and the direction of political

strategy at both national and European Union levels (Kossek et al. 2003). More

specifically, the decision of the national government to increase student fees for

undergraduate degree programmes has, in part, created a culture in which value for

money, quality of service and accountability of academics are increasingly seen as

important within the sector (Hemsley-Brown 2011). Market forces and competitive

advantage are now firmly embedded across the Higher Education sector; as Cribb

and Gewirtz, (2013: 342) state: Universities are keenly aware of the need to
compete in the international marketplace for students, private sector investment,
prestigious international links and not least their position in various highly
publicised university league tables. This increasing emphasis on the efficiency

and effectiveness of the Higher Education sector has led to greater pressures

being placed on employees in relation to issues such as job security, job design,

working hours and new ways of working. When reporting the results of a survey

exploring psychosocial hazards in UK universities, Kinman and Court (2010: 424)

state that:

To remain competitive, it is vital for organisations to adapt to the changing demands and

circumstances of the marketplace and the environment. Such changes often alter not only

individual jobs but also the structure and function of organisations themselves. Addition-

ally, it is the management of such changes and the impact of these on the stress thresholds

of individuals that is clearly worthy of further examination.
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In essence, in order to remain a competitive force within the market place there

have been strategic and reactive changes in the operation of universities in the UK;

these changes have driven a vivid shift in the core values of the sector. As far as the

individual is concerned these experiences of change can lead to a sense of power-

lessness, loss of control and can spiral to form a cumulative of pressure. Left

unmanaged, this can lead to catastrophic results for the organisation and ultimately

for employees; as individuals have their core beliefs threatened, their basic abilities

to cope are eroded and they become susceptible to workplace stress (Diefenbach

2007). In the next section of the chapter, we consider further the nature of work-

place stress and its implications for both organisations and individuals.

2 Nature, Source and Symptoms of Workplace Stress

Workplace stress is a psychological condition induced by internal conditions which

release or restrict certain chemicals in the brain, (Seyle 1976). It affects an indi-

vidual’s behaviour and is mainly concerned with an individual’s responses or

symptoms and the causes of that stress otherwise known as stressors (Seyle

1976). The interaction between these two sets of variables can be difficult to

identify and manage in the workplace (McHugh 1997). Stress can be extremely

costly for the organisation, (Arnold et al. 1995) not just in terms of financial

implications but also viz-a-viz long term issues such as worker absenteeism, low

morale and poor productivity (Arroba and James 1990; Halkos and Bousinakis

2010). Workplace stress affects the individual in various overlapping ways. For

example, stress exerts physiological effects which can range from insomnia and

panic attacks to heart disease and strokes (Murphy 1995). Similarly, both cognitive

and behavioural functioning can be impaired by workplace stress leading to symp-

toms such as poor decision-making and absenteeism. Yet, while the possible effects

of stress are diverse so too are the potential sources of stress (Rees and Redfern

2000); there are a countless number of sources which can potentially lead to

workplace stress.

In a helpful contribution, Robbins (2005) identifies three main source categories

of workplace stress, that is, environmental, organisational and individual. The first

of these categories is often associated with uncertainty in relation to for example,

factors economic, technological and political factors. These factors often are out of

the hands of the individual. The second source category of workplace stress is

associated with the various demands placed upon the individual. These demands

may be related directly to the tasks of the work but also to factors such as role

ambiguity, policies, rules, group norms and leadership styles (Fletcher 1991). These

organisational demands place pressure on the individual and, at the point where the

individual cannot manage this pressure, the result is workplace stress. The third

source category, that is, involving individual differences concerns factors associ-

ated with, for example, family and personal issues and even personality variables

which influence an individuals’ ability to handle pressure in the workplace.
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It is within the scope of this chapter to highlight that the current economic

climate in the UK has created certain pressures which can be associated with

workplace stress. That is, ambiguous change management practices such as

increased working targets, restructuring of hierarchies, threats of job loss, shifts

in balance of power and general upheaval within the workplace, have all been

linked to elevated stress levels among employees (Matteson and Ivancevich 1987).

The next section of the chapter extends this discussion by considering further the

relationship between change management practices and workplace stress.

3 Change Management Practices

Despite the relationship between change management practices and levels of

workplace stress, the complexity of the field of change management hinders

straightforward approaches to identifying and resolving stress-related issues during

change management processes (Walker et al. 2007). For example, it is highlighted

that the introduction of organisational change involves subjective decision-making

processes which may lead to either acceptance of the proposed organisational

change or indeed wide scale resistance to it. As Hassard (1991) states, change is a

‘systematic process incorporating systems of interpretation and meaning’. This
perspective suggests that the focus of the change process is highlighted through the

‘social exchange’ between the individuals involved and that communication, dis-

cussion and dialogue is imperative to the embedding of the change process. Such a

viewpoint is echoed by Hammond (1996) who states that change management

practice is founded on building trust, developing relationships and approaching

concerns as one unit through ‘appreciative inquiry’. Here, we note the contention of
Rees (2008) in which he argues that there is not even a universally accepted

definition of change. Similarly, Dunphy and Stace (1993) note, that there is such

a diversity of approaches to change management that it is difficult to suggest a best

method approach for change management practice even putting aside situations

where change processes are adopted by the management team to promote or protect

the status of their own position or department (Edgley-Pyshorn and Huisman 2011;

Rees and Johari 2010).

Nevertheless, despite the complex relationship between organisational change

practices and workplace stress, literature on both change management and work-

place stress literature emphasises the centrality of leadership to individual and

organisational outcomes in these areas. Thus, one of the key influences on the

success of organisational change interventions is associated with the behaviour of

leaders within organisations (Collins and Rainwater 2005). When seeking to exer-

cise their power and authority, leaders at the centre of change management initia-

tives are challenged by both external and internal pressures which can determine

the outcomes of the change process. Thomson (1992) identified a number of these

pressures which have traditionally affected managers in the public sector including:

greater focus on the managerial approach and role of the manager within the

Organisational Change and Workplace Stress in Teaching and Learning Settings. . . 169



organisation; adjustment to new systems and processes; new frameworks; new

relationships; new frameworks of remuneration; contraction of workforces and

subsequently organisational restructuring; increasing customer focus; emphasis

on the quality of service provision; and explicit management of change and

organisational culture shift. As a result of such pressures, the requirement and

challenge for managers within public sector organisations to achieve the translation

of change effectively is significant (Brown et al. 2003; Conaty 2012; Leitch and

Davenport 2002). However, that said, it is often the case that the existence and

origins of such pressures are not effectively communicated to individuals within the

workplace and, as a result, the experience of change management can create chaos

and uncertainty in the daily lives of those affected by change interventions. Ackoff

(1993) notes that managers seldom understand ‘what constitutes the problem,

let alone what changes are required’ and changes made under such leadership

present the distinguishing features of an ‘organisational mess’ (c.f. Senior and

Swailes 2010: 315). This can lead to the sense of powerlessness for the individual

(McHugh 1997) and also resentment as a foundation of the understanding and the

need for the change is not expressed clearly leaving individuals unclear of how to

approach the changes being made and ultimately this can result in the development

of stress.

On the basis of the preceding discussion, it is evident that issues such as power,

status, and resistance are often central considerations during change management

interventions as a result of both the overt and covert behaviour of those involved. It

is for this reason that in this study, the decision was to taken to examine, in a UK

Higher Education change management setting, the extent to which managers were

proactive when introducing and leading change processes with the aim of reducing

and limiting the upheaval associated with change. We sought to identify evidence to

indicate whether these managers who were responsible for organisational change

were aware of the potential threats of stress not only on an individual basis but also

as a long-term issue for the sustained health of the organisation. It is also evident

throughout this discussion that the implications of the management of change can

be extremely costly in terms of the individual, the organisation and the long-term

effects due to the complexities of its nature. The issues raised here form the

foundation and promote the need to consider such an organisational problem. The

case study presented below examines the nature and implications of the manage-

ment of the change process in relation to the stressful effects on individuals within

the organisation.

In summary, in order to advance this discussion, a case study methodology was

designed to examine links between change interventions and symptoms of stress at

the individual level. The methodology is presented below along with an

anonymised description of the case study organisation.
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4 Methodology

4.1 Background to the Case Study Organisation

The organisation which forms the basis of the case study is a publicly funded

Higher Education institution located in England. Neither author is affiliated to this

organisation. The organisation has a relatively long history of delivering under-

graduate and postgraduate education to both local and international students.

Although receiving public funds, the organisation (hereafter referred to as Organi-

sation A) operates on a mainly autonomous basis in a manner which is fairly typical

of Higher Education institutions in England. Organisation A is managed by an

Executive Board consisting of senior employees drawn from academic Faculties,

research institutes, and administrative functions. In relation to organisational struc-

ture, the Faculties are divided into discipline-based academic Schools. In terms of

size, Organisation A employs approximately 3,000 staff and has approximately

25,000 students registered on its full-time and part-time programmes. According to

its mission statement, Organisation A is actively seeking to be renowned for its

quality of provision and engagement in research, teaching, and innovation. Orga-

nisation A is also facing increased competition in the light of the current economic

climate and also as students demand more for the substantial fees associated with

both undergraduate and postgraduate degree programmes. As a result, the process

of transition has been to define the institutional mission statement and become

clearer about the performance objectives throughout the organisation including

diversification into other areas to gain competitive advantage.

Funding for the organisation is provided in a number of ways such as directly

from government and student fees. That said, Organisation A is required to work

within a specific budgetary framework and the impact of the economic recession

has been detrimental to income. In recent years, this has led Organisation A to make

various cutbacks which have involved, for example, placing restrictions on pay

increases, undertaking job re-evaluations, vacancy freezes, and the implementation

of redundancy programmes. The recent implementation of a formal restructuring

exercise has created excessive tension throughout the organisation as staff have

been exposed to a less traditional approach to career development; opportunities for

staff to develop have been dramatically reduced as the need to maintain current

roles becomes of paramount importance to many of them. In essence, through the

attempts to develop a model approach to academia, many job roles have been

redefined at the detriment of reduced status and responsibility.
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4.2 Data Collection

The authors conducted a series of interviews, (N¼ 25) in one of the largest Schools

in Organisation A. An interview based method was adopted to ascertain the views

of members of staff within the school about the following three questions:

• What issues were raised throughout the change initiative which caused individ-

uals concern in their place of work and which may be regarded as stressful?

• What aspects of work may be understood as demanding by the staff in the light

of recent transitional arrangements regarding their roles?

• How effective was the level of support offered throughout the period of change?

The collection of data was accessed through a number of confidential interviews

which were based around the three questions raised here and followed by further

probing questions. It was also critical to the study to ascertain the individual’s

perception of why the changes had taken place, the timings of such changes and the

effects of such on their own job roles within the organisation. The interviews were

carried out by the lead author over a period of 6 months. Secondary data gathered

from internal documents and policy statements were used to supplement the

interview data. Thus, the interviews were aimed to add breadth to information

gathered from secondary data and institutional documents. One such document,

entitled the ‘Registrar’s Review’, pointed to factors such as ‘non-compliance of

staff with University procedures’, ‘poor internal communications’, ‘lack of colle-

giality’, ‘lack of vision or strategy’, and ‘intransigent staff who should be made the

subject of individual interviews and warnings’ Comments of this nature provided

further justification of the authors’ decision to seek opinions about the nature of the

change interventions associated with these types of behaviours.

The School in question specialises in the provision of business and management

research and education. The school offers a range of Business and Management

programmes at undergraduate, pre-Masters and postgraduate taught and research

degrees including PhDs. Elements of the School had already experienced a range of

change interventions between 1988 and 2008 including various rebranding exer-

cises which had resulted in changes to its name. Thus, the School has existed under

various names such as Management School; School of Business Studies; Graduate

School of Management; School of Business and Finance; Business School. Cur-

rently the School has over 3,000 students who participate through five admissions

periods through the academic year. There is equal emphasis placed on the three key

areas within the unit identified as teaching, research and academic enterprise

acknowledged through the National Student Survey and Research Assessment

Exercise. The school currently operates with approximately 250 staff mostly

comprising of academics and support staff. The majority of School staff are

concentrated at an operational level whilst the major decision-making is

centralised.
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4.3 The Participants

A total of N¼ 25 interviews were carried out with academics. The age range of the

interviewees was from 31 years to 68 years old. 82% of the respondents were male.

All of the interviewees but one were employed on a full-time basis.

The main findings of the study are presented below. Due to restrictions on the

length of this chapter, the number of verbatim interview quotes has been kept to a

minimum; rather, the focus has been placed upon identifying the emergent themes

arising from the interview data.

5 Findings

5.1 Interviews with Academics

The interviews with the 25 academics produced some relatively diverse results in

terms of the range of opinions expressed. These main differences tended to be

focused upon the interviewees’ assessments of how they had personally been

affected by the change interventions at the School level. For example, there was a

general consensus that the change interventions had raised levels of workplace

stress in the School; however, when asked directly, only a minority of the inter-

viewees acknowledged that they themselves were experiencing high levels of

stress. Interestingly, the vast majority of the interviewees stated that they thought

that many of their immediate colleagues were suffering from stress because of the

changes to work-based practices that had been introduced over recent years.

Notably, there was unanimity that the role of the academic had changed consid-

erably since the changes had begun in the last 4 years. It was generally recognised

that workloads of the academics had dramatically increased over the 4 year period

and more alarmingly that the complexity and demands of work had also been

imposed throughout the change period. The additional demands placed on the

existing academics were exacerbated by the concern that, as the restructuring of

the roles began, numerous colleagues left to find other work and were not replaced

leaving a number of issues for those left at the institution. Such issues were probed

further to demonstrate that academics felt undervalued, demoralised and this led to

further workload demands being forced onto the individuals which was perceived

as surpassing their coping mechanisms. The findings which were based under the

three headings discussed earlier led to five major concerns from academic staff

which will be discussed below. These issues were those cited most often throughout

the interviews that took place within the study.
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5.2 Academic Concerns

The reduction in staff numbers was the most frequently discussed issue among the

interviewees. However, it appeared from the interviews that the overall reduction

was not a concern in itself but moreover the impact of such a reduction on the

remaining staff within the school. Staff perceived that the recent restructuring

exercise to enhance the school operating model and increase competition to become

an upper quartile institution had left staff vulnerable and under unnecessary

pressure to produce more with less time and support from colleagues to do

so. Nevertheless, there also appears to be a difference of opinion between staff

and management about why this transformation of the staffing structure is neces-

sary. For example, in one review document, the Registrar stated:

The Redundancy Announcement: it is ‘. . .a seriously underperforming School. . . there is a
need for a restructuring of the School . . .to improve the overall efficiency and effectiveness

of the University

The threat of job loss was a major concern to the interviewees as the organisa-

tion had consistently, over the previous 4 years, required Schools to analyse their

staffing structures with the ultimate aim of reducing staff numbers. In all cases,

every member of academic staff was identified by discipline and placed into pools;

line managers were then given a specific target for each pool in terms of numbers of

employees to be retained. In order to reduce staff numbers where required, certain

employees were given the option of redeployment within the University or volun-

tary severance, or the opportunity to leave and work elsewhere in the University. In

numerous cases, staff were invited to reapply for their own positions against a

selection criteria. In the case of this particular School many of the pools collapsed

and the selection process was not adopted because many academics, seeing that

their jobs were vulnerable, left to take up position in other universities. Given the

academic background of some of the interviewees, it is noteworthy that several of

them talked about the breaking of the psychological contract between their

employer and the staff during this process of reducing staff numbers.

The pressure to complete task was also high on the academics’ agenda. Here

there appeared to be a conflict between job responsibility and job necessity. The

interviewees discussed the need to be balanced and engage within teaching,

research and academic enterprise as characterised by the institution’s mission

statement. However, they considered themselves to be torn as teaching workload

had increased from two semesters to three semesters; workload points for teaching a

module were now based around team teaching so academics were required to teach

across more modules and as a result the preparation of teaching material increased

alongside time in front of a class. In parallel, the expectation to engage in quality

research and produce journals of 3* and 4* ranking was running concurrently with

the increased teaching workload; many of the interviewees saw this demand as

unattainable.

The time to manage work pressures was also raised as a serious issue during the
interviews. Many of the interviewees stated that, due to the increases in workload
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noted above, there was little time left to participate in conferences, to undertake

external examiner responsibilities and to prepare and write literature. Previously,

academics would teach, mark and prepare teaching material between September

and June each year. The months of July and August were left to supervise disser-

tation students, engage in other key scholarly activity and to take annual leave. The

majority of the academics interviewed felt that this flexible time during July and

August had been forcibly removed from them and yet the expectations of an

academic within the school were greater than ever. In fact, all of the interviewees

commented on this change to working practices and recognised that this had led to

increased worry and anxiety within the workplace.

Another issue expressed within the interviews demonstrated that academics

were increasingly concerned about the lack of support resources available to

them. The interviewees highlighted that as a result of the dynamic introduction of

the change process, work such as administrative tasks, invigilation duties, timetable

planning and moderation of marking assessments had suffered mainly due to time

constraints. The interviewees, as a group, highlighted the expectation that individ-

uals would do more with less support from administrative staff who had also been

reduced in numbers. For example, as a result of the loss of administration staff on

the help desk, academics were increasingly being called upon to manage student

queries both face to face and through email. As an indication, two of the examples

provided by interviewees included cases of students arranging appointments to ask

‘How do I get to Off-Campus Building X’ and ‘Can you explain how often I need to
come into to University to pass the course?’ Academics perceived that such aspects

of their work were excessively demanding and that their psychological wellbeing

had been influenced as a result. Another issue which seemed to drive some of these

concerns was the lack of communication from the management to individuals

which left academics feeling a sense of loss of control and powerless to guide

their own direction.

In addition to the commentary above, it is imperative to also raise the issue of

how the change intervention was perceived at a management level within Organi-

zation A. Interestingly, a number of the interviewees commented on stressful

effects which had their origins in an awareness of the negative perceptions that

senior managers had about the School. A further quote from the Registrar’s Review

of the School does help to provide some understanding of the interviewees’ position

as well as offering further depth to an already acidic debate:

“Many staff believe that major organisational changes they have experienced over last six

years were ill-conceived and poorly implemented. But this review group was not charged

with re-examining historical decisions. . . It would be quite wrong to offer an apology for

anything. . . It is the review group’s view that prime responsibility for the failings lie within

the School. . .” (Registrar’s review report)
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6 Conclusion

This chapter has drawn attention to various factors which have driven

organisational change processes in the public sector Higher Education sector in

the UK. Further, it was identified that the aims of these change processes are often

driven by the desire for competiveness, efficiency and effectiveness of the organi-

sations in question. As such, one of the conclusions drawn at an early stage of this

study was that the introduction of market-based reforms in the UK public sector

has, in some ways, minimised the extent of any differences that may have tradi-

tionally existed in relation to the sources of workplace stress in public sector and

private sector organisations. One of the implications of this finding is that, with

certain caveats in place, it is not unreasonable to draw inferences and findings from

research into workplace stress in private sector organisations and transfer them to

public sector organisations, and vice versa. This may potentially apply even in cases

where studies involve fairly specialised settings such as college libraries (Farler and

Broady-Preston 2012).

This study sought to explore links between change management practices and

workplace stress. It was clear from the mission statement of the case study organi-

sation that individuals working within the institution were expected play a huge part

in the success of the bid to become an upper quartile academic establishment in the

UK and to establish an international reputation. Yet, in order to adjust to such

systems of change, a carefully and well planned approach to the transformation

process was needed to ensure that academics were placed in the position where they

could effectively adjust to the increased pressures which accompany major change.

