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Foreword

There is nothing so practical as a good theory. Kurt Lewin1

All models are wrong, some models are useful. George Box2

In 25 years since the first edition of this text was published, the world has changed consider-
ably. In 1992, the VCR still ruled supreme, the DVD recorder was merely an interesting con-
cept and the idea of streaming films and TV programmes over the internet had not even 
been thought of. Indeed, the internet was in its infancy and there was no effective way of 
undertaking a web search, even if there was anything worth searching for; Google was not 
launched until 1998. The only way to obtain digital music was in the form of a CD. Steve 
Jobs would not launch the iPod and iTunes until 2001. The first iPhone did not appear until 
2007. Needless to say, there were no social media – MySpace was launched in 2002, 
LinkedIn followed in 2003, and then Facebook in 2004, with Twitter making its appearance 
in 2006. Even the ubiquitous Amazon did not make its first tentative appearance until 1994. 
Therefore, much of what we now rely on for work and play, and which we take for granted, 
did not exist in 1992.

At a macro level, there have been equally big changes since 1992. Three very obvious 
examples of this are the emergence of China as an economic power to rival the United States 
(Bajpai, 2016); the advent of an integrated global economy that is facilitating not only the 
free movement of goods, services, finance and people, but also local markets becoming 
global markets and previously protected markets and industries being opened up to fierce 
competition (Burnes, 2009a; Rodrik, 2012; Stiglitz, 2013); and last though not least, the 
recognition that climate change is now the biggest threat facing the planet and that creating 
a sustainable future will require significant action by governments, consumers and most of 
all organisations (Benn et al, 2014; Bonini and Bové, 2014).

The year after the first edition of this text was published, Hammer and Champy (1993: 
23) declared that ‘change has become both pervasive and persistent. It is normality’. Many 
people thought this was something of an exaggeration, but now most people would see this 
as a statement of the blindingly obvious. Certainly, when in 2008, McKinsey & Company’s 
(2008: 1) Global Survey of organisational transformation concluded that ‘organizations 
need to change constantly’, no one blinked an eye. Likewise, McKinsey’s 2015 Global Survey 
(Bughin et al, 2015), which concluded that to stay competitive organisations would need 
‘continuous experimentation’ and ‘bigger changes faster’, seemed merely to be confirming 
what the majority of managers believe: that the magnitude, speed, impact and especially 
unpredictability of change are greater than ever before.

Undoubtedly, the period since the publication of the first edition of this text has seen 
organisations having to cope with massive swings in their fortunes. The period began with 

1 Lewin (1943/4: 169).
2 Quoted in Box and Draper (1987: 424).
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a global recession and was followed in the mid-1990s by a takeover and merger boom of 
unprecedented proportions (Burton et al, 1996; The Economist, 1998; Warner, 1997). The 
period leading up to the new millennium saw the dotcom boom. This was rapidly followed 
by the dotcom collapse, in which companies previously valued in billions of dollars sud-
denly became worthless – see the Marconi case study in Chapter 12 (Bryce, 2002; Cassidy, 
2002; Cellan-Jones, 2003; Kaplan, 2002; Sirower, 2003). This period also saw the bank-
ruptcy of Enron and the exposure of fraud on a massive scale by its leaders – yet another 
reminder of the fragility and unpredictability of organisational life. It was the spectacular 
collapse of companies such as Enron, which had grown rapidly and collapsed equally rap-
idly, that led the American investment guru Warren Buffett to make his now famous 
remark: ‘It’s only when the tide goes out that you see who has been swimming with their 
trunks off.’

Nevertheless, after the first two years of the new millennium, the world economy began 
to recover. Then came the 2008 credit crunch, which began with the sub-prime scandal in 
the United States and quickly spread across the world (Clark, 2008; Doran, 2008; Hutton, 
2008a). Not only did this lead to the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression of the 
1930s, but it also appeared to challenge decades of economic orthodoxy about the benefits 
of free-market competition (Hutton, 2008b). Since then, however, the financial sector 
seems to have reverted to type by fighting regulations designed to prevent a repeat of the 
2008 credit crunch while at the same time awarding ever-bigger bonuses (Alloway, 2013; 
Guthrie, 2013). Then in 2016, just when many organisations thought they could look for-
ward to a period of relative stability, along came Brexit – the UK vote to leave the EU – 
which has left organisations and markets across the globe struggling to understand and 
adjust to what Brexit might mean for them (Campbell and Inagaki, 2016; Hartford, 2016). 
Nevertheless, probably the most significant, disruptive and, to most people, welcome recent 
event was the outcome of the December 2015 Paris UN Conference on Climate Change, 
which signalled that sustainability had reached the top of the political agenda (Hasina, 
2016). The consequences for organisations of pursuing sustainability will be significant, far-
reaching and, in many cases, unpredictable. Yet, as post-Paris developments such as the 
banning of ozone-depleting coolants and the reduction of carbon emissions by airlines have 
shown, some organisations appear to be making strenuous efforts to achieve the UN’s sus-
tainability targets, although other industries, such as shipping, seem more reluctant 
(Harvey, 2016; Miliman, 2016; Vidal, 2016).

As can be seen, even in the relatively short period since the publication of the first edition 
of this text, organisations have had to cope with many significant, very different and often 
contradictory challenges. These range from globalisation, sustainability, growth, mergers 
and acquisitions, and the emergence of new technologies and new competitors, to falling 
markets, depressed economies, de-mergers and consolidations, and the collapse of some 
customers, suppliers, competitors and even the financial institutions which lend them 
money. It is the experience of organisations struggling to cope with events such as these, 
year in and year out, that underlies McKinsey & Company’s claim that organisations need 
‘bigger changes faster’ (Bughin et al, 2015). Yet McKinsey (2008) also found that only a 
third of organisations managed change successfully.

This brings us to the purpose of this text – Managing Change. Although organisational 
change would not be considered particularly important if products and markets were stable 
and organisational change was rare, it would be considered even less of an issue if it were 
easily managed and success could be guaranteed. Alas, it is not just McKinsey which has 
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found substantial evidence that managing change successfully is extremely difficult. Over 
the years, there has been a continuous stream of examples of change projects that have gone 
wrong, some disastrously so (see Brindle, 1998a; Burnes and Weekes, 1989; Bywater PLC, 
1997; Chancellor, 2015; Chatterjee, 2007; Chua and Lam, 2005; Cummings and Worley, 
1997; Gilbert et al, 2014; Howarth, 1988; International Project Leadership Academy, 2016; 
Kanter et al, 1992; Kelly, 1982a, 1982b; Kotter, 1996; Ojiako and Maguire, 2008; Robert 
Half, 2016; Stace and Dunphy, 1994; Stickland, 1998). Indeed, like McKinsey, two of the 
most respected commentators in the field of organisational change, Beer and Nohria (2000), 
claim that nearly two-thirds of all change efforts fail, while other leading management con-
sultancies, such as Bain & Co. (Senturia et al, 2008) and Deloitte (Gilbert et al, 2014), also 
claim the general failure rate is around 70 per cent.

Although these seem implausibly high rates of failure, studies of particular types of 
change initiatives appear to reach similar conclusions. For example:

Culture change: A study of major European, Asian and North American companies by Bain 
& Co. found that the failure rate for culture change initiatives was a shocking 90 per cent 
(Rogers et al, 2006).

Computerisation: The micro-electronics revolution of the 1980s, which saw the rapid 
expansion of computers and computer-based processes into most areas of organisa-
tional life, was the subject of a great many studies. These found that the failure rate of 
new technology change projects was anywhere between 40 and 70 per cent (AT Kearney, 
1989; Bessant and Haywood, 1985; McKracken, 1986; New, 1989; Smith and Tranfield, 
1987; Voss, 1985). Nor do the problems in this area appear to be teething troubles lim-
ited to the 1980s (Goulielmos, 2003). In 1998, for example, the UK government had to 
admit that its £170 million programme to replace the computer system that holds the 
National Insurance records of everyone in the country was in such a mess that the sys-
tem had collapsed, throwing its social security system into turmoil (Brindle, 1998a, 
1999). Similarly, in 2007, one of the main reasons given for BA’s Terminal 5 fiasco was 
the failure of its computerised baggage-handling system (Done and Willman, 2008). In 
2012, the US Air Force announced that it had scrapped an Expeditionary Combat 
Support System (ECSS), which it had begun developing in 2004 and had cost $1 billion 
(Charette, 2012).

Total Quality Management (TQM): The move by Western organisations to adopt TQM 
began in the United States in the mid-1970s (Dale and Cooper, 1992). In the United 
States, one of the founders of the TQM movement, Philip Crosby (1979), claimed that 
more than 90 per cent of TQM initiatives failed. Studies of TQM in European countries 
found a failure rate of 70 per cent or higher (AT Kearney, 1992; Cao et al, 2000; Cruise 
O’Brien and Voss, 1992; Dale, 1999; Economist Intelligence Unit, 1992; Nwabueze, 
2001; Patwardhan and Patwardhan, 2008; Whyte and Witcher, 1992; Witcher, 1993; 
Zairi et al, 1994).

Business Process Re-engineering: This was hailed as ‘the biggest business innovation 
of the 1990s’ (Mill, 1994: 26). However, successful BPR initiatives seem rare (Cao et al, 
2001; Tarokh et al, 2008). Bryant (1998) cites a reported failure rate for BPR initiatives 
of 80 per cent, Breslin and McGann (1998) put the failure rate at 60 per cent, while 
Bywater (1997) puts the figure at 70 per cent. Even the founding father of BPR, Michael 
Hammer, acknowledges that in up to 70 per cent of cases, it leaves organisations worse 
off rather than better off (Hammer and Champy, 1993).
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We should, of course, be wary of extrapolating from a few studies and assuming that they 
cover all organisations and all situations. Certainly, there is evidence that some of the stud-
ies and assertions regarding the rate of change failure may be less than robust (Burnes, 
2011a; Hughes, 2011). Even so, the available evidence, both hard and anecdotal, does seem 
to suggest that many organisations do struggle when seeking to implement change. The 
striking factor about the four types of change discussed above is that there is a plethora of 
information, advice and assistance that organisations can and do call upon in planning and 
executing change, and yet they still fail. This is perhaps why managers consistently identify 
the difficulty of managing change as one of the key obstacles to the increased competitive-
ness of their organisations (Chancellor, 2015; Dunphy et al, 2003; Gilbert et al, 2014; 
Hanson, 1993; IBM, 2008; Industrial Society, 1997; Robert Half, 2016; Senturia et al, 2008; 
Worrall and Cooper, 1997).

To many, this must seem paradoxical. On the one hand, there is now more advice on how 
to manage change than ever before. On the other hand, the failure rate of change initiatives 
is astronomical. The two quotations from Lewin and Box at the beginning of this Foreword 
hold the key to this paradox. What almost everyone would like is a clear and practical 
change theory that explains what changes organisations need to make and how they should 
make them. Unfortunately, what is available is a wide range of confusing and contradictory 
theories, approaches and recipes. Many of these are well thought out and grounded in both 
theory and practice; others, unfortunately, seem disconnected from either theory or reality. 
Also, although change theory requires an interdisciplinary perspective, each of the major 
approaches tends to view organisations from the disciplinary angle of their originators – 
whether it be psychology, sociology, economics, engineering or whatever – which can result 
in an incomplete and unbalanced picture. So, regardless of what their proponents may 
claim, we do not possess at present an approach to change that is theoretically holistic, is 
universally applicable and can be practically applied. Nevertheless, we do know that, to 
paraphrase George Box, while all change theories are partial, some theories are useful. This 
means that for those wishing to understand or implement change, the prime task is not to 
seek out an all-embracing theory but to understand the strengths and weaknesses of each 
approach and the situations in which each can best be applied.

There can be few who now doubt the importance to an organisation of the ability to 
identify where it needs to be in the future, and how to accomplish the changes necessary 
to get there – although there is a great deal of dispute about how difficult or possible this 
is. Some might assume that managers do not need to understand organisation theory, 
strategy theory, change theory, leadership theory or any other theory in order to manage 
and change their organisations; but this would be to underestimate the extent to which 
managers and others in organisations are influenced, assisted or potentially misled by 
theory. Increasingly, managers are exhorted to adopt the teachings of the latest manage-
ment guru. As Part 2 of this text will demonstrate, and as Mintzberg and Quinn (1991: xii) 
observe:

One can, however, suffer not just from an absence of theories, but also from being dominated 
by them without realizing it. To paraphrase the words of John Maynard Keynes, most ‘practi-
cal men’ are the slaves of some defunct theorist. Whether we realize it or not, our behavior is 
guided by the systems of ideas that we have internalized over the years. Much can be learned 
by bringing these out into the open, examining them more carefully, and comparing them 
with alternative ways to view the world – including ones based on systematic study, that is, 
research.
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These ‘systems of ideas’ – or organisation theories, as they are more commonly called – 
are crucial to change management in two respects. First, they provide models of how 
organisations should be structured and managed. Second, they provide guidelines for 
judging and prescribing the behaviour and effectiveness of individuals and groups in an 
organisation.

To understand why and how to change organisations, it is first necessary to understand 
their structures, management and behaviour. As Mintzberg and Quinn indicate, in many 
organisations there is no clear understanding of these theories. It follows that choices with 
regard to the appropriateness of particular structures and practices, the way they are chosen 
and implemented, are founded on limited knowledge and perhaps false assumptions. 
Change cannot hope to be fully successful under these circumstances. On the contrary, a full 
understanding of these theories is necessary if informed choices are to be made when insti-
gating and implementing change. For this reason, theories will be examined critically in 
relation to each other, and also in comparison with how organisations actually operate, as 
opposed to how theorists suppose them to. The aim is not to provide a ‘hands-on’ practical 
guide to organisational change – though readers should find this text useful in that respect 
as well. Rather, the intention is to allow those who study and carry out organisational 
change to make their own judgments about the benefits, applicability and usefulness of the 
approaches on offer.

The key themes underpinning the text are as follows:

●	 There is a need to understand the wider theoretical and historical context within which 
organisations operate and the pressures and options they face for change.

●	 Organisational change cannot be separated from organisational strategy, and vice versa.

●	 Organisations are not rational entities per se, although those who manage them strive to 
present their deliberations and decisions as being based on logic and rationality.

●	 There is a strong tendency to present the various approaches to change as being limited 
in number and mutually exclusive. However, in practice, the range of approaches is wide, 
and they can be and often are used either sequentially or in combination.

●	 The appropriateness of each of the available approaches is dependent upon the type of 
change being considered and the constraints under which the organisation operates, 
although these constraints and objectives can themselves be changed to make them more 
amenable to an organisation’s preferred approach to change or style of management.

●	 Organisations and managers can and do exercise a wide degree of choice in what they 
change, when they change and how they change.

The text is organised into four parts.

Part 1: Introduction to change management: fundamental questions for organisations 
discusses five key questions that organisations need to address in order to create the condi-
tions for successful change. These are as follows: Why do we want to change? Should we 
focus on individual, group or system change? Will there be resistance and, if so, where from? 
Are we ready for change? Who will manage the change process? and What are the frequency 
and magnitude of the changes required in order for us to survive?

Part 2: The rise and fall of the rational organisation provides a comprehensive review of 
organisation theory and behaviour. It shows that organisation theory is primarily concerned 
with control, especially in terms of shaping and controlling human behaviour in organisations. 
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It shows that organisation theories are also, implicitly or explicitly, theories of change. Chapter 2 
deals with the development of organisations from the Industrial Revolution through to the early 
years of the twentieth century, when the first fully fledged organisation theory, the Classical 
approach, appeared. This is followed in Chapter 3 with reviews of the next two organisation 
theories to appear: the Human Relations approach and Contingency Theory. Chapter 4 exam-
ines the most influential contemporary approach to structuring and managing organisations: 
Culture-Excellence. Chapter 5 examines what have been seen as the two main alternatives to 
Culture-Excellence – the Japanese approach and the organisational learning approach. The 
chapter concludes by examining the case for sustainability and its implications for organisa-
tions and approaches to managing them. Chapter 6 sets the review of organisational theories in 
a wider context by reviewing the postmodern, realist and complexity perspectives on organisa-
tions. Chapter 7 examines the importance and implications of culture, power and politics. 
Chapter 7, and Part 2, conclude that, by accident or design, organisation theories attempt to 
remove choice from organisations by specifying what they need to do in order to be successful. 
However, the review of culture, power and politics, together with evidence from the earlier 
chapters, shows that managers do have a wider scope for shaping decisions than much of the 
organisation literature suggests. This theme of managerial choice is continued in Part 3.

Part 3: Understanding change comprises four chapters. Chapter 8 examines the dominant 
approaches to strategy, and the main tools and techniques available to organisations for its 
development and implementation. In particular, it draws attention to the differences between 
the Prescriptive and Analytical schools of strategy and highlights the importance of the rela-
tionship between organisational strategy, organisational change and managerial choice. 
Chapters 9 and 10 review the two dominant approaches to organisational change: the Planned/
Organization Development approach and the Emergent approach. These chapters show that 
both approaches have their strengths and weaknesses and that neither separately nor in combi-
nation do these approaches cover all change situations. Chapter 11 goes beyond the Planned 
and Emergent approaches to develop a framework for change that relates the various change sit-
uations organisations face to the range of approaches to managing change on offer. Chapter 11 
concludes Part 3 by arguing that, although organisations face significant constraints on their 
freedom of choice, these constraints can be influenced and changed in order to allow organisa-
tions to choose the particular approach to strategy and change that best suits them.

Part 4: Managing choice comprises the concluding three chapters of the text. Chapters 12 
and 13 combine the insights and perspectives from Parts 1, 2 and 3 to create a Choice 
Management–Change Management model of organisational change. This model, which 
comprises three interlinked processes – choice, trajectory and change – provides an under-
standing of how managers and organisations can and do exercise choice and manage 
change. Given the importance attached to the role of managers in developing strategy and 
managing change, Chapter 14 reviews what managers do and how they do it. In particular, 
the role of leadership and management development is examined and related to approaches 
to change management. The chapter and the text conclude that, as managers have consider-
able choice over what to change and how to change it, a considerable responsibility lies on 
their shoulders. How organisations change and develop has enormous consequences, not 
just for their employees and owners but for society at large. In order to minimise social frag-
mentation and exclusion, and the destruction of the natural environment, managers need 
to act in the broader interests of all their stakeholders – employees, shareholders, them-
selves and the wider community.
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Foreword

The seventh edition

Since the publication of the sixth edition, I have received many helpful comments and sug-
gestions for improving and developing this text, both from my students and colleagues at 
the University of Stirling and from readers and users elsewhere. I am very grateful for these, 
which have contributed to the updating and restructuring of this seventh edition. The main 
changes are as follows:

●	 All the chapters have been updated to reflect developments in the field since the sixth 
edition.

●	 There are 21 new case studies.

●	 A new Chapter 1, which provides an Introduction to Change Management, has been  
created by moving and re-writing the previous Chapter 8.

●	 The previous Chapter 3 on new paradigms has been re-written and split into two new 
chapters (4 and 5).

●	 A new section on the implications of sustainability has been added at the end of  
Chapter 5.

●	 The two previous chapters on strategy have been re-written and condensed into a new 
Chapter 8.

●	 A list of useful websites has been added at the end of each chapter to provide additional 
information on issues covered in the chapter.
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Chapter 1

Introduction to change management
Fundamental questions for organisations

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand why organisations undertake change;

●	 define organisational effectiveness and how this relates to organisational 
change;

●	 appreciate the difference between individual, group and system change;

●	 appreciate the nature of resistance to change and how it relates to 
commitment and readiness for change;

●	 be aware of the change agent’s role and skills; and

●	 discuss the frequency and magnitude of change in modern organisations.

Case study 1.1

Minimal change can be best option: Why Berlin 
snack bar resisted change
The story. Konnopke’s Imbiss is probably Berlin’s 
most famous snack bar. Set up in 1930 in Prenzlauer 
Berg, a then working-class district, it has become 
legendary for its currywurst, a Berlin speciality of  
fried sausage served with ketchup, chilli sauce and 
curry powder. By 2010, it had been run in the same 
location for 34 years by Waltraud Ziervogel – who 
took over from her father, Max Konnopke, who 
started the business and ran it until 1976. The snack 

bar had two branches – the original at the 
Eberswalder Strasse subway station and another in 
the suburban district of  Pankow.

The challenge. Until the Berlin Wall came down in 
1989, customers at Konnopke’s Imbiss were mostly 
workers who called in during the morning or at 
lunchtime, or families. But by the turn of  the 
century that had changed, as Prenzlauer Berg had 
become a hip neighbourhood of  young, affluent 

➨
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freelancers, tourists and partygoers. Then, in 2010, 
Ms Ziervogel learned that the snack bar would have 
to close for a year because of  nearby construction 
work on a subway station.

Strategic considerations. The proposed disruption 
offered an opportunity for some fundamental 
rethinking about the positioning and marketing of  
Konnopke’s Imbiss, not to mention the business 
model. Should it move to a spot with even more 
tourists and potential customers? Should it have a 
healthier menu? Other questions included whether 
to raise prices, extend the opening hours (the snack 
bar often had to turn away customers when it closed 
at 8 pm) and even whether it should sell merchandise 
or start franchise operations. Received wisdom on 
strategy and marketing would have recommended 
changes on many if  not all of  the classic ‘four Ps’: 
product, price, place and promotion. The new, 
affluent locals and the tourists could easily afford 
higher prices, while later opening hours and a more 
comfortable location would be in line with their 
expectations on service quality. The same would be 
true of  more healthy options on the menu. At 74,  
Ms Ziervogel also had to consider potential 
succession planning and her children, Mario and 
Dagmar, who, respectively, worked at the original 
and the suburban location.

What happened. During the construction work, 
the snack bar operated from a small stand just 
100m away. Despite being offered a substantial 
sum of  money by city authorities to move away 
permanently, and potentially attract even more 

customers at one of  the tourist hotspots, Ms 
Ziervogel declined. She decided to rebuild her 
stand in exactly the same place with almost the 
same 1960s look and feel, save for a refurbished, 
bigger seating area and a slightly different 
outward appearance. The menu remained 
unchanged, as did the opening hours and the 
prices. Ms Ziervogel resisted all temptations to 
modernise her business. After the reopening, the 
queues patiently waiting for a currywurst every 
day were as long as ever.

Key lessons. In sticking to the same modus operandi, 
Ms Ziervogel understood three important issues. 
First, many customers – especially tourists, who 
make up 90 per cent of  its customers – care about 
‘authenticity’. By not radically changing, 
Konnopke’s positioned itself  as Berlin’s most 
authentic snack bar. Second, as owner and manager, 
Ms Ziervogel had clear opinions about how to run 
her business, what to focus on and how to lead 
people. Too much change simply would not have 
fitted her or the culture of  her business. Third, 
successful businesses need to carefully balance and 
align different elements such as strategy, formal 
organisation, critical tasks, people and culture. 
Substantial changes in any of  the ‘four Ps’ would 
have required the rearranging of  these elements in 
order to maintain their equilibrium. For instance, 
increasing the price from €3.20 to something  
nearer the €17 charged by some five-star hotels 
would have required different processes, people and 
organisational culture.

Source: The Financial Times, 1 May 2012, p. 12 (Etzold, V, and Mueller, U), 
© The Financial Times Limited (2012). All Rights Reserved.

Case study 1.1 (continued)

Introduction

The received wisdom in much of the business world for the last 30 years has been that 
change has to be fast, large-scale and transformational if organisations are to survive 
(Hammer and Champy, 1993; Jorgensen et al, 2014; Kotter, 1996; Levy and Merry, 1986; 
McKinsey & Company, 2008; Parker et al, 2016; Peters, 2006; Peters and Waterman, 
1982).

However, as the story of Konnopke’s Imbiss (Case study 1.1) shows, this does not always 
have to be the case; sometimes incremental change which does not disturb the essence of a 
successful business is what is required. As Etzold and Mueller (2012: 12) state, ‘successful 
businesses need to carefully balance and align different elements such as strategy, formal 
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organisation, critical tasks, people and culture’. In order to create the conditions for success-
ful change, organisations have to address five fundamental sets of questions:

1. Why do we want to change?

2. Should we focus on individual, group or system change?

3. Will there be resistance, and, if so, where from? How can we gain employee commit-
ment? Are we ready for change?

4. Who will manage the change process? Do they have the appropriate skills?

5. What are the frequency and magnitude of the changes required in order for us to survive?

Why change?

In the Foreword to this text, we discussed the failure rate of change initiatives. We can dis-
pute whether or not the failure rate is 70 per cent, we can dispute whether or not some types 
of change are more difficult to undertake than others, and we can also dispute whether or 
not some organisations are better able than others to achieve successful change. However, 
what seems beyond dispute is that managing change is one of the most problematic tasks 
organisations undertake. If this is so, why is it that change initiatives seem to be increasing 
both in frequency and magnitude (IBM, 2008; Jorgensen et al, 2014)?

In Chapters 2–7, we will examine the development of the main approaches to running 
organisations which have emerged since the Industrial Revolution. As we will show, these 
have been developed to deal with the problems organisations perceive they face in surviving 
in an increasingly hostile world. For private-sector organisations, these problems tend to 
come under the heading of ‘competitiveness’; in the public sector, they are often given the 
soubriquet of ‘value for money’; whereas in the third sector, they can be covered by a wide 
variety of terms, most of which can come under the banner of the ‘care, health and well-
being of society’. However, one term embraces all these different reasons for change – 
‘organisational effectiveness’. Whether we are dealing with a bank seeking greater 
profitability; the UK Government department responsible for energy and climate change 
which seeks to ensure that the country has secure, clean, green and affordable energy sup-
plies; or a hospice wanting to provide better care for sick children, they are all looking to 
become more effective in what they do.

Nevertheless, as Rollinson (2002: 468) states:

‘Effectiveness’ is one of the most frequently used (and misused) words in discussing organisa-
tions. There is no universally accepted theory of organisational effectiveness. Neither is there 
a universally accepted definition and set of criteria that allows the effectiveness of an organi-
sation to be measured.

Pick up any book on management, organisational behaviour or indeed anything to do 
with organisations, and sooner or later, the term ‘organisational effectiveness’ will be used. 
It tends to be deployed as a form of measure against which to compare the appropriateness 
of whatever is being discussed, whether this concerns people, systems or strategy.

The surprising thing is not that the term ‘organisational effectiveness’ is used so often, but 
that so few writers seek to explain what they mean by it. Some people appear to  consider that 
the term is so readily understandable that there is no need to define it, while others take the 
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opposite view – that it is so difficult to explain that they will not even try. However, as Ideas and 
perspectives 1.1 shows, there are those who have attempted to grasp the essence of the term.

Though there are some commonalities in the definitions given in Ideas and perspectives 1.1, 
there are also many differences. For example, Barnard’s ‘common purpose’ is not the same as 
Drucker’s ‘economic characteristics’. Nor is Mullins’ ‘doing the right thing’ the same as Schein’s 
‘capacity to survive’. In reviewing the topic, Robbins (1987) notes that in the 1950s, organisa-
tional effectiveness tended to be defined as the degree to which an organisation achieved its 
goals. However, this definition raised more questions than it answered: for example, whose 
goals? Organisations have multiple stakeholders – shareholders, managers, employees, cus-
tomers, suppliers and even society at large. They all have goals for and expectations of the 
organisation (Jones, 2001). This is why those studying organisational effectiveness now prefer 
to take a multi-goal–multi-stakeholder perspective (Oghojafor et al, 2012; Rollinson, 2002). 
However, this does not eliminate the ‘whose goals?’ question. Although some goals and some 
stakeholders are compatible, others are not (Cameron, 2005). For example, when a govern-
ment announces plans to build a new road, some, such as road haulage groups, may support 
the decision and others, such as people who live near the proposed new road, may oppose it.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 1.1

Organisational effectiveness
The test of effectiveness is the accomplishment of a common purpose or purposes.
 (Barnard, 1938: 60)

Effectiveness focuses on opportunities to produce revenue, create markets, and to change the 
economic characteristics of existing products and markets. (Drucker, 1977: 32)

[Effectiveness is] . . . the degree to which an organisation attains its short- and long-term 
goals, the selection of which reflects strategic constituencies, the self-interest of the evaluator 
and the life stage of the organisation. (Robbins, 1987: 51)

[A] system’s effectiveness can be defined as its capacity to survive, adapt, maintain itself, and 
grow, regardless of the particular functions it fulfils. (Schein, 1988: 231)

Effectiveness can be considered in terms of profitability, in terms of the pursuit of organisational 
goals (at whatever cost), or in terms of quality of life for those involved.
 (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001: 561)

Effectiveness is concerned with impact – does the service achieve its intended purpose?
 (Doherty and Horne, 2002: 340)

Effectiveness is concerned with ‘doing the right things’.
 (Mullins, 2002: 233)

. . . effectiveness involves achieving measurable progress toward specific outcomes.
 (Mitchell, 2012: 332)

Ultimately, an organisation is effective if it continually meets its goals.
 (Oghojafor et al, 2012: 103)

. . . effectiveness . . . is the achievement of the required objectives set by the organization.
 (Amin and Naqvi, 2014: 25544)
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Even if we focus on the goals of just one group, say senior managers, we often find a wide 
range of opinions over what an organisation’s goals are or should be (Smith, 2014). Some 
managers will stress that the goal should be increased profitability but argue about whether 
this is short term or long term; others will argue for market share or market growth; many 
will stress share price and dividend payments; and some will advocate measures of effective-
ness which promote their own goals or self-interest (Oghojafor et al, 2012; Pfeffer, 1992).

There have been many studies of organisational effectiveness, but the fact that criteria as 
diverse as product quality, absenteeism, profit, stability, motivation and communication 
were used to define effectiveness shows how difficult the concept is to define (Robbins, 
1987). The problem appears to be that many researchers focus on whether the goals being 
pursued are appropriate and the degree to which they are achieved (Oghojafor et al, 2012; 
Rollinson, 2002). They do not ask how organisations structure and organise themselves to 
achieve their goals. Yet, if we look at studies of other types of effectiveness, such as manage-
rial effectiveness, they focus not on what is achieved but on how it is achieved (Yukl, 2002). 
Take perhaps the most popular book on managerial effectiveness, Stephen Covey’s (1989) 
The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Covey emphasises not goals as such, but the skills 
and competences managers need to develop in order to achieve their own and their organi-
sation’s goals. Similarly, the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1978: 350) 
defines effectiveness as:

the ability or power to have a desired effect.

Like Covey’s work, this definition of effectiveness focuses on the process by which an 
outcome is achieved. Handy (1993), in looking at organisational effectiveness, is one of the 
few writers who have sought to identify the factors or variables which affect the achieve-
ment of goals, including leadership, reward systems and organisational structure. He 
points to the need to see these variables and factors not as isolated features of organisa-
tional life, but as parts of organisation theories, i.e. consistent and coherent approaches to 
structuring and running organisations (see Part 2 for a review of organisation theory). 
Burnes (1998a) and Sowa et al (2004) support Handy’s view, arguing that organisational 
effectiveness stems from the approach that organisations adopt towards how they are 
structured and run. This can be seen in Case study 1.1, where the effectiveness of 
Konnopke’s Imbiss in meeting its customers’ needs and so remaining successful came from 
the snack bar’s unique alignment of ‘processes, people and organisational culture’ and not 
from the goals it set for itself. Therefore, the achievement of an organisation’s goals depends 
on the appropriateness of the way it is structured and run. It follows that, as Cameron 
(2005: 293) observes, ‘organizational effectiveness lies at the center of all theories of 
organization’. From this perspective, the six chapters in Part 2 of this text will cover the 
main theories and perspectives on organisational effectiveness, while the four chapters on 
strategy and managing change in Part 3 will address how organisations choose and imple-
ment their approach to effectiveness.

However, a word of caution: this does not mean that the process of developing, selecting 
and implementing measures to improve effectiveness is straightforward and linear. As Part 3 
will demonstrate, strategy and change interact in a dynamic and non-linear fashion. It is as 
true to say that change drives strategy as it is to say that strategy drives change. Indeed, a more 
realistic view would be that the relationship between recipes for organisational effectiveness, 
strategy and change is messy, iterative, unclear and ambiguous. Even the change manage-
ment field itself is far from straightforward, as the remainder of this chapter will show.
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Individual, group or system change?

