Changing Change
One of our client’s is seeing the power of how our four Change Approaches help leaders see a better way of implementing change. In their language, it is ”touching a nerve in the organisation”. So much so, they are currently introducing the four Approaches to Change to 6000 of their top leaders in a series of virtual video leadership conferences.  Here is a summary of the ‘script’ they are using to do this….

“Perhaps one of the reasons we are not that great at change is that we are not using the right approach. We might have figured out what needs to change, but have not consciously thought about how we are going to implement it.

Well, one thing we are learning is that we have CHOICES for how we do change, that we need to make a CONSCIOUS decision about which one to use, and then we need to be CONSISTENT in how we go about implementing it.

Four different change approaches

In our work with Transcend Consultancy we benefit from their framework that illustrates four different change approaches. This has come from years of research and practical experience into how leaders do change and, importantly for us, it comes backed up with evidence as to what kind of approach works in different contexts.  

Directive change assumes that change is straightforward, can be mandated from the top, rolled out across the organisation, and, with a good communications ‘cascade’, people will understand what they have to do differently and why. Resistance to change is an obstacle, so people are either going to be ‘on the bus’ or not. It is characterised by recipes that tell people what they need to do differently and how. Projects are tightly controlled and driven through separate initiatives. Communications are ‘transmission’ mode and one way. Capability building is minimal. Leaders expect people to “get” the change and get on with it. 

Self assembly change also assumes that change is straightforward, however in this approach people are left to their own devices as to ‘how’ they want to implement things. It assumes that localisation is good and that you can’t have a ‘one look’ approach across the whole organisation. In Transcend’s experience and in their research, it is characterised by one part of the organisation, usually the ‘centre’, creating a bunch of templates and tool kits that ‘launch’ the change initiative ...they call it “spray & pray”. These are disseminated into the different business units where leaders can ‘pick and mix’ what they want to do, based on local need. It really is down to you as to what you want to use and how. While the centre might provide some form of ‘help desk’ to support local implementation, they tend to move on to creating another new initiative….

Change Mastery assumes that the implementation of change is complex.  You cannot simply launch something and expect people to follow (Directive) or adapt (Self Assembly). The wisdom of the organisation needs to be engaged; no single part of the organisation can direct or control it, so you need to trust the organisation to solve things with you. This approach is characterised by leaders setting one direction for the organisation, however this direction is open to testing and trialling to build ownership and better solutions. There is an overarching change ‘framework’ and a set of principles that people are expected to consistently work with. There is significant engagement and two way communications to build capability. While there might be tight programme management, unlike Directive change, the various work streams are connected into one whole. Change agent networks are set up across the organisation to manage interdependencies and share learning and best practices.  

Emergent change like Mastery, assumes that organisations are complex systems that cannot be controlled. However, it does allow for self-organisation and is not characterised by a standard methodology. Its predominant assumption is that change is happening all the time and that by tapping into this natural desire to innovate and grow, you can bring about big change. It is characterised by leaders establishing a loose direction and a few “big/hard rules’ that govern people’s behaviour ...and then the organisation can get on with it. Emergent change works in a step-by-step fashion, encouraging experiments and trialling. It invites voluntary participation, as opposed to Mastery, where people are appointed to task forces; however it does also establish connections across the organisation and encourages open space for people to determine what they need to do. In summary, leaders assume they can only set the conditions within which change can occur, it cannot be controlled.    

So, what works where?

Transcend researched which change approach works in different contexts, such as time frames, the degree of magnitude of change required, and whether the change was a one-off or ongoing. 

Bottom line, they found that Mastery and Emergent change were the most successful – especially in change impacting many people and which required many things to change, such as structure, skills, business model, mindsets and behaviour. Directive change on the other hand led to failure in complex change, though it was OK in small localised change.

Moreover, in change that required speed, Emergent change came out as the most successful. This is because by a) moving step-by-step you are less fixed in your views and can move more nimbly in response to changing conditions, by b) establishing connections across the organisation you encourage the quick adoption of new ideas and practices, and by c) drawing on the natural intelligence of the organisation you get ownership and energy for change. 

Another key finding was that Self Assembly change leads to failed implementation – in all contexts; indeed, it explained almost half of the reason why big change fails. Is this perhaps one of the reasons we have struggled in many of our change programmes? This approach tends to lack focus and a sense of priorities, it splits the design of the change from the end user, so very often the tools feel ‘clunky’ when it comes to implementation. It is characterised by initiative overload, little true capability building (things get sent out via email), and little joining of the dots between the various initiatives”

During this video conference the facilitators asked participants to vote for which change approach they felt was in most frequent use in their organisation today. We are also doing this through the various seminars we are running in the business units, working alongside leaders on large scale change initiatives. They are finding that they have a preference for Self Assembly change, although some business units in recent years are adopting more of a Mastery style, which is leading to more effective implementation. Overall however, they realise that they need to “change how they change” to more explicitly and consistently adopt a Mastery and Emergent approach to change.  

And if they are serious about this, it is going to require a shift in their mindsets and basic assumptions.  You can’t switch from Directive and Self Assembly to Emergence and Mastery by picking up a few new tools and a set of practices. It’s a fundamentally different way of thinking. Ultimately, it will require their leaders letting go of a belief that they can directly control outcomes, and adopting a belief that they can only create the conditions within which change can occur.
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