After drawing upon the views of the academics within this organisation, we

conclude that the methods adopted to introduce change within the institution,

coupled with changes in the national context, did lead to elevated levels of

workplace stress among the academic staff. According to the interviewees, this

period of transformation was typified by increased workloads, additional responsi-

bilities and an expectation to deliver more in an efficient and cost effective manner.

Thus, although the literature review highlighted that the national economic climate

in the UK was demanding such rationalisation of public sector organisations, it is

evident through this study of a Higher Education organisation that this process of

transformation was exerting a negative impact on the individuals at the heart of the

change process. For example, it is notable that workloads had increased as a result

of the change process and staff turnover; yet it was not evident that staff had been

supported with additional resources to deal with the additional pressures. This in a

sense is contradictory of the overall aim of the transformation process; individuals

who were expected to produce more were unable to do so as the demands placed

upon them were outweighing their ability to cope.

In the light of the preceding paragraph, we also draw attention to the fact that the

majority of interviewees did not acknowledge that they were suffering from

workplace stress, yet the vast majority of them stated that many of their immediate

colleagues were experiencing workplace stress. The conclusion we draw is that
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there does appear, in this setting, to be projective-type defence mechanisms at play.

It is hypothesised that the interviewees were unwilling to acknowledge their own

elevated levels of stress as this may have been seen as weakness in relation to an

inability to cope. This finding merits further investigation as it raises the possibility

that attribution approaches to research in this area, where respondents are asked

about how others are coping in the workplace, may produce more valid findings

than asking respondents directly whether they are experiencing workplace stress

themselves.

The interview data also reveal that the provision of gaining and cascading

information through dialogue, although considered a valuable tool in any change

intervention, is not in itself enough to ensure that individuals become empowered

and motivated through the process. The findings of this study emphasise the

necessity of focusing time on the individuals who are core in the change process

to ensure that they have the skills required to cope with the new pressures of change

but also to enable them to gain confidence throughout this training period; this is a

vital activity both for the self-esteem of these individuals and to address underlying

stressors. However, this focus can only be developed if the plan is clear from the

outset and if it is acceptable to the workforce in question. Thus, the final and

perhaps paradoxical conclusion drawn from this study is that clearly formulated

plans for organisational change may in themselves be a source of dispute and stress

when communicated to a workforce.
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Organizational Development

in an International Context: A Story

of Planned Change and Attempt to Induce

High Involvement

Torben Andersen

1 Introduction

The present study has it’s point of departure several years ago, when an

HR-manager approached me and asked if I was interested in one of his old

workbooks, a bookbinder, describing and illustrating the operations of a senior

HR-person in a change management project in China. He was about to retire and

wanted his work to be of use by somebody rather than just throwing it out. In my

ignorance I accepted and thought not more of this—and unfortunately placed the

bookbinder on a bookshelf in my office. About two and half a year later—in a

search for another book—I noticed the bookbinder on the shelf, and browsing

quickly through it, I soon realized that this was a very rich description of how

international change management was carried out in practice, seen through an

experienced HR-persons spectacles. This is the kind of knowledge we extremely

seldom see as researchers—it was very thoroughly collected and methodologically

described by the old engineer and organized in an easy to overview way, kind of

like a project plan. The present chapter is an account on how this HR-consultant

worked with organizational development (OD) in new and foreign context—China,

PRC, about 15 year ago in the late 1990s and early 2000s, where changes were

frequent and large. The company in question was one of the largest Danish

production companies, and in an international comparison a medium sized indus-

trial player.
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2 DanCorp Group

DanCorp (our pseudonym) is a relatively old company founded back in the 1930s,

and it has through the last 80 years gone through the classical phases of growth and

development via several mergers and buy ups. Today it covers +20,000 employees,

has production facilities placed in more than 50 countries and even more sales

offices. The DanCorp Group has after the break through of the World financial

crisis in the autumn 2008 regained momentum very fast—net sales were positive

already back on high level in 2010—and it is more than DKK 30,000 m and

operating profit DKK 3,25 m in 2012.

DanCorp’s culture is characterized by strong technician and engineering values,

due to the fact that it has developed and sold products (recently solutions) within

industrial controls for several decades. In many respects the management group

(from the high level family members to lower middle managers) has been person-

ified by a classical Danish production culture, where a Scandinavian (Grenness

2003; Schramm-Nielsen et al. 2004 and Stensaker et al. 2008) and Nordic manage-

ment style (Brodbeck et al. 2000 and Smith et al. 2003) has dominated: Long-term

active ownership, involving many stakeholder groups (including shareholders)

even in highly internal decisions, and a steady growth through time (see also Styhre

2002). Based on a high degree of decentralization of responsibility, an engaged and

responsible acting group of employees has characterized the company, i.e. a rela-

tively high creativity and innovation potential exists. In other words the basic

assumption is, that individual can make a difference and management prefer, and

expect, continuous input from employees on process and output.

Management practices in DanCorp have included an early entry into self-

managed teams, pay level has been medium high and more recently contingent

on organizational performance, and a rather extensive training effort has been the

norm. Highly skilled workers, technicians and engineers have been the stable,

growing workforce of DanCorp. Finally the corporate values have been emphasiz-

ing low status distinctions and barriers, to some extent sharing of financial and

performance information and not least a very high social indignation. Long before

the emergence of CSR, the family owners of DanCorp practiced a well-known

local-social responsible conduct. This has in recent years been succeeded by a

broader sustainability approach. It is in other words a company where space for the

individual should be present, and where the right values characterizing individual.

Looking at global market conditions and trends, DanCorp has increasingly

positioned itself in growth markets and regions emphasizing more recent green

values, rather than the classical growth aspirations characterizing large MNCs

before the financial crisis. Company focus and values includes the following:

• Sustained stronger focus on energy-efficient and socially sustainable solutions

• Fair and equal access to markets

• Competition from China and India, in particular

• Global economic growth
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• Principal key markets are the USA, Germany, China, Russia, Brazil and India

(BRIC countries)

• The most important business areas are new construction, renovation, raw mate-

rials extraction and processing, production of consumer durables and retail trade

• Customer relations and reputation, including DanCorp’s ability to maintain and

build long-term trustful partnerships with customers and other key business

partners

• Competitive strength and innovation, including the ability to support customers

by providing efficient solutions, attractive cost levels and high product quality

• Financial sustainability, including the Group’s ability to continuously reduce

debt and fund new growth.

Finally a major restructuring has taken place in DanCorp on top of the financial

crisis, where focus now is on Climate & Energy seen in relation to classical

products (in the areas of cooling and heating). The driving slogans characterizing

the duality of the strategy is therefore: Innovation from the core, and this illustrates

the long term investment in product innovation translated into a number of new,

customer-focused sustainable solutions.

3 DanCorp China Ltd.

DanCorp was during in the early 1990s “taking a slowboat to China” (Hoover

2006). Even though the company was a relatively fast mover entering the Chinese

market (it was granted business license for a wholly owned subsidiary in 1993,

i.e. no necessary joint venture with local company), DanCorp only moved some of

its simple manufacturing units from Denmark to the new factory in Tjianjin, China.

Mainly in order to take advantage of the—at that time—lower wages. This repli-

cation strategy was successful due to general growth in the Chinese market, and

after about 10 years growth, profit and public relations were build up. Not trying too

many complicated things at a time and modest speed of development meant a more

planned approach was possible, very much in line with the values characterizing the

company history. This also goes for HR and the organizational aspects.

However in mid 1990s the top management team’s reflections on company

exploitation of market potential in China led to a major strategic shift, and thereby

a demand for further international organizational development. Rather than just

being on a growing market, and prospering on this (as many other Western

companies), the aim was now to become a market leader in their businesses, in

many respects similar to the strategic intent formulated by GE (see Slater 1999).

There is a risk of focusing on China as just a market like all any other, and at the

same time produce in China to other markets due to temporarily low costs. When

the Chinese market later on consolidates, and DanCorp potentially do not have the

volume needed to compete with local Chinese incumbents, it could be seriously

threatened and loose it’s market platform here. The window of opportunity to
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contend market leadership meant switching from focus on growth to market share,

and aiming at becoming number 1 or 2–3 relatively quick. The movement towards a

more long term strategy from about 2004 meant that DanCorp had to redefine its

aspiration of China towards seeing it the second home market, thereby trying to

accomplish a market share of about 15–20 % like DanCorp held many places in

Europe and thereby becoming among the market leaders. In the short run this

requires a focus on growth and successive geographical expansion. Net sales

doubled from 2008 to 2013 and most recently DanCorp has opened two factories

in Haiyan county, near Shanghai. Looking over the past 15 years DanCorp China

has moved from a slow build-up to running business and growth, already in place in

some markets. Today four mergers later and +4,000 employees (and the

HR-function growing from 2 employees in summer 2000, where we first visited

the company, to 35 employees today), the organization must be characterized by a

very successful player in a volatile and difficult Chinese market.

4 Theoretical Basis

Looking deeper into the developments in DanCorp China, two main theoretical

approaches will best describe what has been going on during this period: The

strategic management (SM) perspective which often regard organizational change

as a process of implementation of the corporate strategy carried out by organiza-

tional leaders and decision makers in general (see e.g. Child 1972 and Dunphy

2000). Secondly the organizational development (OD) perspective, which regard

change as intentional efforts to make differences in the organizational work setting

for the purpose of enhancing individual development and improving organizational

performance (see Porras and Robertson 1992 and Choi and Rouna 2011). The two

main approaches here are by many considered some of the most fundamental ones

in the organizational change literature, Beer and Nohria (2000a) have labeled them

theory E and O. However, as it has been emphasized in numerous studies of

change—in reality, many efforts do not result in their intended aims and do not

foster sustained change. Researchers have critically reflected on the—highly

US-inspired—rationalistic planned change approach within both strategic manage-

ment and organizational development (see Beer and Nohria 2000a, b and Burnes

2004). In addition many organizations’ inability to achieve the intended aims of

their change efforts have within the two perspectives often been seen as an

implementation failure, instead of flaws innate in the change initiative itself (see

also Klein and Sorra 1996). As we will see below, the present case is an example of

both—difficulties with implementation in the relatively new Chinese subsidiary but

also problems relating to a deeper structural conflict.

The planned change perspective inherent in the OD approach is often based on

the assumption of conscious, deliberate, and intended decisions (Chin and Benne

1985 in Choi and Rouna 2011), and this is often with the intention of enhancing

individual development and through this to increase an organization’s effectiveness
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and overall capability (see Cummings and Worley 2005 and Porras and Robertson

1992). This way many of the OD approaches to change implementation often

includes the normative-reeducative change strategy (Chin and Benne 1985 and

Worren et al. 1999), and the ongoing organizational effort to enhance organiza-

tional capability through the fostering the learning culture (Chin and Benne 1985;

Watkins and Golembiewski 1995 and Choi and Rouna 2011). The main idea

underlying this approach is that “change in the individual organizational member’s

behavior is at the core of organizational change” (Porras and Robertson 1992,

p. 724). According to this perspective, organizations only change and act through

their members, and successful change will persist over the long term only when

individuals alter their on-the-job behaviors in appropriate ways (George and Jones

2001; Porras and Robertson 1992). It is also argued, that many change efforts fail

because change leaders often underestimate the central role individuals play in the

change process. To support the idea, these researchers have empirically demon-

strated that individuals are not passive recipients of organizational change but

actors who actively interpret and respond to what is happening in their environ-

ments (Greenhalgh et al. 2004; Hall and Hord 1987; Isabella 1990; Lowstedt 1993).

This can, however, be somewhat difficult when the actors are from to culturally

highly diverse cultures, and when the agenda changes over time (see Björkman and

Lervik 2007).

5 The Organizational Development Process of DanCorp

China Ltd.

The start-up of DanCorp in China followed the classical route—from sales offices,

over simple production to establishment of support functions (including an

HR-function) later on. However the meeting with the Chinese production (and

sales) culture made the top management aware of the importance of working with

human resources in a more structured and professional way, if commercial results

had to improve. This way local HR-people from the different divisional headquar-

ters were asked early 1998 to step in and establish a local HR-function capable at

“implementing” the DanCorp way of working. Two experienced HR-managers

were assigned as long distance frequent flyers (hereof the above mentioned retiring

senior HR-manager).

The demand for formal, administrative procedures ensuring congruence and a

higher level of quality in all steps of the value chain was overt. During 6 months to 1

year many new initiatives were taken as part of the overall OD project in DanCorp

China (see Fig. 1).

As it can be seen in Fig. 1 the overall plan was to approach the Chinese managers

and employees in a Scandinavian way, i.e. preliminary work covered an open

interview round followed by a seminar, where the findings were presented. The

local management group—the China Management Team (CMT)—then discussed
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these findings, and this was the basis for the following mission and vision seminar

the next summer, leading to the “modus operandi” formulated by the Chinese

management team.

The first interview round was carried out by a Danish engineering student (doing

her graduate report)—28 interviews in total, and this way the Chinese participants

in a relatively neutral setting had an opportunity to define the problems and

challenges DanCorp China was facing. The initial idea from the Danish

HR-consultants was to find out what was going on, labeled: “Understanding our

employees”—well aware of the major cultural distance existing between the two

national contexts. This way aim was to uncover the main challenges seen from the

local management’s point of view, and at the same time to accomplish a shared

understanding of the Chinese company’s vision and goals. The HR-consultants saw

it as a major cross-cultural exercise making the local Chinese to take ownership of

the vision and goals. In other words: Planned change with the aim to improve

quality and performance but carried out in a high involvement, participative way,

including both theory E and O elements (Beer and Nohria 2000a). The first major

attempt was to initiate a TQM process, where actual performance was to be

uncovered, leading to areas of improvement and finally implementation of changes

by involving employees. In the longer view the aim was to implement a learning

culture, which is a backbone of many TQM programs. During all the three phases

the HR-consultants were acting as coaches and facilitators for groups discussions.

This is also very much in line the tradition characterizing the HR-work from a

Danish context. The findings from the first phase are illustrated in Fig. 2.

In Fig. 2 the findings—seen from the Danish HR-consultants view—are

presented, and not surprisingly there were several major challenges relating to the

employees: lack of interpersonal trust; no team work or spirit; attention to fairness;

people were afraid of making errors and mistakes; differences in management style,

and not least major communication difficulties. This is according to the report

Mission/Vision Seminars
June 1998

Management Seminar
March 1998

Involvement Seminar
November 1998

Preliminary 
Work

Personal 
Interviews 

with all 
Managers

Presenta�on 
of Findings

Group 
Discussions 
of Findings Presenta�on 

in Plenum of 
Important 
Key Areas

Seminar CMT

2 Days Seminar 
CMT + All 
Managers

Seminar 
Ad Hoc 

Advisory 
Team and 

CMT
2 Days 

Seminar CMT

Fig. 1 Time line of the OD process in DanCorp China 1998
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creating a culture of misunderstanding—there was a rather desperate need for a

build-up of a positive local DanCorp China culture. In addition more formal

necessities remained like clearer definitions of tasks, jobs and more planning,

where lines of responsibility and clear goals could direct behavior.

The “modus operandi” of DanCorp China covers the four boxes on the right

side of the figure, and it was—in the opinion of the HR-consultants from the

headquarters—the outcome of the China Management Team’s hard work and

commitment, which then formed their roles and the design of competence profiles

of future managers in DanCorp China. The latter was successively transferred into

training needs for the individual mangers. The skills question was not only related

to the technical, engineering qualifications but also softer, management and lead-

ership skills, and questions like “how would you like to see the company culture of

People
- Lack of interpersonal trust 
- No team work or spirit 
- A�en�on to fairness 
- Afraid of mistakes 
- Difference in management
- Communica�on difficul�es

DanCorp China CMT 
Management Behavior 

- Empowerment
- Encourage con�nuous improvements
- Commitment to team ac�on 
- Result oriented

Organiza�on and 
Structure

- Uncertainty of lines of 
responsibility
- Need clear goals and 
expecta�ons

Culture
- Cultural misunderstandings
- Need of a DanCorp China 
company culture

Tasks
- Tasks not clearly defined
- Main focus on own tasks
- Insufficient planning

Skills
- Need to focus on 
management skills and 
leadership skills
- Lack of so� skills
- Need cross product and 
cross func�onal knowledge 

Values
- Ac�n trust and openness
- Mo�vate through:

· Delega�on
· Empowerment
· Coaching

- Achieve results through team 
work 
- Focus on external and internal 
customer needs
- pursuequality excellence 

Strategy
- Know and develop the market
- Increase local produc�on 
- A�ract and develop local 
people
- Build DanCorp image in China
- Prac�ce variable 
compensa�on

Purpose
- Be an ac�ve player in 
DanCorp globaliza�on 
strategy 
- Achieve defined market 
share and growth 
- Establish compe��ve 
produc�on capability
- Create long-term
business 

Fig. 2 Findings from first phase seminars
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DanCorp China to develop?”, were being asked to all participants. The drawback of

this type of invitation to participate in two-way communication, almost demanding

individual honesty and critical feed-back if felt necessary caused a certain level of

uncertainty and ambiguity among the Chinese participants—posing questions like:

what did they want of us? What is the correct answer, on this type of open ended

questions?

Finally the solution oriented part of the seminar focused on more strategic and

values based behavior among employees as well as leaders. Including encourage-

ment of continuous improvement, commitment to team action and more results

oriented behavior (rather than playing a passive role, only referring to formal rules

and regulations keeping employees out of trouble). It is in many respects theory O

elements (Beer and Nohria 2000a) being used—in a planned way, with a relatively

long time horizon, and ending up with a model for future OD work in DanCorp

China. The total systems analysis, which is illustrated above, is mainly a checklist

of question the China Management Team continuously can ask itself, based on

Structure, People, Culture, Tasks and Skills (Fig. 3).

The analytical model now used in DanCorp China is a basic systems analysis

including classical themes like structure, people, culture, skills and tasks. Under

� Missing skills & knowledge in rela�on to task 
and goals? 

� Technical and professional strength & 
weaknesses?

� Training and technical upgrading needed?
� How has profession, methods and  

technology been changing? How has it been 
influencing you?

� Work sharing / coordina�on? 
� Lines of responsibility  
� How is the management system?
� Systems for informa�on, feedback and 

quality control?
� Rewards for special contribu�on?
� Changes in the organiza�on?  

� Special features of the organiza�on 
� “The way we do things here”
� Values in the organiza�on
� Status symbols
� Rela�on between independence and shared 

responsibility 

� Characteris�c of the 
people

� Job sa�sfac�on
� Use of their personal 

resources?
� Care of each other? 
� Compe��on?

Are people afraid of:
� being insufficient?
� not taking part in the 

decisions?
� losing privileges?

� What is the task; are 
vision and goals clear?

� Shared understanding 
of daily tasks? 

� Disagreement or
different approaches to 
tasks ?

� Levels of ambi�on? 
� Priority of tasks
� Insecurity about future 

tasks? 

Structure

Culture

Skills

People Tasks

Fig. 3 Systems analysis—in DanCorp China 1998 and onwards

186 T. Andersen



each theme key questions are presented, questions developed and selected in

concert between the China Management Team and the Danish HR-consultants.

The themes are the basis for step 4 in the OD project, which was more training

intensive than the earlier three. Teambuilding and coaching in particular has been

carried out, and emphasized, since November 1998.