Change management is not a distinct discipline with rigid and clearly defined boundaries. 
Rather, the theory and practice of change management draw on a number of social science 
disciplines and traditions. For example, theories of management education and learning, 
which help us to understand the behaviour of those who manage change, cannot be fully 
discussed without reference to theories of child and adult psychology. Neither can these be 
discussed without touching on theories of knowledge (epistemology), which is itself a veri-
table philosophical minefield. Having said that, it has long been recognised that organisa-
tional change tends to focus on the achievement of one of three types of outcome – individual 
change, group change and system change (Katz and Kahn, 1978). Each of these has its 
advocates as to which is most important. For example, Maslow (1943) and the early Human 
Relations school focus very much on the importance of individual motivation and behaviour 
(see Chapter 3). Lewin (1947a, 1947b) and Schein (1988), while recognising the impor-
tance of individual behaviour to overall organisational performance (see Chapter 9), argues 
that modifying group behaviour is the best way to improve performance. Senge (1990), 
however, takes a systems approach to improvement (see Chapter 5). He sees the intercon-
nectedness of organisational life as being the most important factor and, therefore, change 
has to start from this perspective. It is not that supporters of these three forms of change 
ignore the other two, but rather that they see their form as being the lynchpin that holds  
the others together. This can be seen from examining the three schools of thought that form 
the central planks on which change management  theory is built:

●	 the Individual Perspective school;

●	 the Group Dynamics school; and

●	 the Open Systems school.

the Individual Perspective school

The supporters of this school are split into two camps: the Behaviourists and the Gestalt-
Field psychologists. Behaviourists view behaviour as resulting from an individual’s direct 
interaction with their environment. They maintain that human beings are simply the sum 
of their parts, and that the individual parts can be identified and the causes of behaviour 
related to individual external stimuli (Deutsch, 1968). Gestalt-Field psychologists, 
 meanwhile, challenge this view, arguing that an individual’s behaviour is derived from the 
totality of coexisting and interdependent forces that impinge on them and make up the 
field or life space in which the behaviour takes place (Lewin, 1942). They believe that 
individuals function as whole, total organisms who are capable of understanding the 
forces which make up their life space and changing them so as to amend their behaviour 
(Burnes and Cooke, 2013; French and Bell, 1984).

In Behaviourist psychology, all behaviour is learned; the individual is the passive recip-
ient of external and objective data. Among the earliest to work in the field of conditioning of 
behaviour was Pavlov (1927). In an experiment that has passed into folklore, he discovered 
that a dog could be ‘taught’ to salivate at the ringing of a bell, by conditioning the dog to 
associate the sound of the bell with food. Arising from this, one of the basic principles of the 
Behaviourists is that human actions are conditioned by their expected consequences. 
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Behaviour that is rewarded tends to be repeated, and behaviour that is ignored tends not to 
be. Therefore, in order to change behaviour, it is necessary to change the conditions that 
cause it (Skinner, 1974).

In practice, behaviour modification involves the manipulation of reinforcing stimuli so as 
to reward desired activity. The aim is to reward all instances of the wanted behaviour, but to 
ignore all instances of the unwanted behaviour (because even negative recognition can act 
as a reinforcer). This is based on the principle of extinction: a behaviour will stop eventually 
if it is not rewarded (Lovell, 1980). Not surprisingly, given the period when it emerged, the 
Behaviourist approach mirrors in many respects that of the Classical school of organisation 
theory (see Chapter 2), which portrays organisations as machines and human beings as 
mere cogs who respond solely to external stimuli.

For Gestalt-Field psychology, change is a process of gaining or amending insights, out-
looks, expectations or thought patterns. In explaining an individual’s behaviour, this group 
takes into account not only a person’s actions and the responses these elicit, but also the 
interpretation the individual places on these. As French and Bell (1984: 140) explain:

Gestalt therapy is based on the belief that persons function as whole, total organisms. And 
each person possesses positive and negative characteristics that must be ‘owned up to’ and 
permitted expression. People get into trouble when they get fragmented, when they do not 
accept their total selves . . . Basically, one must come to terms with oneself, . . . must stop 
blocking off awareness, authenticity, and the like by dysfunctional behaviours.

Therefore, from the Gestalt-Field perspective, behaviour is not just a product of external 
stimuli; rather, it arises from how the individual uses reason to interpret these stimuli. 
Consequently, the Gestalt-Field proponents seek to help individuals and groups in an organ-
isation to learn about themselves and, through this change, their understanding of them-
selves and their work context, which in turn, they believe, will lead to changes in behaviour 
(Smith et al, 1982). In the change field, the most prominent exponent of this approach was 
Kurt Lewin, whose work will be extensively examined in Part 3 of this text. The Behaviourists, 
meanwhile, seek to achieve organisational change solely by modifying the external stimuli 
acting upon the individual.

Both groups in the Individual Perspective school have proved influential in the manage-
ment of change; indeed, some writers even advocate using them in tandem. This is certainly 
the case with advocates of the Culture–Excellence school (see Chapter 4), who recommend 
the use of both strong individual incentives (external stimuli) and discussion, involvement 
and debate (internal reflection) in order to bring about organisational change.

This combining of extrinsic and intrinsic motivators owes much to the work of the Human 
Relations movement, which (especially through the work of Maslow, 1943) stresses the 
need for both forms of stimuli in order to influence human behaviour. While acknowledging 
the role of the individual, however, the Human Relations movement (see Chapter 3) also 
draws attention to the importance of social groups in organisations, as does the Group 
Dynamics school.

the Group dynamics school

As a component of change theory, this school has the longest history (Schein, 1969); as will 
be shown in Chapter 9, it originated with the work of Kurt Lewin. Its emphasis is on bringing 
about organisational change through teams or work groups, rather than through individuals 
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(Bernstein, 1968). The rationale behind this, according to Lewin (1947a, 1947b), is that 
because people in organisations work in groups, individual behaviour must be seen, modi-
fied or changed in the light of groups’ prevailing practices and norms.

Lewin (1947a, 1947b) postulated that group behaviour is an intricate set of symbolic 
interactions and forces that not only affects group structures, but also modifies individual 
behaviour. Therefore, he argued that individual behaviour is a function of the group envi-
ronment or field, as he termed it. This field produces forces and tensions, emanating from 
group pressures on each of its members. An individual’s behaviour at any given time, 
according to Lewin, is an interplay between the intensity and valence (whether the force is 
positive or negative) of the forces impinging on the person. Because of this, he asserted that 
a group is never in a ‘steady state of equilibrium’ but is in a continuous process of mutual 
adaptation which he termed ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’.

Therefore, according to the Group Dynamics school, attempts to bring about change by 
focussing on the behaviour of individuals are likely to prove ineffective. The individual in 
isolation is constrained by group pressures to conform. The focus of change must be at the 
group level and should concentrate on influencing and changing the group’s norms, roles 
and values (Cummings and Worley, 2005; French and Bell, 1999; Smith et al, 1982).

Norms are rules or standards that define what people should do, think or feel in a given 
situation. For the Group Dynamics school, what is important in analysing group norms is 
the difference between implicit and explicit norms. Explicit norms are formal, written rules 
which are known by, and applicable to, all. Implicit norms are informal and unwritten, and 
individuals may not even be consciously aware of them. Nevertheless, implicit norms have 
been identified as playing a vital role in dictating the actions of group members.

Roles are patterns of behaviour to which individuals and groups are expected to con-
form. In organisational terms, roles are formally defined by job descriptions and perfor-
mance targets, although in practice they are also strongly influenced by norms and values. 
Even in their work life, individuals rarely have only one role. For example, a production 
manager may also be secretary of the company’s social club, a clerical officer may also be a 
shop steward, and a supervisor may also be the company’s safety representative. A similar 
situation exists for groups. A group’s main role may be to perform a particular activity or 
service, but it might also be expected to pursue continuous development, maintain and 
develop its skills, and act as a repository of expert knowledge for others in the organisation. 
Clearly, where members of a group and the group itself are required to conform to a number 
of different roles, the scope for role conflict or role ambiguity is ever-present. Unless roles 
are both clearly defined and compatible, the result can be sub-optimal for the individual  
(in terms of stress) and for the group (in terms of lack of cohesion and poor performance).

Values are ideas and beliefs that individuals and groups hold about what is right and 
wrong. Values refer not so much to what people do or think or feel in a given situation; 
instead, they relate to the broader principles that lie behind these. Values are a more prob-
lematic concept than either norms or roles. Norms and roles can, with diligence, be more or 
less accurately determined. Values, however, are more difficult to determine because group 
members are not always consciously aware of, or can easily articulate, the values that influ-
ence their behaviour. Therefore, questioning people and observing their actions is unlikely 
to produce a true picture of group values. Nevertheless, the concept itself is seen as very 
important in determining, and changing, patterns of behaviour.

The Group Dynamics school has proved to be influential in developing both the theory 
and practice of change management. This can be seen by the very fact that it is now usual for 



 Individual, group or system change?

 11

organisations to view themselves as comprising groups and teams, rather than merely col-
lections of individuals (West, 2012).

As French and Bell (1984: 127–9) pointed out, the importance given to teams is reflected 
in the fact that:

the most important single group of [change] interventions . . . are team-building activities, the 
goals of which are the improved and increased effectiveness of various teams within the 
organization. . . . The . . . team-building meeting has the goal of improving the team’s effec-
tiveness through better management of task demands, relationship demands, and group 
 processes. . . . [The team] analyzes its way of doing things, and attempts to develop strategies 
to improve its operation.

In so doing, norms, roles and values are examined, challenged and, where necessary, 
changed.

Nevertheless, despite the emphasis that many place on groups within organisations, oth-
ers argue that the correct approach is one that deals with an organisation as a whole.

the Open systems school

Having examined approaches to change that emphasise the importance of groups and indi-
viduals, we now come to the systems approach, which seeks to view and understand the 
organisation in its entirety. This approach, which will be further explained in Chapter 3, sees 
organisations as composed of a number of interconnected sub-systems. However, the Open 
Systems school does not see organisations just as systems in isolation; instead, it views them 
as ‘open’ systems. It sees them as open in two respects. First, they are open to, and interact 
with, their external environment. Second, they are open internally: the various sub-systems 
interact with each other. Therefore, internal changes in one area affect other areas and in 
turn have an impact on the external environment, and vice versa (Buckley, 1968; Cole, 
2001). It follows that any change to one part of the organisation system can have an impact 
on other parts of the system, both internal and external, and, in turn, on its overall perfor-
mance (Mullins, 2002; Scott, 1987). The Open Systems school’s approach to change is based 
on a method of describing and evaluating these sub-systems, in order to determine how they 
need to be changed so as to improve the overall functioning of the organisation. The objective 
of the Open Systems approach is to structure the functions of a business such that, through 
clearly defined lines of coordination and interdependence, the overall  business objectives are 
collectively pursued. The emphasis is on achieving overall synergy rather than on optimising 
the performance of any one individual part per se (Cummings and Worley, 2015; Mullins, 
1989). As Fernandez and Rainey (2006: 173) state: ‘Managerial leaders must develop an 
integrative, comprehensive approach to change that achieves subsystem congruence.’

Miller (1967) argues that there are four principal organisational sub-systems:

●	 The organisational goals and values sub-system. This comprises the organisation’s 
stated objectives and the values it wishes to promote in order to attain them. To operate 
effectively, the organisation has to ensure that its goals and values are compatible not 
only with each other, but also with its external and internal environments.

●	 The technical sub-system. This is the specific combination of knowledge, techniques 
and technologies which an organisation requires in order to function. Once again, the 
concern here is with the compatibility and appropriateness of these in relation to an 
organisation’s particular circumstances.
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●	 The psychosocial sub-system. This is also variously referred to as organisational cli-
mate and organisational culture. In essence, it is the fabric of role relationships, values 
and norms that binds people together and makes them citizens of a particular miniature 
society (the organisation). It is influenced by an organisation’s environment, history and 
employees as well as its tasks, technology and structures. If the psychosocial sub-system 
is weak, fragmented or inappropriate, then instead of binding the organisation together, 
it may have the opposite effect.

●	 The managerial sub-system. This spans the entire organisation. It is responsible for 
relating an organisation to its environment, setting goals, determining values, develop-
ing comprehensive strategic and operational plans, designing structure and establishing 
control processes. This sub-system has the responsibility for consciously directing an 
organisation and ensuring that it attains its objectives. If the managerial sub-system fails, 
so does the rest of an organisation.

Over the years, different researchers have placed the boundaries of these sub-systems in 
different places and proffered their own labels (Cummings, 2005; Miller, 1967; Scott, 
1987). However, there is general agreement that the main sub-systems are the ones that 
cover leadership, people, structure and technology (Cummings and Worley, 2015; 
Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001; Mullins, 2002). Regardless of the definition and labelling 
of sub-systems, the Open Systems approach is concerned with understanding organisations 
in their entirety; it attempts to take a holistic rather than a particularistic perspective. This is 
reflected in the fact that it sees change from an organisational rather than an individual, 
group or sub-system perspective (Burke, 1980; Senge, 1990; Stickland, 1998).

Though the Open Systems perspective has attracted much praise, attention has also been 
drawn to its alleged shortcomings (Bryant, 2002; Stickland, 1998). Butler (1985: 345), for 
example, while hailing it as a major step forward in understanding organisational change, 
points out: ‘Social systems are extremely dynamic and complex entities that often defy descrip-
tions and analysis. Therefore, one can easily get lost in attempting to sort out all the cause-and-
effect relationships.’ Beach (1980: 138), in a similar vein, argues that Open Systems theory:

does not comprise a consistent, articulated, coherent theory. Much of it constitutes a high 
level of abstraction. To be really useful to the professional practice of management, its 
 spokesmen and leaders must move to a more concrete and operationally useful range.

Despite these criticisms, the level of support for this approach, from eminent theorists 
such as Burns and Stalker (1961), Joan Woodward (1965) and Lawrence and Lorsch 
(1967), is formidable. This is why, as will be explained in Chapter 3, it has proved so influ-
ential. In looking at the three schools that underpin change management theory, four major 
points stand out:

●	 First, with the exception of the Behaviourists, these schools of thought stand, generally, 
in sharp contrast to the mechanistic approach of the Classical approach towards organi-
sations and people (see Chapter 2). Furthermore, in their approach to individuals, groups 
and organisations as a whole, they form a link to the newer organisational paradigms 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Indeed, it might be possible to go further and say that 
these three schools provide many of the core concepts of the new paradigms, especially 
in respect of teamwork and organisational learning. If this is so, the claim (by, among 
others, Kanter, 1989; Senge, 1990) that these new forms of organisation constitute a 
radical break with the past should be reconsidered.
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●	 Second, the three theoretical perspectives focus on different types of change – individual, 
group and system. In most cases, each of these forms of change will focus on distinct out-
comes and, in all probability, will need to be managed differently. It follows that any 
approach to managing change can be classified by whether or not it is applicable to all or 
only some of the types of change covered by these perspectives.

●	 Third, although each school can be seen as an independent and distinct approach to 
change, they are not necessarily in conflict or competition. Indeed, one could well 
argue that they are complementary approaches. The key task, which will be exam-
ined in more detail in Part 3, is to identify the circumstances in which each is appro-
priate: does the problem or the objective of change lie at the level of the organisation, 
group or individual? Can any of these levels be tackled in isolation from the others? 
This can be illustrated using the Konnopke’s Imbiss case at the beginning of this 
 chapter. Konnopke’s Imbiss faced change owing to its temporary closure and possible 
relocation. However, it recognised that its success/effectiveness came from its unique 
blend of ‘processes, people and organisational culture’ – i.e. its entire system, not just 
parts of it. Therefore, its priority in dealing with the enforced change was to maintain 
the integrity of its system, but Konnopke’s Imbiss also recognised that any change in 
‘processes, people and organisational culture’ had to be consistent with and support 
the overall system.

●	 Last, the Open Systems perspective has a valid point in claiming that change at one level 
or in one area should take into account the effect it will have elsewhere in the organisa-
tion, and vice versa. Whether the perspective adopted is organisation-wide or limited to 
groups and individuals, in the final analysis, what is it that is being changed? The answer, 
surely, is the behaviour of individuals and groups, because organisations are, as the pro-
ponents of these three perspectives on change admit, social systems. To change anything 
requires the cooperation and consent, or at least acquiescence, of the groups and indi-
viduals that make up an organisation, for it is only through their behaviour that the struc-
tures, technologies, systems and procedures of an organisation move from abstract 
concepts to concrete realities. This may be why Schein (1988: 12) observed ‘that all 
organizational problems are fundamentally problems involving human interactions and 
processes’. However, from a systems perspective, the receptivity or not of individuals and 
groups to change results not so much from their innate response to change, but more 
from the nature of the organisation and its sub-systems. This can be seen by looking at 
resistance and commitment to change.

What about resistance?

The prevailing view in the organisational change literature appears to be that employee 
resistance to change is innate, pervasive, irrational and dysfunctional (Dent and Goldberg, 
1999; Ford et al, 2008). Indeed, many see resistance as the main reason for the failure of so 
many change efforts (Bateh et al, 2013; Maurer, 1996; Waddell and Sohal, 1998). Peiperi 
(2005: 348) defines such resistance as:

active or passive responses on the part of a person or group that militate against a particular 
change, a program of changes, or change in general.
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Consequently, it is argued that for change to be successful, change agents have to antici-
pate and overcome employee resistance (Bateh et al, 2013; Kreitner, 1992; Palmer, 2004). 
Even if we put aside evidence that managers may be more resistant to change than employ-
ees (O’Toole, 1995; Smith, 1982; Spreitzer and Quinn, 1996), there are still two serious 
problems with this view, namely that it assumes: (a) that resistance is always wrong, and 
(b) that resistance arises from within the individual (Ford et al, 2008). Taking point (a) 
first, as Ford et al (2008) note, this view assumes that those who initiate and manage 
change are neutral parties who are acting in the best interests of the organisation and its 
stakeholders. However, as noted in the earlier discussion of effectiveness, organisations 
have many stakeholders, and it is unwise to assume that they all share the same interests. 
Nor should we assume that the managers who initiate change are necessarily pursuing the 
organisation’s best interests rather than their own (Burnes and By, 2012; Pfeffer, 1992; 
Storey, 2004).

Stickland (1998) identifies a number of different forms of resistance, including situations 
where resistance plays a constructive role in the change process. This is because resistance 
can signal that the proposed change may be ill thought out, not radical enough, wrong or 
even illegal. In this latter respect, consider the revelations which came out of the case of the 
Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry (2013). This found that some staff 
tried to resist changes to care practices – changes which may have caused the deaths of hun-
dreds of patients – but their resistance was suppressed by managers (Campbell, 2013; 
Elliott, 2015). The ability of managers to suppress legitimate resistance is the main reason 
why, in 2016, the Bank of England launched an initiative to encourage employees of finan-
cial service organisations to resist and report illegal or unethical practices (Grant, 2016). 
Therefore, resistance should not always be seen as wrong or disloyal. As Maurer (1996: 57) 
maintains: ‘Resistance keeps people in organizations from attaching themselves to every 
boneheaded idea that comes down the pike.’ Weisbord (1987) takes an even more positive 
view of resistance, arguing that it is a ‘valuable passion’ that can become a constructive force 
for organisational renewal.

Moving on to point (b), that resistance arises from within the individual, it is noticeable 
that Stickland (1998) does not see his various forms of resistance as arising from employ-
ees, but from conflicting or incompatible objectives within the organisation: i.e. he sees 
resistance as a product of the system and not of the individuals who make up the system. 
While this may run counter to many writers’ and managers’ assumptions, there is strong 
support for this view. After a series of scandals over payment protection insurance (PPI), the 
rigging of LIBOR and other financial irregularities, Barclays Bank commissioned Anthony 
Salz to conduct an independent review of its values, principles and standards of operation. 
The Salz Review (2013) found that, when faced with the incompatibility between following 
the company’s ethics policy and selling PPI, the latter won out, as the following extracts 
from the Review show:

We enquired about the role played by sales incentives. We were told that there were schemes 
designed to encourage staff to sell PPI. One example we noted was that in 2009 a sales per-
son would earn two and a half times more commission for selling a loan with PPI compared to 
a loan without PPI. (57)

Some interviewees observed, and our analysis of relevant minutes confirms, that the 
Barclays Board did not give as much attention to the culture, values and business practices 
developing in the Group as, with the benefit of hindsight, these matters are now recognised to 
deserve. (113)
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The idea that resistance arises from within the system and not the individual is not new. 
Kurt Lewin, who pioneered the study of organisational change, made the same point 
(Burnes, 2004c). As noted above, Lewin saw the behaviour of individuals and groups as 
deriving from the totality of coexisting and interdependent forces in their field or life space. 
If an individual or group appears to resist change, this arises from the balance of forces in 
their field, i.e. the nature and state of the organisation. This was demonstrated by two of 
Lewin’s colleagues, Coch and French (1948), in what was probably the first, and one of the 
most widely cited, academic articles to address resistance to change. Their research showed 
that resistance arose not from personality factors but from the balance of forces which 
impinged on the individuals concerned. In order to overcome resistance, Coch and French 
modified the driving and restraining forces which influenced how employees responded to 
change. In their case, they changed the management system of the organisation from one 
where change was imposed to one where participation became the order of the day 
(Burnes, 2015).

Dent and Goldberg (1999) showed how, since the 1950s, the concept of resistance has 
moved from being seen as an organisational shortcoming which requires system changes to 
overcome it, to one which arises from individual and group self-interest and/or their psy-
chological make-up. The core argument is that resistance is part of human nature; we are 
innately programmed to resist change and defend the status quo (Coghlan, 1993a; 
Diamond, 1986; Maurer, 1996; Oreg, 2003; Piderit, 2000). Consequently, a key role of 
change agents is to overcome resistance by showing us the error of our ways (Palmer, 2004). 
In addition, Heath and Heath (2011) argue that resistance is the product of entrenched 
behaviour patterns. Although the notion that human beings are programmed to resist 
change appears to have become the received wisdom (Dent and Goldberg, 1999; Oreg et al, 
2011), there have been a number of studies by leading academics which support the sys-
tems view of resistance. For example, Senge (1990) sees resistance as arising from incom-
patible goals within the system, and Beer et al (1993) advocate changing the organisational 
context in order to overcome such obstacles to change. Kotter (1995) also sees resistance as 
being generated by obstacles in the total system. This continuing interest in the systems 
approach to resistance reflects not just the influence of Lewin but also the rise of newer per-
spectives on organisational life that view organisations as complex social systems (Burnes, 
2004b, 2005).

Therefore, we appear to be faced with something of a dilemma. On the one hand, there is 
strong evidence that resistance occurs due not to the psychological propensities of individu-
als but to the nature of the organisation where resistance occurs, i.e. forces within the sys-
tem. On the other hand, there is equally strong evidence that resistance does arise from an 
individual’s psychological make-up (Buchanan and Boddy, 1992). However, the individual 
and systemic views of resistance need not be seen as contradictory. If we take the view that 
organisations are social systems, it is not contradictory to see resistance as arising from the 
interplay between the characteristics of the individual and the characteristics of the organi-
sation (Dent and Goldberg, 1999; Ford and Ford, 2010; Pardo del Val and Martínez Fuentes, 
2003; Schein, 1996). An examination of the following four theories of resistance provides 
substantial evidence for this view. They have been chosen for three reasons. First, they span 
the period since the Coch and French article appeared and, as such, indicate how the resist-
ance debate has developed. Second, in their own right, they were seen as important contri-
butions to the resistance debate. Lastly, they each make a distinct contribution to our 
understanding of resistance to change.
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theory 1 – Cognitive dissonance

In seeking to understand why and how resistance arises, the theory of cognitive dissonance 
has proved extremely influential (Burnes and James, 1995; Gawronski, 2012). It was devel-
oped in the 1950s by Leon Festinger (1957) and is still very widely cited. Cognitive disso-
nance states that people try to be consistent in both their attitudes and behaviour. When 
they sense an inconsistency either between two or more attitudes or between their attitudes 
and behaviour, people experience dissonance; that is, they feel frustrated and uncomforta-
ble with the situation, sometimes extremely so (Jones, 1990). Peters (2012) refers to such 
change situations as ‘paradoxes’, where staff are put in the stressful position of having to 
pursue two mutually exclusive objectives at the same time.

In order to reduce the severe stress that high levels of dissonance can occasion, individuals 
will seek to re-establish a balance between their attitudes and behaviour by changing the 
strength of the driving or restraining forces. It is unlikely that dissonance can ever be totally 
avoided, but where the elements creating the dissonance are relatively unimportant, the pres-
sure to correct them will be low. Where the issues involved are perceived by the individual to be 
significant, however, the presence of such dissonance will motivate the person concerned to try 
to reduce the dissonance and achieve consonance, by changing either their attitudes or behav-
iour to bring them into line (Robbins, 1986; Smith et al, 1982). For example, a nurse asked to 
adopt care practices that they see as unsafe for patients is likely to find this very stressful. In 
order to reduce the stress, they may revert back to the old ‘safe’ practices. Similarly, a salesper-
son who has been trained to treat customers in a friendly fashion might find it stressful to be 
asked to take a more aggressive approach to customers. In this case, however, they might 
change their attitude to customers based on the prospect of increasing their sales commission 
and pleasing their employer. This may involve a process of cognitive restructuring, which is 
unlikely to be free from difficulties for the individual concerned (Mahoney, 1974). However, as 
Festinger (1957) pointed out, in addition to trying to reduce the dissonance, people will actively 
resist or avoid situations and information that would be likely to increase the dissonance, which 
is to say, they will resist paradoxical situations brought about by incompatible organisational 
objectives. Since the emergence of the theory of cognitive dissonance in the 1950s, it has been 
developed and refined (see Cooper and Fazio, 1984; Fazio et al, 1977; Jones, 1990).

Applying principles of cognitive dissonance to organisational change, it can be seen that, if 
an organisation embarks on a change project that is decisively out of step with the attitudes of 
those concerned and/or its own values, assumptions and practices, it will meet with resistance 
unless those concerned change their attitudes (Burnes and James, 1995). On the other hand, 
where the level of dissonance occasioned by proposed changes is low, attitudinal adjustments 
will be minor and potential resistance negligible. As Burnes and Jackson (2011) found when 
they explored the issues of values and change, where the proposed change and the way it was 
managed broadly aligned with the values of the change recipients, it was accepted; and where 
it did not, it met with resistance. Therefore, the level and type of involvement should be geared 
to the level of dissonance that any proposed changes may provoke. This shows that how 
change is managed plays an important role in whether individuals resist or accept change.

theory 2 – the depth of intervention

This approach was developed in the 1970s and 1980s by leading figures in the field of 
change management (Burnes, 2015; Cummings and Worley, 2009). Schmuck and Miles 
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(1971) sought to address resistance by examining the way change agents manage change, 
with a particular focus on the issue of employee participation. They concluded that the level 
of employee involvement required in any change project is related to the psychological 
impact of the change on the people concerned. Huse (1980) explored this relationship fur-
ther. Incorporating earlier work by Harrison (1970), Huse categorised change interventions 
along a continuum based on the psychological ‘depth’ or impact of the intervention on the 
individuals concerned, ranging from the ‘shallow level’ to the ‘deepest level’. The greater the 
depth of the intervention, Huse argued, the greater the impact on the individual’s psycho-
logical make-up, values and personality, and the greater the need for a deeper level of par-
ticipation if successful behaviour change is to be achieved.

Huse’s argument was that it is necessary to link levels of participation to the types and 
psychological impact of proposed changes if resistance is to be avoided or minimised. This 
appears to explain why in some cases, where the psychological impact is shallow, participa-
tion can be dispensed with or minimised, whilst in others it is vital. It does not, however, 
explain why major and rapid attitudinal changes can be achieved without a great deal of 
employee participation.

In terms of the debate between those who see resistance as arising from an individual’s 
psychological make-up and those who see it as being more system or context based, the 
Depth of Intervention theory offers two interesting insights. First, it supports the view that 
resistance can be moderated by the way that it is managed, i.e. by the level of participation, 
which very much aligns with Coch and French’s findings. Indeed, an analysis of 60 years of 
change studies found that:

As a rule, change recipients who experienced high levels of participation tended to report 
higher readiness and acceptance of change, appraised change as less stressful and exhibited 
overall support for the change (Oreg et al, 2011: 491).

Second, resistance appears to be moderated by the nature of the change intervention 
itself, i.e. the degree to which it challenges an individual’s psychological make-up. This is 
corroborated by Burnes and Jackson’s (2011) work on the relationship between values and 
organisational change. In essence, this theory shows that when the forces driving change 
come into conflict with strong forces restraining change, organisations need to adopt an 
approach to change which enables those involved to reflect on the continuing appropriate-
ness of their attitudes and behaviours. This is consistent with Lewin’s view that change is a 
learning process (Burnes, 2004c).

theory 3 – the psychological contract

A complementary explanation for employees’ acceptance of or resistance to change is 
offered by the notion of the psychological contract, which has proved to be highly influen-
tial and widely cited (Guest et al, 2010; Wellin, 2007). The term was originally coined by 
Argyris (1960), but it gained widespread attention only in the 1980s and 1990s, mainly 
through the work of Rousseau (1989, 1995). As Schein (1988: 22–3) explains:

The notion of a psychological contract implies that there is an unwritten set of expectations 
operating at all times between every member of an organization and the various managers 
and others in that organization. . . . The psychological contract implies further that each role 
player, that is, employee, also has expectations about such things as salary or pay rate, work-
ing hours, benefits and privileges . . . and so on. Many of these expectations are implicit and 
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involve the person’s sense of dignity and worth. . . . Some of the strongest feelings leading to 
labor unrest, strikes, and employee turnover have to do with violations of these aspects of the 
psychological contract, even though the public negotiations are often over the more explicit 
issues of pay, working hours, job security, and so on.

On one side of the psychological contract are the expectations of employees, including 
factors such as pay, hours, promotion prospects, training, etc. On the other are employer 
expectations, including work effort, commitment, loyalty, responsibility, etc. (Rousseau, 
1989, 1995). When both sets of expectations are congruent, relative stability prevails; but if 
employers attempt to bring in changes which affect the balance of forces, resistance and 
conflict may arise.

We can certainly see why, for example, the employees of a public-sector organisation with 
a public-sector ethos might feel as though their psychological contract had been violated if 
they were suddenly told they were to be transferred to the private sector – particularly as 
such a change might represent a considerable threat to their job security. However, in other 
instances, similarly radical change might not produce a significantly adverse reaction from 
staff. The reason offered by proponents of the psychological contract for this would be that in 
these cases, staff recognised the need and justification for the changes and therefore the 
legitimacy of the need to change their psychological contracts. Therefore, although  
the notion of the psychological contract might appear to support the argument that resist-
ance arises from the individual’s psychological make-up, it is in effect about the context in 
which the individual is situated and the forces that impinge on them.

If the organisation, either wittingly or unwittingly, changes or violates one part of the psy-
chological contract without renegotiating the contract, in effect, it puts individuals in a situa-
tion where the organisation is making conflicting demands on them. However, if the 
individuals can see why the contract needs to be changed, and if this leads to a new psycho-
logical contract which aligns the demands on them, they are unlikely to resist the changes. The 
psychological contract also has a strong affinity with the concept of organisational-procedural 
justice, which refers to the perceived fairness of policies and procedures used as the basis for 
decision-making (Cohen and Keren, 2008; Colquitt et al, 2001; Cropanzano et al, 2001). It has 
been shown that where employees perceive either the process or outcome of change to be 
unfair, they may resist it (Komodromos, 2013; Novelli et al, 1995; Wooten and White, 1999). 
Once again, this resistance arises not from the individual per se, but from situations where 
organisations create a conflict between their espoused values of rationality and fairness and 
actual practices which employees see as unfair and irrational.

theory 4 – dispositional resistance

Although this is the most recent of the four theories, the rigour of its development and test-
ing has resulted in its being no less influential (Oreg et al, 2008). The concept of disposi-
tional resistance to change was developed by Oreg (2003) and focuses on the individual as 
the main source of resistance rather than wider organisational factors. Oreg’s research 
showed that individuals varied in the degree to which they were psychologically ‘disposed’ 
to accept or resist change. Consequently, individuals ‘who are [highly] dispositionally 
resistant to change are less likely to voluntarily initiate changes and more likely to form 
negative attitudes toward the changes they encounter’ (Oreg et al, 2008: 936). He con-
structed a resistance to change (RTC) scale to measure ‘an individual’s tendency to resist or 
avoid making changes’ (Oreg, 2003: 680). The RTC is designed to measure the personality 
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factors that Oreg identified as influencing resistance to change. These are: routine-seeking; 
emotional reaction to imposed change; cognitive rigidity; and short-term focus (Oreg, 
2003). Oreg and his collaborators confirmed the validity of the RTC scale in different situa-
tions and nations (Oreg, 2006; Oreg et al, 2008). Oreg et al (2009) also showed that dispo-
sitional resistance can even influence an individual’s choice of occupation.

Oreg’s work rejects the notion that all human beings are programmed to oppose change, 
but it does show that some individuals with a high dispositional resistance will be predis-
posed to resist change. However, Oreg also found that an individual’s reaction to change 
can be moderated by their relationship to the change agent; that is, those individuals with a 
positive view of the change agent would be less likely to resist change regardless of their 
level of dispositional resistance (Oreg and Sverdlik, 2011). This indicates that context, the 
nature of the system, also plays a part in determining whether or not an individual will 
resist change. Research by Michel et al (2013) also supports the notion that dispositional 
resistance is moderated by contextual factors, such as the role of the change agent and the 
way in which they manage the change process.