6 The Challenges

The attempt to make the culture in DanCorp China converge to the overall DanCorp

Group culture (de facto the Danish informed DanCorp culture) via this OD project

is indeed an evolutionary change rather than a rapid transformational or radical

change. In this light it was rather limited how much change “failure” one could

detect—still the processes did not happen entirely according to the plans: The

Chinese’s operations were at that time covered by the headquarters in central

Beijing; a production unit in Tjianjin, and to sales offices—one in Shanghai and

one in Hong Kong. Coordination between these units, and not least with the

divisional headquarters in Denmark many time zones away, placed a major pressure

on the Chinese management Team. Later severe tensions developed between

divisional managers in HQ and the Chinese country manager (structural diverging

interests and power) and it took some time finding a modus operandi for China

Management Team, which the rest of the organization could accept. In addition the

HR-manager had difficulties in persuading her CEO about up scaling the

HR-departments and her skills to a strategic level, a problem well known from

man other organizations (Boxall and Purcell 2011).

7 Postscript

Late June 2000 I arrived at the headquarters of DanCorp China on a warm summer

day. As it quickly turned out—one day after the CEO of DanCorp China was fired

by the Danish top management. The organization was obviously in despair, and in

particular the many Chinese employees, the now former CEO had recruited, were

indeed uncertain about their future. Part of the turmoil was caused by the fact, that

the only office left was the former CEOs, so I was asked to sit here, and—I realized

later on—many of the Chinese employees thought of me as the replacement of the

former CEO. The first day as a researcher in this organization was therefore rather

atypical, until the local Chinese employees realized my harmless role as a

researcher, not engaged in the politics of DanCorp Group.

To cut a long story short—the CEO of DanCorp China had after five successful

years in DanCorp, in a power struggle with the top divisional managers in the

Danish headquarter, bypassed them and gone straight to the owner, and asked for

the family’s support for his point of view—to keep investing in his unit, rather than
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starting to paying back the investments made by the divisions. This struggle

between divisional manager and country managers is well known in large MNCs,

however in this case it comes after a thorough an intense work with the establish-

ment of the DanCorp China Management Team. The conflict was building up

during the late 1999, when the divisional managers, being on the board of DanCorp

China, was demanding the Europe should have a larger say on the strategy and

prioritizing in DanCorp China, a de facto change of the organizational structure,

reducing the autonomy of the Chinese CEO and the management team. In other

words, a classical theory E approach to change management (see also Dunphy and

Stace 1988). Many of the critical perspectives on theory E is focusing on the way

the changes are carried out, and the above mentioned story is actually not about

failures, lack of implementation, high personnel turnover etc. Still the removal of

the CEO –after five successful years in charge of DanCorp China—of course pulled

the work and accomplishments of the China Management Team back. Resistance

towards the changes was mainly coming from the CEO and it was directed towards

the structural organizational changes, but not to the same degree among the Chinese

employees, who have to find their way living with a company culture informed by

the DanCorp Group ‘s way of doing things. The process described here is a

relatively slow kind of change, and not to the same extent a situation characterizing

mainstream change management literature, emphasizing rapid and radical change.
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Agile Management for Organizational

Change and Development

Harald Wipfler and Stefan Vorbach

1 Introduction

During the last decades we have observed an increasing importance of managing

change for all sorts of organizations. The demand to manage change in a proper way

is growing as organizational change and development projects become more and

more complex: objectives tend to be fuzzy or change during the course of projects.

Tasks have to be performed within drifting environments; the affected organization

or the environment may change, and originally intended outcomes may cease to be

relevant. The organization is subject to change and the members affected have to

implement this change themselves. One could say that organizational development

needs to be implemented like an “open-heart surgery”: these projects have a

significant impact on the organization, they have to be implemented alongside the

organization’s daily business, and failures are critical. However, many organiza-

tions have little experience of efficient organizational change and development, and

success is limited (Kyaw and Classen 2010; Jørgensen et al. 2008).

The implementation of change projects is embedded in different disciplines.

Firstly, we have to consider the traditional approach of organizational development,

which aims for an overall learning and development process of the organization and

its members. Secondly, change management has become a relevant approach for

implementing transitions, especially with respect to business process engineering.

Thirdly, project management is still considered a central methodology for manag-

ing, implementing, and generating required project deliverables. In the literature,

organizational development is discussed in terms of all of these approaches, but

there are few attempts to synthesize them into an integrated description.

An important emerging emphasis in the field of management and organization is

the concept of agility. We want to combine aspects of agility with our thinking
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about organizational development. Though it may seem that the fields of organi-

zational development, change management, project management and agile organi-

zations are becoming increasingly blurred, each of the disciplines has important and

relevant contributions to make to the subject of organizational change. We there-

fore question whether it is still up to date to treat these disciplines separately or

whether an integrated “agile management approach” would be an appropriate

response to current developments.

In this paper we present a literature-based survey of agile approaches and we

summarize the current discussion on the relationship of organizational develop-

ment, change management and project management. We describe the development

towards agile concepts that is currently taking place within project management.

Based on these starting points we discuss how agile techniques and a more

integrated approach can contribute to the organization’s challenge to cope with

change.

2 Definitions and Status Quo

For a meaningful discussion of agility concepts, we need a definition of agility and

the principles and considerations behind agile approaches. Here, we briefly outline

the status quo of project management (a general framework for implementing

projects), change management (an approach for realizing radical change in a

business environment), and organizational development (an on-going and more

incremental process), as well as their limitations.

2.1 Agility

In 2001, a group of software practitioners published the agile manifesto—a concept

of values and principles for developing software—and introduced the concept of

agility within the software development industry. It was especially this industry

which faced the limitations of rigid up-front planning, unclear requirements, doc-

umentation overload, and changing environments and technologies. As a conse-

quence, agile software development methodologies (e.g. Scrum) emerged and

received significant attention (Dingsøyr et al. 2012).

These new methods try to consider uncertain and dynamic environments,

emphasize the value of simplicity, and attach importance to delivering immediate

business value to the customer. They are characterized by the idea of direct

communication and an intensive involvement of the customer in the development

process. While traditional plan-driven concepts were based on rigid up-front plan-

ning, software is now developed in iterative processes to keep up with changing

environments such as new demands from users. Self-organizing teams collectively

estimate work volumes, decide on priorities, and are responsible for the success of
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the project. Short daily stand-up meetings, regular reviews, and retrospective

meetings ensure the greatest possible reflection and openness.

The idea of “agility” has been discussed extensively. Based on a review of

literature and the reflection on the concepts of flexibility and leanness, a compre-

hensive definition of agility was given by Conboy and Fitzgerald (2004), who

define agility as “the continual readiness of an entity to rapidly or inherently,
proactively or reactively, embrace change, through high quality, simplistic, eco-
nomical components and the relationship with its environment” (p. 40). They also

note that agility is not limited to software development and that it has been in

discussion in the more general business literature at least since the 1990s.

Highsmith (2010) relates the concept of agility to business objectives: continuous

innovation (to meet today’s business requirements), product adaptability (to meet

future business requirements), improved time-to-market (to improve return on

investment and catch market windows by streamlining processes and reducing

workload), adaptability of people and processes (to be able to respond to changes),

and focus on reliable products (to support business growth).

Agile methodologies are not only a matter of lean and iterative techniques. The

fact that they are successful makes them relevant to the general approach and new

ways of thinking. Many authors stress that agility is based on several assumptions,

skills and principles which are worth taking a closer look at (Cobb 2011; Highsmith

2010); Boehm and Turner 2006; Chan and Thong 2009):

• New definitions of project success and focus on customer value: While

traditional project performance measurement is based on cost, scope and sched-

ule, Highsmith (2010, pp. 17–21) notes that meeting these constraints is not

sufficient any longer. Project success should comprise the aspects customer

value (releasable results or products), quality (reliable and adaptable products)

and constraints (scope, schedule, cost). Proactively focusing on the customer’s

business goals should also lead to desirable financial results.

• New assumptions about the customer: Traditional approaches assume that

customers do not have detailed and accurate knowledge of their current and

future requirements. In the case of software development, this often leads to

extensive specifications of user requirements, which are then supposed to be a

strict and contractual guideline for the software development. This procedure

often turns out to be unsatisfactory for both the customer and the project team.

The assumption of short-sighted customers also causes developers to build in

extra functionality to meet anticipated future needs, which often leads to over-

designed systems. Through the increased involvement and more frequent deliv-

eries, customers have more opportunities to articulate their needs, and feel a

shared responsibility for the project outcomes (Chan and Thong 2009).

• Focus on collaboration, direct communication, and self-control:Understand-

ing the customer’s goals implies a deeper collaboration between the stake-

holders, which in turn requires more direct communication. Techniques like

daily stand-up meetings are used to check with each other. Cobb (2011, p. 117)

describes them as a good way of developing a very fast-paced approach for
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making progress quickly, of keeping everyone in the project involved and

focused on results, and as excellent for team building. Another aspect is to

cultivate census building. Such methods require trust, empowerment, managers

recognizing their facilitation role, and a suitable organizational culture.

• Validation over verification and continuous improvement: Instead of focus-

ing too much on specifications, agile approaches stress the importance of

validation by beginning to ask whether the project outcomes are meeting the

customer needs from early in the project. Short iterations and development

cycles allow for adjustments and improvements (Cobb 2011, pp. 115–116).

2.2 Project Management

Project management is a generic term and framework for planning, coordinating,

steering, and controlling different activities beyond the everyday business routines,

based on considerations of limited resources. Traditionally, the term denotes the

approach of a phase model and rigid processes. The project passes through a fixed

sequence of phases—initiation, planning, implementation and finalization—and the

phases are accompanied by the process of controlling. A key feature is the central-

ized planning of the complete project (its course, process and organization) at the

beginning. The detailed up-front planning requires rather detailed specifications,

because the implementation will be based upon these documents. Due to this

rigorous planning process, the approach has strengths when an interdisciplinary

team has to carry out a project with guaranteed deliveries in a disciplined and

effective way.

This approach has proven to be an efficient framework for business projects

during the last decades. However, it faces criticism that the concept is no longer

valid in the dynamic situations projects have to deal with nowadays. Changing

environments, more dynamic and unpredictable projects as well as new forms of

collaboration challenge the traditional concept of project management (Kreiner

1996; Levitt 2011; Olsson 2006; Collyer and Warren 2009):

• In order to freeze specifications at an early stage of the project, clients need to

define their requirements at the beginning of the project. But clients are not

always able to explicitly state the requirements and a lot of their knowledge is of

a tacit character.

• In addition, these requirements, the corresponding assumptions, and the envi-

ronment have to remain stable during the project.

• During the implementation, the project team seeks feedback from the environ-

ment and interprets this information within its own socially-constructed envi-

ronment. Thus the project becomes self-referential. It is not a problem of a lack

of information, but a problem of making sense of the available data.
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• Projects are embedded in a bigger context, but limited attention is paid to this

context. Events far away from the project may change the environment and the

foundation on which the project was initially planned.

• Project managers have to work with a new generation of knowledge workers

who expect to be involved in decision-making.

2.3 Change Management

The management of change is a well-established focus of research in management

(e.g. Burnes (2004); as a topic, it has its origins in the field of organizational

development. Changes allow organizations to grow more solidly by sense-making

(Weick and Quinn 1999) and to pursue new opportunities (Anderson and

Ackerman-Anderson 2001). In many cases, the changes consist of the redesign of

strategy, structure, systems or of work practices. The main drivers for change can be

classified as external drivers (e.g. customer requirements, demand from other

stakeholders, market competition) or internal drivers (e.g. the need to improve

operational efficiency or quality of products) (Oakland and Tanner 2007).

In recent years, the more evolutionary approach in change management has

tended to be replaced by a more actively managed change management process

(Worren et al. 1999). In theory and practice, a large variety of models is evident.

Leading change models in management literature are emergent models, contin-

gency models, or choice models and theories (Todnem By 2005). The variety of

approaches is determined by a number of different ways of categorizing organiza-

tional change, e.g. Cao et al. (2000, p. 187):

• Strategic and non-strategic change

• Incremental and radical change

• Incremental change and “quantum” change

• Changes of identity, co-ordination and control

• Human-centred classification of change at individual, group, inter-group or

organization level

• Planned change and emergent change, and

• Change in terms of scale (from incremental to radical) and centrality (from

peripheral to core) to the primary task of the organization.

Mintzberg et al. (1998) mapped change management methods into three clusters:

(1) planned change (programmatic), (2) driven change (guided) and (3) emergent

change (organic) and further differentiated between micro and macro changes.

Another notable approach comes from Pettigrew (1987). He distilled his

approach into the context, content, process model, with context divided into inner

and outer contexts. Outer context captures the overall organizational environment

in terms of social, political, economic and technological factors that bear upon

organizations, while inner context captures existing structural and cultural aspects

of the organization—the way things are currently done. The driver for change in
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this model comes from some kind of misalignment between the inner and outer

contexts that constitute the “why” of change. The content or “what” of change

could be the implementation of a new technology, merger and acquisition, or a

corporate turnaround. Process, the “how” of change, includes both the overt

managerial initiatives taken to push the content forward, the dynamics of resistance

to those initiatives, and unintended consequences (Pettigrew 1987; Winch

et al. 2012).

Some scholars explain change management approaches as a logical sequence of

(linear or circular) activities. One popular approach is the eight-step model of

Kotter (1996). The model is intuitive and relatively easy to accept since it is

based on Kotter’s long-term real-life experiences. In practice, it may be useful to

account for contextual variables and adapt the model accordingly (Appelbaum

et al. 2012, p. 776).

As a negative consequence of the vast number of approaches it seems that

theories and models currently available to academics and practitioners are often

contradictory, frequently lacking empirical evidence and supported by

unchallenged hypotheses concerning the nature of contemporary organizational

change management (Todnem By 2005).

Since failed organizational change initiatives account for anything from

one-third to 80% of attempted change efforts (Appelbaum et al. 2012, p. 765),

considerable research efforts have been deployed to discover what makes the

difference and to support managers in the field of change management. Kotter

determines that the core problems people face while implementing change are

never due to “strategy, structure, culture or systems” but rather are about “changing

the behaviour of people” (Kotter and Cohen 2002).

2.4 Organizational Development

The purpose of organizational development is to improve the organization’s per-

formance to meet future challenges and to achieve sustainable organizational

learning and development. Glasl (2005) considers organizational development as

a long-term-oriented development and change process of organizations and the

people working there. Objectives are (1) to make the organization and the individ-

uals capable of self-renewal, (2) to improve the organization’s potential for

problem-solving, (3) to organize the change process in terms of human principles,

and (4) to enable and support the organization to find an authentic synthesis of the

first three objectives. Organizational development is seen from a holistic perspec-

tive and social, cultural, and technical aspects are considered equally. The process

is seen as being evolutionary and long-term (Glasl 2005, pp. 42–45).

Since there is a strong focus on the client’s own knowledge and problem solving

competence, high value is placed on involvement of all affected groups within the

organization by creating a place for them in the decision-making process.

Establishing a proper process, facilitating, and coaching are important measures
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to enable this development. Individuals are enabled to take up the demands of

internal and external requirements in a reflexive way. Their analysis of existing

conditions and requirements, and the search for new possibilities to be successful

are central tools (Janes et al. 2001, p. 4). Organizational development is an iterative

process repeating the steps of information gathering, developing hypothesis, and

planning and performing the interventions. This systemic loop is repeated during

the development process in order to achieve the required clarity and to reach the

desired status (Königswieser and Hillebrand 2007, pp. 45–48). Due to the systemic

approach and the great importance of the process, organizational development is

often seen in the context of process consulting (in contrast to expert advice).

Königswieser et al. (2006) advocate a complementary approach by integrating

expert business knowledge (management consulting) and process know-how (pro-

cess consulting).

As a long-term learning process, organizational development requires time and

openness to new and unplanned developments and outcomes. There is greater

emphasis on human development, freedom, creativity and empowerment. This

type of development process cannot be fully planned for and requires an interactive

Table 1 Comparison project management - change management - organizational development

Project Management Change Management

Organizational

Development

Objectives Implement and

deliver project

according to

scope, cost, and

time

Realize change and transi-

tion (structural, techno-

logical, strategic, or

behavioural change);

Often more business- and

economically oriented

(e.g. “business process

engineering”)

Long-term improvement

of an organization to

be more effective

and successful

Approach • Actively managed

• Traditional phased

approaches

• Linear/waterfall

approach

• Emphasis on plan-

ning and control

• Actively managed

• Different models

• Initial objectives and tar-

get-setting

• Emphasis on outcomes

• Evolutionary

• Reflection, holistic

reviewing, facilitat-

ing, coaching

• Systemic loops

• Emphasis on processes

Persons,

Roles

Clear roles (project

team, manager,

stakeholders, cli-

ent/customer)

Integration of affected per-

sons as needed (mainly

for knowledge

acquisition)

All affected persons are

integrated

Environment Project organization Project organization Entire organization

Preconditions Clear objectives;

motivated and

skilled project

team

Clear objectives

(by management)

Willingness to learn and

develop; time;

participation

Results Agreed project

deliverables

Clear objectives, mainly

with focus on business

and financial outcomes

Awareness, learning,

skills, new behav-

iour, culture shift
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process open to new developments (Marshak 2005). Organizational development

results in improved communication and processes, the ability to address and cope

with problems and conflicts, and a permanent learning process, both on an individ-

ual and a collective level. Greater efficiency and effectiveness should lead to

economic return.

Having discussed project management, change management and organizational

development we can now summarize the main aspects in Table 1 in order to

contrast the three disciplines and to highlight some of their main characteristics.

3 Discussion

The fact that organizational change and development projects are crucial to orga-

nizations and are becoming frequent tasks requires the deployment of proven

management concepts to realize the planned transition. We therefore discuss

whether project management or change management are appropriate models for

procedure. We will then try to overcome existing limitations by suggesting an

integrated, agile approach.

3.1 The Relationship Between Management Concepts
and Organizational Development

3.1.1 Project Management for Organizational Development

Organizational change and development projects need to be planned, organized,

and processed in a proper way. Project management could therefore be a suitable

approach to handle organizational change.

Gareis (2010) relates the management approach to the type of change. A whole

change requires a chain of individually organized projects to meet the requirements

of each change process. Decision gates between the processes allow for reviews and

adjusting strategies for the subsequent processes. By categorizing change types

(organizational learning, further developing, transforming, and radical new posi-

tioning) each type can generically be described by specific chains of processes. A

single change process can then be managed by projects or programmes.

If changes should be conducted as low-risk projects then priority should be given

to a clear definition at the starting point, a well-informed project team (plans,

agendas, and roles), design, clear methodology, and focus on toolboxes. That way

the implementation is closest to the initially defined expectations (Lehmann 2010).

However, if the changes in question are second-order (i.e. major changes,

involving a shift of mind-set) a rigid approach cannot guarantee success and

might even destroy the project. In this case priority should be given to sense-

making, creation, human elements, communication, and collaboration. A mixed
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approach with a focus on adjustment and adoption might be appropriate as organi-

zations experience both first-order and second-order changes (Lehmann 2010;

Gareis 2010).

Limitations of project management can also be seen when defining clear plan-

ning and pre-defined outcomes. In addition, change processes do not have clear start

and end points and need flexibility. Projects are often valued as a buffer between the

parent organization and the implications brought by the project. This separation is

not possible in the case of organizational change, which usually concerns the whole

organization rather than a small project team (Winch et al. 2012).

While the literature suggests similar competences for programme management,

project management and change management, there are differences in what they

actually do. Project managers focus mainly on managing resources and outcomes,

project definition and issue resolution. Change managers focus on planning to effect

and embed change, political diffusion and impact analysis. Compared to project

management, change management is relatively theory-rich and weakly supported in

terms of professional formation (Crawford and Hassner 2010).

Table 2 summarizes benefits and limitations of project management for organi-

zational development.

3.1.2 Change Management for Organizational Development

Change management generally denotes the actual management of change. It means

planning, controlling and steering of change and is therefore related to management

consulting. In the context of organizational development, change management can

Table 2 Benefits and limitations of project management for organizational development

Benefits of project management for

organizational development

Limitations of project management for

organizational development

Focus on planning with respect to resources

and outcome

Limited efforts on effecting and embedding

change

Communication skills to inform, motivate, and

mobilize the team

Project managers often do not have enough

time to communicate to engage stake-

holders and sell change

Toolbox and methodology Missing coaching and facilitation skills, lim-

ited knowledge on behavioural science

Strong focus on project definition and issue

resolution; a technical and project-based

approach (focus on process)

Project management has very limited emphasis

on flexibility

Structured way of proceeding, to gain perfor-

mance and to make changes more

successful

Limited examination of political diffusion and

impact analysis

Project outcomes are pre-defined, intentional,

and directed by the top management

Organizational changes cannot be ordered and

are emergent; organizational change con-

cerns the whole organization
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be seen as the final step of an organizational development process (Leinweber and

Piber 2005).

Trebesch and Kulmer (2007) examine the transition between organizational

development and change management looking at the kinds of transitions organiza-

tions and businesses are currently undergoing: They need to change continually and

changes are more radical and increasingly economically driven. In addition, the

persons responsible for organizational development have themselves become the

change agents. The consultant’s role is now to support them in this management task.

Whereas organizational development used to emphasize development and thereby

produce efficiency, effectiveness, and economic return, there is now a shift from a

humanistic towards a business orientation. Within change management changes are

mainly intended to advance competitive and economic objectives (Marshak 2005).

The strong involvement of all affected persons is a big advantage of organizational

development but requires a rather lengthy process. Change management on the other

hand is seen as much more radical and dynamic. New approaches like “transforma-

tional management” have emerged to reconcile the differences between change

management and organizational development (Janes et al. 2001).

Table 3 summarizes benefits and limitations of change management for organi-

zational development.

3.2 Agile Management as a New Approach

Having discussed the limitations of classical project management and change

management, we can move on and investigate the possibilities of an agile approach.

But how do we define “agile management” in case of organizational development?

3.2.1 Agility as a Framework

We first have to note that agile management is not a tangible management concept

or a toolbox; we prefer to refer to it as a framework. As described above, agility is

Table 3 Benefits and limitations of change management for organizational development

Benefits of change management for

organizational development

Limitations of change management for organizational

development

Very actively managed; Rapid, radical,

including breaks

Organizational development expects to be more

evolutionary, requires time

Clear target setting and management

support

Target-setting is done by persons outside the system;

external logic is imposed on the system

Selective involvement of employees

(e.g. for collecting information)

Limited involvement; imposes measures on the

affected persons

Emphasis on outcomes and economic

values

Limited humanistic aspects; some concepts

(e.g. business process engineering) are not open to

new developments
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more than a bundle of new methodologies. Many authors (e.g. Cobb 2011;

Highsmith 2010; Boehm and Turner 2006; Trepper 2012) contrast the agile and

the traditional approach with respect to the underlying philosophy, processes, and

knowledge management. Agility can be seen as a competence that enables an

organization to cope with change and to actively undertake change. Agility requires

a suitable corporate culture and, conversely, cultural change can be seen as the

outcome of the adoption of agile techniques.

As a consequence, agility contributes to the ability to handle change. Based on

five drivers of change (competition, customers, technology, social factors and

changes imposed from higher levels in the organization), Conboy and Fitzgerald

(2004) illustrate how agile teams are better able to cope with change through the

creation of change, pro-action in advance of change, robustness as change occurs,

reaction in response to change, and learning from change.

3.2.2 Agile Management for Organizational Change and Development

We therefore suggest that organizational change and development can—directly or

indirectly—benefit from agile management approaches, considering the challeng-

ing environment such projects have to face. Facilitating agility within the organi-

zation (e.g. within project management) will cause changes in the mind-set (trust,

flexibility, culture, motivation, etc.) of the organizational members which in turn

will increase the changeability of the organization.

As agile methodologies are proving to be successful in meeting the modern

volatile business environment, managers should try to integrate such techniques or

selected elements in different business contexts. That way, organizations learn to

increasingly focus on the customer’s business value and to develop change readi-

ness. However, to establish an agile organization, managers need to trust their

employees and let them participate by appealing to their different competences.

Involving employees in the decision-making process means to stand back, to

emphasise facilitating instead of pure managing, and to be open for developments.

Employees, on the other hand, need to be willing to learn and apply these new work

methods, and to understand business value. They have to get used to being involved

in decision-making processes and to take on responsibility within the team. The

willingness to participate in feedback processes and to reflect on developments is

crucial.

Finally, agile management can be seen as an integrated approach. Project

management, change management and organizational development are no longer

selectively applied methodologies but rather constant aspects integrated within

corporate management. Managers know about the strengths and limitations of

each discipline and deploy them depending on requirements in a flexible way.

Agility becomes a general attitude within the organization. Of course many

isolated aspects of agility have been addressed before (e.g. Lean Management,

Total Quality Management, or management of complexity). But with the concept of

agility, management, employees, and customers are addressed equally and at the
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same eye level. Similar to the systems-thinking approach, which was added to

project management about 15 years ago, we see a tendency to increase the versa-

tility of organizational development by the concept of agility.

3.2.3 Agile Management and the Role of the Individual

Many studies have focused on success factors in change management and on the

role of the individual behaviour in particular. They emphasize the importance of

communication, activity, and training. Meaningful working methods, a sphere of

responsibility, and the role of exchange are relevant. Transparent information,

employee motivation and staff participation are prerequisites for successful change,

which is the result of a right combination of hard factors (strategy, organization,

systems) and soft factors (individual, culture) (Vahs 2012, pp. 445–458; Zink

et al. 2008, p. 527).

Applying agile practices within an organization has an impact on the individuals.

They stimulate the people’s competence to solve problems, to cope with complex-

ity and dynamic situations, and to develop new ways of thinking. Employees

experience participation and they are involved in decision-making processes.

That way they will better understand and accept changes. Employees better under-

stand the needs of the stakeholders and their different expectations. Fostering these

capabilities will enable all people within the organization to cope with changes in a

better way.

Agile methodologies integrate reflection in the workplace. The collaborative and

communicative nature of agile methodologies enables individuals to develop a

higher level of tolerance for uncertainty and to accept fuzzy situations and ambi-

guities. Agile concepts allow for workplaces which relate people to change and

integrate reflection: Collaboration, collective decision-making, self-reflection, and

team reviews foster organizational learning and openness to change. Handling

change becomes part of the daily working routine.

Zink et al. (2008, p. 537) in particular recommend a “participatory and dialogue-

oriented approach” in change management in order to close knowledge gaps,

strengthen confidence and to actively involve all organizational members in the

change project. These demands are reinforced by a new conception of man, the

knowledge worker generation, and the role of employees in the information age,

which is characterized by options, individualization and the formation of networks

(von Rosenstiel 2012, p. 218).

3.2.4 Benefits and Implications for the Individual

In order to summarize the benefits of agile management approaches we take the

concept of “agile element” as a structure to interpret it in the light of organizational

change and development and its implications for the individual. Table 4 gives an

overview of the different aspects.
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Table 4 Agile management for organizational development and implications for the individual

Agile Element

Explanation and benefits for

organizational development Implications for the individual

New concepts of collabo-

ration; value commu-

nication and internal

motivation

Team members execute their

tasks within less hierarchy.

Agile project teams are not

limited by roles and pre-

cisely pre-planned behav-

iours. They rather have a

wide range of behavioural

patterns and can act within

this range (Giest 2006).

Interdisciplinary work gains

importance.

The individual team member is

acknowledged and account-

able for his or her perfor-

mance. Personal motivation

comes from the respect

within the team rather than

formal titles or hierarchical

positions (Levitt 2011).

Considering the knowl-

edge worker

generation

The new generation of knowl-

edge workers are accus-

tomed to having a say, are

not at home with taking

orders, and are discouraged

if they are excluded from

decision-making processes

according to their skills. This

is crucial in developing

organizational change and

assuring that all take part in

it.

Team members are respected

according to their skills and

encouraged to participate.

Agile approaches appeal to

their competences and

integrate them.

Involvement within

change processes

The team constantly evaluates

the situations and together

makes decisions on the next

steps (content for the next

iteration, prioritize,

schedule).

The individual participates in

the decision-making and

shares results and experi-

ences encouragement and

involvement.

Importance of

communication

Within agile methodologies

direct communication and

the exchange between the

team members (e.g. within

the frequent meetings) are

important. That way, expec-

tations are more clearly

communicated between the

stakeholders (Giest 2006).

User stories are helpful to

communicate and to create

new meaning across the

boundaries of their different

worlds (Baskerville

et al. 2011).

Team members learn new

forms of communication

and foster their communi-

cation skills. They learn to

articulate their own posi-

tions and to understand the

positions of the different

stakeholders. This is an

important issue when com-

municating aspects of

change (intentions, goals,

concerns).

(continued)
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3.2.5 Limitations of the Agile Management Concept

There is definitely hype about agile methodologies and it will not be sufficient just

to use different techniques and not to understand core principles. Critics might also

argue that organizational development already applies a systemic approach which

includes agile aspects anyway. However, agile organizations try to incorporate the

principles into their daily business. Feedback loops are not limited to an organiza-

tional development process but are part of daily routines. In that sense, agile

organizations are true examples of learning organizations.

Currently, agile methodologies are limited to the field of software development

and there are few descriptions of agile approaches outside this context. Agile

management also requires skilled individuals and is more suitable to small projects.

Table 4 (continued)

Agile Element

Explanation and benefits for

organizational development Implications for the individual

Better examination and

analysis of customer

needs

Due to the focus on maximal

business value and the per-

manent feedback on the

results change objectives

become clearer and can be

understood and achieved.

Team members experience

immediate feedback, devel-

opments are perceptible.

Working within projects

becomes attractive

again

Project work becomes attractive

again (Giest 2006).

People working with agile

teams experience team work

in the best sense.

High tolerance for

ambiguity

Working within agile environ-

ments fosters tolerance for

ambiguity (Levitt 2011).

This is an important character-

istic for accompanying and

understanding change pro-

cesses and there is more

openness to ill-defined or

ambiguous objectives.

Changes are expected and

welcomed

Concepts of agility are also a

method to overcome change

weariness.

People learn to accept and

embrace changes.

Self-reflection and better

learning

Agile teams continually evaluate

their past performance. Self-

reflection becomes an

important component of

organizational learning and

to observe the change

process.

People practice self-reflection

and are better able to judge

their future behaviour (Giest

2006).

Social competence is

valued

This is beneficial for the organi-

zational culture.

Individuals foster social com-

petences in their daily work.

Leadership Agile techniques emphasize

facilitating instead of

managing.

People experience new forms of

leadership.
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Coordination issues of large projects and multiple teams are still challenging and

obviously it is not that easy to transfer agile management to any type of project. We

therefore attempt to choose a hybrid approach and blend an additional level of

planning and management with agile management as a foundation (Cobb 2011).

Agility also has an impact on the organizational structure. Once intelligence,

responsibility, and decision-making processes are distributed throughout an orga-

nization we have to redefine the role of management and we have to find new ways

of communicating with the knowledge-worker generation. However, the concept of

agile organizations fits well to the resource theory of the firm. But agile organiza-

tions definitely lead to a challenge for human resource management when it comes

to new ways of dealing with agile employees, developing agile managers and

developing and fostering agile competences (Francis 2001).

4 Conclusion

There is a growing demand to use agile approaches and agile practices are increas-

ingly embedded across the whole business and in different sectors (Cubric 2013,

p. 120). In this paper we present a literature-based survey of the concept of agility

and the relationship between the project management, change management and

organizational development. Coming originally from the IT industry agile method-

ologies are beginning to gain ground in project management, support change

management, and allow for more flexibility. But currently there is not much

research on agile project management outside the field of software development.

Therefore we have shown that organizational development projects can benefit

from this development. On the one hand agile teams develop and foster skills which

are crucial within organizational change and development projects. That way,

organizations will be able to embrace change more easily. On the other hand,

agile project management can develop as a powerful concept for undertaking

projects within a dynamic environment. Considering the complexity of organiza-

tional development projects, agile management could be an answer.
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H. Piber (Eds.), Organisationsentwicklung und Konfliktmanagement (pp. 43–54). Bern: Haupt
Verlag.

Trepper, T. (2012). Agil-systemisches Softwareprojektmanagement. Wiesbaden: Springer Gabler.

Vahs, D. (2012). Organisation: Ein Lehr- und Managementbuch (8th ed.). Stuttgart: Schäffer-
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Zink, K. J., Steimle, U., & Schröder, D. (2008). Comprehensive change management concepts.

Development of a participatory approach. Applied Ergonomics, 39(4), 527–538.

Agile Management for Organizational Change and Development 207



Challenging Notions of “Change”

and “Change Management”

Sudi Sharifi and Julia Claxton

1 Introduction

This paper is a conceptual attempt to unravel the notions of ‘change’ and ‘manag-
ing change’ in organizations and other collective contexts. It is a theoretical

reflection with the aim of raising questions on the thinking around ‘change’ and

throwing light on possible new avenues of thinking about ‘managing change’,

particularly in view of the human person. It does not necessarily aim to answer

the questions it poses; it aims to present a critique of the normative, prescriptive and

pragmatic approaches to change and its ‘so called’ management. The paper’s goal is

to raise questions and provoke thought outside of the established realm of ‘change

management’ and it deliberately avoids any prescription on how to manage change.

In choosing to state that this paper is about ‘managing change’ and ‘change’ a
number of terms are thus selected to be focused on and this, in essence, is one of the

challenges noted here. That is, the challenge to avoid the ‘trap’ of the normative

language which is single dimensional not taking account of the contextual multi-

plicity of organisations. Our terms used could be chosen from a myriad of terms and

part of the challenge, generally, when looking at ‘change’ and ‘change manage-

ment’ is the number of definitions attributed to them. The terms are interchangeably

and loosely used in writings on change and its management; there are references to

such terms as ‘managing change’, ‘management of change’, ‘organisational

change’, ’organisational change management’, ‘managing organisational change’,

‘models of change’, ‘change management models’, ‘models of managing change’,
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‘transitions’ and ‘managing transitions’ and they are often assumed to convey the

same meanings or focus on the same phenomenon.

The intention of this paper is not to explore these terms in detail or to suggest one

is superior to the other or to provide another term but to highlight that the

assumption about the existence of a ‘shared’ language in the field of change

management underplays the diversity of contexts, the multiplicity of organizational

realities, the unknowability of the outcomes and thus remains unsubstantiated.

The paper is structured around first raising three points and their associated

questions which challenge thinking about ‘change’ and ‘managing change’. It then

looks specifically at models of change and their role in ‘change’ and ‘managing

change’. The themes of terminology and definition have already been mentioned

and the paper will attempt to unpack the theme of language and discourse further.

2 Initial Points

Firstly the point to be raised here is to note that terms used to portray change and

change management mainly indicate change as some kind of ‘process’ for instance;

such terms as transformation, transition, evolution and revolution, life cycles and

phases indicate the temporal context of change, whether it is continuous or not. It

thus points to the ephemeral characteristic of ‘change’. Change is seen as a

phenomenon that is characterised by uncertain, fuzzy, ambiguous and improvised

elements, so the question is ‘can change be defined in other ways than in terms of

process?’

Secondly that change tends to be viewed from the perspectives of continuity and

stability. From the perspective of stability, change is episodic and stability is the

aim. Weick and Quinn (1999) state that ‘episodic change is most closely associated

with planned, intentional change because it requires both equilibrium breaking and

transitioning to a newly created equilibrium” (Weick and Quinn 1999: 365–367)

They argue that, the phrase ‘continuous change’ is used to group together organi-

zational changes that tend to be on-going, evolving, and cumulative and if organi-

sations accept that change is ‘continuous’ rather than episodic then change would

be seen with a wider range of purpose. Moreover, Weick and Quinn prefer the

terminology “changing” to “change.” “A shift in vocabulary from “change” to

“changing” directs attention to actions of substituting one thing for another, of

making one thing into another thing, or of attracting one thing to become other than

it was’ (Weick and Quinn 1999).

In a similar vein Tsoukas and Chia (2002) talk about ‘organisational becoming’

and support the notion that it is more helpful to talk about organizational change

from the perspective of on-going change rather than from the perspective of

stability (Tsoukas and Chia 2002). So the question here is around what difference

does it make to ‘change’, if any, and to ‘management of change’, if any, if the lens
of a different perspective is used in the first place?
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Thirdly that the predictability or unpredictability of the outcomes of change and

the intended or unintended consequences of the responses and reactions to change

are partly based on prior notions of understanding. They confirm retrospective
sensemaking, explanations and rationalisation. People draw on their predetermined

sensemaking protocols and will judge events and information based on these so that

the change is being translated into familiar understandable formats. What they view

as success, failure, desirable or undesirable may not be dependent on the change

and its impacts but may be solely dependent on the mental model we have applied

to evaluating it.

For example, it is commonly cited that 70 % of change programmes fail

[Hammer and Champy (1993), Beer and Nohria (2000), Kotter (2008) and Senturia

et al. (2008), Blanchard (2010)]. If an organisation thinks about change manage-

ment with the pre-conceived context that 70 % of change programmes fail then the

question is does this mediate the outcome, does this constrain or enable the

thinking, does it shape the direction of activity and effort? When looking at

the authors who have given these figures or made such statements they say these

are unscientific estimates and yet being commonly quoted they become part of

common sense knowledge, shared understanding and an assumed shared reality.

Similarly Collins (2003: v) has argued that there is a need to:

. . .provoke a ‘re-imagined world of change: A world where change is understood not as an

exception to the norm of stability; not as an outcome that is known in advance and

discussed in retrospect; not as something that can be made to unfold to the rhythm of

‘clock time’; but as the defining character of organization; a fuzzy and deeply ambiguous

process, which implicates both author and subject in the quest for new and different ways to

understand one another. . . (cited in Grant et al. 2005: 7).

Grey (2005: 90–91) in his analysis of change has argued against fixation with

change which he terms ‘change fetish’. He refers to Carnall’s (1995) assertion that:

‘in a changing world the only constant is change. . .’ and states that “many of these
types of assertions feed off each other referencing each other, drawing ideas off
each other, looking to each other for supporting evidence. . ...this creates a remark-
ably unchallenged consensus about the ‘fact’ of change.” Grey then stresses that:

change is better understood as a construction affected by the interplay of organizations

themselves. . . to say it is a construct is not to say that it is unreal, but rather that its reality is
an effect of organizational practices rather than a precursor of those practices. . ..by creating
a changing world, organizations also create the apparent necessity to ‘manage change’

(2005: 97).

3 Perspectives on Change: A Glance

So having raised these three points and posing some challenges about how ‘change’

and ‘change management’ can be thought about, the paper will turn its focus on the

prescribed methods and models of change management. One aspect of the stance

taken, in this conceptual piece, notices that ‘models’ for change and transformation
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are based on Newtonian assumption, that is mechanistic, simple and coherent, and

thus based on reductionist and determinist logic. They therefore attempt to provide

rationalistic, linear ‘road maps’ which undermine fluidity of individual and collec-

tive experiences and sever the events from their spatial and temporal contexts

(McLean 2006).