In exploring the issue of resistance to change, we have drawn on four complementary 
ideas: dispositional resistance, depth of intervention, cognitive dissonance and the psycho-
logical contract. This has given rise to three important findings:

1. Resistance to change is not uniform among human beings. Instead, it varies according to 
a person’s level of dispositional resistance. Those with a low level of dispositional resist-
ance will be predisposed to accept change, and those with a high level will be predis-
posed to reject it.

2. An individual’s level of dispositional resistance does not necessarily predict their actual 
level of resistance to any particular change initiative. Instead, it will be moderated by the 
context and the nature of the change. For example, if a change challenges deep-seated 
beliefs and values, even individuals with a low level of dispositional resistance are likely 
to reject it. However, where the change is consistent with values and beliefs, even indi-
viduals with a high level of dispositional resistance would be likely to accept it. The 
Konnopke’s Imbiss example is a case in point. There was little resistance to the proposed 
changes because they were consistent with and intended to maintain the organisation’s 
values and beliefs. However, had Konnopke’s Imbiss proposed significant changes to its 
‘formal organisation, critical tasks, people and culture’, these would probably have met 
with considerable resistance. This would not be because of the individuals’ psychological 
make-up per se, but because they would be torn between the organisation’s existing 
 values and its new way of working. As such, the resistance would have arisen from con-
flicting objectives in the system rather than through any characteristics of the individuals 
concerned. Of course, had Konnopke’s Imbiss been in a crisis, which it was not, radical 
change could have been viewed as favourable.

3. A further factor that is likely to affect the level of resistance is the way the change is man-
aged, both in terms of the management style of the change agent and the degree of 
involvement of those affected (Buchanan and Boddy, 1992; Burnes and Jackson, 2011; 
Hon et al, 2014). It is generally assumed that employee involvement allied to a participa-
tive style of leadership are essential for successful change (Oreg et al, 2011). This general 
rule of involvement has to take account of the context of the change situation and the 
type of change being proposed. In many cases, it will be necessary to convince staff, 
through a process of constructive engagement, of the need to challenge their existing 



Chapter 1 Introduction to change management

20

beliefs, behaviours and expectations and to renegotiate their unwritten ‘contracts’ with 
the organisation. In some instances, the legitimacy of existing beliefs, behaviours and 
expectations may already have been undermined because the organisation is experienc-
ing a crisis (the restructuring of many financial institutions owing to the ‘credit crunch’, 
for example). In such situations, it might be that cultural and behavioural change can be 
quickly achieved without the need for elaborate involvement techniques. This is because 
those concerned can see that the old attitudes and ways of behaving are no longer appro-
priate, and unless major or radical changes are made, their jobs or even the entire 
organisation may cease to exist.

Of course, the reverse may also be the case. Organisations seeking to bring about small 
changes to structures or tasks might find they meet greater resistance than they expected 
because they underestimate the psychological importance employees attach to these exist-
ing arrangements. Therefore, approaches to change, including the level of employee 
involvement, have to be tailored to the change context rather than being applied unthink-
ingly. In order to undertake this ‘tailoring’, managers and change agents have to understand 
the nature of the existing situation and its readiness for change.

Armenakis et al (1993: 681) define readiness as:

[an individual’s] beliefs, attitudes, and intentions regarding the extent to which changes are 
needed and the organization’s capacity to successfully undertake those changes.

They argue that the reason so many change initiatives meet resistance is because organi-
sations have not evaluated their readiness for change and/or taken the steps necessary to 
create a readiness for change. In particular, they draw attention to the role of contextual 
factors in creating readiness. Such factors include effective leadership, a good relationship 
between managers and employees, organisational commitment, a positive communication 
climate, a coherent change strategy that is aligned with the organisation’s cultural values 
and communicated to and debated with those involved, the organisation having the 
resources necessary to implement the change, a high level of employee participation in 
change, and the availability of change agents with the necessary change skills (Fitzgerald  
et al, 2007; Jones et al, 2005; McMillan and Connor, 2005; Oreg et al, 2011; Rafferty et al, 
2013; Weiner et al, 2008). This latter point, the importance of the change agent’s role, is 
highlighted by many writers who see them as playing a crucial role not just in managing the 
change initiative, but also in assessing an organisation’s readiness for change (Amiot et al, 
2006; Dent and Goldberg, 1999; Ford and Ford, 2010; Ford et al, 2008). Consequently, in 
the next section, we will examine the role of the change agent.

Who are the change agents?

Whether we are dealing with change at the individual, group or organisational level, 
whether we perceive change as incremental or continuous, and whatever perspective we 
are viewing it from, change has to be managed: someone has to take responsibility for 
ensuring that change takes place. Whether this person is a team leader, facilitator, coach or 
even a dictator, there is usually one individual who bears the responsibility of being the 
change agent. Such people are referred to by a variety of titles – change consultant, change 
practitioner, project manager, etc. For simplicity’s sake, we shall use the title ‘change agent’.
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The concept of the change agent originated with Kurt Lewin and has been extensively 
developed by the Organization Development (OD) movement (see Chapter 9). Over the last 
two or three decades, as different perceptions of change have emerged, so different percep-
tions of the role of the change agent can also be identified. Caldwell (2003) notes that we 
have seen eulogies to the ‘heroic’ change leader capable of transforming organisations, calls 
for line managers and functional specialists to become change agents, and the increased 
popularity of internal and external management consultants as ‘catalysts’ for change. 
However, rather than clarifying the role and competencies of the change agent, these devel-
opments appear to have made the picture more confused.

One of the strengths of the Lewin–OD approach to change is that it provides a blueprint 
for the behaviour and attributes of change agents who, in turn, are buttressed and sup-
ported by a host of tools and techniques for analysing organisations and managing change 
(Cummings and Worley, 2015). The Lewin–OD approach sees the change agent as playing 
a mainly neutral-facilitating role and working with a transparent and ethical agenda to help 
those involved to identify the options and make their own choices (French and Bell, 1995). 
Indeed, the twin issues of trust and choice have been shown over the years to be crucial to 
establishing a positive environment in which change can take place (Carpenter, 2013; Oreg 
et al, 2011; Vakola, 2013).

An essential task of the change agent is to establish the level of readiness for change. 
Vakola (2013) argues that an organisation’s readiness needs to be assessed at the macro, 
meso and micro levels. It includes factors such as a well-supported strategic plan, an envi-
ronment of trust, favourable group norms, and training programmes and appraisal proce-
dures which promote flexibility among staff. This is why OD-influenced change agents begin 
establishing the organisation’s readiness for change by mapping out the field in which the 
change takes place, i.e. they examine the readiness for change not just of those who are the 
target of the change but of the entire system (Burnes and Cooke, 2013). They seek to iden-
tify factors at the individual, group and organisational levels which will either hinder or 
promote change, such as sensitivity to pressures for change, dissatisfaction with the status 
quo, the degree of trust and shared beliefs between employees and managers, and the avail-
ability of resources to support change, including knowledge, skills and the availability of 
substantial management time (Cummings and Worley, 2001; Holt and Vardaman, 2013).

As Chapter 10 will show, newer perspectives on the role of the change agent see change 
as an open-ended, complex, continuous and political process, and a normal part of everyday 
life in organisations. Consequently, it must be seen as an increasingly important part of 
every manager’s role rather than a specialist activity driven by an expert (Clarke, 1994). The 
drawback with this perspective is that it can deflect attention from or even ignore the spe-
cialist skills necessary to manage the different types of change, whether this is done by a 
manager or by a change specialist. It is also the case that, despite the advice offered to 
change agents by the OD movement, there has been relatively little empirical research on 
the nature and effectiveness of their role (Hartley et al, 1997). Buchanan and Boddy (1992: 
27) provide one of the few studies which sought to analyse the skills needed to be a success-
ful change agent. In particular, they draw attention to the change agent’s need to:

support the ‘public performance’ of rationally considered and logically phased and visibly par-
ticipative change with ‘backstage activity’ in the recruitment and maintenance of support and 
in seeking and blocking resistance. . . . ‘Backstaging’ is concerned with the exercise of ‘power 
skills’, with ‘intervening in political and cultural systems’, with influencing and negotiating and 
selling, and with ‘managing meaning’.
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Buchanan and Boddy suggest a model of the expertise of the change agent which identi-
fies the skills and competences necessary to achieve successful change. Their model begins 
by listing the diagnostic skills required to identify, in effect, the organisation’s readiness for 
change and plan the change initiative accordingly. These diagnostic skills include the ability 
to categorise the nature of the organisation on a spectrum of rigid to organic, and to deter-
mine whether and where it is moving along this scale and how this will impact the nature of 
the change initiative. They also include an understanding of critical events in the organisa-
tion’s past and how these will affect expectations of and attitudes towards change. Buchanan 
and Boddy’s model then goes on to list 15 competences under five clusters: goals, roles, 
communication, negotiation and managing up. The first element deals with ‘sensitivity’ to 
the context within which change is taking place. Once again, Buchanan and Boddy are 
emphasising that the change process begins with the change agent identifying the organisa-
tion’s readiness for change. What emerges from their work is a picture of the change agent 
as a highly skilled and well-trained political operator who has not only an in-depth knowl-
edge of change processes and tools but also the personal qualities and experience to use 
them both in the open and, especially, behind the scenes.

Weick and Quinn (1999) contrast the role of the Buchanan and Boddy-type change agent 
with that of the OD-type change agent. They see the OD change agent as acting as the prime 
mover – the person who makes the change happen. They point out that, although tradition-
ally focused on small-group change, OD change agents have become increasingly involved 
in large-scale change projects, such as culture change, where they:

abandon several traditional organizational development (OD) assumptions. Large-scale inter-
ventions rely less on action theory and discrepancy theory and more on systems theory; less on 
closely held, internal data generation and more on gathering data from the environment and 
sharing it widely; . . . less on individual unit learning and more on learning about the whole 
organization; . . . less incremental and more fundamental in terms of the depth of change.

(Weick and Quinn, 1999: 374)

Consequently, as new types of OD interventions emerged in the 1980s, change agents 
were required to develop more innovative and creative skills in order to achieve successful 
change (Mirvis, 1988). One important result, Weick and Quinn (1999: 374) argue, is that 
the quality of the change agent’s argument has become less important than the language 
they use: ‘Language interventions are becoming a crucial means for agents to create change.’ 
Indeed, whether change agents are operating from an OD perspective or not, they argue 
that the appropriate use of language by change agents is crucial when dealing with larger-
scale, open-ended, continuing and complex change. Weick and Quinn (1999: 381)  maintain 
that in such situations, the change agent ceases to be a neutral supporter of those involved 
and instead becomes a ‘prime mover’ whose role ‘becomes one of managing language, dia-
logue, and identity . . . and . . . the most powerful change interventions occur at the level of 
everyday conversations’. Drawing on the work of Ford and Ford (1995), Weick and Quinn 
(1999: 381) assert that under these conditions, agents bring about change through a combi-
nation of five forms of language or speech acts: ‘assertives or claims, directives or requests, 
commissives or promises, expressives that convey affective states, and declarations that 
announce a new operational reality’. Like Pettigrew (2000), Weick and Quinn do not see 
the change agent as a neutral facilitator but as an active manager of the change process with 
their own agenda, which they seek to promote or impose by managing and shaping the  
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perceptions of those concerned. However, in so doing, they fail to acknowledge the poten-
tial damage this does to the change agent’s ability to build trust with, and create genuine 
choices for, change recipients.

Buchanan and Boddy (1992: 123) also draw attention to the ‘prime mover’ role of change 
agents, especially in terms of their creative ability to undertake the ‘social construction of 
the process of change’:

Expertise does not simply involve the mechanical deployment of diagnostic tools, competences 
and stereotyped solutions, but involves also the innovative and opportunistic exploitation of 
other dimensions of the organizational context.

In an article entitled ‘Grace, magic and miracles’, Lichtenstein (1997) investigated this 
side of the change agent’s role further by examining the work of three leading change practi-
tioners: Peter Senge, William Torbert and Ellen Wingard. In the article, the three consultants 
each described their approach to change and the theories which underpin it. They also 
described how, in applying their approaches, it was insufficient just to follow the steps laid 
down. Success required the consultants to overcome major obstacles and, in so doing, to 
adopt novel and experimental methods. Senge, Torbert and Wingard use terms such as 
‘grace’, ‘magic’ and ‘miracles’ to describe the moment of breakthrough, the point where seri-
ous obstacles were overcome and genuine progress made. In fact, what they describe is the 
ability of the change agent to recognise the need to depart from the ‘script’ and to experiment 
with the unknown in order to make progress. Just as Buchanan and Boddy (1992) identified 
the need for change agents to be able to present and utilise the rational face of change, while 
being adept at the less rational ‘backstage’ skills, so Lichtenstein (1997: 407) concluded that:

there is a logical framework that produces rational actions in the first stages of an intervention 
effort. However, at a critical threshold it is non-linear logic and spontaneous felt action – grace, 
magic and miracles – that actually supports organizational (and personal) transformation.

Drawing on the work of cultural anthropologists, Schuyt and Schuijt (1998) also use the 
analogy of the change agent as a magician. They point out that magicians, witch doctors 
and medicine men in non-Western cultures use symbols and rituals to smooth the various 
transitions in life cycles: birth, puberty, marriage and death. In the same way, Schuyt and 
Schuijt (1998: 399) ask, are not consultants and change agents ‘also, in a certain sense, 
magicians who guide and structure important transitions through the use of rituals and 
symbols?’ These rituals and symbols have a number of key functions: to establish the change 
agent’s credentials, to prepare the participants mentally for change, to guide them through 
the transition, and to reinforce the ‘participants’ feeling that they are taking part in a con-
trolled and well-managed process of change . . . but ultimately the crux is to reduce the 
 client’s uncertainty’ (Schuyt and Schuijt, 1998: 405).

The argument of many commentators is that, in the modern world, the multi-faceted and 
multi-level nature of change means that it cannot be left to a few experts or a few managers, 
but that change is everyone’s job (Clarke, 1994; Gilley et al, 2001; Markus and Benjamin, 
1997). In contrast, what the work of Buchanan and Boddy, Lichtenstein, Schuyt and Schuijt 
and, indeed, the OD movement would seem to argue is that the more complex the change 
process, the more difficult it is to achieve, and the greater the need to utilise the skills and 
experience of a specialist change agent. The conclusion they draw from this is that there is a 
‘one best’ type of change agent who possesses a generic set of high-level competences that 
can be employed in any situation.
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Ideas and PersPeCtIves 1.2

Caldwell’s models of change agent
●	 Leadership models where change agents are senior managers responsible for identifying 

and delivering strategic/transformational change.

●	 Management models where change agents are seen as middle-level managers/functional 
specialists who have responsibility for delivering or supporting specific elements of strate-
gic change programmes or projects.

●	 Consultancy models where change agents are external or internal consultants who can 
be called on to operate at any level.

●	 Team models where change agents are seen as teams that operate at various levels in an 
organisation and which are composed of the requisite managers, employees and con-
sultants necessary to accomplish the particular change project set them.

Source: Caldwell (2003).

While recognising the need for specialist change agents, Caldwell (2003) takes issue 
with Buchanan and Boddy et al. He argues for a contingency model of change agency which 
recognises that different change situations require different types of change agent. From an 
extensive literature review, Caldwell identifies four models of change agent (see Ideas and 
perspectives 1.2). These four different models highlight the difficulty, not to say the impos-
sibility, of attempting to construct a generic change agent who can operate in any situation.

The type of change agent identified by Buchanan and Boddy may fit into some of these 
models, but not all of them. Similarly, the OD-type of change agent may fit into some of 
these models, but not all of them. What Caldwell has done is to direct academics and practi-
tioners away from both the ‘it’s everyone’s responsibility’ and the ‘one best way’ schools and 
towards identifying the behaviours and competences necessary for each type of change situ-
ation. This, of course, highlights the need to identify the different types of change situation. 
Crucial to this, as the next section will show, is to understand the frequency and magnitude 
of change in modern organisations.

Change: how often and how much?

Many leading commentators take the view that organisations are changing at a faster pace 
and in a more fundamental way than ever before (IBM, 2008; Jorgensen et al, 2014; Kanter, 
2008a; Kotter and Rathgeber, 2006; McKinsey & Company, 2008; Parker et al, 2016; Peters, 
2006). These commentators judge the present level of organisational change to be unprec-
edented, although – as Part 2 of this text will show – the history of the past 200 years could 
well be characterised as successive periods of unprecedented change. Obviously, an under-
standing of whether organisational change is to be a continuing feature or a one-off event, 
whether it is on a small or large scale, and whether change is fast or slow, plays a key role in 
judging the appropriateness of particular approaches to managing change. It is, therefore, 
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important to go beyond the tabloid-like headlines thrown up by popular management writ-
ers such as Tom Peters (1997a):

Destruction Is Cool! (p. 35)

WOW! is the answer. (p. 309)

We need to examine the main models of organisational change that are currently being 
promoted and also recognise that there are strong disagreements about the nature and pace 
of change that organisations experience. In this respect, three current models are prominent 
in the literature.

the incremental model of change

Advocates of this view see change as being a process whereby individual parts of an organi-
sation deal incrementally and separately with one problem and one goal at a time (see 
Figure 1.1). As managers respond to pressures in their local internal and external environ-
ments in this way, over time, their organisations become transformed, hopefully for the 
better. Miller and Friesen (1984: 222) explain that:

The incrementalist perspective on change has been around a relatively long time. It stems 
from the work of Lindblom (1959) and Cyert and March (1963), and was further developed 
by Hedberg et al (1976) and especially Quinn (1980b and 1982). Quinn argues that strategic 
change is best viewed as ‘muddling through with purpose,’ using a continuous, evolving and 
consensus building approach.

Pettigrew et al (1992: 14) add that: ‘The received wisdom therefore is that change will 
take place through successive, limited and negotiated shifts.’ Although Quinn (1980b, 
1982) and others have marshalled considerable support for the incrementalist perspec-
tive from Western sources, the pre-eminent exemplars of incremental change have been 
Japanese companies (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989). As will be described in Chapter 5, 
Japanese companies have an enviable track record of achieving fierce competitiveness 
through pursuing incremental change year in, year out. Dunphy and Stace (1992) also 
advocate this approach for Western companies, arguing for a form of managed  
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Figure 1.1 Incremental change
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incrementalism that avoids both the stagnation engendered by fine-tuning and the bru-
tality associated with rapid corporate transformations. However, Mintzberg (1978) 
argues that, although organisations do go through long periods of incremental change, 
these are often interspersed with brief periods of rapid and revolutionary change. Indeed, 
given the turbulence of the last 30 years, some writers have argued that it is now the 
periods of stability which are brief and the revolutionary change periods which are long, 
at least in Western firms (Pettigrew et al, 2001; Weick and Quinn, 1999). Not surpris-
ingly, this has led to an increased interest in how organisations move between periods of 
stability and instability.

the punctuated equilibrium model of organisational 
transformation

As shown in Figure 1.2, this somewhat inelegantly titled approach to change:

depicts organizations as evolving through relatively long periods of stability (equilibrium 
 periods) in their basic patterns of activity that are punctuated by relatively short bursts of 
 fundamental change (revolutionary periods). Revolutionary periods substantively disrupt 
established activity patterns and install the basis for new equilibrium periods.

 (Romanelli and Tushman, 1994: 1141)

The punctuated equilibrium model is associated with the work of Miller and Friesen 
(1984), Tushman and Romanelli (1985) and Gersick (1991). The inspiration for this model 
arises from two sources: first, from the challenge to Charles Darwin’s gradualist model of 
evolution in the natural sciences – Steven Jay Gould (1989), in particular, mounted a case 
for a punctuated equilibrium model of evolution – and second, from the assertion that while 
most organisations do appear to fit the incrementalist model of change for a period of time, 
there does come a point when they go through a period of rapid and fundamental change 
(Gersick, 1991). Orlikowski (1996: 64) notes:

Punctuated discontinuities are typically triggered by modifications in environmental or internal 
conditions, for example, new technology, process redesign, or industry deregulation.
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Figure 1.2 Punctuated equilibrium
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Though this view began to take hold in the 1980s, it is by no means new. In the 1970s, 
Greiner (1972a) observed that as organisations grow, they go through long periods of evo-
lutionary change and short, sharp bursts of revolutionary change. Indeed, Lewin made a 
similar observation in the 1940s (Lewin, 1947a; Kippenberger, 1998a). However, as even 
Romanelli and Tushman (1994: 1142) admit: ‘Despite the growing prominence and perva-
siveness of punctuated equilibrium theory, little research has explored the empirical valid-
ity of the model’s basic arguments.’ Also, research which has looked at the theory suggests 
that punctuated change can ‘destroy competence and appropriateness and so lead to even-
tual collapse’ (Sastry, 1997: 266). In addition, just as the incremental model is criticised for 
assuming that organisations operate in or go through periods of stability, so too is the punc-
tuated model. The assumption of both is that stability is the natural or preferred state for 
organisations (Orlikowski, 1996). However, there are some who believe that continuous 
change is or should be the norm, and this has led them to reject both the incremental and 
punctuated models of change (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997).

the continuous transformation model of change

The argument put forward by proponents of this model is that, in order to survive, organisa-
tions must develop the ability to change themselves continuously in a fundamental manner 
(see Figure 1.3). From this perspective, Weick and Quinn (1999: 366) argue:

Change is a pattern of endless modifications in work processes and social practice. It is driven 
by organizational instability and alert reactions to daily contingencies. Numerous small accom-
modations accumulate and amplify.

This is particularly the case in fast-moving sectors such as retail, where, as Greenwald 
(1996: 54) notes: ‘If you look at the best retailers out there, they are constantly reinventing 
themselves.’ Brown and Eisenhardt (1997: 1) maintain:

For firms such as Intel, Wal-Mart, 3M, Hewlett-Packard and Gillette, the ability to change 
rapidly and continuously, especially by developing new products, is not only a core compe-
tence, it is also at the heart of their cultures. For these firms, change is not the rare, episodic 
phenomenon described by the punctuated equilibrium model but, rather, it is endemic to the 
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way these organizations compete. Moreover, in high-velocity industries with short product 
cycles and rapidly-shifting competitive landscapes, the ability to engage in rapid and relentless 
continuous change is a crucial capability for survival.

The underpinning rationale for the continuous transformation model is that the environ-
ment in which organisations operate is changing, and will continue to change, rapidly, 
 radically and unpredictably. Only by continuous change and adaptation will organisations 
be able to keep aligned with their environment and thus survive. Although this view has 
many adherents, two groups are its main promoters. The first is the Culture–Excellence 
school (see Chapter 4). This group, especially Tom Peters (1997a, 1997b) and Rosabeth 
Moss Kanter et al (1997), has been arguing for a continuous transformation model of change 
since the early 1980s. However, as shown in Chapter 4, they provide little solid empirical 
evidence to support their view. Indeed, research has shown that the success of leading 
European companies which have remained in business for more than 100 years can be 
partly attributed to their conservatism about change; they seldom make radical changes 
(Stadler, 2007).

The second group consists of those who seek to apply complexity theories to organisa-
tions (Wheatley, 1992b). As described in Chapter 6, complexity theories are concerned with 
the emergence of order in dynamic non-linear systems operating at the edge of chaos: in 
other words, systems that are constantly changing and where the laws of cause and effect 
appear not to apply (Beeson and Davis, 2000; Haigh, 2002; Wheatley, 1992b). Order in 
such systems manifests itself in a largely unpredictable fashion, in which patterns of behav-
iour emerge in irregular but similar forms through a process of self-organisation, which is 
governed by a small number of simple order-generating rules (Black, 2000; MacIntosh and 
MacLean, 2001; Tetenbaum, 1998). Many writers have argued that organisations are also 
complex systems which, to survive, need to operate at the edge of chaos and have to respond 
continuously to changes in their environments through just such a process of spontaneous 
self-organising change (Hayles, 2000; Lewis, 1994; Macbeth, 2002; MacIntosh and 
MacLean, 1999, 2001; Stacey, 2003; Stickland, 1998). In applying this perspective to the 
computer industry, Brown and Eisenhardt (1997: 28) found:

The rate and scale of innovation . . . was such that the term ‘incremental’ seemed, in retro-
spect, stretched. Yet it was not radical innovation such as DNA cloning, either. . . . Similarly, 
managers described ‘constantly reinventing’ themselves. This too seemed more than incre-
mental (i.e., unlike replacing top managers here and there) but also not the massive, rare, and 
risky change of the organizational and strategy literatures. And so we realized that we were 
probably looking at a third kind of process that is neither incremental nor radical and that does 
not fit the punctuated equilibrium model.

The problems with this perspective are that (a) it is not clear that we can readily apply 
theories from the physical sciences to the social sciences, as demonstrated by the fact that 
even proponents of its use in the social sciences are equivocal on this point; and (b) there 
have been few empirical studies which provide strong evidence to support the complexity 
view (Burnes, 2005; Portugali, 2012; Stickland, 1998).

In examining these three perspectives on change, we can see arguments for the incremental 
model, arguments for the punctuated model and arguments for the continuous change model. 
We can also see arguments against all three. Does this mean that all three are wrong? Certainly, 
to the extent that they can claim to be universal theories which cover all organisations and 
situations, they all appear to be wrong. However, they also appear to offer a good explanation 
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for the behaviour of some organisations and for some situations. For example, Konnopke’s 
Imbiss was established in 1930 but appears to have changed little over the intervening 80 or so 
years, and the changes which have taken place certainly seem to fit the incremental model 
rather than any other. There is also good evidence that many leading and successful European 
companies tend to fit this model (Stadler, 2007). We can also find empirical evidence of this 
sort for the punctuated equilibrium model, the prime example being the banking industry. 
The 2008 financial crisis precipitated the banking industry into a short period of crisis and 
massive change (Stiglitz, 2010). However, after this, it settled down basically to business as 
usual, thus providing a good illustration of punctuated equilibrium (Blumenthal, 2012; 
Lashinsky, 2012). Similarly, evidence exists for the continuous change model, especially in 
high-technology companies operating in fast-moving markets, or those where a convergence 
of the digital, social and mobile spheres is necessary to meet customer expectations (Deeds 
and Hill, 1996; IBM, 2012, 2015). Apple is one of the prime examples of a company that has 
produced breakthrough products time after time (Blumenthal, 2012; Lashinsky, 2012). In so 
doing, it has transformed itself from a manufacturer of innovative, although niche-market, 
computers into not only the biggest music and phone retailer in the world, but also the richest 
(Kopytoff, 2015). However, as the work of Eisenhardt (2013) implies, not all companies oper-
ate in the sort of high-velocity environments that the likes of Apple do.

Therefore, what we appear to have is not three universal theories, but three situational or 
contingency theories which apply to different organisations in different situations at differ-
ent times. The implications of this for managing change are that first, organisations have to 
identify their situation, and second, they then have to choose how to respond to it. Although 
many organisations react to events or seek to fit themselves to their situation, it is clear that 
some organisations and leaders seek to shape their situation to fit how they want to operate, 
whether in an incremental, punctuated or continuous change mould (Blumenthal, 2012; 
Etzold and Mueller, 2012; Lashinsky, 2012; Stadler, 2007).

Conclusions

In this chapter, we have sought to address five fundamental sets of questions which organi-
sations need to address before embarking on change:

1. Why do we want to change? In addressing this question, it was shown that, in the face 
of internal and external opportunities and threats, organisations change in order to 
become more effective at achieving their goals, and that effectiveness is derived from 
factors such as processes, people and organisational culture.

2. Should we focus on individual, group or system change? Organisations are social and 
technical systems which require individuals and groups to work together effectively if the 
system is to achieve its goals. When problems, opportunities and challenges arise, the key task 
for those responsible for maintaining the system is to decide where the focus of the response 
lies. Depending on the situation, the main focus of the response will be at the individual, 
group or system level, although these levels cannot be seen in isolation from each other.

3. Will there be resistance, and if so, where from? How can we gain employee commit-
ment? Are we ready for change? These are three interrelated questions and, in some 
ways, can be best answered last first. If an organisation is ready for change, employees will 
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already be prepared to change, commitment will come readily and resistance – if any – 
will be minimal. Alternatively, if it is not ready for change, gaining commitment may be 
difficult and resistance can be expected. Resistance will not result from employees’ innate 
aversion to change per se but from the nature of the change and the way the organisation 
manages it, which may give rise to incompatible forces within the system.

4. Who will manage the change process? Do they have the appropriate skills? The 
answer to the first question rather depends on the type of change. Just as some illnesses 
are best dealt with by general practitioners and some by specialists, so it tends to be the 
same with change initiatives. Incremental changes which are wholly within one area 
might best be dealt with by the manager/supervisor in that area. Meanwhile, initiatives 
which span more than one area and are of a more complex nature might require a spe-
cialist change agent. In both cases, however, it depends on the skills of the person leading 
the change process. Some managers may be experienced at managing change, while 
some change agents may be limited in the range of change situations they can manage.

5. What are the frequency and magnitude of the changes required in order for us to 
survive? For some organisations, incremental and infrequent adjustments to their 
activities will be sufficient for them to remain in business. For others, anything but fre-
quent and large-scale change will result in their being overtaken by competitors and put 
out of business. However, this is not just a case of organisations scanning their environ-
ment, recognising the forces for change and acting accordingly. As will be argued in 
Chapter 7, organisations can exercise choice in terms of markets, products and other key 
pressures. As with Konnopke’s Imbiss, these choices can minimise the need for change or, 
as with Steve Jobs and Apple, they can initiate a process of continuing and radical 
change. Organisations and those who manage them are not always at the mercy of mar-
ket forces: sometimes they are the ones who create and control those forces.

The answers to the above questions provide the rationale for the contents and structure of 
the rest of this text. Part 2 addresses organisation theory. After all, if we do not understand the 
nature of organisations and the range of alternative organisational forms, how can we possibly 
decide whether more appropriate organisational arrangements exist and should be pursued? 
Part 3 examines the theory and practice of strategy and change management. Whether organ-
isations pursue incremental, punctuated or continuous change, they will need to have some 
overall frame of reference for judging what to change and when to change it. Despite the many 
perspectives on the approach to and efficacy of strategy, for most organisations, strategy pro-
vides the basis on which to assess their current performance and future direction and priorities 
for change. As Part 3 also shows, there is no one, perfect approach to change that works in all 
circumstances. For example, an organisation seeking to bring about transformational change is 
likely to require a different approach to change than one seeking incremental change. Similarly, 
an organisation which is unused to and unready for change is likely to require a different 
approach to one which is ready and where change is the norm. Therefore, the four chapters in 
Part 3 examine the main approaches to strategy and change and identify the situations in which 
they can most appropriately be used. Last but not least, Part 4 discusses the importance of 
choice and leadership in bringing about change. Choice lies at the heart of the change process 
– what to change, when to change and how to change. The responsibility for managing the 
choice process, and facilitating change, lies with an organisation’s leadership, whether that be 
centralised or delegated, autocratic or democratic. The text ends by showing how the different 
elements of choice, change and leadership fit together and can be understood.
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test yOur LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session.

The following are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is the best measure of organisational effectiveness?

2. Give examples of individual, group and system changes.

3. Should change agents use political skills to get their job done?

4. What factors should an organisation use to gauge its readiness for change?

5. The Konnopke’s Imbiss example is an anomaly. The age of incremental change is dead.

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will  
be introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of 
the class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short 
and more than 60 minutes probably too long.

The following are three suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. The focus of change should always be on overall organisational effectiveness.

2. Human beings are naturally predisposed to resist change.

3. Change is a specialist activity.

essay questions

1. Critically discuss the difference between cognitive dissonance and dispositional resistance. 
What are their implications for employee involvement and choice?

2. To what extent and why do you agree with following statement: Whatever the apparent 
objective, change is always about individual behaviour.

suggested further reading

The following articles provide further information on and insights into the topics discussed in 
this chapter.

Brown, SL and Eisenhardt, KM (1997) The art of continuous change: linking complexity theory 
and time-paced evolution in relentlessly shifting organizations. Administrative Science Quarterly, 
4(1), March, 1–34.
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Burnes, B (2015) Understanding resistance to change – building on Coch and French. Journal of 
Change Management, 15(2), 92–116.

Caldwell, R (2003) Models of change agency: a fourfold classification. British Journal of 
Management, 14(2), 131–42.

Dent, EB and Goldberg, SG (1999) Challenging resistance to change. Journal of Applied 
Behavioral Science, 35(1), 25–41.

Schein, EH (2002) Models and tools for stability and change in human systems. Reflections, 4(2), 
34–46.