Grant et al. (2005) note that ‘there is the disillusionment with more main stream

theories and approaches to study of change’ (Barrett et al. 1995; Heracleous and

Barrett 2001; Heracleous 2002; Marshak 2002, cited in Grant et al. 2005: 6). The

effect of humans, their values, their creativity and the way they change and adapt is

not well represented, if at all, in the mainstream models. Some writers have been

challenging this for a while and there has been a shift towards adopting a more

human-focused perspective. For example “there is evidence that interpretive stud-
ies are becoming more valued by those interested in understanding people at work”
(Arrowsmith and Parker 2013). One of the questions asked in this paper is should

models and such ‘systematic’ approaches, be put aside and instead human experi-

ence and the interpretation of it be put in the centre? Watson (2011) says that one

way of doing this is through ethnographic research providing evidence through

individual and collective experiences of people going through change. Studies with

ethnographic evidence are not represented with equal prominence in the change

literature as are the more positivistic approaches. An ethnographic approach

observes people, what they say and what they do, and relates this to the cultural

framework in which they operate (Watson 2011). In change management, people

are at the centre of what takes place and their experiences will have cognitive and

emotional dimensions. These change experiences constitute parts of their memories

and their ‘cause maps’ (A’ la Weick 1979).

People respond differently to the same change or may respond the same to

different changes—this is part of being a human being. So another question is “to

what extent can rationalistic approaches to change management account for people

and their emotions? People are part of the culture they are working in and cannot be

separated from it—so how can they then be fully represented in a model, if at all?

Offering steps to followor stages of change to considerwasmadepopular bymodels

from Kotter (1995) and Kanter et al. (1992) and they emphasise process. Kotter’s

famous 8 stage model for the process of change has been adapted by some to provide

procedure e.g. Pfeifer et al. (2005) adapted it into procedure “to enable companies
and their employees to plan and implement necessary change processes”(Pfeifer
et al. 2005). So the process model has evolved into a procedural model. Both a process

model and a procedural model do insert a people element in the form of involvement in

a shared vision and communication but their humanness is objectified and they are thus

portrayed as a resource which is constrained in the process or procedure and is rather

apolitical. They are seen as ‘automatons’ and not as ‘autonomous’ beings. Pfeifer

et al. (2005) also report that TQM experts have added ‘control loops’ to Kotter’s model

and that Kotter himself has added consequences for not following each of the proposed

stages of his process. This has developed the process model in a slightly different way,

so that it can now be used as a problem solving tool. This evolvement is interesting as

‘problem solving’ is another main approach used by change managers.
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The problem solving approach identifies what problems and processes of solving

them there are and is said to create tools to provide successful organizational

change (Kotter and Cohen 2002). Work involving the analysis and influence on

group dynamics, restraining forces and driving forces on change which Lewin

started in the 1950’s (force-field analysis) and which continues to be of interest,

although some have suggested that it relates more to small change projects (Burnes

2004; Armstrong 2006), is also related to the problem solving approach to change.

It aims to highlight the process needed to manage the problems or give resource to

positive influential factors. Lewin’s 3 stage model of change (1951); unfreezing,

change, refreezing; is also taking a problem solving approach as it talks about

how to manage behavioural change and is the basis of many newer models where

they either incorporate his stages e.g. Schein (1969) or expand on them eg Lippitt

and Lippitt (1978), Rogers (2003). Distinct problem solving models are suggested

by White and Wooten (1985) and Luthans and Kreitner (1985). The former

suggesting a model which includes the 5 stages of; problem identification, data

gathering, diagnosis, action planning, and evaluation—a version of hard system

methodology—and the latter providing five very similar stages. Shields (1999)

model builds on the idea that when change fails, it is because of insufficient

attention to the human and cultural aspects of business (cited in Pryor et al. 2008)

and suggests five stages where step 2 emphasises creating capability for change.

Robbins (2005) also emphasises the behaviour approach and suggests that

research indicates that an organisational behaviour approach may be one of the

most pragmatic ways to deal with organizational change management. It is a

rational method which targets behaviours and introduces learning strategies. The

method is to identify critical behaviours, fix the baseline data, identify conse-

quences of behaviour, create the strategy for change and then evaluate it (Robbins

2005). Is identifying and changing people’s behaviours a simple process? What

about the values on which such behaviours may be based? Do they change natu-

rally? The emphasis of the problem solving approach is that it is a win-win situation

for all involved and that this is the aim. Expectations are about finding solutions.

The question is, does this really take account of people’s identity and the values

they hold? Does the problem solving approach lead up into a pursuit of working

everything out for positives? What is the aim of changing behaviours, is it to

increase conformity and compliance or eliminating misbehaviour and deviance?

Another element of focus, for some models, is the factor of ‘vision’. Hall (1991)

proposes that ‘vision’, including everything about it, how everything hinges on it,

the way it is communicated and particular value factors such as ‘striving for

excellence’ and ‘evaluating the process’ is what brings success in organisational

change (Hall 1991). Kotter’s (1995) 8 stage process model has ‘create a vision’ as

step 3, Kanter et al. (1992) Ten Commandments model has ‘developing a vision’ as

step 2 and in Luecke’s (2003) 7 steps ‘develop a shared vision’ is step 3 so vision is

seen as an early stage of a pro-active process.

Vision is an element considered as key to effective leadership and leadership in

turn is an element of organisational change management. There is a debate here as

to a difference in managing change and leading change and whether these terms are
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interchangeable. Again this links back to terminology and whether the terminology

adopted adjusts the lens. Leadership is usually viewed as being concerned with the

strategic direction of the organisation and seeing it from a broad holistic perspec-

tive. One such perspective is noted to be the systems approach.

The systems approach, based on biology originally, takes account of the whole

organisation and all inter-relationships between all variables, focussing on inter-

related sub-systems and the inter-relationships of structure and behaviour. Nadler

suggests that it is critical to take a systemic or holistic perspective when thinking

about a major organisational change (Nadler 1981; Bell and Nadler 1979). In this

approach organisations are viewed as open systems using inputs and resources from

the environment to produce outputs into the environment. To cope with the com-

plexity and uncertainty of the environment it is suggested that organisations need to

become open ‘learning’ systems where strategy development and change emerges

from the way an organization as a whole acquires, interprets and processes infor-

mation about the environment (Dunphy and Stace 1993). Social learning theory

says that people learn through the observation of others (Bandura 1986). Alongside

the systems approach to change management, there are also cultural and

behavioural approaches (Mohanty and Yadav 1996). More appropriately, Weick

and Quinn (1999) suggest “that to understand organisational change [not necessar-

ily its management] one must first understand organizational inertia, its content, its

tenacity, and its interdependencies.” (Weick and Quinn 1999: 382).

Burke (2002) identified ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ of change as the key

factors to successfully managing it and also key to managers ensuring for them-

selves successful career development (also Burke et al. 1993; Church and Burke

1993). Evans and Ward (2004) propose it is an understanding of different types of

change e.g. planned change, imposed change, and how to respond differently to

each that will ensure their success as managers of change. So understanding of

types of change and adoption of the ‘suitable’ models and prescriptive practices

described above are suggested to provide a means for successful management of

change. Is it a case of defining the process as planned change or emergent change or

is it adjusting of the methods and organizational practices accordingly, that is the

key to the process? As for the latter aspect, then will managers of change need to

draw on a ‘meta perspective’ to choose the appropriate practices? What are the

basis and origin of such meta perspectives?

Palmer and Dunford (2008) identify three competing assumptions about change

outcomes, that they are intended, partially intended or unintended and they identify

two sets of competing assumptions about management which sees it as controlling

or shaping. From these two sets of assumptions they create six different images of

managing change. For intended outcomes the controlling is directing and the

shaping is coaching. For partially intended outcomes the controlling is navigating

and the shaping is interpreting and for the unintended outcomes the controlling is

caretaking and the shaping is nurturing.

In mentioning planned change versus emergent change there is an additional

concern with using a model approach. This is to note that the premise of these

models is often favouring a dichotomised view. This is a superficial differentiation.
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For instance radical change is considered against incremental change; or episodic

change is compared with the continuous and endemic one; evolutionary is put

against revolutionary one and the end is emphasised as reaching equilibrium as

against disequilibrium or establishing order instead of disorder, of current state

versus future state and so on. The mind-set which has shaped the thinking under-

lying these models and maps focuses on a centralised authority, a centralised locus

of control undermining the flux and the fluidity of the contexts and thus the

ephemeral nature of the organizational and institutional structures and ‘blue prints’,

perspectives and meta perspectives.

Analysis presented by critical perspectives on change and change management

programmes highlight their enabling and constraining characteristics; they can be

chains as well as wings. Furthermore, Grey (2005: 90) argues that change ‘provides
a kind ofmeta narrative and overarching rationale’ which is used to justify a change
programme ‘. . . it is like ‘a totem before which we must prostrate ourselves and in
the face of which we are powerless’. In this sense the change management

programmes are allowed to have the control (Sturdy and Grey 2003). To determine

the choice among assumed paths to survival of the organization (Brown and

Eisenhardt 1997) such change programmes present organizations and change man-

agers with tools to manage unknown outcomes of change actions, unpredictable

environments, and unknowable futures. Like Paladin in 1950’s television series

‘Have gun-will travel1’, or Dirty Harry’ s magnum 44, managers ‘have model—

will manage [change]’—a powerful state of affair though it provides a false sense of

security in relation to the change outcomes. By definition a model is ‘a represen-

tation of reality’ just like a map which is not the territory per se but a version of

it. What the models of change present managers with, it appears, is the tool to define

‘the reality’, in other words to enact, improvise and justify post–hoc that reality

(Cummings and Brocklesby 1997; Brocklesby and Cummings, 1996).

Indeed as Cummings and Brockelsby argue ‘. . .perhaps managing organ-
izational change is not so simple. Organizations have histories and traditions,
and it is difficult to make people forget such things. They cannot be escaped, and
they may be dangerous to cover up, or disregard. . .’ (1997: 90).

4 Making Sense of Change and Its Language

Change is at times seemingly evaluated from a perspective that assumes its out-

comes are indicative of the reformer’s original intentions (Cummings and

Brocklesby 1997: 90–92). Equally, the outcome of change can be a self-fulfilling

prophecy and one that rhetorically is about harmony, and ‘new cultures’,
underplaying disharmony, tradition, past-loaded-ness, and not showing or realising

1 This became a catch phrase used in different settings including advertising whereby the gun was

replaced by any other—implying possibility of achieving ends.
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that change does not stick (Bonsall 2007). Managers make changes in self-interest

to make a difference, to be noticed, to improve their careers. There is little

evaluation as to whether the changes were actually needed or beneficial (ibid).

Anyhow such evaluation will be temporally embedded in that the identified gaps

and the means to fill them, the desired outcomes will be changing per se over the
time period of the change project or programme.

Grey though sees it clearly: ‘managers responsible for particular change
programmes are likely, for career and identity reasons, to describe them as
successful. Yet the everyday experience of people in organizations is that one
change programme gives way to another in a perennially failing operation: nirvana
is always just on its way. . .’ (2005: 97).

The traditional rational models of change use language to confer power and

success in the terms that they use and this is part of their attraction to managers and

leaders because, we argue, they are attracted to the terms. They want to succeed, to

be promoted and they want the tool or technique that will guarantee success.

Phrases alone are laden with power. For example, is it more attractive to be part

of a ‘listening group’ or a ‘leading coalition’? Would a manager be more motivated

seeing themselves to ‘inspire and invigorate’ or ‘enable and allow’? Would they

rather be known for ‘share and care’ or ‘drive and enthuse’? Under the political

philosophy there is an emphasis for seeking out people and resources that confer

power and so there is this aspect too within the leadership that will look for those

models, tools and techniques that confer and justify that power.

Scientific theorizing about behaviour is always going to be difficult. Woodman

(2008: 33–37) describes this point by quoting Rychlak (1968), a personality

theorist, who said

. . .at heart it is the image of man which is at issue in psychology’s internal conflict, let us

make no mistake about that. The arguments all come down to this: How shall we theorize

about the human being? Shall we say that he can think, or not? Can he grow personally and

rise above his environment, or not? Can he respond to the opportunity for independent

action by taking responsibility, or not? Sticks and planets, mice and monkeys may be

unable to do these things but can he; and if so, how or by what theoretical manoeuvre can he

be so conceptualised?. . .

Should organizations account for the humanness of people amidst this vast array

of change models or should they adopt the models and then rationalise later that

they operate in the way that fits with their plans?

Making sense of change is to make sense of the language of change, as stated in

the perspectives on and models of change management. Tsoukas (2005: 96–97) in

arguing why ‘language matters in organizational change’, sees that there are three
ways of making sense of organizational change and its management:

. . .the behaviourist, the cognitivist and the discursive. The basic tenets of the behaviourist

perspective are the following: first change is modelled on motion and is thus episodic- it

occurs in successive states. . .secondly the change agent stands outside the object undergoing
change the is no internal relationship connecting the two. . .Change is unidirectional; others
need to change and the change agent is there to make sure they do change. . .Thirdly the object
undergoing change has a particular structure. . .which can be deliberately changed..
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The behaviourist simply pictures organizations as an amalgam of people, struc-

tures and systems sitting in a Cartesian duality according to Tsoukas ‘ the mind

knows, the body behaves’—therefore ‘managerial intentions and plans are superior

to the functioning of the organization’. The dilemma has been who or what changes

and how—so in a cognitivist perspective managerial action is not habitual or

instinctual or based on ‘environmental determination; their behaviour is active

and intentional’. And ‘. . .whereas behaviourists seek to change human behaviour

through reinforcements rewards and punishments—cognitivists want to intervene

into how people think. . .change is seen as episodic. . .’(ibid).
Tsoukas reference to the ‘discursive perspective’ as one that ‘places meaning

centrally on the research agenda on change’ strike a chord with the stance taken in

this paper. ‘Organizational change’ is thus seen as ‘the process of constructing and

sharing new meanings and interpretations of organizational activities’ (Morgan and

Sturdy, 2000 cited in Tsoukas 2005: 98).

Discourse [defined as “shorthand for a whole set of power/knowledge relations

which are written, spoken, communicated and embedded in social practices”

(Knights and Morgan 1991: 254)] contains those systems of representation of

change—organisations choosing those they think will fit thereby choosing what

reality they want represented and projected for the organisation to follow.

From a discursive point of view ‘language is not simply the medium through

which change is brought about, but change occurs in language and by doing so

language brings about a different state of affairs. . .’(ibid: 99). Indeed as Chia and

Tsoukas (2004) and Tsoukas and Chia (2002) argue:

Change is a fundamental ontological category of lived experiences and that organization is

an attempt to order and stabilize the intrinsic flux of human action. . .. Change must not be

thought of as a property of organization rather organization must be understood as a

property of change- the attempt to simplify and stabilize what would have been an

irreducibly dynamic and irreducible lived experience. A discursive perspective to organi-

zational change is particularly sensitive to both the need to stabilize an ever-changing

experience and to capturing on-going change. . . (Cited in Tsoukas 2005: 101).

In what ways, if the above points are taken on board, are managers’ [organ-

izations’] approach to change management defined or shaped? How does this fit

into having models and prescriptive means for managing change? Is it possible or

relevant to ‘pin down’ change in order to understand it and then manage it? How

can an ephemeral situation as such, an ever-changing experience, be stabilised? Can

equilibrium remain the desired state? Events happen and nothing stays the same and

humans, as organizational actors, experience change in this way and context.

Fairclough (1995: 5) explains that the ‘power to control discourses is seen as the

power to sustain particular discursive practices with particular ideological invest-

ments in dominance over other alternative. . .practices’. . ..dominant meanings

emerge from the context under which they are negotiated. . .’(cited in Grant

et al. 2005: 8).

In 1999, Ford in his article entitled ‘organizational change as shifting conver-
sations’ aptly states that:
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Conversations are proposed as both the medium and product of reality construction within

which change is a process of shifting conversations in the network of conversations that

constitute organizations. . . If we consider organizations as socially constructed realities in

which the reality we know is interpreted, constructed, enacted and maintained through

discourse (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Holzner, 1972; Searle, 1995; Weick 1979—cited in

Ford 1999: 480).

Then, organizational actors’—people’s—knowledge is basically that construc-
tion, which is inter-subjectively developed. Such realities, or impressions and

expressions of realities may also be seen as ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’ and ‘post

hoc rationalisations’ (A’ la Weick 1979).

Ford also claims that within the constructionist paradigm adoption of a conver-

sational framework,

. . .requires an alteration in our understanding of what constitutes ‘a change’. Traditional,

structural functionalist perspectives talk about ‘a change’ as if it were a clearly definable

and identifiable object or thing that is put in place . . . Like the organization in which it

occurs ‘a change’ is not monolithic discursively. Rather it is more appropriately seen as a

polyphonic phenomenon (Hazen 1993). . . a story of stories (Skoldberg 1994), or thematic

within which conversations are introduced, maintained and deleted (Czarniawska 1997). . .
(ibid: 486–487).

In enacting such organizational realities as ‘change’ the assertion is that organ-

izational members understand change as ‘a language shift’, and then ‘resistance can

be seen as an issue of language maintenance’, and thus staying with the familiar

which provides some cognitive comfort (Holmes 1992 cited in Ford 1999: 495).

In introducing Wittgenstein’s work Grayling states that language is not ‘one

unifying thing but a host of different activities. . .’and that Wittgenstein refers to a

set of activities for which ‘language is used to describe, inform, confirm, show,

doubt, and speculate and so on. This is what he calls ‘language games’ (Grayling,

2001: 83–85). Grayling’s interpretation of Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language

game’ indicates that ‘it is a practice or set of practices involving agreement
about the rules for the use of words. . .’ and that ‘our talk gets its meaning from
the rest of proceedings’. So this may imply that to understand and critique ‘man-

agement of change’ or what models of change management offer there is a need to

believe in such practices simply because as Wittgenstein would say ‘doubt follows

belief’ (Grayling, 2001: 107–109).

Language used by people going through the change process is of interest here.

An example of this is found in Thurlow and Helms Mills’ (2009) study of the

language used by staff during the change process of a merger of health centres.

Using the analytic framework of critical sense-making [CSM created by Mills and

Helms Mills (2004) which takes Weick’s (1995) sense-making model as a starting

point and combines elements of Unger’s (2004) notion of formative contexts, and

Mills and Murgatroyd’s (1991) organizational rules], they analysed the process

through which some talk is privileged in the organizational change process. The

deconstruction of language used throughout the analysis highlighted the relation-

ship between sites of power and the ability to affect sense making among organ-

izational members. It showed how some terminology relating to the change,
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e.g. new names of titles, initiatives, sites etc. in conversations and even the word

‘change’ caused reactions. It was clear that with the change process came strategic

objectives and goals and a host of terms associated with change models that were

being implemented which managers understood and staff did not, so this caused a

sense of alienation and confusion for staff and privilege for managers.

Airo and Nenonen (2012) found that when there were changes in the workplace

that employees became more ambiguous with their messages when interviewed and

that people used particular discourses to show their opposition of conformity to

change. Opposing discourses included rhetorical strategies of social community

versus own responsibility, believing in a hidden agenda of management, and

distancing oneself. Conforming discourses include social community versus indi-

vidual opinion, including oneself, and trusting the professionals. Language can be

deliberately used and redefined in order to bring about change or stabilise change

and in this way can be a powerful tool in itself (Tsoukas 2005). However, experi-

ence of change will also change the meaning of words used within the organ-

isation—it is a dynamic.

In defining ‘management’ Linstead considers language and meaning construc-

tion and notes that management is ‘a social process involving negotiation and
construction of meaning to get things done’ (Mangham, 1986; Reed, 1989; Strauss,

1978, all cited in Linstead 1997: 87). Accordingly, he also cites Finneman (1993) to

argue that management involves ‘thought and emotion. . .concrete symbolic activity
expressed through symbols and rhetoric. . .’ laced with ‘layers of meaning. . .’ This
subtly puts humans at the centre.

Gowler and Legge illustrate how managerial discourse is constructed on rhetoric

and thus on meaning management. They draw on Parkin’s (1975: 119) conception

of rhetoric and that through rhetoric ‘. . .people have licence. . . to explain, evaluate
the causes and consequences of social relations’ (1996: 34). Gowler and Legge

close their argument on management as an ‘oral tradition’ and as ‘management of
meaning’ by advocating that ‘rhetoric is the way by which social control is
maintained in situations of uncertainty and ambiguity. . .’(1996: 48). Perspectives
on and prescriptions for management of change mainly advocate structured

approaches as a means to manage environmental unpredictability and as such

they stress ‘homogenised’ practices. On a similar note and following Gowler and

Legge, Kamoche (1995) argues that ‘language acts as medium for creating and

sharing intersubjective meanings’ (1995: 368) and whilst referring to Wittgenstein’

(1963) notion of ‘language games’, adds that ‘the speaking of language is part of an
activity. . .’ or ‘is a form of life’.

The question is whether some of the elements that make managers fear of failing

to manage change increases their desire for more techniques, processes, systems

and models—and the language contained in them—as ‘the answer’ and that success

in following the model can create a false sense of success in ‘controlling’ change

without questioning whether it can indeed be controlled. Measures and validations

defined by the models, in effect only measure and validate what they have pre-

scribed is required; they provide the panacea, the toxin and the antidote.
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5 Closing Questions

In an attempt to question the underlying assumptions about organizational change

management perspectives and models a set of questions are raised in this piece. The

paper closes with some further questions—which are taken to be pivotal in any

conversation on change and its management—:

Is change conceived or perceived or is this another superficially generated paradox?

What is the alternative to change? Is it stability or continuity or death or disappear-

ance or no change?

If organisations want to consider other possibilities than to ‘manage’ change then

how do they know what alternatives are there? What are the outcomes or

consequences of choosing any of these alternatives? Is choosing not to manage

change a risk or a possibility?

Does change management constrain or liberate organizational actors, people in

organizations?

Does the portrayal of change management process conjure up a utopian Alcatraz?

Is ‘managing change’—a contradiction in terms, an oxymoron or antithetical?

Is change manageable?
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Strange Encounter: An Inquiry into

the Popularity of Participation

in Organizations

Ralf Wetzel

1 The Problem

1.1 The Momentum of Participation

Almost no attempt to grasp the link between the human being and organizational

change can miss one fancy, fashionable and moralized key word. It is not only one

of the silver bullets in organizational change, it the silver bullet of the modern world

as such. With its lustre, mystified and mystifying, without alternative, it is one of the

last quasi-mystical agents that modernity can still accept as such: Participation, or

in other opalescent covers, known as involvement or even empowerment. Moder-

nity seems imbued with a desire for participation. It almost appears as something

good in itself, as a value that—once uttered—leaves only one option: Expansion.

Be it in politics, education, business, law, mass media, or in protest movements,

participation has spread to every facet of modern life. It can be tacitly taken for

granted or vociferously campaigned for. It is obviously one of the primary desires

of today’s human beings, the wish of the individual to be included, the expectation

of being relevantly perceived by communication. In other words, it stands for a
semantic of inclusion in communication. The impetus for participation has arrived

in diverse, functionally specific codes across society, communicated equally by

politics, mass media, and public protest, and aimed more and more not only at

individuals, but at organizations. Governments, political parties, businesses,

schools, educational authorities, the bureaucracies of the welfare state (job centres),

municipal or state authorities, universities, even armies are faced with a call for

participation or indeed raising that call themselves. It has become the “new

conventional wisdom” (Osterman 1994). The momentum of participation thus
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seems to refer both to a quantitative explosion and qualitative diversification in

diverse functional contexts and diverse systemic levels like society or organization.

It is not only an imposing presence in itself, it is even more imposing in its effects.

A look at the careful attention paid to participation in legal texts (laws), political

programmes, product marketing strategies, or mass media websites alone shows

that participation is not an outgrowth of rhetoric, but a force with real structural

impact.

The ubiquity of the term comes along with an astonishing lack of awareness for

the complexity and multiplicity of the states of inclusion in the modern world. The

call for participation does not heed e.g. the extreme decelerating effect that mass

participation has in political decision-making processes nor the exclusion

(non-participatory decisions) it necessarily produces (Luhmann 1981b: 401). Nei-

ther does it take into account that the practical inclusion of disabled children in

regular education can cause major isolation experiences for those same children

(Fuchs 1995b) or that many companies’ direct participation concepts actually limit

or even undermine its continuation (Kühl 1998). These limits of practical partici-

pation are not included in the semantics. The impetus of the call for participation is

weighed up by a surprising amount of ignorance about the conditions and restric-

tions affecting structural inclusion in practice.

Two aspects of modern participation have been named that will be essential for

the remainder of this paper: On the one side, participation is a common stand-in

term for inclusion; on the other, it points to the problems that are covered by it. The

term offers a semantic simplification (Markowitz 1986) for a highly contingent and

complex process which does not express how inclusion actually happens, which

whitewashes the requirements of different types of systems (functional systems/

society, organizations) concerning inclusion in their communication, and which

often hides the only limited effectiveness of participatory techniques (Heller 2003;

Wagner 1994; Cotton 1993; Yukl 1989). In view of these problems, this paper will

fundamentally explore the purpose of such a masquerading, stand-in term in

modern inclusion. In essence, it asks about the relationship between the semantics

of participation and its socio-cultural foundations. The assumption is that the

shifting essence of society’s structure has led to dramatic changes in the modes

of inclusion for individuals, while the semantics of participation have not kept up

fully with those changes. However, the outmoded semantics of participation aston-

ishingly help by offering a simplistic description of the states of inclusion in their

modern contexts. At the same time, the traditional subtext of a stratified society

obscures the fundamental differences in functional inclusion and thus forces the

semantics of participation themselves into contradiction and paradox. The mean-

ings that the term participation had taken on in the time of stratified societies has

been kept alive and even popularized further through the rise of societal functional

differentiation, although the old socio-structural conditions have lost their rele-

vance. This leads automatically to ambiguities and contradictions when dealing

with participation in a modern context, going even to the belief that factual

participation is extremely difficult or even outright impossible (McCaffrey
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et al. 1995; Heller 2003). This leads us to explore the nature of the term and the fault

lines affecting participation today.

1.2 Theoretical Access

To present and explain the assumption, I will apply the tenets of sociology’s

systems theory as proposed by Luhmann (1995c, 2012, 2013), but consider only a

limited set of phenomena, namely organized inclusion, that is, participation in the

decisions of organizations. The choice to go with this theoretical basis was moti-

vated by the shallow draught of the alternative options, action theory and structur-

alist theories, in this area. Especially approaches favoured by action theory usually

lead to “questions of who” (Luhmann 1988: 335) that either ignore the paradoxes,

fault lines, and consequences inherent in the call for participation (Wehner and

Rauch 1994; Askenazy et al. 2001; Yates et al. 2001) or flag these as repressive

forces that work against the essentially desirable autonomy of the actors (Uehlinger

1988; Strauss 2004a, 2004b; Edwards and Wajcman 2005). Even when making

explicit reference to the social framework, the exploration tends to only focus on

how capitalist society constructs participation in microcontexts such as organiza-

tions as a form of managerial and therefore capitalist control, in which participation

is part of an on-going-power game between management and workers (Edwards

and Wajcman 2005). It typically ignores the fact that participation is in itself is an

outcome of a shift in societal differentiation and goes further than a reflexive mode

of exploitation only . Additionally, 25 years of organizational participation research

have not overcome a certain feeling of disillusionment and disbelief at the fact that

organizations might be using many participatory techniques, but to very uncertain

effect in terms of enforcing or improving states of participation or inclusion

(Poutsma et al. 2003, 2006; Heller 2003; McCaffrey et al. 1995; Cotton 1993;

Wagner 1994; Yukl 1989; Wagner and Gooding 1987; on a broader scope:

Alvesson 1982). This is the point where systems theory can open up new vistas.

It can apply the insights of evolution theory (via the distinction between society’s

structure and semantics) and organizational theory (via the distinction of member-

ship and premises for decisions) to learn much more about the basic functions of

participation, the role of its inherent ambiguity when dealing with failed participa-

tion (Kühl 1998), and the origin of the prevalent feeling of disillusionment.

1.3 The Phenomena in Question: Organizations

By choosing to explore the topic of the organization, this paper concentrates on a

phenomenon that began as a product of the call for participation and has increas-

ingly become its addressee. Organizations immediately show the consequences of

structural changes in society for the inclusion of its members. They themselves play
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a vital, if paradoxical role in these changes (Luhmann 1994): Organizations provide

forms of inclusion that match both traditional and new semantics of participation.

Both semantics are brought into focus in them, making both the structural changes

and the subsequent adjustment in the semantics plain to sight.

Selecting this research object has meant concentrating on a specific aspect of

participation semantics, that is, the difference between inclusion into (formal

membership) and participation inside of organizations (in decisions etc.) (Heller

et al. 2004; Sisson 2000; Alvesson 1991; Marchington and Wilkinson 2000).

Aspects of financial participation (Poutsma et al. 2003, 2006) are deliberately

ignored here in favour of a focus on participation in decisions, be it direct (March-

ington andWilkinson 2000) or indirect (Minssen 1999; Kühl 1998; Regalia and Gill

1995; Cotton et al. 1988). Such a limitation of the scope of this paper is mainly due

to simple reasons of clarity and brevity.

This paper aims to show that organizations have gained their current presence in

the wake of the polarization of participation semantics and their loading with the

concepts of equality. Both of these developments led to functional differentiation,

and both play their part in reconciling individuals with their experience of the

functionally differentiated social structures around them. This will be explored in

three steps: Part 2 considers the relationship between the semantics of participation

and the structure of society in more detail and tracks the development of these

semantics from their origin in stratified society to the functionally differentiated

present. Part 3 considers three dimensions in which participation becomes relevant

for organizations and the ambiguities that this creates. These distinctions reveal the

essential opaqueness of the current semantics and their implications. The final part

4 will revisit the findings of the previous chapters and cast a look ahead at new

avenues for further research.

2 The Career of Participation Semantics

2.1 The Semantic and Structural Origins: Part and Whole

Etymologically speaking, pars means a part in the sense of a whole made up of

individual parts. Participere, translated literally, means ‘taking a part’, that is,

“being able to be of the whole” (Luhmann 2009: 297ff.). In organic metaphors,

‘taking part’ means fulfilling a role as part of a greater whole. Both antiquity and the

Middle Ages read this distinction of part and whole in terms of a distinction

between top and bottom (lord and subject, a deity and its believers). The parts

had to be able to survive and sustain themselves, but only gained their raison d’être

from the whole. Participere here suggests both referring to oneself and to some-

thing other (Luhmann 2009: 300), crucially in the form of the primacy of religion

and its ability to manage the economy of grace. In the relationship between the
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whole and its parts (Luhmann 2013: 202f.) is gives the parts both rights (protection,

sustenance) and duties (service) to demand and to deliver.

These two distinctions can suffice for now to understand the social frame of

reference, as they appear as the essential distinctions in medieval or pre-modern

semantics. Participation as social semantics reflects the structure of medieval

society,1 with its dominant notion of a top-bottom hierarchy. The estates (serfs,

trades, burghers, and nobility) formed a clear secular hierarchy, paralleled by the

ecclesiastical hierarchy. God alone stood above Pope and Emperor as the founda-

tions and telos of either pyramid. This social structure is a direct reflection of the

premodern distinctions at work in participation: Every estate has both subsistence

rights and the duty to provide service to its ‘betters’. The same pattern is found not

only in the estates, but also in the actual social venues of inclusion, i.e. households

or corporations like monasteries. Participating here has a double meaning of being-

in-something and contributing-to-something-greater. In short: Being destined for a

certain place and occupying that place. This meaning corresponds well with the

concept of inclusion in a layered society built around the idea of ‘being born into

something’ (Fuchs 2005b: 108). The unity of person (Luhmann 1995a) and

addressee (Fuchs 2005a, 2005d) was therefore readily visible and determined: All

individuals had their social address and a set of expectations placed on them.2 The

semantics of participation thus allowed the hierarchical polity to observe and

describe itself, as it equipped that observation process with the necessary distinc-

tions of top-bottom and part-whole that were matched by the structural state of

society (Luhmann 2013: 196ff.). At the same time, the term ‘participation’ did not

enjoy much popularity. It is one of the ironies of history that this changed right at

the time when the former match between self-description and actual structure fell

apart.

2.2 Socio-Structural Upheavals

Beginning in the eighteenth century, the structural distinctions in society shifted

from a hierarchical to a functional basis (Luhmann 1980, 1981a, 2012). The end of

the old order also meant the end of the whole that was made up of the parts. Modern

society has become polycontextual to the degree that individual functional areas

that used to work across all layers and estates have emerged from that hierarchical

1 This uses Luhmann’s (Luhmann 1980: 19) notion of semantics as “forms of a society”

contrasting with incidents of perception or action. Semantics provide forms that can be employed

in perception and action: “There is a . . .mediating need – a type of store of possible topics that is at

hand for immediate and immediately clear inclusion in specific communication processes. We call

this store of topics or, if it is stored specifically for communication, semantics.“ Luhmann (1995c:

224). On other uses of the term ‘semantics’ in Luhmann cf. Stichweh (2006).
2 Put differently: The person reflected the individual (cf. Luhmann 2000: 89, Fn 24).
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order and ‘enclosed’ themselves within themselves. Politics and business, followed

by science and law, emancipated themselves from the primacy of religion and now

stand as its equals. The old vertical order is replaced by a horizontal order that has

lost its common denominator and that does not fit a single continuum anymore. The

structure parallelism between different functional frames of reference undermines

the idea of a greater whole that one can contribute to (Luhmann 2013: 95ff.).

This has far-reaching consequences for people’s social belonging in the sense of

changing the modes of inclusion in society. The feeling of being born into one’s

station has slowly given way to a sense of being initially excluded from social

relations. A person will only feel embedded in his or her place if the social

environment recognizes him or her as an addressee to relate to. This needs an effort

on the part of that individual and, which is even more difficult, the individual’s

social registering. People are expulsed from the social ‘birthplace’ they had in the

Middle Ages3 and find themselves in a world of enclosed and enclosing functional

relations. There are only functional milieus that do not accept any birth right to

belonging-by-birth. The hierarchical mode of full inclusion has been turned upside

down into a primary exclusion from all functional contexts; the original state is now

one of excluded individuality.

The changes at work in the primary structures of society did not leave its

semantics untouched either: A new store of themes was needed to define, above

all, the limits of the new functional systems and make them manageable for

everyday life. This has created the semantics of statehood as a means of delimiting

politics from other types of communication (Stichweh 2006: 3). At the same time,

new semantics were needed to reflect the new context of the individual. This has

become the semantics of humanity, which defines the individual’s new position in

society and its various functional areas and, again, makes them accessible for

everyday practice. People are given a set of attributes that place them in their social

environment; the social environment becomes readable with these semantics. “The

totality of the social was discerned in the human being as member of a particular

species and was anchored in the specificity of the human way of life.” (Luhmann

2013: 210f.). This has lit the fuse for one of the most explosive careers of

modernity’s semantics: The semantics of individuality, of the in-divisible. How-

ever, the individual is not indivisible in the social sphere anymore, but has rather

becomes a ‘dividual’, a highly specialized fragment of a social observer that is not

identical with its other appearances in the eyes of other observers.

Even when new semantic patterns arise, the old semantics with their grounding

in a stratified world remain in use. The distinction between the whole and its parts

remains relevant and continues to describe how we relate to society. Even today,

society is envisioned as a whole that is made up of people as its parts (Luhmann

2013: 209). Participation has become part of the wider semantic store, even though

3 This state of expulsion was a known and demonized fate; it was the rarely seen, but soon

ubiquitous mode of exclusion known to and feared by medieval man (Fuchs 2005c). It is now

the de facto fate of every person.
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it has virtually lost its structural meaning (Luhmann 1987: 162): The rise of

heterarchical and autonomous functional systems has supplanted the idea of the

whole and its parts and introduced the simultaneity of multiple codes and spheres of

communication, which cannot be reconciled, balanced out, or joint up again. Each

individual now also faces the problem of needing access to all functional

sub-systems of society. The key is to be socially recognized. However, this inclu-
sion does not lie within the power of individuals themselves alone; it is, as much or

even more so, a social effort. Functional systems determine the conditions for when

and how individuals become socially relevant (socially recognizable) by acquiring

social addresses and bundling expectations in the form of a social persona

(Luhmann 1995a). Individuals can decide to invest an effort into acquiring their

addresses and engaging in address management. The key term for inclusion in this

sense is the acquisition of relevance. Participation now has a twofold purpose:

Sustaining a structurally out-dated distinction (part-whole) and developing new

distinctions (relevance-irrelevant).

2.3 Old Semantics and New Structures

The link between structural heterarchy and individual exclusion implies a substan-

tial boost to efforts to reduce exclusion on the part of politics, education, media, or

protest movements. It has become an amplifier for modern participation semantics.

However, the rise of these semantics is not dependent on referencing stratified

structures anymore; it now concerns the socially meaningful acquisition of rele-
vance for individuals dealing with functionally differentiated forms of communi-

cation. Functional systems are in themselves disinterested in individuals, although

they assume the presence of fully excluded individuals around them who are

looking for access and, above all, for social recognition in the sense of attaining

social addresses and becoming social persons.4

Participation then moves away from the idea of having access a priori towards
the idea of getting access, which is not a one-time achievement, but a recurrent

pursuit. At the same time, the end purpose of participation still lies in the taking part
or being part of the greater social whole. The state of belonging in the sense of a

normally assumed access to functionally coded communication shifts in its mean-

ing, which will need to be discussed later on. It reveals one of the modern structural

components of participation: The distinction that fuels the call for participation,

now lies between socially relevant and socially irrelevant, with a definite preference

for social relevance.

4 It would go too far to discuss why this could not inspire hope for further intensification (the more

inclusion, the more relevance, the better); it suffices to think of prisons or institutions for people

with disabilities (Wetzel 2004; Fuchs 1995a), which exhibit states of full inclusion, but who give

the term of relevance a unique connotation.
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This is a case of a term with formerly hierarchical meaning gaining a new

semantic load. It is used first to describe social contexts and make them more

practically manageable when the structural conditions have changed at their core.

At the same time, it pays heed to the new structural requirements and acknowledges

the relevance of individual inclusion. The term ‘participation’ therefore represents

the relationship between social structure and semantics in normal balance. Again,

the semantics take longer to change, but this lag follows its own pace. It has an

impact on the continued validity of functional heterarchy. In order to pursue this

further, another semantic trait of modern society needs to be discussed: the seman-

tics of equality.