Sowa, JE, Selden, SC and Sandfort, JR (2004) No longer unmeasurable? A multidimensional 
integrated model of nonprofit organizational effectiveness. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Quarterly, 33(4), 711–28.

Websites

The websites listed here provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. 
However, they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the inter-
net. You should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material 
required for your specific needs.

http://www.tavinstitute.org/
The Tavistock Institute is a not-for-profit organisation. It is one of the UK’s oldest and most 
respected organisations offering research and consultancy in the field of organisational 
change.

http://www.ntl.org/
The NTL Institute is a non-profit international organization that seeks to apply behavioural 
science theories to organisation and leadership development.

http://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
The King’s Fund deals specially with health service issues and organisations, but much of its 
work is applicable to change in general. Like the Tavistock, it is a highly respected not-for-
profit organisation offering research and consultancy in the field of organisational change.

Case study 1.2

Managing fast and slow in a world that keeps accelerating

When it comes to competitive emailing, Sir Martin 
Sorrell, chief executive of marketing services group 
WPP, sets the bar high. Send him an email and he will 
probably reply within minutes. When your boss sets 
the pace of work at warp speed, you will be expected, 
presumably, to match their haste. Jamie Dimon, chief 
executive of JPMorgan Chase, routinely tells his 
employees that their success depends on replying to 
emails the same day.

But is fast always good in running a business? What 
do you need to do slowly? And how can you simultane-
ously manage fast and slow? We have no choice but to 
match our own pace of work to the demands of a 
superfast globalised business world, argues Sir Martin. 
‘You have to be responsive; you shouldn’t attempt to 
fight it or slow the pace down.’

The increasing emphasis on short-term results from 
global investors demands speedy action. ‘It’s better to 

http://www.kingsfund.org.uk
http://www.ntl.org
http://www.tavinstitute.org
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have a suboptimal decision on Monday and take 
advantage of being the first or second mover, than to 
take the time to gestate and have a superior decision 
on Friday,’ he says. Though he enjoys the pressure to 
keep up with instantaneous communication, he 
laments its attendant superficiality. ‘Things are done 
quickly without as much thought as may be advisable,’ 
he says.

Tamara Heber-Percy, co-founder of boutique travel 
business Mr & Mrs Smith, agrees that the relentless 
acceleration of technology has made every second 
count. ‘If your app doesn’t load in four seconds, then 
that customer is gone,’ she says. The feeling of needing 
to be constantly on your toes has been exacerbated by 
social media, she adds.

‘We are indeed under pressure to do things more 
quickly and many of us work hard to answer every 
request as fast as possible,’ says Julian Birkinshaw, pro-
fessor of strategy and entrepreneurship at London 
Business School. ‘The dominant rhetoric is of acceler-
ated change,’ he says. ‘And because the rate of change 
in the outside world is perceived to be getting greater, 
the assumption is that we should do so on the inside, 
too. Sometimes this creates problems, for example 
email traffic for its own sake.’ Every business needs 
both fast and slow, he adds; the problem comes when 
there is too much of one and not enough of the other. 
‘There are two different speeds underlying any 
 business but some organisations default to fast and 
some to slow. You have to go out of your way to change 
that speed.’

Ms Heber-Percy has learnt first hand the merits of 
both fast and slow management. Established in 2003, 
Mr & Mrs Smith has 110 employees and three offices 
worldwide. Like any new venture, it started at an 
adrenalin-fuelled pace but has slowed as it has 
matured.

‘With this amount of people relying on you, you 
can’t go at the breakneck speed of a start-up,’ says  
Ms Heber-Percy. Decisions need to be well thought 
out because the business can no longer afford to make 
the kind of mistakes – especially technical ones – that 
a start-up might tolerate. ‘Slow makes fast happen,’ 
she says. ‘We do things fast but well for our customers 
because the technology has been well thought out. 
We can surface the right information at the right 
time.’ Regularly stepping back from the fray means 
serious thought can be given to the strategic direction 
of the business. One of Ms Heber-Percy’s regrets is 
that the company did not create an advisory board 
sooner. She and her colleagues were reluctant to take 

on advisers from the very industry they were trying to 
disrupt but, ‘it should have been about slowing down 
and listening to people who have experience’, she 
says. Time-consuming mistakes could have been 
avoided.

Sarah Wood, co-founder and chief operating officer 
of UK marketing technology company Unruly, agrees 
that business should not always be done as quickly as 
possible. ‘We’re a high-growth business but it’s not a 
100 metre sprint, it’s a marathon,’ she says. ‘There are 
moments when you need to do fast but planned agility 
is paramount.’ This means that, like Ms Heber-Percy, 
Ms Wood regularly takes time with her co-founders to 
plan and build business structures that allow rapid and 
tactical decision making.

Finding the right speed for a business at any given 
point is difficult. While start-ups are in danger of burn-
ing out or missing big strategic opportunities because 
they cannot slam on the brakes, many large compa-
nies, mired in bureaucracy, are too slow to innovate.

‘In terms of managing fast and slow, it is challeng-
ing indeed, as my inclination is always to want things 
to be done fast; however, some things just take time,’ 
says Dessislava Bell, founder of UK sportswear com-
pany Zaggora. Ms Bell says her company’s speed is dic-
tated by the customer. If customers are waiting for a 
response or a product is running out, she expects 
immediate action. ‘Other stuff, like strategy planning, 
does take longer and is something that should not be 
rushed,’ she says.

Speed control is often about managing the short 
term and the long term. In 2008, Unruly’s founders 
decided that half the business’s time would be spent on 
immediate client opportunities, and half on projects 
with more distant horizons. Ms Wood admits it created 
conflict within the business, not least with the sales 
team. ‘It is always difficult to turn down revenue,’ says 
Ms Wood, ‘but there is always a balance to be struck. 
You have to take the time to think slow in order to 
move fast.’

Another area in which managers should con-
sciously incorporate different paces is people develop-
ment. ‘If people are happy you will get the most out of 
them,’ Ms Heber-Percy says, but this only works if you 
spend the time to get to know them. ‘Certain people 
need more space and time to do things.’ She regularly 
organises days out of the office for various teams, 
most recently an away day for the tech team, who 
rarely leave their desks. Ms Wood advises taking the 
time to hire properly: ‘It’s very time consuming to 
move people out of the business.’ Ms Heber-Percy also 
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Case study 1.2 (continued)

helps give her team slow time to do a job properly by 
protecting them from some of the business’s pres-
sures. ‘As a manager, you need to take the plunge and 
have the confidence to push back. Rushing never 
really pays off.’ But there are, of course, times when 
the focus and speed created by time pressure are 
desirable. Ms Heber-Percy’s current bugbear is meet-
ings, which she is determined to speed up. ‘They have 
too many people, are too long and suck the life out of 
you,’ she says.

Bigger, longer-established companies must also 
focus on setting the right pace. Does Sir Martin, for all 
his talk of the primacy of speed, ever make sure he 
tempers the pace in his working life? ‘Yes I do – on 
planes and holidays and weekends,’ he replies.

Miranda Kennett, an executive coach at First Class 
Coach, advises businesses to: Establish your ‘golden 
time’ and then police it. When is your brain sharpest? 
What do you do at that time? Before a meeting, take 
three minutes to consider its purpose, the order of the 
agenda and how much time will be allocated to each 
point. Use a slower pace for creativity. It is difficult to 

achieve excellence on demand. Use ‘slow time’ for 
employee development. Take time to really listen to 
what is going on so you can help. This is not time- 
consuming but time-releasing.

Questions

1. Discuss the merits of the following statement by 
Sir Martin Sorrell: ‘We have no choice but to 
match our own pace of work to the demands of a 
superfast globalised business world.’

2. How can you simultaneously manage fast and 
slow?

3. Tamara Heber-Percy argues that: ‘Slow makes fast 
happen.’ What does this mean? Illustrate your 
answer with examples from the real world.

4. If ‘speed control is often about managing the 
short term and the long term’, what does this 
mean and how can it be achieved?

5. How could you establish your own ‘golden time’ 
and what benefits might you achieve?

Source: The Financial Times, 15 January 2015, p. 12 (De Vita, E).
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Chapter 2

From trial and error to the science of 
management
The rise of organisation theory

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the main features of the Classical approach;

●	 discuss the differences and similarities between the work of Taylor, Fayol and 
Weber;

●	 list the main advantages and disadvantages of the Classical approach to 
structuring organisations, designing jobs and controlling behaviour;

●	 describe the key features of the Classical approach to organisational change;

●	 understand why the Classical approach developed as it did in the United 
States, France and Germany;

●	 understand the development of work organisation from the Industrial 
Revolution until the beginning of the twentieth century;

●	 appreciate the reasons for the antagonistic relations between labour and 
employers in the nineteenth century; and

●	 discuss the different roles played by technology and people in the 
development of the factory system.

Case sTudy 2.1

The private sector must learn to bend like its 
public rivals: Agile working
The state and voluntary sectors are much better 
at accommodating employees, says Kaye Wiggins. 
What do they know that private companies do 

not? Birmingham residents who phone the 
council to query their tax bill or ask about bin 
collections might be surprised to learn that their 

➨
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call is being answered not in a town hall or call 
centre, but in a council employee’s living room. 
Birmingham city council, England’s largest local 
authority by population, uses agile working – 
such as allowing part-time contact centre staff  to 
work extra hours from home – to cope with peaks 
and troughs in the number of  calls it receives at 
different times of  the year. ‘When you issue 
council tax bills, you know you’ll get a lot of  
calls,’ says Mark Rogers, the council’s chief  
executive. ‘Allowing people to work from home 
brings extra capacity. If  residents are used to call 
centres being in India, they’re unlikely to mind 
talking to someone in Kings Heath.’

Its enthusiasm for agile working is shared widely in 
the public sector, where, according to figures 
published by the House of  Commons Women and 
Equalities Committee in March, 86 per cent of  
employers offer part-time working, 69 per cent offer 
job shares and 65 per cent offer flexitime. Agile 
working is similarly widespread in the voluntary 
sector, where 84 per cent of  employers offer  part-
time working, 49 per cent allow job shares and  
56 per cent use flexitime, according to the same 
report, which drew on figures from the Chartered 
Institute of  Personnel and Development (CIPD).

Yet in the private sector the figures are much lower: 
70 per cent of  firms offer part-time working,  
25 per cent job shares and 33 per cent flexitime. 
Those with agile arrangements enthuse about 
business benefits that help the bottom line, such as 
improved productivity and the recruitment and 
retention of  a more diverse workforce. So why are 
not-for-profit employers the keenest adopters?

Dr Ksenia Zheltoukhova, a research adviser for the 
CIPD, says the public and voluntary sectors employ 
higher proportions of  women, who may have driven 
demand for agile working arrangements. But she 
says lower pay in these sectors is also a cause. 
Public and voluntary sector employers use agile 
working options as ‘part of  a deal that allows 
[them] to attract talent, especially where they can’t 
match the levels of  pay offered by private sector 
companies’.

Valerie Morton, a management consultant who 
advises charities on recruitment, says tight budgets 

can prompt an agile approach: charities will ‘decide 
on a full-time salary they can afford to pay, and offer 
that whole salary for reduced hours to the right 
person’.

Yet in the charity sector at least, agile working has 
deeper roots. It has emerged from decades of  
experience of  managing volunteers, who are the 
ultimate agile workers because volunteering has to 
fit into their lifestyle - and this has brought 
important lessons. ‘As an organisation, if  your 
culture is one where you’re expected to meet 
volunteers’ demands for flexibility, it’s not a huge 
stretch to think the same way about your paid 
workforce,’ says Karl Wilding, director of  public 
policy and volunteering at the National Council for 
Voluntary Organisations. He says this has helped 
the sector to attract talent and to give more thought 
to what motivates staff, which leads to good 
retention rates. ‘If  you want to get the best out of  
people, pay isn’t necessarily the best way to do it,’ he 
says. ‘It’s about how you involve people in decision-
making about their workplace environment, and 
how you fit in with their lifestyles.’

Companies understand the benefits of  this 
approach, says David Nash, senior policy adviser 
at the Federation of  Small Businesses. But he says 
agile working can be difficult for smaller employers. 
‘They’ve got to be prepared to respond to changing 
consumer demands,’ he says. ‘Some allow flexible 
working informally but are reluctant to formalise 
it where it means changing contract terms, 
because it will be difficult to revisit that if  
circumstances change.’ Neil Carberry, director for 
employment and skills at the Confederation of  
British Industry, says this informal approach 
means it is likely that more agile working takes 
place in the private sector than the CIPD figures 
would suggest. But he says companies can learn 
from the approach taken by not-for-profit 
employers. ‘One thing businesses can do that the 
public sector has been better at so far is having a 
presumption of  flexibility,’ he says. He says private 
sector employees ‘are often cagey about asking [for 
agile arrangements] even though the answer 
would more than likely be yes.’

Source: The private sector must learn to bend like its public rivals: Agile working, The Financial Times, 30 June 2016, p. 4 
(Wiggins, K).

Case study 2.1 (continued)
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Introduction

In the United Kingdom and the rest of the developed world, and increasingly in the developing 
world, it is almost impossible to imagine life without the plethora of organisations that com-
prises and makes possible our everyday life. Yet organisations in their modern form – indeed, 
in almost any form – were virtually unknown before the beginning of the Industrial Revolution 
in the late eighteenth century. In the intervening period, as Morgan (1986) remarks, we have 
developed into an ‘organizational society’. Not only have organisations, in their many shapes, 
sizes and manifestations, come to reach into every facet of our lives, they have also acquired an 
equally diverse range of theories, nostrums and semi-sacrosanct beliefs about how they should 
be structured, managed and changed. Many of these theories and beliefs have their roots in 
the practices developed in the Industrial Revolution. As an example, Case study 2.1 purports 
to show innovative working practices being developed by public- and third-sector organisa-
tions in the United Kingdom. However, as this chapter will show, ‘agile working’ seems very 
similar to the the ‘putting-out’ system used in the early days of the Industrial Revolution, 
which may indicate that the enormous technical strides made by organisations have not been 
matched by concomitant changes in how employees are managed and motivated.

This chapter sets out to explore and discuss the origins of organisations, from the Industrial 
Revolution to the early years of the twentieth century, when the Classical approach to running 
organisations emerged. This approach was the first detailed and comprehensive recipe or the-
ory for running organisations, and was founded on the work of Frederick Taylor in the United 
States, Henri Fayol in France and Max Weber in Germany. Although it was developed more than 
100 years ago, Taylor’s Scientific Management, which many see as being outdated and just 
plain wrong, is still hugely influential in determining how people are managed and work is struc-
tured. This chapter will review the development of the Classical approach and show why, despite 
the advent of many competing approaches, it exerts such a strong influence on managers.

The key themes of this chapter are as follows:

●	 The Industrial Revolution marked a significant shift in how change was perceived. 
Beforehand, those who controlled organisations, whether those organisations were 
countries, religions or medieval craft guilds, tended to resist change, considering it a 
threat to their power. After the Industrial Revolution, although change was strongly 
resisted by workers, the emerging class of entrepreneurs and industrialists came to see it 
as the prime mechanism for gaining wealth and power.

●	 Although industrialisation was primarily characterised by the move from a subsistence 
economy to a money-market economy, its main enabling mechanism was the creation of 
the factory system, and its main characteristic was the battle between managers and 
workers over control of the work process.

●	 The development of organisation theory was synonymous with the need by managers to 
legitimate and enhance their authority to control workers’ behaviour and initiate changes 
to production methods. Thus, the Classical approach to running organisations stresses 
the need to remove decision-making powers from workers and vest planning and control 
of the work process in the hands of managers and specialists.

●	 As a result, two of the overarching and complementary characteristics of this period were 
the conflict between workers and managers, and the search for a systematic, scientific 
and above all efficient approach to running and changing organisations.
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The chapter begins by looking at the pre-history of modern organisations. It shows 
that the opportunities for vast wealth which arose from the rapid expansion of national 
and international commerce in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could not be 
met by existing forms of production technologies and work organisation. Thus it was that 
entrepreneurial opportunities created the conditions for the Industrial Revolution in 
Britain. From this emerged the factory system, the precursor of all modern organisations, 
whose two key features were its ad hoc, trial-and-error nature and the antagonistic 
 relationship between owners and employees, or – to use the terminology of the times – 
 masters and servants.

The chapter describes how British industrial practices, methods and technologies were 
‘exported’ to other European countries and the United States, with similar results in terms of 
employer–employee relations. As the nineteenth century progressed and organisations 
grew in number and size, trial and error increasingly gave way to more considered and con-
sistent approaches to work organisation. This development was especially pronounced in 
the United States and mainland Europe, as industrial leadership moved away from Britain 
towards these areas.

What emerged, separately, were three different but complementary attempts by Frederick 
Taylor in the United States, Henri Fayol in France and Max Weber in Germany to replace the 
ad hoc, rule-of-thumb approach to organisations with a universally applicable blueprint or 
theory for how they should be managed. These three approaches, each focusing on different 
organisational aspects, coalesced into what later became known as the Classical school of 
organisation theory. This approach to organisations is characterised by:

●	 the horizontal and hierarchical division of labour;

●	 the minimisation of human skills and discretion; and

●	 the attempt to construe organisations as rational–scientific entities.

One of the key objectives of the Classical school was to ensure that managers were the 
only group with the legitimate right to plan and implement change. It was argued that man-
agement was the only group with the skills and authority to analyse the work situation sci-
entifically and rationally, and to devise the most appropriate and efficient methods of 
operation in order to meet the organisation’s goals.

The chapter concludes by arguing that the Classical approach to organisations, while 
being a significant advance on what went before, was badly flawed. In particular, its view of 
human nature and motivation was not only inaccurate but also counterproductive in that it 
alienated workers from the organisations that employed them and created resentment. 
However, the precepts of the Classical school were not aimed solely at constraining workers’ 
ability to make or block change; in addition, by laying down hard-and-fast rules of what was 
and was not best practice, they constrained management’s freedom of action, thus alienat-
ing many managers as well as workers.

The pre-history of modern organisations

Before examining the changes to organisational life brought about by the Industrial 
Revolution, it is important to recognise that our current preoccupation with change is rela-
tively new, as is the study of change itself. It was only with the advent of the Industrial 
Revolution that organisations began to focus on change rather than stability. Only in the 
last 70 years has organisational change emerged as a subject for systematic academic study, 



 Introduction

 41

and indeed, it is really only since the 1980s that it has become a mainstream subject on 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses in management and business.

To understand why this is so, we have to recognise that while organisational change is as 
old as organisations, it has not always been the case that those who lead organisations have 
welcomed change or seen it as the norm. For most of recorded human history, leaders 
appear to have favoured stability and tradition rather than change and newness. In a review 
of managerial practices in the 2,500 years before the Christian era, Rindova and Starbuck 
(1997) show how Chinese leaders fostered stable social structures and established a bureau-
cratic state apparatus geared to the purpose of maintaining the status quo rather than chal-
lenging it. Although Weber (1948) saw bureaucracy as a modern approach to achieving 
order, predictability and control, the Chinese example shows that this is not the case. Nor is 
it an isolated example. We can see this preference for stability across the ancient world. In 
Egypt, Greece and Rome, the structure, laws and practice of the state, and social norms such 
as ancestor worship and respect for age, promoted tradition and stability over newness and 
change (Antonaccio, 1994; Beyer, 1959; Jones, 1984). As Robbins (1987) notes, this pref-
erence for bureaucratic-type organisations can be found in the Bible. When Moses, having 
led his people out of Egypt, began to find the strain of leadership too much, his father-in-law 
offered the following advice:

Thou shalt provide out of all the people able men . . . and place such over them, to be rulers 
of thousands, and rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens: and let them judge 
the people at all seasons: and it shall be, that every great matter they shall bring unto thee, but 
every small matter they shall judge: so shall it be easier for thyself, and they shall bear the 
burden with thee. (Exodus 18, 21–3, The Bible, 1962)

Of course, it could be argued that these examples are not typical organisations but nation-
states or, in the case of Moses and the Israelites, a proto-state. This, however, would miss 
the point that, until the emergence of craft guilds in Europe around the fourteenth century, 
the only organisations of any significance were feudal states/principalities and, from the 
fourth century onwards, the ‘one, holy catholic church’ whose structure tended to mirror 
that of the states in which it operated (Gonzalez, 1999; Keen, 1991).

In the Christian world, people were subject to two sets of laws: Divine Law, protected and 
promoted by the Catholic Church, and Human Law, enforced by civil government (Foster, 
1977). However, the belief was that civil rulers were appointed by God and subject only to 
God’s laws (which later grew into the Divine Right of Kings). Therefore, Human Law was 
seen as subservient to Divine Law. This was enshrined in the doctrine of Natural Law, which 
states that there are certain enduring rules of behaviour to which humans are subject, pri-
marily obedience to the laws of God as prescribed by the church. Anything or anyone who 
challenged these laws and the pre-eminence of the church, or the Divine Right of Kings, was 
deemed to be heretical and had to be suppressed – often, as the Inquisition demonstrated, in 
an extremely violent manner (Green, T, 2008). It follows that the preference for stability in 
the church, the state and their institutions was regarded not merely as an attitude of mind 
but as the natural order of things as laid down by God.

Even when the duopoly of church and state started to be challenged by the advent of 
powerful and rich craft guilds, this did not noticeably challenge the preference for stability 
over change. A guild was a monopoly which regulated entry into a trade or craft in a city and 
sought to control price and supply, quality and methods of production (Gadd and Wallis, 
2006). Technological or organisational innovations were seen as threats by guilds, as these 
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could undermine their control over their craft. Consequently, for guilds, the pursuit of 
 stability was an economic necessity rather than a religious imperative, but was no less 
 powerful for that. This, of course, did not mean that changes did not take place in church, 
state or guild; they clearly did and were often momentous in nature (Davis, 1997; Epstein 
and Prak, 2010). However, the point is that stability rather than change was seen as the 
preferred norm. The leaders of organisations, whether they be popes, kings or guild mas-
ters, saw it as their duty to maintain the status quo, in terms of religious doctrine, existing 
social relations or methods of production.

The rise of commerce and the birth of the factory

It was only with the commencement of the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth century, 
buttressed by the rise of sectarian Protestantism and the new thinking of the Enlightenment, 
that change began to be seen as preferential to stability (Hampson, 1990; Hobsbawm, 
1979). The emergence of the factory system led to the creation of a new entreprene   
urial-industrial class who saw stability and tradition as obstacles to their pursuit of wealth 
and power. These entrepreneurs considered organisational, technological and scientific 
progress as the key to increased wealth. However, for their workers, the reverse appeared to 
be the case. They saw change as a threat to their skills and livelihood, and tradition and 
stability as things to be valued and protected (Burnes, 2009a). Therefore, even at the begin-
ning of what Morgan (1986) refers to as the ‘organizational society’, the fault lines between 
employers and employees were evident. Change posed a challenge for both. For employers, 
the challenge was how to accomplish it; for employees, the challenge was how to prevent it.

Therefore, the Industrial Revolution was the pivotal event that shaped the world into the 
form we now see around us. Previously, most societies were based on small-scale, self- sufficient 
agricultural production, with the vast majority of the population, some 80–90 per cent,  
living in the countryside. By the end of the nineteenth century, after the Industrial 
Revolution had run its course, the reverse became the case, in the leading industrialised 
countries at least, with most people living in urban centres and depending on industrial and 
commercial activities for their livelihood (Landes, 1969).

Britain was the pioneer industrial country, the model that other European nations and 
the United States sought to emulate in their attempts to transform traditional agrarian 
economies into urban societies based on science and technology (Kemp, 1979). The key 
development of the Industrial Revolution towards this process of societal transformation 
was the creation of the factory system; this gave the impetus to and created the model for all 
that was to follow. As Weber (1928: 302) pointed out, the factory’s distinguishing charac-
teristic was:

in general . . . not the implements of work applied but the concentration of ownership of 
workplace, means of work, source of power and raw materials in one and the same hand, that 
of the entrepreneur.

Or, to put it another way, it was the way the entrepreneur ‘organised’ the elements of 
production that distinguished it from what went before.

This tells us what changed, but it does not explain why or how in a few score years, 
organisations came to dominate our lives. To answer this, it is necessary to appreciate the 
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great surge of economic activity – especially the international trade in textile products – that 
arose in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This trade gave an enormous impetus to 
textile production in Britain, which in turn had a knock-on effect in all other spheres of eco-
nomic activity (Mathias, 1969).

Before and during the early part of the Industrial Revolution, textile production was car-
ried out as an agricultural by-occupation based on family units. However, as demand 
increased in the eighteenth century, some ‘men and women [became] specialist spinners or 
weavers, thinking first of wool, treating work on the land as, at most, a by-occupation’ 
(Ashton, 1948: 23). Allied to this, a new mechanism sprang up to link producer and con-
sumer: the ‘putting-out’ system, whereby a large merchant would ‘put out’ work to a num-
ber of independent domestic producers, which, as mentioned earlier, has strong similarities 
to the agile working described in Case study 2.1. The advantage to the merchant of the 
putting-out system was threefold:

●	 It was cheap – there were few overheads.

●	 It was flexible – production could be easily expanded or contracted.

●	 It avoided the difficulties involved in directly employing a workforce.

However, as demand continued to increase in the late eighteenth century, this system 
became more complex and more costly, and eventually it became too cumbersome (Mathias 
and Davis, 1989). The chain of intermediaries linking producer to consumer became 
increasingly difficult for the large merchant to control. There were many problems with the 
putting-out mechanism: dishonesty (on both sides) was rife; deliveries were late; and qual-
ity was often poor. Laws attempting to control producers could do nothing to rectify the 
fundamental weaknesses in the system. The incompatibility between the large and complex 
organisation of distribution and the multitude of tiny domestic workshop units, unsuper-
vised and unsupervisable, was bound to create tensions and drive merchants to seek new 
ways of production – ways whereby they could establish their own managerial control over 
the production process (Pollard, 1965).

There was also an incompatibility between different cultures. For the merchant, the 
expansion of markets was a chance to maximise profits in order to live in the grand style. For 
the rural domestic producer, involved in long hours of back-breaking work, it created the 
conditions for increased leisure. As Marglin (1976: 35) comments:

Wages rose and workers insisted on taking out a portion of their gains in the form of greater 
leisure. However sensible this may have been from their own point of view, it is no way for an 
enterprising capitalist to get ahead.

Therefore, the merchant began the change towards the factory system – not because the 
merchant had an innate desire to run factories or exercise direct control over labour, but 
because they needed to do so in order to reap ever greater profits by being able to take full 
advantage of expanding market opportunities.

Nevertheless, there was no headlong rush to create a new economic order overnight. The 
earliest factories – if that is not too grand a word for them – were small, unpowered weaving 
or spinning sheds that used existing technology and methods. A few very large factories – 
such as Wedgwood’s Etruria Works in Stoke-on-Trent – were established, but these were the 
exceptions. Indeed, in 1780, the investment in fixed equipment and stock in the textile 
industry, which was the leading edge of the Industrial Revolution, was only £10 per worker, 
and the average factory employed no more than 10 or 12 people. By 1830, when the textile 
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industry had grown to employ 100,000 people and the average factory size was 137,  
the investment in fixed equipment and stock had increased to only £15 per worker, and  
50 per cent of the workforce was still home-based (Hobsbawm, 1968; Pollard, 1965, 1981; 
Tillett, 1970). Given this situation, it is hardly surprising that capital investment was quickly 
recovered and that it was running expenses, mainly wages and raw materials, that formed 
the bulk of manufacturing costs. This is why controlling labour and reducing labour costs 
were such priorities for the early factory owners. It also explains the prevailing antagonistic 
attitude of employers towards labour in the nineteenth century.

The relationship between employers and employees

British employers based their attitude towards employees on two basic propositions:

1. Labour is unreliable, lazy and will work only when tightly controlled and closely supervised.

2. The main controllable business cost is labour. Therefore, the key to increased profits is to 
make it cheaper and/or increase its productivity, by getting employees to work harder, 
or for longer hours, for the same, or less, money.

In this respect, as contemporary writers such as Charles Babbage (1835) and Andrew Ure 
(1835) observed, workers’ skill was seen as at best an inconvenience, and at worst a threat, 
because it could be scarce, costly and allowed workers a strong bargaining position.

As might be expected, employers’ hostility was reciprocated by labour. Workers exhib-
ited a strong dislike for the factory system and a reluctance to become part of it. As Pollard 
(1965) notes, this was for three main reasons:

1. It involved a wholesale change of culture and environment and the destruction of small, 
tightly knit communities in which they lived. Hard though the life of cottage industry 
was, it had given workers a measure of independence and some control over what they 
did, when they did it and how.

2. The discipline of the factory was harsh and unremitting, with men, women and even 
small children all expected to work long hours, often seven days a week, in appalling 
conditions.

3. Given the lack of alternative organisational forms on which to establish factory life, 
employers often modelled them on workhouses or prisons. Indeed, to square the circle, 
some workhouses and prisons turned themselves into factories and their inmates into 
little more than slaves. Thus, factories acquired the same stigma as that attached to pris-
ons and workhouses.

Therefore, the antagonism that existed between owners and workers was based on a 
genuine clash of interests – one which has echoed through the industrial world ever since.

If this picture of the factory system in the nineteenth century seems bleak to us, it is nev-
ertheless accurate, as is shown in the work of its proponents such as Babbage and Ure, social 
reformers such as Seebohm Rowntree, political activists such as Friedrich Engels and con-
temporary novelists such as Charles Dickens. Nor was this aspect of industrialisation 
restricted to Britain. Studies of other European countries and the United States have shown 
similar tensions, sometimes even more violent, between the old and the new methods of 
working, and between employers and employees (Bruland, 1989; Chapman and Chassagne, 
1981; Mantoux, 1964; Pelling, 1960).
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In defence of the factory owners, who must take responsibility for what emerged, it should 
be said that their own experience was limited and there were no textbooks to guide them. 
That they should ‘copy’ the models that existed reflected both the common view of labour 
among the owning classes and a lack of alternative organisational forms on which to base 
the emergent factory system. As other nations industrialised, notably Germany, France and 
the United States, they too adopted similar organisational forms and espoused similar 
 attitudes towards labour. Partly this was because they were seeking to emulate Britain’s suc-
cess by copying her approach. It was also because these societies, like Great Britain, were riven 
by hierarchical and horizontal divisions that were inevitably reproduced in the workplace.

Industrialisation and the organisation of work

The system of organising work that came to characterise industrial life in Britain, most of 
continental Europe and the United States by the end of the nineteenth century was based on 
the hierarchical and horizontal division of labour. Although this represented a significant 
change from the past in terms of how work had previously been organised, it was not out of 
step with the social stratification of European society or with feudal traditions of obedience. 
The articulation and propagation of the principle of the division of labour owed much to the 
work of Adam Smith. In his book The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, Smith used the 
now famous example of pin-making to illustrate what he saw as the advantages of the divi-
sion of labour. He pointed out that a pin could be made entirely by one person doing every-
thing, or by a number of people, each specialising in one aspect of its production. For three 
reasons, he believed the latter was more efficient:

1. A worker who constantly performs one simple task will quickly acquire greater dexterity 
than one who performs a variety of tasks.

2. It avoids the loss of time necessitated by one person moving from one task to another.

3. The concentration of attention on one special task leads to the invention of machines that aid 
the productivity of labour and allow one person to do the work previously performed by many.

Smith’s ideas were given flesh and form in Britain by pioneering factory owners such as 
Josiah Wedgwood, Matthew Boulton and James Watt. At his Etruria pottery works, 
Wedgwood developed a production system that split the work process into separate depart-
ments, each with its own specialist supervisor. Work was organised almost on a flowline 
basis, with the skill involved in each operation reduced to a minimum in order, in 
Wedgwood’s own words, ‘to make machines of men as cannot err’ (quoted in Tillett, 1970: 37). 
Boulton and Watt developed a similar approach at their Soho Works in Birmingham in the 
1770s. They also kept detailed production records, a practice virtually unknown at the time 
(Roll, 1930). Wedgwood, Boulton, Watt and a few others were the architects of the factory 
system. By their organisation of work on and off the shopfloor, they created models that 
later managers would copy and adapt to their own needs and circumstances.

This approach to the organisation and control of work spread outwards from Britain. As 
Bruland (1989: 165) observes:

There was a fairly direct international diffusion of these changes from Britain, the originating 
economy: British workers, in most parts of Europe, played a significant role in spreading the 
new work systems, in training local workers, and in the adaptation of the work force to the 
new rhythms of work.
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As the nineteenth century progressed, this approach to work organisation became more 
developed and systematised. Charles Babbage (1835) developed a method of applying the 
division-of-labour principle to the detailed analysis of any job. He emphasised the need for 
and advantage of dividing tasks between and within mental and manual labour. He envis-
aged three ‘classes’ employed in the work process:

●	 the entrepreneur and their technical specialists who would design machines and plan the 
form of work organisation;

●	 operative engineers and managers who would be responsible for executing such plans 
and designs, based on only partial knowledge of the processes involved;

●	 the mass of employees, needing only a low level of skill, who would undertake the actual 
work.

Thus, in Babbage’s (1835: vii) view:

The master manufacturer, by dividing the work to be executed into different processes, each 
requiring different degrees of skill or force, can purchase exactly the precise quality of both 
which is necessary for each process.

Though coming from separate traditions, Smith’s work was also in tune with the Prussian 
bureaucratic school, and undoubtedly, the efficient organisation of German industry in the 
late nineteenth century owes much to a combination of the two approaches.

The pioneers of these developments in work organisation, whether in Britain, Germany 
or other European countries, tended to be strict disciplinarians who used their personal 
authority to impose the new working arrangements on a usually reluctant workforce 
(Chapman and Chassagne, 1981). Therefore, change tended to be managed by imposition 
and force rather than negotiation and agreement. Nor is it surprising that it should be so. In 
the main, these countries had been, in the recent past, feudal economies dominated by war-
rior elites. In Germany, this was still the case. Even where, as in France, there had been a 
decisive break with the past, this seems merely to have reinforced rather than removed pat-
terns of social rigidity and authoritarianism.

In such situations, resistance to or questioning of change was unlikely to be met by under-
standing or tolerance. Predictably, there was strong resistance, both active and passive, to 
the introduction of new working patterns and methods (Kriedte et al, 1981). Although this 
resistance could and did take the form of physical violence against factories and equipment, 
a more frequent manifestation was high labour turnover. One of the largest Manchester 
cotton-spinning firms, McConnell and Kennedy, had an average turnover in the early nine-
teenth century of 100 per cent per year, a high but not uncommon rate (Fitton and 
Wadsworth, 1958; Pollard, 1965). A similar situation existed in other European countries. 
As Lee (1978: 460) noted, in Germany, employers:

were generally satisfied if they achieved partial success in creating a stable core of skilled 
workers . . . Turnover was the most persistent labour problem confronting employers.

This situation clearly gave those workers whose skills were most in demand a significant 
bargaining position, which allowed them to increase their wages and determine the pace of 
work. However, it also acted as a spur to employers to seek methods of reducing their reli-
ance on skilled labour (Bruland, 1989). One of the main ways that entrepreneurs responded 
was through technological developments aimed at replacing or reducing employers’  reliance 
on skilled labour.
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A contemporary observer of the nineteenth-century industrial scene, Andrew Ure  
(1836: viii–ix), drew special attention to the role that technology could play in this process:

By developing machines . . . which require only unskilled instead of skilled labour, the cost of 
labour can be reduced [and] the bargaining position of the worker reduced.

It becomes clear why workers not only opposed the advent of the factory system but also, 
even when it became established, continued to oppose strongly changes in work practices 
and the introduction of new equipment. Even in the present day, where change tends to be 
preceded by consultation and its beneficial effects are stressed, there is still a tendency for 
those concerned to feel apprehensive of change, if not downright resistant towards it (Dent 
and Goldberg, 1999; Oreg, 2003). Therefore, in a harsher and more authoritarian age, 
where organisational and technological change was seen as a weapon in the battle for con-
trol of the workplace, it is not surprising that change management should be achieved by 
imposition and coercion, and occasion the response that it did.

Despite the increasing opposition of ‘organised’ labour, the work practices associated with 
the factory system gradually permeated every aspect of industrial and commercial life, albeit 
only on a piecemeal basis. In Europe as a whole, for the most part, those who created and 
controlled the large business organisations that were becoming the norm still had to rely on 
their own experience and judgment, but with growing frustration over their inability to con-
trol and organise these bodies fully and effectively. Even by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, there was no unified or accepted approach that managers could apply to organisations 
in their entirety; although in Germany, which had overtaken Britain as the leading European 
industrial nation, the application of the Prussian bureaucratic model allied to Adam Smith’s 
approach to industrial organisation was proving influential (Borchardt, 1973; Kemp, 1979). 
Yet the developing factory system could not shake off the legacy of its origins or ignore the 
continuing battle between labour and management over control, rewards and skill. 
Therefore, there was also a realisation among some that, while change was inevitable, they 
lacked an effective and, as far as their employees were concerned, acceptable way of manag-
ing it. Consequently, there was a growing awareness of the need to develop an approach to 
organising work that was more systematic and less harsh and arbitrary than what had gone 
before. Although this was already, to an extent, taking place in Germany with the rise of 
bureaucracy, the United States was where the most conscious and consistent search was 
being pursued for a comprehensive theory of how to structure and run organisations.

In the United States, for a number of reasons, the need for a workable, overall approach to 
organisational design and control, which legitimised the authority of managers to initiate 
change, was perhaps more acute than anywhere else. The United States had industrialised 
far more rapidly and on a larger scale than any other nation. Only in the 1860s, after the Civil 
War, did it begin to industrialise in earnest, but by 1914, it had become the premier indus-
trial nation, with the highest per capita income in the world. In the period 1860 to 1914, 
employment in manufacturing rose from 1.3 million to 6.6 million, and the population as a 
whole rose from 31 million to 91 million (Habakkuk and Postan, 1965). The United States at 
this time was still heavily influenced by Europe and, initially at least, adopted similar 
approaches and methods in organising and running industry. However, the size of the typi-
cal American organisation quickly grew much larger than those in Europe. While the average 
British and French business was still the small, family-owned firm, in the United States, it 
was the monopoly, which dominated an entire industry, or the conglomerate, which had 
substantial holdings in several industries. As an example, in 1900, Andrew Carnegie sold his 
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steel company for the enormous sum of $419 million to a group of financiers. They merged it 
with other steel concerns to create a monopoly steel producer employing 200,000 workers 
and valued at $1.3 billion. This was at a time when the British steel industry, which had led 
the world, comprised 100 blast furnaces owned by 95 separate companies.

As might be imagined, the numbers of Americans employed in factories and offices grew 
rapidly – almost tripling between 1880 and 1910 (Levine, 1967; Zinn, 1980). The rocketing 
increase in demand for labour could not be met by the existing population alone and was 
fuelled by successive waves of immigration. While solving one problem – the shortage of 
labour – this created others. The culture shock of industrial work, a foreign language, and 
problems of housing and social integration created enormous pressures in American soci-
ety. Alongside this was the arbitrary and ruthless discipline of the factory system, where 
workers were treated as so much industrial cannon fodder. It was a time of rapid social, 
technological and organisational change: a time when entrepreneurs did not so much 
expect to manage change as to impose it, and those who could not or would not accept this 
situation were treated harshly. Consequently, most industries found themselves sitting on a 
pressure cooker which could, and frequently did, explode in unexpected and violent ways. 
If management–labour relations were poor in most European countries, they were far worse 
in the United States (Pelling, 1960).

The American approach to industrial development owed little to government aid or encour-
agement, and much to individual entrepreneurship. For this reason, American entrepreneurs 
had much more in common with the free market approach to industrial expansion of their 
British counterparts than with the state-sponsored traditions of Germany or France. Therefore, 
the German approach to industrial organisation, bureaucracy, which might seem appropriate 
given the size of American companies, was not attractive. In any case, it tended to operate best 
in situations where growth and demand were stable or predictable, which in Germany the 
government tried to facilitate. However, US growth patterns were volatile and unpredictable.

Consequently, there was great pressure to find organisational arrangements that would 
allow employers to control and organise their employees in a manner that reduced conflict, 
was cost-effective, and was applicable to the American environment and philosophy. It was 
also becoming recognised that it was not sufficient just to develop a more systematic 
approach to the organisation of work; there was also a need to develop an approach to man-
aging change that would persuade workers to accept rather than reject or resist the intro-
duction of new methods, techniques and technologies. Therefore, with the spirit of 
endeavour, determination and confidence that seemed so much a part of the American 
character at this time, managers and engineers set out to remedy this situation. Although 
similar developments were taking place in Europe, they lacked the intensity, commitment 
and scale of events in the United States. This is no doubt why one of the earliest and most 
enduring approaches to organisation theory emerged in the United States, and why the 
United States has continued to dominate the development of organisation theory.

Organisation theory: the Classical approach

So, at the end of the nineteenth century, many managers saw a clear need to replace the rule-of-
thumb approach to organisational design and management with a more consistent and organi-
sation-wide approach which could effectively control workers’ behaviour (Sheldrake, 1996; 
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Taylor, 1911a; Tillett, 1970). This was not because of an academic interest in the function-
ing of organisations, although this was present, but in order to improve their performance, 
enhance their competitiveness and – an increasing concern at the time – sustain and 
 legitimate managerial authority. This was certainly the case in the United States, where 
explosive growth and a workforce suffering from culture shock had created dangerous social 
pressures that questioned the legitimacy of managerial power, and even of the capitalist sys-
tem itself. This was also true in Europe: although Europe industrialised earlier, it was not 
only having to come to grips with the increase in size and complexity of business life, it was 
also facing considerable, and unexpected, competitive pressure from the United States.

Even so, these difficulties could not quench the innate optimism of the age. It was a time, 
much more than now, when people dealt in certainties and universal truths. There was a 
feeling of confidence that any goal, whether it be taming nature or discerning the best way 
to run a business, could be achieved by the twin powers of scientific study and practical 
experience. All over the industrialised world, groups of managers and technical specialists 
were forming their own learned societies to exchange experiences, to discuss common 
problems and to seek out in a scientific and rational fashion the solution to all organisa-
tional ills: to discover ‘the one best way’.

Out of these endeavours emerged what was later termed the Classical approach to organ-
isational design and management. As the name suggests, this approach drew heavily on 
what had gone before, taking from writers such as Adam Smith and practitioners such as 
Josiah Wedgwood, and leavening their ideas with contemporary experience, views and 
experiments. This approach, reflecting the age in which it emerged, portrays organisations 
as machines, and those in them as mere parts which respond to the correct stimulus and 
whose actions are based on scientific principles. The emphasis was on developing universal 
principles of organisation which would ensure the efficiency, stability and predictability of 
internal functions. Once these principles were established and in operation, organisations 
were seen as closed and changeless entities unaffected by the outside world. Although this 
approach originated in the early part of the twentieth century, it still influences managerial 
practices and assumptions today, but its credibility among academics has long since waned 
(Kelly, 1982a, 1982b; Rose, 1988; Scott, 1987).

The Classical approach – or the Scientific–Rational approach, as it is sometimes called – 
while not homogeneous, is characterised by three common propositions:

●	 Organisations are rational entities – they are groups of individuals who, through their 
organisation into highly formalised, differentiated and efficient structures, pursue rela-
tively specific goals and display output-maximising behaviour.

●	 The design of organisations is a science – through experience, observation and experi-
ment, it has been established that there is one best universal organisational form for all 
types of jobs and organisations, which shapes human behaviour to the needs of organisa-
tional efficiency. Organisations are conceived of as machines which, once set in motion, 
will inexorably and efficiently pursue and achieve their pre-selected goals.

●	 People are economic beings – they are solely motivated by money. This instrumental 
orientation means that they will try to achieve the maximum reward for the minimum 
work, and will use whatever bargaining power their skills or knowledge allow to this end. 
Therefore, through the hierarchical and horizontal division of labour and functions, jobs 
must be designed and structured in such a way as to minimise an individual’s skill and 
discretion and to maximise management control.
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In essence, the Classical approach seeks to regulate the behaviour of workers through 
the removal of their control over the work process, the increased division of labour, work 
standardisation, close supervision and financial incentives. In so doing, it makes real 
Josiah Wedgwood’s ambition ‘to make machines of men as cannot err’ (quoted in Tillett, 
1970: 37).

The key figures in the development of the Classical approach were Frederick Taylor 
(1856–1915) and two of his main promoters, the pioneers of motion study, Frank and 
Lillian Gilbreth (1868–1924 and 1878–1972, respectively) in the United States, Henri Fayol 
(1841–1925) in France and Max Weber (1864–1920) in Germany. All were writing in the 
first two decades of the twentieth century, although Weber’s work was not generally avail-
able in English until the 1940s. Below is an outline of their work.

Frederick Taylor’s scientific Management

Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856–1915), considered the ‘father of Scientific Management’, 
was an engineer who later became one of the first management consultants. He was born 
into a prosperous Quaker–Puritan family in Germantown, Pennsylvania. Although he 
passed the entrance exam for Harvard Law School, instead of becoming a lawyer as his 
family wished, in 1874 he took a manual job in an engineering company and became a 
skilled pattern maker and machinist. In 1878, he joined the Midvale Steel Company as a 
labourer but eventually rose to become its chief engineer. Having had enough of working 
for other people, in 1893 he set up his own consultancy (Sheldrake, 1996). Taylor was an 
accomplished and talented engineer and became a leading authority on metal cutting and 
a successful inventor. However, he is most famous (or infamous) for developing an 
approach to controlling workers’ behaviour, based on detailed specification of tasks, mon-
etary motivation and close supervision, which restricted their ability to deviate from mana-
gerial requirements.

Taylor was a highly controversial figure during his lifetime and remains so some 100 years 
after his death. This was partly because his theory of management directly challenged both 
workers and managers. However, a large part of the hostility he generated during his life-
time was due to his character. Rose (1988: 23) states: ‘Taylor was a notorious neurotic – 
many would not hesitate to write crank; and there is even a case for upgrading the diagnosis 
to maniac.’ He was certainly a zealot when it came to promoting his ideas and would brook 
no challenge to them, whether from workers or management. Not surprisingly, although he 
attracted devoted followers, he also engendered fierce dislike.

Through his experience as a shopfloor worker, manager and consultant, Taylor made a 
major contribution to the development of managerial theory and practice in the twentieth 
century (Locke, 1982; Rose, 1988). Yet, his original attempts to improve productivity (or, 
as he put it, to stamp out ‘soldiering’) were less than successful. Not only was his use of sack-
ing, blacklisting and victimisation counterproductive, but the bitterness that this provoked 
haunted him for the rest of his life. It was his failure to achieve change by, as Rose (1988: 
37) terms it, ‘managerial thuggery’ that led him to seek an alternative method of change 
management that the workers, and management, would accept because they could see that 
it was rational and fair. Thereafter, his prime preoccupation became the pursuit and promo-
tion of a scientific approach to management.

Drawing on his work at the Midvale Steel Company and the Bethlehem Steel Company, 
Taylor constructed a general ideology of efficiency. It was only in 1911, when a group of his 
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supporters met to discuss how better to promote his work, that the term ‘Scientific 
Management’ was first used to describe his approach to work organisation (Sheldrake, 
1996). Although initially sceptical, Taylor embraced the term, and there can be little doubt 
that the publication, in the same year, of his Principles of Scientific Management laid the 
foundation stone for the development of organisation and management theory. Taylor’s 
primary focus was on the design and analysis of individual tasks; this process inevitably led 
to changes in the overall structure of organisations. Such was the impact of his work that it 
created a blueprint for, and legitimated, the activities of managers and their support staff. In 
so doing, he helped to create the plethora of functions and departments that characterises 
many modern organisations.

Before Taylor, the average manager tended to operate in an idiosyncratic and arbitrary 
manner, with little or no specialist support. Taylor saw this as being at the root of much 
industrial unrest and workers’ mistrust of management. Although criticised for his anti-
labour postures, Taylor was also highly critical of management behaviour, which may 
account for this group’s initial lack of enthusiasm for his ideas (Scott, 1987). After Taylor, 
managers were left with a ‘scientific’ blueprint for controlling workers’ behaviour through 
his ‘one best way’ approach to job design and his ‘fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay’ 
approach to motivation.

These last two phrases sum up Taylor’s basic beliefs:

●	 It is possible and desirable to establish, through methodical study and the application of 
scientific principles, the one best way of carrying out any job. Once established, the way 
must be implemented totally and made to operate consistently.

●	 Human beings are predisposed to seek the maximum reward for the minimum effort, 
which Taylor referred to as ‘soldiering’. To overcome this, managers must lay down in 
detail what each worker should do, step by step; ensure through close supervision that 
the instructions are adhered to; and, to give positive motivation, link pay to performance.

Taylor incorporated those beliefs into his precepts for Scientific Management,  comprising 
three core elements:

●	 the systematic collection of knowledge about the work process by managers;

●	 the removal or reduction of workers’ discretion and control over what they do;

●	 the laying down of standard procedures and times for carrying out each job.

The starting point is the gathering of knowledge:

The managers assume . . . the burden of gathering together all the traditional knowledge 
which in the past has been possessed by the workman and then of classifying, tabulating and 
reducing this knowledge to rules, laws and formulae. (Taylor, 1911a: 15)

This lays the groundwork for the second stage: increased management control of 
 workers’ behaviour. As long as workers possess a monopoly on knowledge about the work 
process, increased control is impossible. But once the knowledge is also possessed by man-
agers, it becomes possible not only to establish what workers actually do with their time 
but also, by ‘reducing this knowledge to rules, laws and formulae’, to decrease the knowl-
edge that workers need to carry out a given task. It also, importantly, paves the way for the 
division of labour.

The last stage is that ‘all possible brain work should be removed from the shop and cen-
tred in the planning . . . department’ (Taylor, 1911b: 98–9). The divorce of conception from 
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execution removes control from the worker, who no longer has discretion as to how tasks 
are carried out.

Perhaps the most prominent single element in modern scientific management is the task idea. 
The work of every workman is fully planned out by management . . . and each man receives in 
most cases complete written instructions, describing in detail the task which he is to accomplish, 
as well as the means to be used in doing the work. . . . This task specifies not only what is to be 
done but how it is to be done and the exact time allowed for doing it. (Taylor, 1911a: 39)

Allied to this last element was Taylor’s approach to worker selection and motivation. 
Taylor carried out many experiments to identify and reward workers. He believed that 
organisations should employ only ‘first class men’ and they would get the best results only if 
they were paid by results. As he commented on his time as a consultant at the Bethlehem 
Steel Company (Taylor, 1911a: 18–21):

The Bethlehem Steel Company had five blast furnaces, the product of which had been  handled 
by a pig-iron gang for many years. This gang, at this time, consisted of about 75 men. . . . Our 
first step was the scientific selection of the . . . proper workman to begin with. We therefore 
carefully watched and studied these 75 men for three or four days . . . A careful study was 
then made of each of these men. We looked up their history as far back as practicable and 
thorough inquiries were made as to the character, habits, and ambitions of each of them. 
Finally, we selected [Schmidt] . . . as the most likely man to start with. . . . Schmidt started to 
work, and all day long, and at regular intervals, was told by the man who stood over him with 
a watch, ‘Now pick up a pig and walk. Now sit down and rest. Now walk – now rest,’ etc. He 
worked when he was told to work, and rested when he was told to rest . . . And throughout 
this time he averaged a little more than $1.85 per day, whereas before he had never received 
over $1.15 per day . . . One man after another was picked out and trained to handle pig  
iron . . . receiving 60 per cent more wages than other workmen around them.

The ‘task idea’ allied to Taylor’s approach to selecting and rewarding workers completes 
the process of managers gaining control over workers’ behaviour. The workers become 
‘human machines’, told what to do, when to do it and how long to take. But, more than this, 
it allows new types of work organisation to be developed and new work processes and 
equipment introduced. Thus, workers move from having a monopoly of knowledge and 
control over their work to a position where the knowledge they have of the work process is 
minimal and their control vastly reduced. The result is not only a reduction in the skills 
required and the wages paid but also the creation of jobs that are so narrow and tightly 
specified that the period needed to train someone to do them is greatly reduced. This 
removes the last bargaining counter of labour: scarcity of skill.

According to Taylor, this transforms not only workers’ behaviour but also managers’ 
behaviour:

The man at the head of the business under scientific management is governed by rules 
and  laws . . . just as the workman is, and the standards which have been developed are 
 equitable. (Taylor, 1911b: 189)

Taylor stated that the ‘scientific’ basis and equal applicability of his methods meant they 
were neutral between labour and management; therefore, they legitimated managerial action 
to analyse and change work methods, because managers are merely applying science to deter-
mine the best method of work. He claimed that his approach benefited both the worker and the 
company. The worker was enabled and encouraged to work to his maximum performance and 
be rewarded with a high rate of pay, while the company benefited from a high rate of output:
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It is absolutely necessary, then, when workmen are daily given a task which calls for a high 
rate of speed on their part, that they should also be insured the necessary high rate of pay 
whenever they are successful. This involves not only fixing for each man his daily task, but also 
paying him a large bonus, or premium, each time that he succeeds in doing his task in the 
given time. . . . The remarkable and almost uniformly good results from the correct application 
of the task and the bonus must be seen to be appreciated. (Taylor, 1911a: 63)

Although Taylor was seen as something of an anti-trade unionist, which he probably was, 
as the above implies, he was also strongly critical of management. He believed that many of 
the problems organisations faced in implementing change were due to the arbitrary and 
inconsistent approach of managers. In fact, even though trade unions were suspicious of 
Scientific Management in general and Taylor in particular, managers seemed even more 
antagonistic. Indeed, after his death, Taylor’s acolytes spent much time in the 1920s wooing 
the American unions with considerable success; they never achieved the same success with 
management (Rose, 1988). The main reason for this was that, while managers were anx-
ious to find an approach that would curtail labour resistance to change and improve produc-
tivity, they were not prepared to subject themselves to a similar degree of discipline.

As Taylor’s biographer, Copley (1923: 146), stated in relation to managerial resistance to 
Scientific Management at the Bethlehem Steel Company:

Let us consider what Taylor was contending for. It was essentially this: that the government of 
the Bethlehem Steel Company cease to be capricious, arbitrary and despotic; that every man 
in the establishment, high and low, submit himself to law [i.e. that managers should obey the 
principles of Scientific Management].

Taylor believed passionately in the need to reform managerial behaviour: to base it on 
competence and fairness rather than the power to hire and fire. However, it is one thing to 
introduce changes which allow greater controls over one’s subordinates’ behaviour in order 
to get them to change their ways and accept new rules and methods; it is another thing 
entirely for management to introduce similar changes to practices and procedures in order 
to change their own behaviour. No wonder that Taylor met managerial as well as worker 
resistance.

Yet, even though managers resisted the full implementation of Taylorism, the new and 
rapidly expanding breed of industrial engineers, charged with developing and implement-
ing new methods, techniques and technologies, found in the work of Taylor and his contem-
poraries a blueprint for transforming the workplace and increasing their control and status. 
One consequence of this, brought about by the use of job cards and other forms of work 
recording and analysis systems, was a massive increase in the amount of paperwork that 
needed to be processed. Managers complained about the growth of ‘industrial bureaucracy’, 
but the benefits it brought by enabling average times and costs, etc., to be calculated easily 
outweighed the increase in clerical costs.

Nowhere was this demonstrated more dramatically than at Henry Ford’s Highland Park 
plant, the home of the world’s first mass-produced motor car, the Model T Ford. From 1909 
to 1910, when 18,664 Model Ts were sold, sales and production doubled year-on-year. 
Every increase in production required a commensurate increase in the plant’s workforce. In 
1911–12, the plant produced 78,440 Model Ts with 6,867 employees. The next year, pro-
duction doubled and the number of employees doubled. Not surprisingly, Ford was desper-
ate for ways of increasing employee productivity. The solution he adopted was to redesign 
the assembly operation around Scientific Management principles and then couple this with 
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the introduction of the moving assembly line. This allowed Ford once again to double pro-
duction, but this time the workforce actually decreased (Lacey, 1986). So the 1910s saw the 
birth of the twin, and very much related, neologisms that both dominated and revolution-
ised industrial life for much of the twentieth century – Taylorism and Fordism.

Throughout the 1920s, the adoption of Scientific Management grew in the United States, 
although rarely in the full form laid down by Taylor. It was also introduced on a very limited 
basis into Europe but met with much scepticism from managers and hostility from workers 
(Rose, 1988). Only in Russia did there seem to be any great enthusiasm for it. Indeed, Lenin 
saw Scientific Management combined with common ownership as the prime basis for 
Russian industrialisation: ‘We must organize in Russia the study and teaching of the Taylor 
system and systematically try it out and adapt it to our own ends’ (Lenin, 1918: 25). Taylor’s 
work also attracted some interest in Japan. However, it was not until after the Second World 
War, through the auspices of the Marshall Plan for rebuilding Europe’s war-torn economies, 
that Scientific Management was promoted and adopted on any significant scale outside the 
United States. Ironically, the contribution of American trade unions, through their role in 
the Marshall Plan, was crucial in promoting Scientific Management in European enterprises 
(Carew, 1987).

Taylor claimed that his system was innovative and unique; indeed, it was in terms of the 
way he synthesised and systematised a host of previously disparate practices and presented 
them as scientific and neutral (Aitken, 1960; Rose, 1988). Yet, in reality, it can be seen that 
Taylor drew on many of the management practices and negative attitudes towards labour 
that were prevalent during the nineteenth century. He was also heavily indebted to many 
contemporaries and associates who helped develop the work study techniques necessary to 
implement Scientific Management, especially Henry Gantt and Carl Barth, who worked 
closely with him (Kempner, 1970; Sheldrake, 1996). Perhaps his greatest debt was to Frank 
and Lillian Gilbreth. As well as being the pioneers of motion study, they were the driving 
force in establishing the Society for the Promotion of Scientific Management, which was 
later renamed the Taylor Society, and did much to promote Taylor’s work both before and 
after his death in 1915 (Rose, 1988; Sheldrake, 1996).

The Gilbreths and motion study

Much of modern work study (a central element of the Classical approach) owes its origins to 
the methods and techniques of motion study developed in the first quarter of the twentieth 
century by Frank Bunker Gilbreth (1868–1924) and Lillian Moller Gilbreth (1878–1972) 
(see Gilbreth and Gilbreth, 1914). Their work on motion study was initiated by Frank 
Gilbreth, who was a contemporary of Taylor’s. In many respects, their careers were similar. 
Taylor, turning his back on Harvard Law School, began his career on the shopfloor and later 
rose to eminence as a manager and management consultant. Frank Gilbreth, after passing 
the entrance exam for but declining to enter the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, rose 
from being a bricklayer to running his own construction and consultancy companies. He 
was also, along with his wife, a leading campaigner for Scientific Management.

Although the development and promotion of motion study were begun by her husband, 
there is no doubt that Lillian Moller Gilbreth was an equal partner. Despite contemporary 
prejudices against women and education, she obtained bachelors’ and masters’ degrees in 
English. She was denied a doctorate in psychology by the University of California only 
because family commitments prevented her, after her thesis had been approved, from 
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spending the post-thesis year on campus that the regulations required (Sheldrake, 1996; 
Thickett, 1970).

In justifying their work, Frank Gilbreth stated in his 1909 book on bricklaying that motion 
study:

will cut down production costs and increase the efficiency and wages of the workman . . .  
To be preeminently successful: (a) a mechanic must know his trade; (b) he must be quick 
motioned; and (c) he must use the fewest possible motions to accomplish the desired results. 
 (Quoted in Sheldrake, 1996: 28)

The Gilbreths developed a number of procedures for breaking work down into its con-
stituent components. Flow process charts were used which split human motion into five 
basic elements: operations, transportation, inspection, storage and delay. Arising out  
of this, they developed a method of minutely analysing tasks which broke handwork into  
17 basic elements. Examples of these are as follows:

Grasp Begins when hand or body member touches an object. Consists of gaining control of an 
object.

Release Begins when hand or body member begins to relax control of object. Consists of 
letting go of an object.

Plan Begins when hand or body members are idle or making random movements while 
worker decides on course of action. Consists of determining a course of action. Ends when 
course of action is determined.

The purpose of this microanalysis was not only to establish what was done but also to 
discover whether a better method of performing the task in question could be developed. In 
this respect, they did much original work in establishing the distinction between necessary 
and unnecessary movements. The latter were to be eliminated immediately and the former 
further analysed in more detail to see if they could be improved, combined or replaced by 
special equipment.

If this sounds remarkably similar to Adam Smith’s observations on pin-making men-
tioned earlier in this chapter, this is no accident. The Classical approach is descended from 
Smith through the nineteenth-century pioneers of work organisation. Although remarkable 
in the level of minute detail to which they reduced the motions individuals make when 
undertaking manual tasks, the Gilbreths were only, as they saw it, taking Smith’s maxims to 
their logical conclusion. If in the process, they give the impression of dealing more with 
machines than with people, that too is no accident. Like others who propounded the 
Classical approach, they viewed organisations and workers very much as machines. The 
term ‘workers’ behaviour’ can sometimes seem quite nebulous, but the Gilbreths showed 
that under Scientific Management, it is a concrete concept whereby workers were told when 
to move, how to move and how long to take in making the movement. Also, if this seems like 
something from another age, it is not. The work study methods developed by the Gilbreths 
and their successors are still widely used today, not just in manufacturing industries but in 
all areas of life from hospitals to computer programming. This is especially true in the design 
and supervision of work in modern call centres, which was based on similar principles and 
techniques to those developed by the Gilbreths and the other Taylorites (Grant, 1983; 
Holman, 2002).

The Gilbreths were also concerned that, having established the best way to carry out a 
task, this should not be undermined by selecting the wrong person to carry it out or by creat-
ing the wrong environment. Therefore, they set about analysing employee selection and 
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establishing environmental criteria with the same determination they had applied to ana-
lysing work performance. However, in neither case could they achieve the same microanal-
ysis that characterised their work study technique; what finally emerged were effectively 
opinions based on their own ‘experience’, rather than being the product of experiment and 
observation.

The Gilbreths, like Taylor, were devoted to one objective: to discover the best method of 
doing any job. The difference was that, whereas Taylor was concerned with reducing the 
time taken to perform a task, the Gilbreths were more concerned with reducing the motions 
taken to accomplish the task. Although this differing emphasis did lead to some friction with 
Taylor (Nadworthy, 1957), they were, nonetheless, among his main promoters and saw 
their efforts as complementary to, and aimed at enhancing, Scientific Management. The fact 
that work study is now often labelled ‘time and motion’ study perhaps reflects this. Like 
Taylor, they saw themselves as creating a neutral system that benefited both labour and 
management. They felt that any increase in boredom or monotony brought about by their 
methods would be compensated for by workers’ opportunities to earn more money.

While the Gilbreths and Taylor devoted their efforts to controlling workers’ behaviour in 
order to improve the productivity of individual workers, others took a wider but comple-
mentary perspective.

Henri Fayol and the principles of organisation

Although French, Henri Fayol (1841–1925) was born in Istanbul. He was educated at the 
lycée in Lyon and the National School of Mines in St Etienne. Fayol was promoting his ideas 
in France at the same time as Taylor was propounding his views on Scientific Management 
in the United States. He began his working life as a mining engineer in 1860 and, in 1888, 
was appointed managing director of an ailing mining company, which he quickly turned 
into a much-admired and financially strong enterprise. He retired as managing director in 
1918, although he stayed on the board until his death in 1925. In his ‘retirement’, he 
founded the Centre d’Etudes Administratives, whose role was to propagate Fayol’s ideas 
through management education. He chaired weekly meetings of prominent industrialists, 
writers, government officials, philosophers and members of the military. This direct contact 
with opinion-formers and decision-makers is undoubtedly one of the main reasons why the 
Centre had such a profound influence on the practice and theory of management in both the 
public and private sectors in France.

Fayol’s approach to managing organisations and shaping workers’ behaviour is described 
in his book General and Industrial Management, which was published in France in 1916 but 
did not appear in English until 1949 (Lamond, 2004). Fayol did not draw his views on man-
aging organisations solely from his own experience as a manager. His education at one of 
the grandes écoles, and his subsequent career as an executive of a large mining company, 
placed him among the elite of senior administrators in business, government and the armed 
forces. Therefore, although he spent his working life in the coal mining industry, his practi-
cal knowledge of business was informed by, and fits within, the intellectual and administra-
tive traditions of French society.

His working life, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, coincided with a 
period of rapid industrialisation in France. It was a time when industrial unrest was rife, 
with frequent strikes by railway workers, miners and civil servants. As was the case in the 
United States, in this period of rapid growth and change, there was an unwritten consensus 
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that French business and government needed a theory of management, no matter how basic 
(Cuthbert, 1970). Unlike Taylor and the Gilbreths, however, Fayol’s focus was on efficiency 
at the organisational level rather than the task level: top-down rather than bottom-up 
(Fayol, 1949). Although this clearly reflects Fayol’s own practical experience, it also indi-
cates the combined influence of the French intellectual tradition, with its preference for 
addressing philosophies rather than practicalities, and the administrative tradition, which 
sought to identify and lay down general rules and restrictions applicable to all situations.