2.4 The Emergence of Equality: Amplifying the Semantics
of Participation

The loss of socio-structural plausibility of a hierarchy of estates has created another

phenomenon that is essential for our notion of the link between the structure of

society and semantics: The visibility of social inequality and the need for its

legitimation. What used to gain its structural legitimation from religious tenets

now becomes a skandalon. At the point when the heterarchy of the functional

systems becomes evident and individuals that used to be fully included, caught

up in defined classes or households discover their theoretical access to unlimited

means of communication, any limits to that access become visible and, above all,

revealed in their contingent nature. All of a sudden, the traditional inequalities in

access and relevance lose their semantic legitimation and plausibility. They become

seemingly random and scandalous. Inequalities in the access to politics, education,

commerce, or legal rights become the focal point of social unrest. This is where

modernity discovers the essential inequality in the top-bottom distinction. More

than that: It discovers its variable nature. Inequality is no more an experience to be

suffered; it can be influenced by one’s own or other people’s actions. The contin-

gent nature of where people are placed on the top-or-bottom scale is not the only

thing to become visible and scandalized. The modern world also discovers states of

inequality in terms of poverty, disability, or gender; these inequalities are the

seedbed for the growth of new functional systems like education, social work, or

protest movements. Their essential problem is not so much the former top-bottom

distinction, but rather the problem of heterarchy. Inequalities in access to the social

relations of everyday life (and thus to the products of different functional systems)

become visible. There are obvious differences in the quality and quantity of access

to commerce, education, law, medical support, or truth and in the involvement in

collectively binding decisions. These differences are then experienced as faults

(Fuchs 1996: 962), and the new forms of distinction soon lead to a forceful semantic

call for equal inclusion opportunities, countered by a multitude of structural

inequalities in just these opportunities. The states of inequality lack the inherent
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plausibility that they had possessed by power of the primary religious coding of the

traditional stratified world (Luhmann 2002: 357). The lack of equal opportunities is

a focal point for social problems with new universal and lasting relevance. Society

has become semantically “irritable by inequality” (Fuchs 1996: 963).

Distinguishing between equal and unequal has also brought more and more groups

of disenfranchised out into the open that are able to demand participation (or have

others demand it on their behalf) in the sense of reducing the inequality that afflicts

them. Structural exclusion has become semantically translatable as restricted or

suppressed participation.5

The connotations of the ideas of participation are shaped by this socio-structural

settlement. At stake is not only the social relevance or irrelevance of individuals,

but their relevance under the premise of the equality of all individuals understood
as principally equal parts of society. On this basis, states of exclusion can imme-

diately be semantically rewrought as a normative demand for inclusion (Luhmann

1995b). This adds moral value to the distinction; it politicizes it and embeds it in the

possibility of a permanent semantic discourse, since there are always states of

exclusion that can be translated as problems of inclusion.

The postulate of equality then makes the semantics of participation—despite all

of their limitations—effective for the assertion of the functional distinctions. The

modern term of participation, combining the part-whole distinction with the issue of

relevance, can be extremely simplistic. People want to be equal parts of society, but

they are also faced with structural states of inequality. At the same time, the

relevance of every individual needs to be asserted in the face of these inequalities,

across the whole of society, reaching from politics to education, commerce, or

society. This means that the term participation promotes the universal enforcement

of the functional heterarchy and the pressure for the pluralist inclusion of individ-

uals across all of society. Still grounded in the notion of stratification, the semantics

seem to aid the assertion of a heterarchical structuring principle, without being able

to state exactly what would need to be done to do so or when it would be achieved.

In this sense, the semantics of participation are an example of inherited semantics

whose modernization will benefit the modern world.

2.5 A Summary

Participation is a term used in people’s life-world experience to express the general

demand for inclusion in functional systems in ‘practicable’ terms. The claims

expressed by its semantics, however, obscure the practical reality of inclusion,

that is, not as part of the old predefined distinction between the whole and its parts,

but as the social performance of diverse, heterarchical functions. In other words:

5 The heterarchy of functional systems must not obscure the fact that functional systems are

themselves the producers of inequality, cf. Stichweh (2005: 163ff.).
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Participation is communication self-simplified (Markowitz 1986) to make its social

structural preconditions, specifically the principle of inclusion, generally viable. It

is not true to its function: It overshadows, rather than mirroring the functional

conditions that are in place. On the one side, it assumes that inclusion is not to be

taken for granted, but that something needs to be done about it. It does so by

imbuing it with relevance. On the other side, it does not instruct people enough

about what actually needs to be done. Rather, it meshes together different systemic

references and sustains the world’s ontic part-and-whole presence. It simplifies this

to a level that individuals can mentally sustain in their everyday world, but keeps its

appellatory nature to the extent that it expresses the social demand for inclusion

within certain (contingent) boundaries. This simplification is unavoidable and has a

functional and a dysfunctional side: It is dysfunctional in particular in that partic-

ipation works with the fiction of equality and ‘wholeness’ being possible despite

both being structurally impossible. In this sense, it does not imply a normative

answer for modernity’s inequality challenge. It is an answer, first and foremost, in

the sense of its semantic obfuscation (Markowitz 1986, 2003, 2006; Kranz 2009a).

This is a first hint at the purpose of participation.

3 Participation and Decisions: Three Dimensions

The following part will consider three distinct levels on which participation

becomes relevant for organizations. For this purpose, organizations will be defined

as social systems that delimit themselves by way of decisions (Luhmann 2000,

2003, 2006). They produce decisions that are derived from previous decisions and

that use previous paths to structure their route towards new decisions. The term

decision alone hints at the affinity that exists between the political system and

organizations, which does not only imply that political action is necessarily reliant

on organizations, but also that politics and power as ‘its’ symbolically generalized

currency of communication play a major role in organizations (Heller 2003). In

essence, both meanings of participation that have gained impetus—that is, inclusion

and relevance—are again present, joined by a third facet that now needs to be

defined. Before we explore these different meansings and layers, we need to point

out the general role of organizations in modernity.

3.1 Organizations as Inclusion Mechanisms into Functional
Milieus and into ‘Lebenswelt’

Organizations are engaged with the fundamental structural fault line of modernity.

They balance the de facto inequality of people with the semantic demand for

equality. They provide an accessible pattern for regulating the pressure for
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participation in the form of bureaucratic processes, while maintaining the aware-

ness of functionally specialized organizations like mass media, political bodies, or

protest movements. Both factors allow them to stimulate the call for participation.

At the same time, such specialist organizations are a vivid example of how

organizations cope with the paradox of equality and inequality: On the outside,

the fuel the demand for participation; on the inside, they undermine its essence.

When organizations begin to respond more to the call for participation, they

reveal another facet of participation. The semantics of participation whitewash the

endemic differences in systems. These semantics are specific enough to flag social

circumstances, but also so unspecific that they hide the inability to access the

actually responsible (functional) systems. They redirect attention to those systems’

more accessible stand-ins, namely: organizations.

The problem that more and more organizations are facing lies in the accelerating

erosion of their own plausibility in the face of environments that are socialized for

equality. Their inherent inequality, their hierarchies’ affront to the maxim of

equality becomes a problem (Fuchs 2009) that needs a response. This explains

why organizations have, over the course of the twentieth century, been forced to

deal more and more—almost cyclically as an effect of other factors (Ramsay 1977;

Ackers et al. 2001)—with the challenge of participation. Hierarchy has become

visible and addressable as a point of inequality. The increased use of participatory

organization and management concepts (Haas 2012) can be considered a semantic

reaction to this problem.

After this short characterization, we now turn to three different dimensions in the

relation between participation and organization.

3.2 Inclusion as Membership

Even a cursory look at the evolution of the phenomenon ‘organization’ will show

that organizations still show a number of facets that had long been lost in the

changing primary distinctions in society’s structure and the loss of the hierarchical

order: Organizations’ organization as hierarchy, the representative habitus of lead-

ership (which again implies hierarchy), and the expression of inclusion as mem-

bership (Luhmann 2000: 112; Luhmann 1996). This suggests that the Middle Ages

have found a back door into modernity where they can hibernate in thousands of

temporal forms (Fuchs 2009). This should not make it surprising that certain

medieval social patterns can be found alive and well in and with organizations, if

sometimes hidden behind a different semantic mask. Suffice it to mention the

astonishing survival of gender differences, expressed in the modern form of the

glass ceiling effect.

In organizations, we again encounter the old distinction of the whole and ‘its’

parts. This is relevant in terms of how people are treated, that is, in the shape of their

states of inclusion. Organizations reconcile the top-bottom and end-means distinc-

tions (Luhmann 2009: 300ff.), with the distinction between managers or
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entrepreneurs and their employees as the expression of the top-bottom distinction.

Participation recovers its old connotations in the sense of a focus on a universal goal

for which people contribute themselves and their actions in a bigger whole to

deliver a specifically conditioned performance. Formal membership lets people

‘be part’, with the concomitant rights (remuneration, evaluation, career, and pro-

tection) and duties. Organizations also offer a related simplifying mechanism in the

form of hierarchy. The top-bottom distinction makes the channels of communica-

tion and the decision-making processes simpler on the social, chronological, and

factual level. Participation and organization here meet in their simplifying effect to

give people a simple-to-understand notion of membership not unlike a feudal

household of the Middle Ages. However, organizational membership as a social

address is based on roles and not, as in such household, related to persons. The

guarantee of the person’s subsistence promised—ideally—in the premodern house-

hold is lost in organizations. The gap left by it is filled by participation which

stabilizes the need for participation on a semantic level that society at large only

covers in the form of familial ties (to an ever lesser degree, it would seem). An

award of membership (that is, a decision to that effect) gives the member an

opportunity to act not only under his or her own name and social address, but

also under the address of the organization. We encounter the representative poten-

tial (and sometimes specific expectations of representation) in the form of the

‘greater whole’ without every member having to have access to the representative

presence of the organization’s management. The address of the organization has

become an important source for identification that contributes to the mental orien-

tation of its members even in the world outside of the organization. On a social

level, organizational inclusion as membership produces a basis for inclusion

semantics that are reflected in the semantic call for participation. However, this

potential for identification seems ambiguous: With the decision in favour of

membership, the individual agrees to submit to a certain degree to the regime of

the organization in exchange for certain incentives and even accepts sanctions in

the case of ending that agreement (Luhmann 2000). In this sense, membership even

allows a certain distance from the purpose of the organization: It is comparatively

easy to use the interactional repertoire in one’s role to show that one does not, in

fact, belong (cf. Goffman 1973). Identification is therefore not an automatism;

rather, it is dependent on stimulation and incentives and always latently under

threat. Participation in organizations is therefore a simplification of inclusion and

participation in society, although this is not exclusive. Organizations produce the

instruments with which to confirm this state of participation.

3.3 Relevance Influencing Decisions

The aspect of participating in decisions also concerns the field of participation in

commercial operations (Poutsma et al. 2003, 2006). This touches on participation

within organization. Since the pioneering research of Coch and French (1948), this
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has been taken to refer to financial, direct, and representative participation, of which

financial participation is left out of this paper for reasons of simplicity. Represen-

tative or indirect participation can mean works councils or other formally desig-

nated representatives of employees who can influence managerial decision-making

processes in hearings, joint consultation, vetoes, or direct decision-making powers

(Hucker 2008; Cotton 1993). Direct participation, in turn, refers to the immediate

influencing of decisions by being able to shape one’s immediate work environment

(processes, division of labour, job profiles, other terms and conditions like working

hours) (Haas 2012; Heller et al. 2004; Minssen 1999).

The readiness to participate within organizations necessarily refers back to the

need for relevance, the establishment of individual decision-making powers in the

face of functional mechanisms, albeit in a specific shape and form. The key is that

members become socially accessible in their form and expression of their mem-

bership role. Initially, joining an organization only allows fragmentary relevance:

the relevance of a closely defined fragment of behaviour and not of the individual as

a whole. The individual is recognized as a socially relevant and attributable

addressee—this in itself is one of the foremost functions of participation in
organizations—but the fact of membership also reduces this relevance back down

to a minimum, i.e. the behaviours that the employee is expect to show when

contributing to the whole. The ‘entire rest’ immediately disappears in a zone of

indifference (first identified by Barnard 1938), that is, in the zone in which self-

determination is handed over to the formal authority of a superior. Organizational

participation in this sense is primarily a declaration and simultaneous denial of

relevance, as it indeed does not mean contributing individuality or internal moti-

vation, but primarily the fulfilment of ‘dividual’ expectations that side-line any

personal uniqueness.

However, membership defines these ‘dividual’ expectations initially in the very

generic terms of a general store of motivation that can be actuated in the system

(Luhmann 2000: 84). Membership gives the organization and its individual mem-

bers a means of entering actuations and thereby also re-actuating the question of

relevance. In this re-actuation, relevance can reassert itself in the forms of ‘person-

ality’, creativity, or commitment, all of which are usually hidden in the zone of

indifference (Baecker 1994). In this sense, membership produces “double framing”

(Luhmann 2000: 112f.): It delimits the outside (first framing) and produces—as

already discussed—the distinction between inclusion and exclusion. Internally, it

creates a medium that allows and demands re-actuation, that is, creates a framework

for a certain degree of autonomy. Relevance can be renegotiated in this framework,

which also touches on mutual behavioural expectations and duties, the expectations

of the organization and the fact whether the member can and wishes to actuate

these. The relevant people present certain descriptions of themselves and/or their

specific, visible behaviour that can be interpreted as the actuation, acceptance, or

indeed refusal of such expectations.6 The personal touch in how they fulfil their

roles is essential in this regard (cf. in particular Luhmann 1964: 268ff.).

6 This closely follows Markowitz (1988).
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These medial negotiations and re-actuations are a constant occurrence. They are

the means by which it is constantly re-decided which specific and actual opportu-

nities for participation and states of inclusion in organizational communication are

available to its members. It is a silent and generally invisible process, with the

negotiations and their effects typically only becoming visible in crises (deviation

from the formal expectations, resistance against organization change etc.).

At the same time, ‘dividualization’ and the declaration of irrelevance also

creates new problems. In an equality-biased, democratically governed society,

delimiting and ‘fractalizing’ individuals (even though it is the normal order in the

everyday creation and use of social addresses) is an easy source for outrage. Even in

the early evolution of modernity, the new old hierarchy, the new old patriarchate,

and the new old forms of limited subjection in organizations have been an obvious

skandalon. Ever since that time, efforts have been under way to civilize or ‘mod-

ernize’ organizations and give them a democratic, morally acceptable face. Above

all, this concerns the processes of indirect or representative participation (Poutsma

et al. 2006; Cotton et al. 1988) which usually operate with the tools of delegation.

The political and moralizing effect of participation is particularly obvious in this

area: The organization’s members one-sided affectability by management decisions

and his or her one-sided state of dependence. Affectability works to reinforce the

demands: The member of the organization is affected by certain decisions, but is

also enabled for the counter-observation of the facts at stake (the effectiveness and

efficiency of processes, strategies, products etc.).7 This places pressure on managers

to let the people affected by their decisions influence them in the decision-making

process or indeed to relinquish or share their decision-making authority. The call

for participation thus reinforces the relevance of the members of the organization

and directly affects the social and factual state of the organization.

The extent to which the member of the organization—who has become relevant

by the mere fulfilment of a formal role—actually influences decisions depends less

on the wider social semantics than on the state and situation in the organization. The

autopoiesis, the inherent rationality of the organization slips in between the social

demands and the factual influence of individuals. It is practically closed to the

outside and only responds to external challenges if they resonate in the organization

itself. One has to distinguish between political demands placed on the organization,

which can have a legal expression (such as equal opportunities, job protection etc.)

and what the organization makes of them (fight for resources, attention, influence).

This relates to the use of power as a currency in organizations: It is available as the

threat of formal authority and as informal micropolitics. Micropolitics are espe-

cially effective in allocating influence on decision-making processes on premises

other than formal concerns or, even less, external demands. When the semantics of

participation stimulate the internal micropolitics of the organization, the end prod-

uct is not necessarily a more democratic organization or indeed the disappearance

of inequality, e.g. in the destruction or weakening of the hierarchical order. Instead,

7 This concerns the distinction between taking decisions and being affected (Luhmann 1990: 158f.)
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the organization adjusts to these semantics e.g. by means of micropolitical com-

munication, which can often reach an organizationally illegal, but ‘usefully illegal’

(cf. Luhmann 1964: 304ff.) nature (Dachler and Wilpert 1978). The organization

responds to the challenge of participation with more organization,8 which under-

mines the idea of democratization in general (the intensive, but micropolitical

preparation of decisions undermines the principles of democracy) and the idea of

participation itself (the more people participate in decisions, the weaker their actual

influence). The original aim of a democratization of organizations produces “struc-

tural problems not democratized at the same time” (Luhmann 1981b: 402). The

establishment of the relevance of individuals, which was the original intention,

generally fails as a result. Either the organization ‘hits back’ with the means of

participation—think of the phenomena of self-exploitation and subjection in group

work (cf. Kühl 2001; Moldaschl 1993; Kanter 1982)—or the individual gives up

and withdraws from the informal expression and actuation of his or her role

(cynicism, ‘working by the book’ etc., cf. Dickson 1981; Dean et al. 1998). Anders

suggests: “The principle of equality is (. . .) not yet a conditional programme”

(Luhmann 2000: 393). In essence, the politically motivated call for participation

mistook organizations for a functional system in a heterarchical society (cf. Heller

et al. 2004). The idea was that one could ‘protest’ one’s way into organizations as

one did in functional, political decisions and forgot that the hierarchy in organiza-

tions fulfils certain functions for them that are not easily replaced. Above all, it was

forgotten that it is not based on democratic legitimation. The call for participation,

taken up and amplified by politics and mass media, washes up against the internal

autonomy of the organization. This becomes evident in the micropolitical turn of

the political call for participation and in the organization’s semantic response.

Obviously, participation techniques are not only used to actually comply with the

call for participation on a factual and social level, but indeed to protect the

organization’s public presence pre-emptively from being discredited, thus

safeguarding the organization’s social address and access to public communication.

Using such techniques like quality circles, semi-autonomous work groups, guided

team sessions, or ideas management help organizations polish their ‘shop windows’

(Kühl 2014 following Brunsson 1989), mimicking their environment in their

structure and avoiding problems of legitimation (Meyer and Scott 1994). Politics,

protest, and mass media and the two-way observation of organizations have helped

the spread of normative demands along, but they have not achieved an actual

improvement of the states of inclusion for the members of organizations (Heller

2003; Wagner 1994; Cotton 1993; Yukl 1989: 86).9 The organizations’ use of the

concepts of participation (aided and abetted by politics and, above all, science)

should not be understood only as a response to the demands raised against them, but

8 The point is that the number of decisions will increase when decisions are the final elements, and

the higher standards for decisions will make them increasingly less likely.
9 An impressive example of the use of group work in the automotive industry and its consequences

can be found in Kühl (1998).
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also as a rhetorical response to the normative pressure of the semantics of partic-

ipation. Used internally, the relevant techniques now act on a micropolitical, not

social level.

In effect, more influence on decisions leads to an increase in the number of

decisions. Participation becomes relevant for decisions, not only as their object, but

rather as their stimulator, as a social ‘amplifier’. The challenge received from the

outside is translated depending on the sensitivity and irritability of the organiza-

tion’s system. The challenge might influence later decisions by determining the

premise of who is to be involved in decisions. The social semantics of participation

ignore the organizations’ members different expressions of their roles and the

problem of the allowance of society’s external expectations and the inherent option

of rejecting these. Instead, semantics are the plaster that hides the cracks and fault

lines.

3.4 Contact in the Interactive Shaping of Organizational
Realities

Another aspect deserves to be mentioned that is too easily forgotten and that still

holds much promise for further research, that is, the contact with microdiversity that

is essential for the self-organization of organizations (Luhmann 1997, 2000:

p. 255f., Fuchs 2004c). The organization needs another social system to provide

certain “material” (Luhmann 2000: p. 255) from which it can distil its self-

organized decisions by means of structural coupling. This microdiversity is made

available by interaction (Kieserling 2000). However, this insight draws attention to

something that it usually neglected in communicational relationships, but that is

always at work: Reflexive perception. Perceptions are clearly not relevant only for

mental systemic references, but also for the interaction processes that help form

social structures, specifically as the “behavioural component” that runs in parallel

to communication (Kranz 2009b: 79f.). Put in very blunt terms: What is at stake is

that the boundaries that delineate simple social systems depend on both communi-

cation and perception. Any act of inclusion works by means of the socially

constitutive double distinction of information / expression / comprehension and

the mentally grounded process of perception in its relevant form of not only a

passive registry, but an active selection in the form of reaching out or investing

attention.10 For an organization to continue, it needs interactive attention and

engagement under a condition of mutual perceptibility.

10 This refers to new developments in system theoretical interaction theory whose rationale cannot

be explained in further detail at this point and that have to be presented in a highly simplistic form.

For further details, please refer to Markowitz (1979, 1986, 2006), Aderhold and Kranz (2007), and

Kranz (2009a).
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These essential preconditions become particularly salient in times of crisis, as

research on disasters (Perrow 1984; Shrivastava 1992) and high-reliability organi-

zations (Weick and Sutcliffe 2007) has revealed. It has been noticed that full-scale

disasters tend to happen in particular in organizational contexts that fail to perceive

minor errors soon enough, that have a tendency towards oversimplification, and that

give hierarchical authority the precedence before functional expertise in those

critical instances (Weick and Sutcliffe 2007: 9ff.). In all of these points, the

specification and qualification of interaction becomes essential (Weick 1993).

Researchers have coined certain terms to express the central premises: ‘Collective

Mindfulness’ (Weick et al. 2005), ‘Heedful Interrelating’ (Weick and Roberts

1993), or ‘Respectful Interaction’ (Weick 1993), all of which apparently take

place at the place where organization and interaction meet.

Organizations have only limited means of influencing how attention is allocated

or perceptions are focused. This happens within the scope of interaction and will

only be passed on to organizations as interactively determined conditions for

decisions or, indeed, material that feeds into a decision if certain premises are in

place. Here, participation gains double relevance: First, inclusion in organizational

interaction is a type of participation, specifically on top of its relevance as an

informal reaffirmation of membership (see above). Occupational work is usually

a form of interaction, even if organizations are often seen as a way of sharing the

burden of having to be personally present. Inclusion in interaction here means being

included in processes of reflexive perception and in the communication of percep-

tions. This introduces a certain form of awareness in organizations and decouples

organizational units, e.g. by the specific quality of the interaction between their

members. Participation refers to how individuals are included in processes of

perception and communication to ensure a certain quality of interaction. Such

interaction can only be influenced to a limited degree by formal job descriptions

or defined channels of communication. Only parts of this can be ‘transferrable’ as

explicit knowledge. It appears as a specific new shape of the zone of indifference

(see above and Steger and Kranz 2013). In interaction, something resurfaces as a

difference that the organization had been systematically indifferent about in its

members’ behaviour. This makes the success of such participation a particularly

relevant condition. Managers who are aware of this will do well to prefer such

operational participation to institutional participation structures. This has indeed

become a managerial strategy, as can be seen in new changes in the work context in

the wake of a rethinking of the distinction between decision and execution: Today’s

organizations care about making all changes to the immediate work environment or

the general strategic situation immediately perceivable from the perspective of their

members and making these perceptions reflexively available to the organization. In

essence, this concerns a different form of delegation and self-management of

employees, a different organization of attention and perception. People are now

encouraged not only to execute their assignments reliably, but to contribute

improvements and innovations by themselves. This is affecting the entire shape

of membership and makes behaviour in organizational interaction much more

demanding. It is again evident that society’s semantic notion of participation does
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not account for these intricacies of running a different type of social system, in this

case: running social interactions in the context of organized social systems and

coping with the potential for surprise and opposition these create.

4 Conclusion: Function and Consequences of Participation

A closer look at all of these dimensions reveals many fault lines and breaks that are

not covered by society’s semantics of participation. The option to maintain distance

despite formal membership, the micropolitical decoupling in processes of partici-

pating in decisions, and the many forms and shapes of participation in organized

interaction show how the challenge of common participation semantics can be

undermined and contained. Participation in organizations can take the form of

rejection in individuals’ role performance despite their option of belonging; the

ambitions of participation can become the pawns in the micropolitical wrangling

for resources; and public disengagement in times of crisis can have a major impact

on the organization’s ability to master the crisis. The slow build-up of frustration

about the poor or even absent effect of participative techniques (Heller 2003;

Wagner 1994; Cotton 1993; Yukl 1989: 86) can be blamed on organizations’

internal regulatory mechanisms that have undermined and disappointed the general

hope for a more inclusive world of organizations. The blanket and diffuse nature of

society’s participation semantics and the highly complex self-regulation capacities

of organizations made for easy pickings in this regard and left enough room for the

public proclamation of the call for participation without drawing attention to its

limited feasibility.

The arguments put forward in this paper now need to be consolidated and

summarized. The term participation can be a semantic shortcut for describing

modern states of inclusion that are easily moralized and politicized. It can be an

amplified expression of modernity’s equality motif. Participation implies stratified

and modern elements alike that have taken shape in a belated response to changes in

the make-up of modern society. Above all, it applies the traditional ‘part-whole’

distinction onto modern functional contexts and thus helps sustain an excessively

simplistic notion of the relationship between individual and society. It gives

plausibility to the still common notion that society is made up of individual parts

(people) and helps align everyday practice accordingly. At the same time, it is a

reflection of modern claims and expectations in how it expresses the need for the

social ‘recognition’ of individuals in communication. Individuals need to be seen to

be relevant. In this sense, its claim is also to be recognized as a relevant addressee

for society. The purpose of participation therefore lies in the simplification and

diffusion of modernity’s complex states of inclusion. This diffusion is not merely a

semantic screen of the facts and conditions of modern society; in particular by

sustaining stratifying elements, it produces distinctions that go towards the func-

tional differentiation of society. This in turn contains new problems, targets for

subliminal opposition, and contradictions, all of which need to be recognized and
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responded to. It has fallen to organizations to act as the media of social inclusion

and be the object of the demands for participation and to respond to the inherent

contradictions and paradoxes of these demands. Participation touches organizations

on three levels, on each of which unique facets of individual inclusion become

relevant:

• Participation considered in terms of membership gives the people of an organi-

zation a modicum of a sense of belonging to society, a referential form of

affirmation outside of the more proximate ties of family or intimate

relationships.

• Participation seen in terms of relevance presents impressive proof of the increas-

ing need for hierarchical systems to safeguard their semantic plausibility in

environments defined by social heterarchy. Inequality in the form of hierarchical

distance is increasingly becoming a skandalon for organizations. It translates the

democratic challenge of participation into its own operational context and thus

detaches it from its social subtext.

• Finally, participation understood in terms of contact points to the microdiversity

that exists in organizational practice and the need to find and maintain properly

defined access to interactive communication. For the organized social system,

there is only the option to condition the specific embodiment of that access and

the shape of this level of participation (Kieserling 2000).

The organizational response to the impetus for participation reveals some con-

tradictory notes. Participative elements might be espoused on the public face of an

organization, but undermined or restricted on the level of micropolitics without any

obvious injury to the operational realization of society’s expectation of participa-

tion. In many cases, when that impetus for participation enters the organization, its

contextual rationality will shift and the nature of participation will be converted—

an effect that regularly stays out of public sight. The micropolitics in organizations

have great resources for cushioning the impact of society’s demands without

affecting their visible presence. The organizational attempts at participation, so

often seen in ambivalent terms by participation researchers, are merely a reflection

of this effect. The extreme simplicity and inherent plausibility of participation

encounters the fine mechanics of organizational inclusion which can take in and

accommodate the demand for participation on its semantic level. They do so,

primarily, by means of simplification: The world of the organization accommodates

the complexity of its own conditions and the challenges of modern inclusion.

Without taking these levels and the related paradoxes into account, change man-

agement will always struggle to disentangle modern participation and to understand

omnipresent failure in daily desire to move organizations.
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Leadership and Transformation

Gerhard Fatzer

1 Concepts of Leadership

In this article we will explore the topic of leadership, transformation and inspira-

tion. What are the new understandings and concepts of leadership? How do they fit

into our understanding of organizational transformation processes, what are the

basic assumptions of leaders and managers today? What are the main challenges

and what are the new competencies of leaders? These ideas are based on the newer

concepts of Edgar H. Schein on leadership and “humble inquiry” (Schein/Fatzer

2010; Schein 2012).

Our thinking and practice of Organization Development (OD) (Fatzer 1990,

2005) rest on the assumption that OD is a philosophy, a technology and a practice

(Schein 1990, in Fatzer 1990). Furthermore we share the assumption of Chris

Argyris (1985) that OD should be based on solid action research or action learning

and should be a craft, which has to be practiced and learned throughout a good

training. He calls it “Flawed Advice“.

“For advice to be helpful, it must specify the intended outcomes or objectives to be

produced [. . .] In other words it must be crafted in terms of a theory in use about producing

effective action”.

The funny thing to point out is that Edgar Schein, in his book “Helping” (2009)

came to similar descriptions, but on the background of a totally different approach,

namely the role theory of Goffman (Schein 2009, p. 1) “Helping is a complex

phenomenon. There is helpful help and unhelpful help.” so “Helping involves more

than one person, so I will concentrate on how [. . .] to define the helping “relation-

ship”. All relationships are governed by cultural rules that tell us how to behave in

relationship to each other (Schein 2009, p. 9).
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The Second fundamental cultural principle is that all relationships in human

cultures are to a large degree based on scripted roles that we are very often not even

conscious of (Schein 2009, p. 10). Situational roles and rules supersede even formal

values that we espouse. “Economics and Theater” (Schein 2009, p. 13). Therefore,

we look at the helping relationship as one of the core competencies of a good leader

or manager. So, Leadership, Helping, Transformation and Inspiration are in a line

of thought about “good leadership” (Kellerman 2004).

2 Transition to Transformation to Inspiration

We have been treating the topic within four conferences that were organized

through Trias Institute and different partners in the last few years:

• 2006 Transition!Transformation

– Location: ETH Zürich

• 2009 Transformation!Leadership

– Location: GDI

• 2011 Inspiration!Organisation

• 2013 Culture, Process, Helping

– Location: IBM Research Center

The conferences were characterized with the fact, that Edgar Schein was always

one of the keynote speakers. All the presentations were published either as book or

within the journal “Profile” (Schein 2010, 2011, 2012). The first conference focused

on the topic of Transition and Transformation, which basically describes the inner

career (Schein 1978) in comparison with organizational transformation processes.

In the next step we combined the topic of Transformation with Leadership, as we

observed that most of the transformation processes failed due to lack of leadership

or because the leaders had no clear understanding of their role in transformation.

These is best described in Barbara Kellerman’s “Bad Leadership” (Kellerman

2004) or in her important research on “Leaders and Followers” (2009).

Through the next step we were asking, what happened with the leaders through-

out their career, as we could observe that they started their career with inspiration

and very often ended up in what called “defensive routines”. As a good integration

of inspiration and transformation we were introduced into the approach of

“Preferred Futuring” (Lippitt 1997). The series culminated in Edgar Schein’s

approach of “Culture” (1985), “Process” and “Helping” (2010).
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3 Challenges and Influences of Leadership

What are the challenges of today’s leaders and managers? When we look at the

challenges and influences that play an important role in leadership, we can name the

following factors that influence through the role and influence of information

technology. So IT is a driving force. Main challenges and influences of leadership

are:

• Leaders and Managers and today’s challenges

• The Role and Influence of Information Technology

• Less need for co-location

• More work in “distributed networks”

• Less face-to-face Contact

• More Focus on Design and Definition of jobs

• More problems to measure performance

• New Concepts of communication, trust and collaboration without co-location

• Globalization and multiculturalism

• Cultural topics around nation, race, ethnic, occupation and organization

• more problems of communication throughout languages

• More need for a common language

• More need for mutual concepts of rules for authority and intimacy

• Role and Influence of Information Technology

• Specialization of all business functions

• More individualization of careers

• Less organizational localism (loyalty)

• More professionalism and cosmopotism

• More flexibility of skills

• More contract and part time work

• More influence of outside work

• More problems of alignment, coordination and collaboration

Schein in his book (2010) summed up the four new leadership competencies:

• Cultural intelligence and competence

• Interpersonal competence

• Emotional competence

• Giving and receiving help (Schein 2009)

4 Leadership as a Helping Process

If we consider Leadership as a helping relationship, we also have to combine it with

process consultation. So leading can be regarded as “helping” and process consul-

tation. Schein (2000) presents ten principles of process consultation:

Leadership and Transformation 249



1. Try to be helpful

2. Never lose touch with the actual reality

3. Use your Ignorance (of the system)

4. Everything you do is an intervention

5. The problem and it’s solution always belongs to the client

6. Go with the flow

7. Timing is crucial

8. Be constructively opportunistic and work with confrontative interventions

9. Everything creates data: mistakes will always exist. They are the most impor-

tant sources of new insights

10. Share the problem with others, when in doubt (Schein 1998)

Another important approach of a new leadership understanding is based on

Gittell’s work with Southwest Airlines and a hospital in Seattle (Gittell 2009) and

is also well described in Amy Edmondson’s new book on “teaming” (2012). It

describes through a lot of research and case examples of good leadership, that

“leadership can be seen as relationship building”. This means that the result of a

good operating team in a hospital is not only seen as the leadership of the head

doctor, but in the result of the teamwork. This understanding of leadership can be

summed up with “placing each person at the right task and create good rules of

relationship or “a culture of Teaming” (Edmondson 2012)

5 Leadership as Leadership System

David Kantor (2012) in his new book “reading the room” outlined a new leadership

model, which is based on the assumption, that no single person can be the leader

throughout all the developmental cycles of the organisation, so he proposed a

leadership system, containing at least five types of leadership:

• The performance “leader”

• The vision “leader”

• The wisdom “leader”

• The Citizen “leader”

• The Exit “leader”

This model was developed within the Monitor group, in Kantors role as

“Thought leader”. It is based on Kantors groundbreaking research in family therapy

(Kantor 1975), where he outlined a consistent communication system. It is was

throughout time translated into couple therapy and now into management and

leadership and organisational consulting and published in his new book. Kantor is

the mentor of Peter Senge and also Otto Scharmer or Bill Isaacs “Dialogue

approach”. The story behind this is narrated in detail in Kantor (2012). Kantor

uses one of the most sophisticated models where he describes the four levels of

communication in each organization. It is based on analyzing speech acts. The first
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level is action stances (move-follow-oppose and bystand). The second level is

communication domains (affect, meaning and power) and the third level contains

operating systems (closed-open-random) and it is all combined with heroes stories,

which describe different organization cultures. If we apply that onto the analysis of

a culture it can be seen as follows in Fig. 1 (Kantor 2012).

And if we look at the different tools for intervention or reflection, we could see it

in the following way presented in Fig. 2 (Böcker 2014):

Fig. 1 Levels of structure. Own illustration. Based on: (Kantor 2012)

Fig. 2 Levels of structure and tools for intervention. Own illustration. Based on: Böcker (2014)
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6 Transformation (Models) as an Architecture for Change:

Preferred Futuring by Ron Lippitt

In the next step we would like to look at the process of transformation within

organization. It is a process which can be applied to single persons in leadership

positions (like CEOs) but also to the coaching of a transformation project.

The models that we are going to discuss and introduce can be applied to a single

person, within a coaching process, or to a team or whole system, when a whole

organization is included in the transformation process.

As one of the robust approaches to Change we have the “Preferred Futuring”

model of Larry Lippitt (1997) which was originally created by Ron Lippitt:

• Step 1: Historical review

– How did we get where we are today?

• Step 2: Current state

– Where are we now?

• Step 3: Values & Beliefs

– What are our core values?

• Step 4: Events, Trends and Developments

– What do we need to anticipate

• Step 5: Vision

– Where and who do we want to be?

• Step 6: Strategic target Results

– What do we need to do to get there?

• Step 7: Action plans

– How will we get there?

• Step 8: Do it with follow up support

– How will we sustain the effort?

It is the basis of all Large group Interventions like RTSC (Dannemiller), Future

Search (Weisbord) or Town Hall Meeting (Lukensmeyer). Preferred Futuring is

a robust process which we introduced or used in Schools and Universities in

Slovenia, Austria, Switzerland, Germany, diff. African countries and now China

and Vietnam.
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7 Transformation as an Architecture of Change:

Transition curve

Our own model of “Transformation” is called the “Transition curve” and was

created within a leadership programme with Ford Managers, together with Sonja

Sackmann (Fatzer and Sackmann 1993) and describes the experience and emotional

process of any “Transformation” and is widely used. See Fig. 3.

8 Transformation as an Architecture of Change: Theory U

Scharmer (2010) created his Theory U on the empiric base of around 150 Interviews

with managers, leaders, thought leaders and researchers and published it after about

10 years of academic work. See Fig. 4

Critically we have to say that Theory U is an important model or theory, but

Scharmer (2010) did not manage to give the background theory like Field Theory

(Kurt Lewin) and Gestalt Psychology (Nevis 1988). We used this approach also in

China and Vietnam. The problem is the same as with the Fifth Discipline of Peter

Senge, namely that the transformation model of Theory U is taken as a training

programme or the description of different steps in a transformation model which

you can follow. In the case of Peter Senge’s approach, we can realize, that basically

Senge has no model of “a learning organization”. In the case of Theory U, it is also

no approach which can implemented step by step.

Fig. 3 Leadership and transformation: Change models. Own illustration. Based on: Fatzer and

Sackmann 1993
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We have to translate the transformation model into a series of tools and steps,

something which Scharmer tries to reach with “Theory U” toolbook.1

Within this article we just want to introduce some really basic models that are of

interest. It is clear, that the coverage is not universal and that some important

models might be missing.

In the conclusion we want to look at the trends of the future within the field of

Leadership and Transformation.

9 Leadership and Transformation: Trends of the future

What are the trends of the future within “Leadership and Transformation”? At last

we would like to illustrate future trends which will be widely described in our new

book “Leadership and Inspiration” (Fatzer 2013):

• Based on a philosophy of helping

• Well anchored in the strategic goals of the organisation

• Based on the individual goals of the manager

• Based on the new forms of leadership

• Instrumented through tools like “Career Anchor”, “Role analysis”

• “Strategic Role Planning” and “Stakeholder Analysis”

• Built into the “Architecture of change” of the system

• Based on research of “Learning Histories” (Roth 2008a, b)

• Based on developmental models of Culture, Team and Organization

Fig. 4 Theory U. Own illustration. Based on: Scharmer (2010)

1 www.ottoscharmer.com
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10 Conclusion

What does all of this mean for the topic of this book, the individual manager or leader

within the topic of change. A good leader or manager will try to find his role within

the organization, also on the basis of a good analysis of tasks and function. The basic

leadership description has to do with relationship building and can very often not be

fulfilled by a single person throughout the developmental phases of an organization.

The new leader has a lot of core competencies that have to do with helping and

support. The process of change of each individual person should be embedded in a

change process of the whole organization. Transformation is the word and topic of

the day. Very often it has to do with anxieties, namely learning and survival anxiety.

The Person within the organization is the primary source of change, but imbedded in

a culture which appreciates change, crisis and making mistakes.
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