Given his background, it is not surprising that Fayol was more concerned with general 
rather than departmental or supervisory management, and with overall organisational con-
trol as opposed to the details of tasks. This does not, however, place him in opposition to 
Taylor. Rather, the combination of Taylor’s work at the task level and Fayol’s at the organi-
sational level makes their views complementary rather than contradictory. In addition, both 
emphasised strongly the need for professionally educated managers who would ‘follow the 
rule’ rather than acting in an arbitrary or ad hoc fashion.

As the following shows, Fayol (like all the Classical school) was concerned with develop-
ing a universal approach to management that was applicable to any organisation:

There is no one doctrine of administration for business and another for affairs of state; admin-
istrative doctrine is universal. Principles and general rules which hold good for business hold 
good for the state too, and the reverse applies. (Quoted in Cuthbert, 1970: 111)

Fayol established 14 ‘universal’ principles of organisation (see Ideas and perspectives 2.1). 
According to Fayol (1949), it is the prime responsibility of management to enact these 
 principles. In order to achieve this, he prescribed the main duties of management as follows:

●	 Forecasting and planning – examining the future, deciding what needs to be done and 
developing a plan of action.

●	 Organising – bringing together the resources, human and material, and developing the 
structure to carry out the activities of the organisation.

●	 Commanding – ensuring that all employees perform their jobs well and in the best inter-
ests of the organisation.

●	 Coordinating – verifying that the activities of the organisation work harmoniously to 
achieve its goals.

●	 Controlling – guaranteeing that all actions are correctly carried out in accordance with 
established rules and expressed commands.

Fayol was a gifted and highly successful businessman who attributed his success to the 
application of his principles rather than to personal ability. Certainly, he was one of the pio-
neers of management theory, and many of his principles are still taught and practised today 
(Lamond, 2004). Indeed, Wren (1994: 193) comments that Fayol’s work ‘represents the 
most useful way of conceptualising the manager’s job’. Part of the success of his work lay in 
the fact that he was writing for a receptive audience, and at a time when management prac-
tice and ideas were becoming international currency. Just as Taylor’s system arose at the 
time when a need for a management theory had grown among the business community in 
the United States, so Fayol’s was aimed at a similar demand in France, where the business 
community was developing rapidly but in an unplanned way.

Unlike Taylor, Fayol attempted neither to denigrate trade unions openly nor to castigate 
managers. Nor did he share with Taylor a belief that the interests of managers and workers 
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Ideas and perspeCtIves 2.1

Henri Fayol’s principles of organisation
 1. Division of work. The object is to produce more and better work from the same effort, 

through the advantages of specialisation.

 2. Authority and responsibility. Wherever authority is exercised, responsibility arises. The 
application of sanctions is needed to encourage useful actions and to discourage their 
opposite.

 3. Discipline. This is essential for the efficient operation of the organisation. Discipline is 
in essence the outward mark of respect for agreements between the organisation and 
its members.

 4. Unity of command. In any action, any employee should receive orders from one 
 superior only; dual command is a perpetual source of conflicts.

 5. Unity of direction. In order to coordinate and focus effort, there should be one leader 
and one plan for any group of activities with the same objective.

 6. Subordination of individual or group interests. The interest of the organisation should 
take precedence over individual or group interests.

 7. Remuneration of personnel. Methods of payment should be fair, encourage keenness 
by rewarding well-directed effort, but not lead to over-payment.

 8. Centralisation. The degree of centralisation is a question of proportion and will vary in 
particular organisations.

 9. Scalar chain. This is the chain of superiors from the ultimate authority to the lowest ranks. 
Respect for line authority must be reconciled with activities that require urgent action, and 
with the need to provide for some measure of initiative at all levels of authority.

 10. Order. This includes material order and social order. The object of material order is 
avoidance of loss. There should be an appointed place for each thing, and each thing 
should be in its appointed place. Social order requires good organisation and good 
selection.

 11. Equity. There needs to be fairness in dealing with employees throughout all levels of 
the scalar chain.

 12. Stability of tenure of personnel. Generally, prosperous organisations have a stable 
managerial team.

 13. Initiative. This represents a source of strength for the organisation and should be 
encouraged and developed.

 14. Esprit de corps. This should be fostered, as harmony and unity among members of the 
organisation are a great strength in the organisation.

Source: Mullins (2016: 345–355).

were necessarily the same or ultimately reconcilable. He did, however, believe that much 
industrial unrest could be eliminated by fairer, more consistent and firmer management, 
particularly where this reduced the need for trade unions or their ability to organise. He also 
believed in the need to educate and train managers. His views were not seen as a direct 
attack on existing managers; rather, they were in harmony with the approach taken by 
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 managers in the larger private enterprises and those operating in government and the 
armed services. This is not surprising because, by and large, they and Fayol were educated 
in the grandes écoles and shared a common intellectual approach. In addition, Fayol did not 
generally try to impose his ideas directly on individual organisations. Instead, he preferred 
to influence managers indirectly through a process of education. In the light of the reaction 
to Taylor’s attitude in the United States, many would consider this a wise move.

Although there were attempts in France to promote ‘Fayolisme’ in opposition to Taylorism, 
Fayol rejected this, preferring to see the two approaches as complementary (Sheldrake, 
1996). As Urwick (1949: 9–10) commented in the Introduction to the English version of 
Fayol’s General and Industrial Management:

The work of Taylor and Fayol was, of course, essentially complementary. They both realized 
that the problem of personnel and its management at all levels is the key to industrial suc-
cess. Both applied scientific method to this problem. That Taylor worked primarily at the 
operative level, from the bottom of the industrial hierarchy upwards, while Fayol concen-
trated on the managing director and worked downwards, was merely a reflection of their 
very different careers.

The United States and France were not the only countries where developments in man-
agement practice and thought were being studied and documented. In Germany, at this 
time, Max Weber was charting the growth and merits of bureaucracy.

Max Weber on bureaucracy

Weber (1864–1920) was born into a well-to-do Prussian family. He pursued an academic 
career, obtaining a doctorate in 1889. In 1894, he was appointed Professor of Political 
Economy at the University of Freiburg, and in 1896, he accepted the Chair in Economics at 
Heidelberg. Unfortunately, in 1897, he suffered a mental breakdown, which plagued him 
for many years. He resigned from his university post and spent much of his time travelling in 
Europe and the United States. He also moved the focus of his academic studies from eco-
nomics to sociology.

Weber was an ardent German nationalist, and at the age of 50, he volunteered for mili-
tary service in the First World War. Until his honourable discharge in 1915, he was respon-
sible for establishing and running nine military hospitals. Despite this, he was a fierce and 
open critic of the Kaiser, whom he accused of being a dilettante hiding behind the divine 
right of kings. He believed that Germany’s problems at home and abroad could be solved 
only if the monarchy were replaced with a constitutional democracy. After the war, he 
became a member of the commission that drew up the constitution for the Weimar 
Republic, and he once again took up university teaching, this time in Munich. Unfortunately, 
when he died in 1920, most of his work was unpublished and his papers were in a state of 
chaos. It was not until the 1930s that his work began to be organised and published, and it 
was the 1940s before his work on bureaucracy was published in English (Sheldrake, 1996; 
Weber, 1948).

There is a considerable affinity between Weber’s work on bureaucracy and Fayol’s work 
on the principles of management. Both were concerned with the overall structuring of 
organisations and the principles which guide senior managers in this task. Although Weber 
was a contemporary of Fayol and Taylor, it is unlikely that they were aware of Weber’s work 
on bureaucracy, though he may have been aware of their work.
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However, unlike Taylor and Fayol, Weber was never a practising manager. His observa-
tions on administrative structures and organisational effectiveness arose from his study of 
the development of Western civilisation. From this, Weber concluded that the rise of civili-
sation was a story of power and domination. He noted (Weber, 1948) that each social epoch 
was characterised by a different form of political rule, and that for a ruling elite to sustain its 
power and dominance, it was essential for them both to gain legitimacy and to develop an 
administrative apparatus to enforce and support their authority.

Weber (1947: 328) identified what he called ‘three pure types of legitimate authority’:

1. Rational–legal – resting on a belief in the ‘legality’ of patterns of normative rule, and the 
right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands.

2. Traditional – resting on an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions 
and the legitimacy of those exercising authority under them.

3. Charismatic – resting on devotion to the specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or 
exemplary character of an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order 
revealed or ordained by them.

For Weber, legitimacy is central to almost all systems of authority. He argued that there 
are five concepts on which rational–legal authority is based. According to Albrow (1970: 43), 
these are as follows:

1. That a legal code can be established which can claim obedience from members of the 
organisation.

2. That the law is a system of abstract rules which are applied in particular cases, and that 
administration looks after the interests of the organisation within the limits of the law.

3. That the man exercising authority also obeys this impersonal law.

4. That only qua [in the capacity of] member does the member obey the law.

5. That obedience is due not to the person who holds authority but to the impersonal order 
that has granted him his position.

Weber argued that, in the context of the rational–legal authority structures which pre-
vailed in Western societies in the early twentieth century, the bureaucratic approach to con-
trolling human behaviour was the most appropriate and efficient. Under bureaucracy, laws, 
rules, procedures and predefined routines are dominant and not subject to the vagaries and 
preferences of individuals. They give form to a clearly defined system of administration – 
whether it be public administration, such as a government department dealing with 
 pensions and social security payments, or private administration, such as an insurance 
 company – where the execution of routine, pre-programmed procedures is all-important. 
Weber considered this approach to be both appropriate, because it was the ideal tool for a 
centralised administration where the legitimacy of those in power was underpinned by the 
rule of law, and efficient, because the bureaucratic approach mechanises the process of 
administration in the same way that machines automate the production process in factories.

Weber frequently asserted that the development of bureaucracy eliminates human 
 fallibility:

Its [bureaucracy’s] specific nature, which is welcomed by capitalism, develops the more per-
fectly the more bureaucracy is ‘dehumanised’, the more completely it succeeds in eliminating 
from official business, love, hatred, and all purely personal, irrational and emotional elements 
which escape calculation. (Weber, 1948: 215–16)
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Bureaucracy is characterised by the division of labour, a clear hierarchical authority 
structure, formal and unbiased selection procedures, employment decisions based on merit, 
career tracks for employees, detailed rules and regulations, impersonal relationships, and a 
distinct separation of members’ organisational and personal lives. It must be borne in mind, 
however, that Weber’s bureaucratic model (or ‘ideal’ organisation), although inspired by 
developments in Germany at the time, was a hypothetical rather than a factual description 
of how most organisations were structured. It was his view of the characteristics that organ-
isations should exhibit in modern societies based on rationality and law. How Weber saw 
these organisational characteristics supporting and reproducing rational–legal authority is 
best seen by contrasting them with the traditional administrative forms based on patronage 
(see Ideas and perspectives 2.2) (Weber, 1947, 1948).

For Weber, therefore, bureaucracy provided a rational–legal form of organisation which 
distinguished itself from, and eradicated the faults and unfairness of, previous administra-
tive forms by its mechanical adherence to set rules, procedures and patterns of authority. In 
essence, Weber was seeking to control not just workers’ behaviour but also managers’ 
behaviour. Bureaucracy removed the system of patronage and eliminated human variabil-
ity, replacing it by the rule of law. In Weber’s view, the principles of bureaucracy, especially 
the legitimation of authority and the subordination of all in the organisation to the same 
rules and procedures, were universally applicable to all organisations, big or small, public 
or private, industrial or commercial.

It can be seen that Weber’s belief in the standardisation of rules and procedures, and obe-
dience by all to them, is the counterpart of the standardisation of production techniques 
advocated by Taylor, and akin to the principles of administrative management prescribed 
by Fayol. Also, just as the work of Taylor and Fayol can be understood as representing a 
combination of their backgrounds and the state of the societies in which they lived, the 
same is true of Weber. The Prussian bureaucratic tradition dominated both the public sector 
and, to a large extent, the private sector in Germany. It was seen by the ruling elite as the 
ideal method for ensuring that the objectives of the state and the objectives of individual 
enterprises were adhered to. It also fit in with the Prussian militaristic tradition of unques-
tioning obedience to superiors, which was prevalent in both public and private organisa-
tions. It must be remembered, of course, that the state and private enterprises in Germany 
were not primarily obsessed with profitability or individual aggrandisement. The key objec-
tive was to build Germany as the premier military and industrial power in Europe. The con-
cept of competition at the level of the individual or the individual enterprise carried much 
less force in Germany, and even France, than in the United States or Britain. German indus-
try and government were more concerned with ensuring that all sections of the country 
pulled in the same direction. Where competition threatened this, it was eliminated by the 
state either by direct intervention, such as nationalisation of the railways, or by indirect 
intervention, through the formation of cartels and monopolies. In carrying out this grand 
plan for German development, bureaucracy was found to be the ideal tool.

In Germany, the advent of the First World War highlighted the incompatibility between 
industrial bureaucracies based on the rule of law and a government run on autocratic lines for 
militaristic ends. Weber argued that the rule of law applied not only to the operation of organ-
isations but also, and more importantly, to the running of society. If society was not based on 
the rule of law, if democratically elected governments did not hold power, then the authority 
of those who ruled must be called into question. This was the basis of Weber’s attacks on the 
Kaiser and the military during the First World War. He believed that, in the modern age, 
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Ideas and perspeCTIves 2.2

rational–legal authority versus traditional authority

Characteristics of rational–legal authority Characteristics of traditional authority

Areas of jurisdiction are clearly specified: the 
regular activities required of personnel are 
allocated in a fixed way as official duties.

The allocation of labour is not defined, but 
depends on assignments made by the leader, 
which can be changed at any time.

The organisation of offices follows the 
principle of hierarchy: each lower office is 
controlled and supervised by a higher one. 
However, the scope of authority of superiors 
over subordinates is circumscribed, and lower 
offices enjoy a right of appeal.

Authority relations are diffuse, being based on 
personal loyalty, and are not ordered into clear 
hierarchies.

An intentionally established system of abstract 
rules governs official decisions and actions. 
These rules are relatively stable and 
exhaustive, and can be learned. Decisions are 
recorded in permanent files.

General rules of administration either do not 
exist or are vaguely stated, ill-defined, and 
subject to change at the whim of the leader. 
No attempt is made to keep permanent records 
of transactions.

The ‘means of production or administration’ 
(e.g. tools and equipment or rights and 
privileges) belong to the office, not the 
officeholder, and may not be appropriated. 
Personal property is clearly separated from 
official property, and working space from 
living quarters.

There is no separation of a ruler’s personal 
household business from the larger ‘public’ 
business under their direction.

Officials are personally free, selected on the 
basis of technical qualifications, appointed to 
office (not elected) and recompensed by 
salary.

Officials are often selected from among those 
who are personally dependent on the leader, 
e.g. slaves, serfs and relatives. Selection is 
governed by arbitrary criteria, and 
remuneration often takes the form of benefices 
– rights granted to individuals that, for 
instance, allow them access to the ruler’s 
stores, or give them grants of land from which 
they can appropriate the fees or taxes. 
Benefices, like fiefs in feudalistic systems, may 
become hereditary and sometimes are bought 
and sold.

Employment by the organisation constitutes a 
career for officials. An official is a full-time 
employee and looks forward to a lifelong 
career in the agency. After a trial period, he or 
she gains tenure of position and is protected 
against arbitrary dismissal.

Officials serve at the pleasure of the leader, 
and so lack clear expectations about the future 
and security of tenure.

rational–legal authority, based on democratically elected governments and laws governing 
property rights, was the best and most effective way for society and organisations to be gov-
erned. For Weber, the rise of bureaucracy and the rise of liberal democracy went hand in hand.

It is evident that bureaucracy did not need a Taylor or a Fayol to develop or promote it; it 
already existed, was accepted by management and was prospering in Germany and other 
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advanced countries, especially in the public sector. What Weber did was to give it intellec-
tual respectability by arguing that it was particularly suited to the needs of (what he saw as) 
the rational, secular and increasingly democratic societies that were becoming the norm in 
the Western world.

The appeal of bureaucracy, to governments and large organisations at least, can be seen 
in the way that bureaucracy is an ever-present and pervasive feature of modern life. 
However, it would be misleading to give the impression that its development in Germany, 
or elsewhere, was uncontentious. In Germany, in the early years of the twentieth century, it 
tended to be the purpose and consequences of bureaucracy rather than its principles that 
were attacked. At an overall political level, the growth of radical parties of the left reflected 
growing concerns over Germany’s military aims and the state’s concomitant close links with 
business, and in particular its perceived preference for aiding capital rather than labour. At 
the level of the individual enterprise, the growth of militant trade unions, often linked to the 
parties of the left, reflected the growing frustration of workers who resented the autocratic 
approach of management and its resistance to collective bargaining.

Conclusions

It is not an inevitable fact of life that modern societies are characterised by organisations, of 
all shapes and sizes; this is the product of a particular combination of circumstances. The 
rise of capitalism in Britain and other European countries in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries created new opportunities and new problems that could not be accommodated 
under the old order. The result was a move away from self-sufficient, autonomous, individ-
ual units to collective units of production controlled by an entrepreneur. It was entrepre-
neurs who, in pursuit of ever greater profits, created the factory system in Britain, which 
became the basis of modern organisational life. The central features of the factory system 
were autocratic management, the division of labour and a battle for control of the work 
process between management and labour.

Although starting at different times and moving at their own pace, most European coun-
tries, followed by the United States, adopted and adapted the British approach to industrial 
organisation. However, as the nineteenth century progressed, the nature of industrialisa-
tion began to vary from country to country, reflecting the unique circumstances and needs 
of the host society. In Germany, the objectives of the state determined that large-scale pub-
lic and private bureaucracies become the norm. In France, the state also played a role in 
shaping industrialisation; but in this case, it was to perpetuate small-scale, inefficient busi-
ness and agricultural operations. In both countries, individual pursuit of profit maximisa-
tion was less important than in either Britain or the United States.

In the transition from a subsistence economy to a money economy, one clear image 
stands out above all else: the antagonism between employers and employees. The factory 
did not emerge because it was a more efficient means of production per se; it emerged 
because it offered entrepreneurs a more effective means of controlling workers’ behaviour. 
This meant that the factory was also a battleground, with employers seeking to impose new 
conditions and technologies, and workers – when they could – attempting to resist change.

As the nineteenth century progressed, managers became increasingly aware of the short-
comings of their ad hoc and inconsistent responses to new challenges and opportunities, 
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and the counterproductive nature of resistance to change. The need for a more coherent 
approach to structuring and running organisations was required: one that legitimated man-
agerial authority, especially to initiate change. This crystallised into the Classical approach.

Although writing in different countries and from different perspectives, the proponents 
of what later came to be known as the Classical school all adopted a similar perspective 
towards what they saw as one of the main issues for modern societies: how to create 
organisations that efficiently and effectively pursue their objectives. Taylor, supported by 
the work of the Gilbreths and others, concentrated very much on the operational level, 
arguing for his ‘scientific’ method of analysing, designing and managing jobs. However, his 
insistence on the consistent and unbiased application of scientific principles, and the 
emphasis he placed on all members of an organisation obeying rules and procedures, were 
as much a challenge to managerial beliefs and behaviour as they were to the beliefs and 
behaviour of shopfloor workers. Fayol, in contrast, was concerned less with operational 
issues and more with the overall administration and control of organisations. Therefore, to 
an extent, his could be called a top-down approach, while Taylor worked from the bottom 
up. Weber sought to put organisations in a wider historical and societal context, bringing 
together both the detailed tasks to be carried out in organisations and the general princi-
ples governing them.

Although Taylor’s approach required a radical change in managerial behaviour and a 
significant increase in organisational bureaucracy, the objective of his system was to change 
manual workers’ behaviour by redesigning their jobs and thus increasing their efficiency 
and productivity. Everything else was, as Taylor would have put it, the outcome of pursuing 
this objective to its logical conclusion. The need to provide managers with rules and systems 
for running the entire enterprise, and not just that part of it dealing with manual labour, 
was a means of achieving his objective rather than a prime aim. This is where the work of 
Fayol and Weber has proved so crucial: together with Taylor’s work, it comprises a system 
for running an entire business in a coherent, standardised and consistent fashion.

Therefore, taken together, their views are, broadly, complementary, and reflect an 
approach to organisations and people based upon a number of basic assumptions (see Ideas 
and perspectives 2.3).

Seen in the context of the early twentieth century, when there appeared to be a substan-
tial questioning of – and challenge to – managerial authority by workers, the Classical 
approach had many merits, not least in its attempt to replace arbitrary and capricious man-
agement with rules and procedures that apply equally to everyone in the organisation. With 
hindsight, the attempt by Taylor, Fayol and Weber each in their own way to formulate a 
system of reciprocal obligations between managers and workers appears to be less a deci-
sive break with the past and more an attempt to recast feudalism in a more scientific–
rational framework. Certainly, in the late nineteenth century, French, German and American 
managers of European descent did share a recent and common feudal heritage which might 
make them well disposed towards a system that replaced management–worker conflict with 
a code of joint obligation. Indeed, in Germany, the rise of bureaucracy that Weber described 
was itself a direct product of the Prussian feudal tradition. However, although many manag-
ers undoubtedly did long for and believe in an – albeit mythical – age when workers readily 
did as they were told, this ignored the fact that most American immigrants left Europe to 
escape just such a system, while French workers took pride in the belief that their Revolution 
had ended feudal despotism. Only in Germany was it possible to say that the feudal tradi-
tion remained strong, although not unopposed.
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Therefore, it is important to see the work of the Classical school in terms of what went 
before. Weber explicitly drew on history to support his views; the historical debts of Taylor 
and Fayol, although not openly acknowledged in their work, are clearly there. From Smith, 
through Wedgwood, Boulton and Watt, Babbage and Ure can be traced key elements of the 
Classical approach: the division of labour; the distrust of human variability; the need for 
written rules, procedures and records; and the need for rational and consistent manage-
ment and objectives. Parallel to these are key themes that run through other aspects of 
 nineteenth-century life: the search for the rational, scientific, universal principles that 
 govern the natural world, the belief in the Protestant work ethic, the emergence of Social 
Darwinism, the greater democratisation of societies, and the gradual reduction of laws 
favouring one class or group over another.

All these strands coalesced – not always neatly – in the Classical approach, creating (in 
retrospect) the first real and consistent attempt at a theory, a set of guidelines, for construct-
ing, managing and changing organisations. However, it grew out of and was designed to 
meet particular circumstances, so its appropriateness began to be questioned and criticised 
as these circumstances changed.

Taylor and his adherents have been criticised both for their lack of scientific rigour and 
for their one-dimensional view of human motivation (Burnes, 1989; Kelly, 1982a, 1982b). 
Indeed, as Rose (1988) argues, Taylor portrayed human beings as ‘greedy robots’: indiffer-
ent to fatigue, boredom, loneliness and pain, driven solely by monetary incentive. For 
Taylor, material incentives are the only effective incentives to work. For this reason, he 
opposed everything else in the workplace that, in his opinion, undermined managers’ 
attempts to introduce individual incentive systems, whether it be friendships, group loyalty, 
trade unions or whatever. Taylor has also been attacked for overemphasising the merits of 
the division of labour. The critics’ argument is that the creation of jobs which have little 

Ideas and perspeCTIves 2.3

The Classical approach – basic assumptions
●	 There is a ‘one best way’ for all organisations to be structured and to operate.

●	 This approach is founded on the rule of law and legitimate managerial authority and is 
designed to ensure that employees’ behaviour is geared solely to the efficient pursuit of 
the organisation’s goals.

●	 Organisations are rational entities: groups of individuals who consistently and effectively 
pursue rational, quantifiable goals which should be specified as tightly as possible.

●	 People are motivated to work solely by financial reward.

●	 Human fallibility and emotions, at all levels in the organisation, should be eliminated 
because they threaten the consistent application of the rule of law and the efficient pur-
suit of goals.

●	 For this reason, the most appropriate form of job design is achieved through the use of 
the hierarchical and horizontal division of labour to create narrowly focused jobs encased 
in tight, standardised procedures and rules, which remove discretion, dictate what job 
holders do and how they do it, and allow their work to be closely monitored and con-
trolled by their direct superiors.
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intrinsic satisfaction leads to poor morale, low motivation and alienation. Indeed, such are 
the forces aligned against Scientific Management that it is difficult to find a facet of it that 
has not been attacked (Argyris, 1964; Littler, 1978; Locke, 1982).

Fayol has been attacked on three fronts: first, that his principles are mere truisms; sec-
ond, that they are based on questionable premises; and third, that the principles occur in 
pairs or clusters of contradictory statements (Massie, 1965; Mintzberg, 1973, 1975; Simon, 
1947). In addition, Fayol, like Taylor, can be construed as being against trade unions. 
Certainly, he believed in the pre-eminence of management and its right to make changes 
how and when it wanted, so long as these were based on his general principles. He also 
believed, unlike Taylor, that management and labour were fundamentally in conflict. 
Therefore, his recommendations were partly aimed at eliminating the conditions in which 
trade unions can flourish, in the interests of his overall aim of establishing the legitimacy of 
managers to manage.

Weber’s arguments for bureaucracy have also received criticism. For instance, Udy 
(1959) questions Weber’s assertion that bureaucracies are necessarily rational, while 
Parsons (1947) suggests that Weber puts forward contradictory arguments for the basis of 
authority within bureaucracies. Robbins (1987) points out that bureaucracy is most fre-
quently attacked for encouraging goal displacement:

●	 Rules become ends in themselves rather than means to the ends they were designed to 
achieve.

●	 Specialisation and differentiation create sub-units with different goals which then 
become primary to the sub-unit members. Not only does this lead to conflict between 
sub-units, but the accomplishment of sub-unit goals becomes more important than 
achieving the organisation’s overall goals.

●	 Rules and regulations become interpreted as setting minimum standards of performance 
rather than identifying unacceptable behaviour. Staff can become apathetic and merely 
perform the bare minimum of work.

●	 The unthinking and rigid application of standardised rules and procedures can lead to 
their being applied in inappropriate situations, with dysfunctional consequences.

Robbins (1987) also points out that bureaucracy can alienate both employees and cus-
tomers or clients. For the former, being treated as mere cogs in a machine leads to a sense of 
powerlessness and irrelevance. For the latter, being presented with a rigid and faceless 
organisation, which appears to serve its own ends rather than those of its customers or cli-
ents, can be frustrating and, when the provision of welfare services is involved, even heart-
breaking. Mullins (1993) also points out that bureaucracy is often associated with secrecy 
and attempts to prevent legitimate public access to vital information on the performance of 
government and large organisations. Weber’s work on bureaucracy has also received criti-
cism because of his lack of attention to informal and social processes, in particular the way 
that individuals and groups can and do struggle to promote their own interests and goals 
above those of others in the organisation (Crozier, 1964).

It should also be noted that, although broadly complementary, the approaches of Taylor, 
Fayol and Weber were developed separately and with different objectives in mind. There 
are, consequently, tensions and inconsistencies between them. Fayol stresses the impor-
tance of esprit de corps and individual initiative. Taylor and Weber would find the former 
irrelevant and the latter dangerous. Likewise, the unchanging rigidity of bureaucracy, as 
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portrayed by Weber, leaves little scope for the continuous search for improvement in meth-
ods and productivity advocated by Taylor and Fayol. Taylor’s advocacy of functional super-
vision, which in effect meant a worker being responsible to different supervisors for different 
aspects of his or her job (some four or five supervisors in total), would have been viewed as 
a threat to discipline and good order by both Weber and Fayol, who were fierce advocates of 
unity of command – each worker should receive orders from one superior only.

One of the main criticisms of the Classical approach as a whole is that its view of people is 
negative. Bennis (1959: 263) calls the Classical perspective one of ‘organisations without 
people’ because it is founded on the belief that people can be reduced to the level of cogs in 
a machine. It can also be argued that, in any case, it is impossible to remove the element of 
human variability from the running of organisations and that attempts to do so are counter-
productive. Rather than making people work more efficiently in pursuit of organisational 
goals, it alienates them from their work and makes them resentful of it (Argyris, 1964; 
Mayo, 1933). In addition, Stickland (1998) points out that the Classical approach’s view of 
change is limited: change is the responsibility of management, and workers should not be 
involved because they have nothing to contribute, given that all valid knowledge should lie 
with the organisation’s managers and technical experts.

Hence, change was largely an internal planned affair, driven by a unitary world view and 
focused on the rational, mechanical nature of work at the operational level.
 (Stickland, 1998: 31)

Argyris (1964) claims that the rational, de-humanising and excluding focus of the 
Classical approach was its Achilles heel, because it restricts the psychological growth of 
individuals and causes feelings of failure, frustration and conflict. Instead, he maintains 
that the organisational environment should provide a significant degree of individual 
responsibility and self-control; commitment to the goals of the organisation; productive-
ness and work; and an opportunity for individuals to apply their full abilities. These devel-
oped as central issues for the proponents of the Human Relations approach, which emerged 
in the 1930s as a reaction to the ‘de-humanised’ Classical approach. This, together with 
Contingency Theory – the third approach to organisations to emerge in the twentieth 
 century – will be discussed in the next chapter.

TesT yOur LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session.

The following are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is meant by the claim that organisations are ‘rational entities’?

2. What is meant by the claim that people are ‘economic beings’?

3. What did Taylor mean by the term ‘soldiering’?

4. How did Weber define ‘rational–legal’ authority and what are its benefits?

5. What are the main arguments against the Classical approach?
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Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will  
be introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of 
the class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short 
and more than 60 minutes probably too long.

The following are three suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. The Classical approach works only if employees can be reduced to the level of ‘greedy robots’.

2. ‘Taylor was a notorious neurotic – many would not hesitate to write crank; and there is even a 
case for upgrading the diagnosis to maniac’ (Rose, 1988: 23).

3. There is a ‘one best way’ for organisations to be structured and operate.

essay questions

1. Evaluate the appropriateness of Taylor’s three core elements of Scientific Management for 
today’s organisations.

2. Fayol identified five main duties of a manager. What are they and are they still relevant today?

3. Compare and contrast agile working, as described in Case study 2.1, with the putting-out 
system used in the early days of the Industrial Revolution.

suggested further reading

Pollard, S (1965) The Genesis of Modern Management. Pelican: Harmondsworth.
Though published nearly 50 years ago, Sydney Pollard’s book still provides one of the best 
descriptions of the development of management and the reaction of labour in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.

Rose, M (1988) Industrial Behaviour. Penguin: Harmondsworth.
Michael Rose’s book provides a well-researched and thorough account of the rise and develop-
ment of Scientific Management.

Sheldrake, J (1996) Management Theory: From Taylorism to Japanization. International 
Thompson Business Press: London.

John Sheldrake gives an excellent summary of the lives and contributions of Taylor, Fayol and 
Weber.

Taylor, FW (1911) The Principles of Scientific Management. Dover (1998 edition): New York.
This is perhaps the most cited, if least read, of all management books. However, as it numbers 
only 76 pages and is couched in quite accessible language, it is well worth reading.

Wilson, JF (1995) British Business History, 1720–1994. Manchester University Press: Manchester.
Despite its title, this book neither confines itself to British history nor examines business in a 
narrow sense. Among other things, John Wilson’s book provides an excellent review of the 
development of management in Britain, Germany, Japan and the United States from the early 
days of the Industrial Revolution.
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 Case study 2.2: Nissan’s approach to supplier development

Websites

The websites listed here should provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. 
However, they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the inter-
net. You should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material 
required for your specific needs.

www.bbc.co.uk
The BBC is the world’s oldest public service broadcaster and is famed for its impartiality and 
reliability.

www.ted.com
TED is a non-profit organisation devoted to spreading ideas, usually in the form of short, 
informative talks.

www.youtube.com
In addition to the above, there is a large amount of interesting material on YouTube, but the 
quality is somewhat variable.

Case sTudy 2.2

nissan’s approach to supplier development

Background
Nissan’s Sunderland assembly plant is the most pro-
ductive in Europe and produces almost one in every 
four cars built in the United Kingdom. However, when 
it opted for a UK base in 1984, the company faced a 
major challenge in bringing its European suppliers up 
to the same standard as those in Japan. Nissan recog-
nised that European – especially UK – component sup-
pliers fell far short of Japanese standards of quality, 
reliability and cost. Measuring suppliers’ capabilities 
on a scale of 0 to 100, Nissan rated Japanese suppliers 
at 100, suppliers in mainland Europe at 80 and UK 
suppliers at 65–70. Nissan was required by the 
European Union to produce cars which contained, by 
value, 80 per cent local content. Therefore, it needed 
to improve the capabilities of its European suppliers if 
it was to maintain the quality and cost standards 
achieved by its plants in Japan.

To this end, Nissan decided in 1987 to form a 
Supplier Development Team (SDT) based at its 
Sunderland plant. The aim of the SDT was to help sup-
pliers to develop their business to the stage where they 
could meet Nissan’s present and future performance 
requirements. A similar function had been in operation 
for some 30 years in Japan, and this was considered to 
be a suitable model for its UK operation. Indeed, the 

big three Japanese car companies, Toyota, Honda and 
Nissan, all carry out extensive supplier development 
programmes (Sako, 2004).

Initially, two engineers were sent to Japan for a 
nine-week training course. This training included 
extensive practice in undertaking improvement activi-
ties within Nissan’s Japanese suppliers. On their 
return, based on the techniques learned in Japan, the 
engineers developed a ‘ten-day improvement activity’ 
for use with UK suppliers. Their aim was to establish 
an approach which, while achieving immediate pro-
ductivity and quality improvements, would convince 
UK suppliers to adopt the Japanese approach to manu-
facturing. Consequently, although Nissan was con-
cerned that the outcome of any improvement activity 
should be positive, its ultimate objective was for sup-
pliers to recognise the value and benefits of adopting 
the Japanese approach, and to continue with it once 
the SDT had left.

The SDT approach was officially launched in the 
United Kingdom in November 1988 and involved a 
group of 12 medium-sized suppliers. From these small 
beginnings, the size of the SDT grew, and it became an 
established and important part of Nissan’s operations. 
It has worked with the majority of Nissan’s suppliers 
and has established a reputation among them for its 
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Case study 2.2 (continued)

expertise and commitment. Although it originally con-
centrated on shopfloor improvement projects, which 
still form the core of its work, it has also provided a 
broader range of assistance, such as cost-reduction ini-
tiatives, joint product development, supervisory train-
ing and strategic planning programmes. In essence, it 
offers a consultancy service to Nissan’s suppliers which 
is, normally, free of charge.

The sdT in action
The SDT approach was to work cooperatively with sup-
pliers to help them identify areas for improvement, and 
then to assist them to develop and monitor improve-
ment plans. In particular, the SDT will train supplier 
personnel in quality and production improvement 
methods, and support supplier initiatives to improve 
production and reduce defects. The idea of free consul-
tancy by an organisation such as Nissan sounds attrac-
tive, but suppliers can also perceive such an offer as 
either domineering or patronising. Nissan’s relations 
with its suppliers are very positive; however, given the 
history of antagonism between customers and suppli-
ers in the UK car industry, it tends to tread warily and 
prepare the ground carefully before offering assistance.

 Initial approach: Before undertaking the first 
improvement activity with a supplier, the SDT makes a 
presentation to the senior managers of the company 
concerned. This is because it regards senior manage-
ment commitment and understanding as an essential 
precondition for success. Unless this commitment is 
gained, the SDT cannot proceed further. Although the 
SDT approach is now well established and valued by 
suppliers, in the early days, some suppliers were scep-
tical and resistant to such an approach. Nevertheless, 
most suppliers respond favourably to the initial pres-
entation.

The SDT’s standard presentation begins by describ-
ing what continuous improvement (Kaizen) is and the 
benefits it brings. The SDT then outlines a typical 
improvement activity, including the various tools and 
techniques used. The team stress that most improve-
ment activities can be carried out at little or no cost, 
provided that the employees working in the area con-
cerned are involved in planning and making the neces-
sary changes.

If, after the presentation, senior managers are will-
ing to proceed, the SDT briefs other staff and under-
takes a factory assessment.

 The factory assessment: The length of time 
devoted to a factory assessment varies, but typically it 
takes a day. Assessments are not compulsory, but most 
suppliers welcome an independent review of their 
operations, especially by a world-class company such 
as Nissan. The factory assessment does not form part 
of Nissan’s formal supplier-assessment procedure and, 
therefore, is less threatening than might otherwise be 
the case.

Factories are assessed under 10 headings:

●	 Company Policy.

●	 Quality Performance and Procedures.

●	 Delivery Control Methods and Performance.

●	 Productivity.

●	 Equipment Maintenance Procedures.

●	 Stock Control.

●	 Production Process Development.

●	 Housekeeping (how tidy and orderly the factory is).

●	 Health and Safety.

●	 Employee Morale.

Each heading is scored out of five, and the scores 
are recorded on a factory assessment summary sheet. 
The assessment is then discussed with and explained 
to the supplier’s management. From the assessment, 
the supplier and the SDT can begin to identify areas of 
concern and possible targets for improvement. The 
SDT then proceeds to suggest how it might be of assis-
tance and, if this offer is accepted, agrees an improve-
ment project with the supplier.

 Improvement activities: Although the 10-day 
improvement activity offered by the SDT is based on 
the tools, techniques and experience of Nissan in 
Japan, it has been tailored to meet the specific needs of 
its European suppliers (who are mainly based in the 
United Kingdom). Improvement activities usually 
include some or all of the following:

●	 Reducing assembly time and improving methods.

●	 Reducing overhead costs – including reducing 
inventory and improving equipment availability.

●	 Reducing work-in-process.

●	 Preventing defects.

●	 Improving productivity by reducing through-put 
times and introducing just-in-time scheduling.
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As stated earlier, most improvement activities are 
usually achieved at little or no cost to the supplier; 
however, the supplier does need to commit time and 
personnel to the activity. The improvement process 
revolves around a multi-functional team composed of 
the supplier’s own staff, who are assisted by the SDT. 
The supplier’s team includes operators and supervi-
sors from the production area concerned as well as 
maintenance, process engineering, quality and some-
times administrative staff. The team is led by someone 
from the supplier. The SDT stresses that the most 
important members of the team are the shopfloor 
employees working on the process which is to be 
improved. Not only does this prevent change simply 
being imposed on those who will be directly affected 
by it, with all the scope for resentment and mistrust 
that this can cause, but it also ensures that the valua-
ble knowledge of the shopfloor employees is utilised. 
Perhaps more importantly, it provides them with the 
skills and motivation to continue to improve the pro-
cess even after the SDT ceased to be involved. An inde-
pendent study (Lloyd et al, 1994) found that this 
approach led to greater commitment to the activity 
and improved morale in the areas concerned. It also 
found that improvement activities helped to break 
down functional barriers and assisted the develop-
ment of greater cooperation and team spirit.

Once the process or activity which is to be improved 
has been agreed, targets for the improvement are then 
established (e.g. reductions in lead time, improve-
ments in quality). The supplier prepares the ground 
for the activity by briefing staff and making any neces-
sary resources available, such as a dedicated meeting 
room. If the improvement activity is likely to cause a 
disruption to production, a stock of components may 
be built up before the activity commences to compen-
sate for this.

 Day One of the 10-day improvement activity is 
devoted to providing training for the supplier’s team. If 
it is the first time the supplier has been involved in 
such an activity, the SDT will take the lead in this. 
However, if the supplier has experience of SDT 
improvement activities, then a member of its staff is 
expected to take the lead. The SDT sees its prime pur-
pose as ensuring that everyone understands the con-
cept of Kaizen, the procedures for the 10-day activity 
are clear, and the team becomes familiar with the tools 
and techniques necessary for its task. In this latter 
respect, the most frequently used tools and techniques 
are flow charts, workflow diagrams, pareto charts, 

cause and effect (fish bone) diagrams, brainstorming 
and critical path analysis. Where necessary, these are 
reinforced and supplemented as the 10-day improve-
ment activity develops.

On Day Two of the improvement activity, the team 
splits into smaller groups to analyse and discuss the 
process to be improved. The groups use a combination 
of hard data, such as scrap rates, equipment downtime 
and stock levels, and more subjective opinions, such as 
comments about layout, ease of use and the provision 
of information, to identify causes of waste and possible 
counter-measures. The SDT encourages the use of 
stopwatches and even video cameras to assist the sup-
plier’s team to analyse the process in question, 
although these can sometimes be viewed with suspi-
cion by operators.

Once the individual groups have completed their 
deliberations, they reconvene as a team. The team usu-
ally makes a flow diagram of the entire process so that 
everyone can appreciate what is involved and agree on 
the changes which will bring the best benefits. The 
data that have been collected by the groups are ana-
lysed by the entire team. To make this easier, the data 
are ordered and analysed under a number of standard 
headings:

1. Quality: Are quality problems due to material, pro-
cess, design or training deficiencies?

2. Technology: Is the equipment appropriate, well 
maintained and used correctly?

3. Ease of operation: Can work be made easier 
through ergonomic improvements such as eliminat-
ing the need to bend, or through modifications to 
the equipment?

4. Layout: Does the layout of the process result in 
time delays or excessive work-in-process?

For each of the above categories, the team proceeds 
to identify Concerns, Causes and Counter-measures. 
Most suppliers’ teams find this a demanding approach. 
In the space of two days, not only do they have to learn 
new tools and techniques but they also have to 
deploy these in a rigorous and constructive fashion. 
Nevertheless, by the end of the second day, teams have 
normally identified what the problems are, what is 
causing them and the measures necessary to correct 
them. Sometimes, the outcome is a recognition that 
existing equipment is inadequate for its task, but it is 
more usually the case that the team comes up with a 
list of low-cost/no-cost changes which they can 
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Case study 2.2 (continued)

 implement themselves. In some cases, other members 
of the supplier’s staff may be called in to discuss the 
feasibility of some of the ideas generated. However, in 
the main, the suppliers’ teams are usually capable of 
making their own judgments.

 Days Three to Eight of the improvement activity 
are spent implementing the agreed improvements. 
Although the SDT does come back on Day Six to 
observe progress and can be contacted for assistance 
at any time, the responsibility for this phase of the pro-
gramme lies firmly with the supplier’s personnel. The 
changes they make may be small and simple, or may 
involve the rearrangement of complete areas of a fac-
tory. Where feasible, the team makes the changes in 
conjunction with personnel in the area concerned. The 
changed process is then tested, re-analysed and, if nec-
essary, fine-tuned. To minimise disruption, any major 
changes in layout tend to take place during the week-
end which falls in the middle of the improvement 
activity.

For Days Nine and Ten of the improvement activ-
ity, the SDT returns to help the team review what they 
have learned and achieved, and to ensure that all 
changes are fully documented. They also discuss out-
standing issues and concerns and potential improve-
ment projects. The final task is to prepare and deliver 
a presentation to the company’s senior managers 
describing the changes achieved and the benefits 
gained. Not only does this give staff the opportunity 
to show senior managers what they have achieved 
(and receive well-earned praise), it also helps those 
unused to public speaking to develop their skills in 
this area.

summary
The SDT came to be considered as a valuable resource 
by Nissan’s suppliers, and there was always a queue for 
its services. From the suppliers’ perspective, this is 
understandable. Improvement activities usually meet 
or exceed their targets. Productivity increases of 20–40 
per cent are quite common, as are similar improve-
ments in quality and reductions in work-in-process. 
From Nissan’s point of view, it is not the individual 

improvement projects per se which are important but 
the ability of suppliers to carry on making improve-
ments once the SDT presence is removed. For many, 
this is the case, and individual improvement  projects 
act as a catalyst to the development of continuous 
improvement both on and off the shopf loor. 
Nevertheless, this does not always occur, and some 
suppliers do appear to find difficulty sustaining and 
spreading the SDT philosophy, which may affect their 
longer-term position as a Nissan supplier. After all, 
Nissan is not a charity. It helps its suppliers to improve 
their competitiveness in order to improve its own com-
petitiveness. Therefore, it would be misleading to 
believe that Nissan was in any way ‘soft’ on suppliers. 
It promotes cooperative working with suppliers (and 
encourages suppliers to work cooperatively with their 
own staff) because it believes it makes sound business 
sense. Nissan is prepared to enter into long-term part-
nerships with its suppliers, but the suppliers  
must reciprocate by continuously improving their 
 performance – not an easy task. As Sir Ian Gibson, 
Nissan’s former managing director, stated: 
‘Co-operative supply relationships are not an easy 
option, as many imagine, but considerably harder to 
implement than traditional buyer–seller relationships’ 
(quoted in Burnes and Whittle, 1995: 10).

Questions

1. Compare the Gilbreths’ approach to performance 
improvement with that of Nissan. What factors 
should an organisation take into account when 
deciding which approach to use?

2. Given Frederick Taylor’s insistence on the ‘removal 
or reduction of workers’ discretion and control 
over what they do’, what are the benefits and 
disadvantages of Nissan training shopfloor workers 
to have such a key role in improvement pro-
grammes?

3. If Frederick Taylor’s perception of human beings is 
as ‘greedy robots’, what is Nissan’s? What are the 
implications of this for how staff should be 
managed?
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Chapter 3

Developments in organisation theory
From certainty to contingency

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the reasons for the emergence of the Human Relations approach;

●	 identify the key features and key proponents of the Human Relations approach;

●	 list the advantages and disadvantages of the Human Relations approach;

●	 describe the differences between the Human Relations approach and the 
Classical approach to organisational design;

●	 discuss the reasons for the emergence and influence of Contingency Theory;

●	 identify the key features and key proponents of Contingency Theory;

●	 state the advantages and disadvantages of Contingency Theory;

●	 appreciate how Contingency Theory seeks to incorporate both the Classical 
and Human Relations approaches; and

●	 recognise the implications for organisational change of the Human Relations 
approach and Contingency Theory.

Case stuDy 3.1

How to set staff free without plunging them 
into chaos
Two big assumptions blight efforts to change how 
large organisations work. One is that you had best 
start from scratch if  you wish to introduce such 
exotica as flatter structures, autonomous teams 

and customer-focused innovation. The other is that 
you will only succeed in changing everything after 
a crisis or a wacky revolution, such as the one 
being pursued by Zappos, Amazon’s shoe-retail 
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subsidiary, as it painfully advances towards self-
management.

I dispute these assumptions. In fact, I think they may 
be dangerously misleading. Many leaders conclude 
either that they cannot reform how their companies 
are managed, or that doing so would entail vast risks 
and potential embarrassment. Better to try 
something that seems uncontroversial and is self-
servingly supported by a team of  paid advisers – 
mega-merger, anybody? – even if  it is fraught with 
greater cost and peril. But the truth is some 
traditional looking companies are already shaking 
up their approach without drama and with the help 
of  – not at the expense of  – enlightened managers.

Basic changes include the switch from rigid five-year 
plans to adaptable rolling strategies; or the use of  a 
military-style mission-command approach, where 
chiefs set a goal and allow frontline troops to work 
out how to reach it rather than dictating every step. 
As General Sir Richard Barrons, head of  the UK’s 
Joint Forces Command, told me recently: ‘I don’t 
think you can run a business or organisation as if  the 
leader is some giant satnav, telling everyone where to 
go.’ Managers increasingly must act as enablers of  a 
network, rather than central controllers.

More examples of  radical approaches in action are 
needed. Eleven companies – making up the Learning 
Consortium for the Creative Economy – have come 
up with several useful snapshots, after visiting each 
other’s operations to observe these new practices. 
They found, for instance, that self-managed teams 
were not just tiny curiosities. They could scale up to 
handle complex cross-border work.

Ericsson – hardly a fresh-faced start-up at nearly 
140 years old – has given autonomy to 2,300 engineers 
in 110 teams, co-ordinated from Athlone, Ireland, to 
produce enterprise software for huge telecoms 
operators. Microsoft, latterly a byword for how 
bureaucracy can bury innovation, has made similar 

strides. At its development division in Seattle, 4,300 
staff  make applications for software developers, 
working in a way that would put Google to shame. 
Open workspaces are in and individual offices are 
out; so are top-down programmes that shackled 
everyone to a sluggish two-year release timetable.

The consortium is backed by the Scrum Alliance, 
which promotes techniques often used by developers 
to accelerate software projects. But novel methods 
need not be confined to tech companies and 
technology is not the only key to shaking up 
management. Adding Post-it notes to a chart is still 
more effective in keeping staff on course than entering 
a progress report in a computer, the consortium 
found. Changes in mindset are more important than 
changes in hardware or software. Ahmed Sidky of  
online gaming group Riot Games, another consortium 
member, warns it is always easier to give priority to 
‘strategy, structure and process, rather than the long 
game of  focusing on people’.

As a result, the consortium reports, the new practices 
are ‘durable, but fragile’. The introduction of  one 
manager with the old attitude, or one consultant 
peddling the old ways, can reverse progress. It is still 
hard to grant autonomy to self-organising teams and 
ensure their work lines up with the goals of  the 
whole group. ‘If  you work too much on alignment 
you choke it with bureaucracy,’ says Paul Madden of  
Ericsson, ‘but if  you go too much towards the 
autonomy side you descend into chaos.’ To try to 
achieve this without managers would be ‘ridiculous’, 
he says. But they have to work harder than before. In 
the past, when two teams did not get on, managers 
would simply swap staff  around. Now they must 
moderate a discussion between groups. ‘It used to 
take two minutes. Now it takes two hours, but the 
result is a million times better,’ says Mr Madden. To 
put it in old-fashioned terms: that is a return on 
investment any board should be able to back.

Source: How to set staff free without plunging them into chaos, The Financial Times, 27 October 2015, p. 14 (Hill, A).

Case study 3.1 (continued)

Introduction

The emergence of the Classical approach to managing and changing organisations was 
one of the most significant events in the history of organisation theory and practice. From 
the 1920s until the 1960s, in the public sector and in large private-sector concerns, 
bureaucracy was unquestionably seen as the ‘one best way’. The other key element of the 
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Classical approach, Scientific Management, had a more mixed reception. In the United 
States, the death of the irascible Taylor did much to overcome the early opposition to 
Scientific Management, especially among trade union leaders. It was enthusiastically 
taken up by capitalists in Japan and communists in Russia, though it met with stiff resist-
ance in other European countries. In the 1930s, Scientific Management and a streamlined 
version, the Bedeaux system, were rejected by both unions and management in a large 
number of European countries, although after the Second World War, Scientific 
Management was heavily promoted as part of the Marshall Plan for the rebuilding of 
Europe (Carew, 1987; Rose, 1988). Even today, Scientific Management exerts a strong 
influence over how jobs are designed and people are managed (Ordóñez de Pablos and 
Tennyson, 2013).

Yet, as Case study 3.1 shows, many organisations are now going in the opposite direction; 
instead of taking control from workers, they are allowing them to manage their own work. 
This is not something new: Volvo began introducing self-managing teams in the 1970s 
(Aguren et al, 1984). Indeed, despite its growing dominance, from the 1930s, the Classical 
approach began to encounter both intellectual and practical opposition. The core of the 
Classical approach’s argument was that processes are more important than people; get the 
processes right, construct the machine in the right way, and then people can be reduced to 
the status of unthinking and obedient cogs which can be slotted in or replaced as the needs 
of the machine dictate. In the 1930s, a new creed began to emerge, one that is epitomised in 
Case study 3.1. In a world where everyone can adopt the same best practices, where every-
one has the ability to build the same machine, it is ‘people, not processes’ which make the 
difference, which create unique products and services and establish dominant brands (Devi, 
2013: 4). From the 1930s onwards, new ideas about the nature of organisations and the 
role of people and how they should be managed began to emerge which strike at the very 
heart of the Classical approach:

1. Organisations are not machines but cooperative systems. To operate effectively and 
 efficiently, they require the active cooperation of workers and not just their passive 
 obedience.

2. People are motivated by a range of rewards, including social esteem, not just monetary 
ones.

3. Motivating factors change over time; what motivates a person one day may be ineffectual 
the next.

What makes many of these arguments all the more damaging to the Classical approach is 
that they came from practising managers, such as Chester Barnard (1938) who was 
President of the New Jersey Bell Telephone Company, rather than ‘unworldly’ academics.

Therefore, although the Classical school could claim much success, especially in the 
United States, there was also a rising tide of evidence against it. This could have led to the 
development and strengthening of the Classical approach, and clearly this did happen to 
an extent (see the work of Ralph Davis (1928) on rational planning). However, as this chap-
ter will show, what emerged were two new approaches to managing and changing organi-
sations: the Human Relations approach, which originated in the 1930s and in which 
Chester Barnard was a key figure; and the Contingency approach, which was developed in 
the 1960s.

The first half of this chapter describes the Human Relations approach. This approach 
was a reaction against the mechanistic view of organisations and the pessimistic view of 
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human nature put forward in the Classical approach. It attempted to reintroduce the human 
 element into organisational life and claim for itself the title of the ‘one best way’. In particu-
lar, it contended that people have emotional as well as economic needs, that organisations 
are cooperative systems that comprise informal structures and norms as well as formal ones, 
and that workers have to be involved in change if it is to be successful. This left managers 
with something of a dilemma as to which ‘one best way’ to adopt – the Classical or the 
Human Relations approach.

As the second half of this chapter will show, it was in response to this dilemma that 
Contingency Theory developed in the 1960s. Contingency Theory began by questioning 
and rejecting the idea that there is a ‘one best way’ for all organisations. Instead, it argued 
for a ‘one best way’ for each organisation. It did not, therefore, reject the Classical approach 
and the Human Relations approach; instead, it maintained that the structures and practices 
of an organisation are dependent (i.e. contingent) on the circumstances it faces. Similarly, 
the approach to organisational change also is dependent on circumstance. In some situa-
tions, change can be achieved successfully by Tayloristic imposition, while in other cases, 
the greater involvement advocated by the Human Relations school will be required. The 
main circumstances or contingencies which need to be taken into account are environmen-
tal uncertainty and dependence, technology and organisation size. After discussing the 
merits and drawbacks of the Human Relations approach and Contingency Theory, the chap-
ter concludes that neither appears to be the solution to all known organisational ills that 
their proponents claim. In particular, it is argued that both fail to reflect and explain the 
complexities of day-to-day organisational life.

the Human Relations approach

Even while the Classical approach was still struggling to establish itself, the seeds of a new 
approach to organisational design and change were already being sown. The origins of 
what later became known as the Human Relations approach can be traced to studies on 
work fatigue carried out in Britain during the First World War and work in the United States, 
at the same time, on employee selection, which gave new insights into employee motivation 
(Burnes, 1989). This work was developed and extended in the 1920s by Mayo (1933) in the 
United States and Myers (1934) in Britain, providing new perspectives on organisational 
life. These studies gave substance to a growing suspicion that the Classical view of organisa-
tions as being peopled by human robots motivated by money was badly flawed. Indeed, in 
1915, the US Congress took a stand against the use of Taylor’s techniques in their establish-
ments – although Scientific Management was becoming more accepted in private industry 
and was beginning to cross national boundaries, not always successfully (Rose, 1988). 
Similarly, although the growth of bureaucracy was gathering pace, so too was people’s 
antagonism towards faceless, machine-like organisations where employees and customers 
alike lost their individuality and became numbers.

In addition, as Davis and Canter (1956) argued, it is necessary to recognise that jobs and 
work organisation are social inventions put together to suit the specific needs of the time 
and to reflect its culture, ideology and the governing concept or ethos. Therefore, to under-
stand the emergence of the Human Relations movement, it is necessary to be aware of the 
changes taking place in Western society prior to and just after the Second World War.
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In the 1930s, many countries saw the emergence of a more collectivist ethos than had 
previously been the case. In the United States, this was brought about by the reaction to 
the Depression of the 1920s and 1930s. The election of FD Roosevelt and the advent of his 
‘New Deal’ introduced a new element of collective provision and concern into a previously 
highly individualistic nation. It also heralded the advent of ‘Big Government’ in the United 
States. In Europe, this collectivist ethos led to greater social concern; collective provision 
was led by the Scandinavian countries and reflected the election of social democratic gov-
ernments and a general mood of cooperation rather than conflict in industry in these 
countries. Similar developments became the cornerstone of the rebuilding of western 
Germany after the end of the Second World War. The legacy of the collective effort needed 
to win the war was also evident in the United Kingdom with the construction of the 
Welfare State.

It was in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s that substantial evidence first 
emerged in print which challenged the Classical view of organisations and allowed the 
Human Relations approach to stand alongside, if not quite supersede, it. The basic assump-
tions of the Human Relations approach, as shown in Ideas and perspectives 3.1, were 
almost diametrically opposed to those of the Classical approach and its view of organisa-
tions as predictable, well-oiled machines in which people were relegated to the role of 
obedient cogs.

In most respects, the Human Relations approach represents a distinct break from the 
ideas of the Classical school. However, two important similarities exist. The first is their 
shared belief in organisations as closed, changeless entities. Once organisations have struc-
tured themselves in accordance with the correct precepts, regardless of external or even 
internal developments, no further changes are necessary or desirable. This leads to the sec-
ond similarity: proponents of both believed they had discovered the ‘one best way’ to run 
organisations; regardless of the type, nature or size of organisation, their precepts were the 
correct ones.

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.1

the Human Relations approach – basic assumptions
●	 People are emotional rather than economic–rational beings. Human needs are far more 

diverse and complex than the one-dimensional image that Taylor and his fellow travel-
lers conceded. People’s emotional and social needs can have more influence on their 
behaviour at work than financial incentives.

●	 Organisations are cooperative, social systems rather than mechanical ones. People 
seek to meet their emotional needs through the formation of informal but influential 
workplace social groups.

●	 Organisations are composed of informal structures, rules and norms as well as formal 
practices and procedures. These informal rules, patterns of behaviour and communica-
tion, norms and friendships are created by people to meet their emotional needs. 
Because of this, they can have more influence on individual behaviour and performance, 
and ultimately on overall organisational performance, than the formal structure and 
control mechanisms laid down by management.
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With that in mind, we will now examine in detail the move from the Classical school to 
the Human Relations approach, beginning with the work of Mary Parker Follett, who is seen 
as a pivotal figure in this process.

Mary parker Follett – from scientific Management to  
Human Relations

Mary Parker Follett (1868–1933) was born into a Quaker family in Quincy, Massachusetts, 
near Boston. She was educated at the ‘Harvard Annex’, later Radcliffe College, which had 
been established to allow women to be taught by Harvard staff, in order to sidestep Harvard’s 
policy of not admitting women undergraduates. Follett studied a mixed degree comprising 
philosophy, law, history and political science. While undertaking her course, she also spent 
time at the Sorbonne in Paris and Newnham College, Cambridge. Subsequently, she made 
frequent visits to England, settling there permanently in 1928 (Graham, 1987; Witzel, 2003a).

For much of her life, Follett was best known in the United States as a political thinker and 
social pioneer. The publication in 1896 of her college research dissertation, The Speaker of 
the House of Representatives, drew her to the attention of the political classes, especially 
Theodore Roosevelt. She continued to contribute to political thought in America, especially 
with the publication of The New State in 1918 in which she offered her own views on how 
democracies should be run. This was particularly contentious work because, in a society 
which valued individuality and free enterprise, Follett argued that both were inseparable 
from, and should take account of the needs of, the wider society. Her argument was not just 
that groups are more important than individuals, but that individuals can only fully develop 
their potential through their participation in group life (Wren, 1994). In addition, in her call 
for the need to view individual actions from the viewpoint of their impact on wider society, 
Follett was in effect articulating stakeholder theory many decades before the phrase was 
actually coined (Schilling, 2000).

In her views of the relationship between the individual and wider society, Follett was 
greatly influenced by Gestalt psychology, which stresses that human behaviour is a product 
of the interaction of the individual with their environment (see Chapters 1 and 9 for more 
information on the Gestalt concept) (Wren, 1994).

Important though her contribution to political theory was, Follett’s main preoccupation 
comprised a range of social improvement initiatives designed to better the education and 
employment prospects of working-class and immigrant families. These included the devel-
opment of national schemes to provide evening classes and vocational guidance (Sheldrake, 
1996).

It was from the combination of her political philosophy, especially in terms of participa-
tive democracy, and her practical experience of establishing and running organisations that 
Follett developed her views on management, which had a powerful impact on management 
thinking in the 1920s and 1930s. These came to the notice of a wider audience through a 
series of lectures she gave to the Bureau of Personnel Administration in New York. These 
lectures attracted the attention of Seebohm Rowntree, the social reformer and Chairman of 
Rowntree and Co., who invited Follett to lecture in England. At the same time, she met and 
influenced the work of Lyndall Urwick, one of the leading management consultants in the 
United Kingdom and an adherent of the work of Frederick Taylor. Indeed, not only was 
Follett warmly received in the United Kingdom, but her ideas found more support there 
than in the United States (Witzel, 2003a).



 The Human Relations approach

 79

The core tenets of Follett’s approach to managing organisations were as follows:

●	 The need to create a system where workers accepted managers’ authority and where 
managers acted in an impartial fashion, basing their actions on the needs of the situation 
rather than on their self-interests. In this regard, she was very much in line with Frederick 
Taylor and the rest of the Classical school (Sheldrake, 1996).

●	 However, she stressed the group above the individual and the need for individuals to achieve 
a sense of identity and psychological growth through meaningful work. She argued that 
pride in their work and a sense of self-worth were important motivators and provided work-
ers with an almost spiritual dimension to their working life (Phipps, 2011; Wren, 1994).

●	 Unlike Taylor, she believed that conflict could play a positive role in encouraging partici-
pation and creating a common purpose, which could reconcile individual self-interest 
with the needs of the wider organisation (Phipps, 2011).

●	 She saw the command-and-control system advocated by Taylor and Co. as being ineffi-
cient. She argued that in a democratic society, the most important form of control in 
organisations was self-control, which arises from the pursuit of a common purpose. In 
effect, the common purpose provides an ‘invisible leader’ and, consequently, the role of 
the manager is not to tell people what to do but to coordinate and integrate their activi-
ties in pursuit of the common purpose (Witzel, 2003a).

●	 She also rejected the notion of ‘experts’ who did the thinking and planning for the rest of 
the organisation. Instead, she sought to promote a form of ‘organisational learning’ 
through individual and group self-development and participation (Witzel, 2003a).

Follett’s work is often considered to have created a bridge between Taylor’s Scientific 
Management and the social psychology that began to challenge Taylor’s work in the 1920s 
and 1930s (Rosenfeld and Smith, 1966; Wren, 1994). However, if one looks at the 
above, Follett’s work seems to be less of a bridge and more of a slip road leading from the 
one-lane, machine-like approach to people and organisations of the Classical approach to 
the broader, more humane highway of the Human Relations school. Despite her role in the 
emergence of the Human Relations approach, no one doubts that it began in earnest with 
the famous Hawthorne Experiments.

elton Mayo and the Hawthorne experiments

Elton Mayo (1880–1949) was born in Adelaide, Australia, in 1880. He had a somewhat 
chequered career. He failed three times to qualify as a medical doctor and eventually 
became a lecturer in logic, psychology and ethics at the University of Queensland in 1911. 
There he developed a strong interest in the political problems of industrial society and a 
lifelong commitment to achieving social and industrial harmony. However, he was never 
happy at Queensland and, in 1922, he emigrated to America. There, Mayo was fortunate in 
that his ideas on resolving industrial conflict attracted the attention of the Laura Spelman 
Rockefeller Memorial Foundation, which funded his entire career at Harvard Business 
School. In effect, this meant that Mayo could pursue his own research without let or hin-
drance from university authorities. This was a major factor in the single-mindedness and 
success with which he undertook his work.

Elton Mayo is considered by many as the founder and leading light of the Human 
Relations movement. On his retirement as Professor of Industrial Research at Harvard 



Chapter 3 Developments in organisation theory

80

Business School in 1947, Mayo was one of the most celebrated social scientists of the age. In 
praise of his achievements, the business magazine Fortune wrote of him:

Scientist and practical clinician, Mayo speaks with a rare authority that has commanded atten-
tion in factories as well as universities. His erudition extends through psychology, sociology, 
physiology, medicine and economics, and his experience comes from a lifelong first-hand 
study of industry. (Quoted in Smith, 1998: 222)

Much of his fame rested on the Hawthorne Experiments carried out at Western Electric’s 
Hawthorne Works in Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. However, within 10 years of his 
departure from Harvard, his reputation was in tatters: his expertise as a researcher was seri-
ously questioned, his work was criticised for being too ‘managerialist’ and, perhaps most 
importantly, his contribution to the Hawthorne Experiments was considered as no more 
than a public relations exercise for Western Electric (Rose, 1988; Sheldrake, 1996; Smith, 
1998).

The Hawthorne Experiments, as Gillespie (1991: 1) comments:

are still among the most frequently cited and most controversial experiments in the social 
 sciences . . . They are acclaimed as a landmark study in both sociology and psychology . . . 
Surveys in the key developments in organization and management theory consistently note 
the seminal contribution of the experiments to their field.

Yet, for most of the 90 years or so since the Hawthorne Experiments were initiated, it has 
been difficult to identify Mayo’s exact role (Smith, 1987). That the name of Elton Mayo is 
inextricably linked with the Hawthorne Experiments is undeniable. That Mayo publicised 
and was given credit for masterminding them is also undeniable. Until recently, however, 
key questions have remained unanswered: did Mayo design and implement the experi-
ments himself? What was the role of his colleagues at Harvard? How frequently did he visit 
the Hawthorne Works? Now, with the availability of family records and other archive mate-
rial, Smith (1998) claims to have answered Mayo’s detractors and to have re-established 
him as both the key figure in the Hawthorne Experiments and the dominant figure in the 
Human Relations movement. Nevertheless, given the vehemence of Mayo’s critics (Rose, 
1988; Sheldrake, 1996; Wren and Bedeian, 2009), one suspects that the debate over the 
‘Mayo mystique’ is not yet over.

Despite the difficulty in separating out the myth from the man, we should not let that 
undermine the significance of the Hawthorne work or what we know of Mayo and his col-
leagues’ contribution, even if we cannot clearly identify who did what. The Hawthorne 
programme was originally devised by Western Electric’s own industrial engineers in 1924. 
Western Electric was the manufacturing division of the American Telephone and Telegraph 
Company. The Hawthorne Works, which at the time employed some 30,000 people, was 
considered a prime example of the application of the mass production techniques and 
work organisation methods advocated by Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford. This was tem-
pered by the company’s personnel and welfare policies, which provided pension, sickness 
and disability benefits, a share purchase plan, medical treatment, extensive recreational 
facilities and a system of worker representation. This example of ‘welfare capitalism’ had 
the twin aims of reducing worker dissatisfaction and resisting trade union influence 
(Sheldrake, 1996).

The first phase of the Hawthorne Experiments, which lasted on and off until 1927, was 
the Hawthorne Illumination Tests (HIT), which were designed to examine the effects of 
various levels of lighting on workers’ productivity. The engineers established control and 
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experimental groups: the latter were subject to different levels of illumination as they car-
ried out their work while the lighting of the control group was left unchanged. At the outset, 
this looked like a standard Scientific Management experiment in the mould of Taylor and 
the Gilbreths. What the engineers were expecting was a set of unambiguous results that 
would allow them to establish the ‘one best’ level of illumination. This did not happen and, 
instead, data began to emerge that challenged the very basis of Scientific Management.

The engineers had expected the performance of the experimental group to vary, with 
increases and decreases in illumination, and for an optimum level to be established, but as 
the illumination was varied, so output continued to increase. Indeed, output decreased in 
the experimental group only when the lighting became so dim that it was difficult to see. 
More puzzling still, output in the control group, where no changes were made, also 
increased.

In 1927, the company began the second phase of the Hawthorne Experiments. Building 
on the HIT work, the company wanted to establish the effects on productivity of increased 
rest periods, a shorter working day, a reduced working week, free refreshments, changes to 
payment systems, better and friendlier communication, and a relaxation in the customary 
discipline usually imposed by first-line supervisors. The first group to be involved were six 
women in the Relay Assembly Test Room (RATR). As Gillespie (1991: 59) notes:

[Their] privileged status and a modicum of control over work days brought about a strong 
identification with the test room among the workers . . . With the introduction of refreshments 
during the morning rest period, the women’s status soared higher still.

By 1929, productivity in the RATR group had increased by some 30 per cent. In the 
interim, the company also initiated a further series of experiments in which, from 1928 
onwards, Elton Mayo and his colleagues were closely involved. In the years that followed, 
successive groups of workers were subjected to changes in hours, payment systems, rest 
periods, etc. The subsequent changes in output, and the reasons put forward for these, 
undermined many of the assumptions regarding organisations and human behaviour previ-
ously perceived as sacrosanct (Mayo, 1933; Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1938).

The experiments were monitored continuously. From this work, Mayo and his colleagues 
concluded that it was not the changes in working conditions that affected output but the 
fact that those workers involved had been singled out for special attention. This acted to 
increase their morale and make them want to perform better. It was the very fact that they 
were being studied which produced the increased performance; this later became known as 
the ‘Hawthorne Effect’. This accounted for the improved performance by the original HIT 
control group, even with no changes to the lighting in their area: they also felt ‘special’ 
because they were being studied. These findings led Mayo and his group to move the focus 
of their work away from the reaction of individual workers to changes in their working con-
ditions. Instead, they began to investigate the role and behaviour of the ‘informal’ groups 
that workers themselves established, and the norms and attitudes of these groups.

As a result of this work, Mayo and his colleagues put forward two major propositions that 
came to form the core of the Human Relations approach. The first related to the importance 
of informal groups within the formal structure of organisations. The Western Electric stud-
ies demonstrated the need to see the work process as a collective, cooperative activity as 
opposed to an individual, isolated one. The studies showed in particular the important 
effect that the informal, primary work group has on performance. These groups tend to 
develop their own norms, values and attitudes that enable them to exert strong social, peer 
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group pressure on individuals within the group to conform to group norms, whether this be 
in relation to the pace of work or attitudes towards other groups and supervisors. Taylor, 
years before, had also noted the pressure that groups of workers could exert over their 
members to make them conform; however, he believed that this was abnormal behaviour 
which could be remedied by tight managerial control. What the Western Electric studies 
demonstrated was that, far from being abnormal, such behaviour was perfectly normal.

The second proposition put forward by Mayo and his colleagues was that humans have a 
deep need for recognition, security and belonging. Rather than being purely economic 
beings, it was argued that the Hawthorne Experiments demonstrated that workers’ perfor-
mance and attitudes could be influenced more by their need for recognition and security, 
and also by the feeling of belonging engendered by informal groups. This latter point in 
particular reflected, in Mayo’s view, a deep-seated desire by humans as social beings for 
intimacy, consistency and predictability. Where these social certainties were lacking, work-
ers would deliberately seek to manufacture them by creating their own informal work 
groups. Therefore, rather than seeking to eradicate or undermine the workings of these 
informal groups, as Taylor had advocated, the Western Electric studies showed that man-
agement needed to gain the collaboration and cooperation of such groups if they were to 
get the best performance from workers.

The contribution of the Western Electric studies has been strongly disputed. Some have 
called them brilliant and original, while others have seen them as seriously flawed and 
offering no new insights (Muldoon, 2012). Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that they had 
a dramatic effect on management and organisation theory (Mullins, 1989; Rose, 1988). The 
studies ushered in an era where the Economic Man/Woman of the Classical approach was 
supplanted by the Social Man/Woman. It was no longer possible for managers to ignore the 
effects of organisational structures and job design on work groups, employee attitudes and 
management–worker relations. The crucial issue became one of social relationships – 
Human Relations – in the workplace. In future, the focus of good management practice 
would shift to the importance of leadership and communication in order to win over 
employees. As the 1930s and 1940s progressed, other work began to emerge which both 
substantiated and broadened those findings.

Chester Barnard and cooperative systems

Chester Barnard (1886–1961) was born in Malden, Massachusetts. On leaving school, he 
became a piano tuner, but later attended Harvard University where he studied economics. 
On leaving university, he went to work for the American Telephone and Telegraph 
Company, in whose subsidiary, Western Electric, the Hawthorne studies were carried out. 
He was initially employed as a statistician, but quickly rose to hold a number of senior exec-
utive positions including, by the age of 41, President of the New Jersey Bell Telephone 
Company. He also established his credentials as a prolific writer and lecturer with strong 
links to a number of universities, including Harvard. On retiring in 1948, he became 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation.

Barnard is best known for his book The Functions of the Executive (1938), which has a 
comparable place in the Human Relations literature to that of Fayol’s work in the literature 
of the Classical school. In this work, Barnard put forward the idea of organisations as coop-
erative systems. In so doing, this gave him a double claim to fame: not only did he draw 
attention to the cooperative nature of organisational life, he was also one of the first to treat 
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organisations as systems rather than machines. He was in frequent touch with Mayo and his 
colleagues at Harvard and closely followed their work at Western Electric. Therefore, 
although The Functions of the Executive was a personal and idiosyncratic work, reflecting 
Barnard’s distinct views and opinions, it was far from being bereft of academic substance. 
Indeed, his book was the first systematic attempt in English (Weber’s work on bureaucracy 
was still not translated into English at this time) to outline a theory of organisations as a 
whole. In this respect, Barnard can claim both to have made a substantial contribution to 
the Human Relations approach and to have laid the groundwork for subsequent writers 
such as Selznick and Simon (Robbins, 1987; Scott, 1987).

Barnard had close links with Harvard Business School and, along with Elton Mayo, 
Talcott Parsons (who first translated Weber’s work into English) and Joseph Schumpeter, 
was a member of the Harvard Pareto Circle. This group was established to discuss and pro-
mote the work of the Italian sociologist Vilfredo Pareto, whose writing placed great empha-
sis on social systems and social equilibrium (Sheldrake, 1996).

The influence of Pareto’s social systems view can be seen in Barnard’s depiction of organ-
isations as cooperative systems. An organisation is a cooperative system, he argued, because 
without the willingness of its members to make contributions to its goals and to pursue 
them, it cannot operate effectively. Like others who espoused the Human Relations 
approach, he believed cooperation could not be achieved solely by monetary incentives. 
Instead, he advocated a mixture of monetary and non-monetary inducements. Similarly, 
cooperation by itself would not be effective unless an organisation also possessed a common 
purpose: clear and realistic goals and objectives that the organisation’s members could 
understand, relate to and pursue. Establishing this common purpose, in Barnard’s opinion, 
had to be the responsibility of those at the top of the organisation, but achieving it required 
the cooperation of those at the bottom, and at all levels in between. This leads to another of 
Barnard’s assertions: the flow of authority is not from the top down, but from the bottom up. 
He defined authority not as a property of management, but as a response by subordinates to 
superiors. If subordinates did not respond willingly and appropriately, then no authority 
existed. In this example, as in many others, he both reflected the influence of and supported 
the findings of the Western Electric studies, which drew attention to the ability of workers 
through social groupings to facilitate or frustrate the will of management.

In order to avoid a negative response from workers, Barnard advocated systematic and 
purposeful communication. He saw communication, through both formal and informal 
structures, as being the key function of the executive. Indeed, he portrayed the organisation 
as a purposeful, coordinated system of communications linking all participants in a manner 
that not only encouraged the pursuit of the organisation’s common purpose but also legiti-
mated the premises on which it was based. He emphasised that this does not happen auto-
matically or accidentally; it is the product of effective leadership. This is why Barnard 
stressed the key role of the executive in leading the organisation by facilitating communica-
tion and motivating subordinates to high levels of performance; such developments could 
come only from the top. He also saw the executive as having a role in shaping and reinforc-
ing the organisation’s value systems or, as modern writers would put it, its culture.

Given the weight placed by Barnard on the setting and pursuit of clear objectives, and the 
stress he placed on the need for hierarchical organisations and formal lines of authority, there is 
a degree of overlap with the work of the Classical school. What significantly  distinguishes him 
from them is his insistence that organisations are cooperative social systems and his emphasis 
on the non-rational, informal, interpersonal and indeed moral basis of  organisational life. His 
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view of effective leadership also distinguishes him from the Classical school. Rather than seeing 
leadership as dependent on position, Barnard argued that successful leadership arises from the 
interplay between the individual leader, the followers and the context.

Above all, Barnard rejected the idea of material incentives being the only incentives to 
make people work purposefully. Indeed, he saw them as being ‘weak incentives’ that needed 
to be supported by other psychological and sociological motivators if organisations were to 
be successful in achieving their common purpose. In thus challenging the effectiveness of 
material incentives, he was to receive substantial support a few years later from a more aca-
demic source.

abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Abraham Maslow (1908–70) was born in Brooklyn, New York. He trained as a psychologist 
at the University of Wisconsin and, apart from a brief period working in the family business, 
spent his working life in academia. Maslow was one of the first to differentiate between and 
classify different types of human need. For Taylor and his adherents, there was only one 
form of need: material or monetary need. Mayo et al and Barnard took a different view; they 
drew a distinction between material and non-material needs, but made no distinction 
within these two categories.

Maslow (1943) identified five distinct forms of human need which he placed in a hierar-
chical order. As Figure 3.1 shows, the five levels in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, in ascend-
ing order, are:

●	 Physiological needs – hunger, thirst, sleep, etc. Only when these basic needs have been 
satisfied do other needs begin to emerge.

●	 Safety needs – the desire for security and protection against danger.

Esteem needs

Self-actualisation
needs

Social needs

Safety needs

Physiological needs

Figure 3.1 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
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●	 Social needs – the need to belong, to gain love and affection; to be in the company of 
others, especially friends.

●	 Esteem needs – these reflect a person’s desire to be respected – esteemed – for their 
achievements.

●	 Self-actualisation needs – this is the need to achieve one’s full potential. According to 
Maslow, this will vary from person to person and indeed may differ over time, as a person 
reaches a level of potential previously considered unattainable and so goes on to strive 
for new heights. For these reasons, self-actualisation is a continuously evolving process 
throughout a person’s lifetime.

Maslow argued that, beginning at the lowest level, a person had to satisfy substantially 
the needs at one level before they could move up the hierarchy and concentrate on ‘higher-
order’ needs. Maslow (1943: 383) recognised that there were weaknesses in his theory of 
needs: ‘Since, in our society, basically satisfied people are the exception, we do not know 
much about self-actualisation, either experimentally or clinically.’ He accepted that the 
strength of the hierarchy might differ with individual circumstances – some people’s aspira-
tions may be so deadened by their experiences that they would be satisfied by having 
enough to eat. He also saw that cultural differences between societies could have an impact 
on the extent and order of needs. Nevertheless, he believed that his theory was generally 
applicable and that where people’s higher aspirations were thwarted or unmet, the result 
was likely to be frustration and demotivation.

Although not designed specifically for organisational analysis, but rather in the context 
of life in general, one can see why Maslow’s work was so readily accepted by proponents of 
the Human Relations approach. For them, it explained why in some situations, Tayloristic 
incentives were effective, while in other situations such as the Hawthorne Experiments, 
other factors proved more important.

Applying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to human behaviour in organisations, it can be 
seen that people will first of all be motivated by the desire to satisfy physiological needs 
through monetary rewards. Once those have been substantially satisfied, however, workers 
will seek to satisfy – be motivated by – their safety needs, such as job security and welfare 
benefits. In a similar fashion, once safety needs are substantially met, these will fade into the 
background and social needs will come to the fore; people will want to be accepted as part of 
a group, to share common intents and aspirations with the group, to experience the bonds of 
friendship and loyalty. Clearly, these social needs played an important role in the Hawthorne 
Experiments, as did esteem needs. After social and esteem needs are substantially met, self-
actualisation needs finally come to the fore. However, as mentioned above, the need for 
self-actualisation never wanes but tends to act as a continuing spur to further achievements.

Clearly, Maslow’s work cannot be transferred fully into the organisational setting, given 
that the constraints on freedom of action imposed by most jobs do not allow individuals to 
approach, let alone attain, self-actualisation (Rose, 1988). Even very basic physiological 
needs are beyond the reach of many millions of people in the world. Nevertheless, in point-
ing to the negative effects of thwarting an individual’s aspirations, in distinguishing between 
types of intrinsic (non-material) and extrinsic (material) motivators and arguing that, at 
any one time, it is the unmet needs which act as positive motivators, Maslow has had an 
enormous impact on job design and research (see Child, 1984; Smith et al, 1982). The influ-
ence of Maslow’s theory of needs can be seen in the work of other exponents of Human 
Relations, especially Douglas McGregor.



Chapter 3 Developments in organisation theory

86

Douglas McGregor and theory X–theory y

Douglas McGregor (1906–64) was born in Detroit. He received his doctorate in psychology 
from Harvard and spent much of his working life at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology where, from 1954 until his death in 1964, he was the first Sloan Fellows 
Professor. McGregor is one of the most widely cited Human Relations writers. A close asso-
ciate of Kurt Lewin, McGregor can be considered one of the pioneers of organization devel-
opment (OD) (see Chapter 9) and, therefore, he was as interested in changing organisations 
as he was in understanding them (Burnes and Cooke, 2012). He developed his views from 
his personal experience and observations as an academic, consultant and university admin-
istrator rather than from empirical research.

His book The Human Side of Enterprise (1960) played a central role in the ascendancy of 
the Human Relations movement in the 1960s. In the book, McGregor argued that decisions 
taken by top managers on the best way to manage people were based on their assumptions 
about human nature. McGregor maintained that there are basically two commonly held 
views of human nature: a negative view – Theory X – and a positive view – Theory Y (see 
Ideas and perspectives 3.2). He believed that managers’ behaviour towards their subordi-
nates was based upon one of these views, both of which consist of a certain grouping of 
assumptions about human behaviour.

McGregor saw Theory X, which he believed dominated the literature and practice of 
management, as a very negative view of human nature, whereas he saw Theory Y as a much 
more positive view. Theory X and Theory Y are not statements about what people are actu-
ally like but, rather, are the general assumptions that managers, and the rest of us, hold 
about what people are like. The fact that such views may not have a base in reality is irrele-
vant if managers act as though they are true. Managers who adhere to Theory X will use a 
combination of stick-and-carrot methods to control their subordinates and will construct 
organisations that restrict the individual’s ability to exercise skill, discretion and control 

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.2

McGregor’s theory X and theory y

Theory X assumptions Theory Y assumptions

The average person dislikes work and will 
avoid it wherever possible.

Most people can view work as being as natural 
as rest or play.

Employees must be coerced, controlled or 
threatened with punishment if they are to 
perform as required.

Workers are capable of exercising self-direction 
and self-control.

Most people try to avoid responsibility and will 
seek formal direction whenever possible.

The average person will accept and even seek 
responsibility if they are committed to the 
objectives being pursued.

Workers place security above other factors 
relating to employment and will display little 
ambition.

Ingenuity, imagination, creativity and the 
ability to make good decisions are widely 
dispersed throughout the population and are 
not peculiar to managers.
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over their work. Those managers who adhere to Theory Y will adopt a more open and 
 flexible style of management. They will create jobs that encourage workers to contribute 
towards organisational goals and allow them to exercise skill and responsibility, and where 
the emphasis will be on non-material incentives.

Obviously, Theory X is akin to the Classical view of human nature and organisational 
design, whereas Theory Y falls more in the Human Relations tradition. Though McGregor 
favoured Theory Y, he recognised that it could not be fully validated. Instead, he saw Theory 
Y as a challenge to the orthodoxy of Theory X and, as he put it (McGregor, 1960: 53), as an 
‘invitation to innovate’. He argued that there was nothing inevitable about which approach 
to adopt. The choice lies with managers. Those who adhere to Theory X will create a situa-
tion where workers are only able and willing to pursue material needs (as Maslow observed); 
such workers will be neither prepared nor in a position to contribute to the wider aims and 
objectives of the organisation that employs them. Managers who follow Theory Y precepts 
are likely to receive an entirely different response from their employees; workers will iden-
tify more clearly with the general interests of the organisation and be better able and more 
willing to contribute to their achievement.

Though stressing the element of choice, McGregor, along with other Human Relations 
adherents, believed that changes in the nature of modern societies meant that organisations 
were moving, and should move, more in the direction of Theory Y.

Warren Bennis and the death of bureaucracy

By the 1950s and 1960s, the Human Relations approach and the values it espoused were in 
the ascendancy. One clear sign of this was the widely held view in the 1960s that bureau-
cracy was dying and being replaced by more flexible, people-centred organisations that 
allowed and encouraged personal growth and development. One of the main exponents of 
this view was Warren Bennis (1925–2014).

Bennis was born in Westwood, New Jersey. He trained as an industrial psychologist and 
held a number of senior academic appointments, including Professor of Management at the 
University of Southern California. He is now best known for his work on leadership, and he 
acted as an adviser to four US Presidents. In terms of the Human Relations movement, 
Bennis (1966) is credited with coining the phrase and making the case for ‘the death of 
bureaucracy’. Bennis argued that every age develops an organisational form appropriate to 
its time. Bureaucracy was, in his view, appropriate for the first two-thirds of the twentieth 
century but not beyond that. He believed that bureaucracy emerged because its order, pre-
cision and impersonal nature acted as the correct antidote for the personal subjugation, 
cruelty, nepotism and capriciousness that passed for management during the Industrial 
Revolution.

Bureaucracy, he stated, emerged as a creative and wholesome response to the needs and 
values of the Victorian age. Up to this point, there is little to distinguish Bennis from Weber; 
however, he then went on to argue that the Victorian age and its needs were dead and that 
new conditions were emerging to which bureaucracy was no longer suited (see Ideas and 
perspectives 3.3).

For Bennis and others such as Daniel Bell (1973), Alvin Toffler (1970) and EF Schumacher 
(1973), bureaucracy was rightly dying and being replaced by more diverse, flexible struc-
tures which could cope with the needs of the modern world.
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Job Design: operationalising Human Relations

The Human Relations school appeared to have a strong theoretical base and to provide a 
sound critique of existing organisation practices, but it did not offer a practical alternative 
model to Tayloristic work practices. Unlike the Scientific Management element of the 
Classical school, Human Relations lacked a clear set of operational definitions and guide-
lines that allowed organisations to understand and implement it. This began to change in 
the 1950s with the emergence the OD and Job Design movements. The OD approach to 
change with which, through the work of Douglas McGregor, it had strong affinities will be 
discussed in Chapter 9, and the Job Design movement will be discussed below.

In the last 60 years, Job Design, or work humanisation as it has also been called, has 
become a powerful technique for rolling back the worst excesses of the Classical school, 
especially in the area of manual work, where Scientific Management and its clones have 
had such an impact. It was in the United States in the 1950s that Davis et al (1955) and 
Davis and Canter (1956), influenced by the work of the Human Relations school, ques-
tioned the Tayloristic basis of job design and work organisation. They argued that jobs are 
social inventions designed to meet the needs of societies and organisations at particular 
points in time, but in the changing conditions of the 1950s, opportunities to redesign jobs 
were opening up. They suggested that it would be possible to design jobs that satisfied not 
only human needs but organisational ones as well. They argued that increased job satisfac-
tion and increased organisational performance went hand in hand. Since then, many other 
writers, especially in Europe, have contributed to the development of Job Design theory 
(Davis, 1979; Guest, 1957; Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Likert, 1961; Trist et al, 1963; 
Warr, 1987).

Job Design is a direct attack on the precepts of the Classical approach. Whereas Taylorist 
tradition seeks to fit people to rigidly defined and controlled jobs, Job Design theorists argue 
that jobs can and should be fitted to human needs. The basic tenets of Job Design are 

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.3

the case against bureaucracy
●	 Rapid and unexpected change – bureaucracy’s strength lies in its ability to manage effi-

ciently the routine and predictable; however, its pre-programmed rules and inflexibility 
make it unsuitable for the rapidly changing modern world.

●	 Growth in size – as organisations become larger, then bureaucratic structures become 
more complex and unwieldy, and less efficient.

●	 Increasing diversity – rapid growth, quick change and an increase in specialisation cre-
ate the need for people with diverse and highly specialised skills. These specialists cannot 
easily or effectively be fitted within the standardised, pyramid structure of bureaucratic 
organisations.

●	 Change in managerial behaviour – the increasing adoption of the Human Relations 
approach by managers challenges the simplistic view of human nature put forward by 
the Classical school, which underpins bureaucracy. If coercion and threats administered 
in a depersonalised, mechanistic fashion are counterproductive as a way of controlling 
people in organisations, then the case for bureaucracy is severely diminished.
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 relatively straightforward and follow on from the work of the proponents of the Human 
Relations approach, especially Maslow. It is argued that in pursuit of efficiency maximisa-
tion, the Classical approach to jobs, with its emphasis on fragmenting jobs and reducing 
workers’ autonomy and discretion, is counterproductive to both individual fulfilment and 
organisational performance. This is because boring, monotonous and meaningless jobs lead 
to decreased employee satisfaction and motivation, increased turnover and absenteeism, 
and difficulties in managing employees’ industrial unrest (Arnold et al, 2016; Hackman and 
Lawler, 1971; Humphrey et al, 2007).

The solution to these problems follows from the analysis. If Tayloristic trends in job 
design are counterproductive, then they should be reversed and ‘variety, task completeness 
and, above all, autonomy’ should be built into jobs (Wall et al, 1984: 15). Such a move 
would promote workers’ mental health and job satisfaction, bringing in turn increased 
motivation and performance. Just as Taylor believed his approach would benefit both work-
ers and management, so too do the proponents of Job Design. The difference is that the 
benefit to the worker is personal fulfilment rather than increased wages; although in both 
systems, the benefit to management is increased productivity (Friedman, 1961; Hackman 
and Lawler, 1971; Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Herzberg et al, 1959; Kelly, 1982a, 1982b). 
Indeed, a meta-analysis of 259 studies of job design covering some 220,000 participants 
found that 34 per cent of the variance in performance and more than 55 per cent of the 
variance in job satisfaction were a function of job design characteristics (Humphrey et al, 
2007). Or, to put it another way, good job design substantially increases not only workers’ 
job satisfaction but also their productivity.

In practice, as Ideas and perspectives 3.4 shows, there are three main variants of Job 
Design.

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.4

the three main variants of Job Design
●	 Job enlargement, which concentrates on increasing work variety by combining previ-

ously fragmented tasks, or by rotating people between different types of work (Guest, 
1957).

●	 Job enrichment, which concentrates on increasing workers’ control over what they do 
by rearranging work so that some of the responsibilities previously borne by supervisors 
and support staff are given to individuals or, more often, semi-autonomous work groups 
(Herzberg, 1968).

●	 Socio-technical Systems theory, which is a variant on Job Design involving a shift of 
focus from the individual job to the organisation as a whole. Socio-technical Systems 
theory sees organisations as being composed of interdependent social and technical 
systems. The theory argues that there is little point in reorganising the social system in 
isolation from the technology being used, and that the level of performance achieved is 
dependent on the degree of fit between the two. This view sees technology as acting as 
a limitation on the scope for redesigning individual jobs (Davis, 1979; Dunphy and 
Griffiths, 1998; Trist et al, 1963). It follows, therefore, that Job Design must go hand in 
hand with technological change if it is to be successful.
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Job Design emerged and attracted so much attention in the 1950s and 1960s for three 
main reasons:

1. The first flows from the work of Maslow (1943). As workers have become better edu-
cated and more affluent, their higher-order needs such as self-actualisation have come to 
the fore. This means that in order to obtain the best performance from workers, jobs have 
to be designed to meet their psychological as well as their financial needs (Kelly, 1982b).

2. As markets have become more global, more competitive and more volatile, organisations 
need to be more responsive to the needs of their customers. This requires workers to be 
more flexible, possess a greater range of skills, and be able to work as part of a team 
rather than on an individual basis (Aglietta, 1979; Streeck, 1987).

3. Low unemployment in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s led to high rates of labour turnover, 
absenteeism and endemic industrial unrest in industries and organisations with poor job 
design (Pruijt, 1997). This was certainly a major reason for Volvo’s adoption of Job 
Design in the 1970s (Blackler and Brown, 1978).

Since the 1950s, the United States and most European countries have initiated some 
form of officially sponsored ‘Work Humanisation’ programme. Not surprisingly, Norway 
and Sweden, with their traditions of industrial cooperation and democracy, and what was 
West Germany, with its post-war commitment to industrial consensus and worker rights, 
led the way in terms of financial and legal backing. Norway initiated the process with its 
Industrial Democracy Project (1962–75). Sweden has probably been the most consistent, 
however, establishing the Work Environment Fund in 1972, with a budget of SEK 500 mil-
lion per year, and creating the New Factories Programme at the same time. In 1976, it 
enacted the Co-determination Act, which ensures that trade unions have a right to be con-
sulted on all major changes in working conditions. In 1977, the Swedish government cre-
ated the Centre for Working Life (later the Institute for Work Life Research) to initiate and 
promote work humanisation. In the 1980s, it initiated the Swedish Development 
Programme (1982–7), the Leadership, Organisation and Co-determination Programme 
(1985–90), and the People, Data, Working Life Programme (1987–92). Germany has seen 
a similarly consistent approach with the Humanisation of Working Life Programme 
(1974–89) and, from 1990, the Work and Technology Programme, which was given a 
budget of DM 100 million per year to subsidise the adoption of Job Design practices 
(Pruijt, 1997).

Some of the Job Design initiatives in these countries were inspired by Norwegian 
researchers such as Einar Thorsrud, who propagated the concept of semi-autonomous work 
groups. Others derived from the work on the socio-technical systems approach carried out 
by the Tavistock Institute in London (Auer and Riegler, 1990). In the United Kingdom, 
however, despite the presence of the Tavistock Institute and the establishment of the gov-
ernment’s Work Research Unit in 1974, official backing has been noticeably lukewarm. 
Indeed, even the modest expenditure devoted to the Work Research Unit was cut back con-
siderably in the 1980s, and the Unit was eventually disbanded in the 1990s. Successive UK 
governments now seem to share the American view that ‘Quality of Working Life’ pro-
grammes are the responsibility of individual organisations rather than something to be pro-
moted by government.

To a great degree, the popularity of Job Design seems to have fluctuated with employ-
ment levels. In the full-employment era of the 1950s and 1960s, governments and employ-
ers in the West seemed relatively receptive to it. With the recessions of the 1970s and 1980s, 
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however, interest fell away in most countries (Humphrey et al, 2007). The exceptions were 
West Germany and particularly Sweden, both countries where unemployment remained 
relatively low in the 1970s and 1980s. Despite this, there can be little doubt that Job Design 
precepts have permeated Western society on a significant scale and provide the main opera-
tional alternative to the Classical approach. As Pruijt (1997) notes, however, Tayloristic 
work practices have proved far more persistent than the proponents of Job Design had 
expected.

the Human Relations approach: summary and criticisms

Although many tend to associate the Human Relations movement exclusively with the work 
of Mayo, the above shows that it is a much more diverse school of thought. Indeed, some 
have argued that to call it a school owes more to academic convenience than to reality 
(Rose, 1988). Nevertheless, there are continuing and overlapping themes in the work of the 
writers cited above which strongly bond them together. The first, and most obvious, is their 
almost total rejection of the Classical movement’s mechanistic–rational approach towards 
people and organisation structures. As Dunphy and Griffiths (1998: 21) note:

In particular, they attacked the notion of employees as interchangeable parts, stressing that 
individual employees had different motivations; that the specialisation of labour and deskilling 
had created widespread alienation and demotivation; and that excessive supervision had 
crushed employee initiative.

The second and more fundamental feature is that, while approaching the issues involved 
from different perspectives and emphasising separate aspects, the proponents of Human 
Relations create an organisational model that possesses both coherence and plausibility.

The Human Relations model stresses three core elements:

●	 leadership and communication;

●	 intrinsic job motivation (as well as extrinsic rewards);

●	 organisation structures and practices which facilitate flexibility and involvement.

These elements are underpinned by two central propositions:

●	 Organisations are complex social systems, with both formal and informal social struc-
tures, and are not mechanical contrivances. Therefore, they cannot effectively be con-
trolled by close supervision, rigid rules and purely economic incentives.

●	 Human beings have emotional as well as economic needs. Organisation and job 
structures need to be designed in such a way as to enable workers to meet both their 
material and non-material needs. Only in this way will workers perform efficiently and 
effectively in the best interests of the organisation.

It is not difficult to see why the Human Relations approach proved popular. In a period 
when many people were becoming increasingly worried about the growth of impersonal 
bureaucracies, it provided an attractive alternative. This approach stresses that human 
beings are not mere cogs in a machine but have emotional needs: humans want to ‘belong’, 
achieve recognition and develop and fulfil their potential. As mentioned earlier, the 
Depression of the 1930s and the Second World War and its aftermath created, in the United 
States and Europe, a greater sense of collectivism and community than had hitherto been 
the case – another reason why the Human Relations doctrine found such a ready audience. 
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Also, implicitly, it offers an approach to change management that has a surprisingly modern 
ring to it. The stress on organisations having clear objectives, effective communication sys-
tems and proactive leadership, coupled with the need to obtain the willing cooperation of 
employees, are central to many modern approaches to change management. This is not so 
surprising given the overlap in terms of personnel and ideas with the OD movement, which 
has provided the dominant approach to change for much of the last 60 years (Burnes and 
Cooke, 2012).

Despite its attractiveness and plausibility, a substantial and often vitriolic body of opin-
ion came to be ranged against the Human Relations approach in the 1950s and 1960s 
(Muldoon, 2012; Rose, 1988). Economists rejected the argument that non-material incen-
tives have a potentially stronger motivating influence than material incentives. The 
emphasis placed by the proponents of Human Relations on people’s need for ‘together-
ness’ and ‘belonging’ was seen by some as a denial of individualism. Others thought that it 
belittled workers and portrayed them as irrational beings who, given the chance, would 
cling to management as a baby clings to its mother. It was also attacked from both a man-
agement and a trade union viewpoint. Some of the former felt that its supposedly power-
ful manipulative techniques were either useless or inoperable, while representatives of 
the latter saw Human Relations as a vehicle for manipulating labour, and undermining – 
or attempting to eliminate – trade unions. Sociologists criticised it for attempting a socio-
logical analysis of organisations without taking into account the larger society within 
which each organisation exists (Kerr and Fisher, 1957; Landsberger, 1958; Rose, 1988; 
Whyte, 1960).

Many of the criticisms were clearly directed at the work of Mayo and his colleagues, 
including inconsistencies between them. Landsberger (1958), for example, was one of the 
first to point out the difference between Mayo’s (1933) interpretations of the Hawthorne 
Experiments and those of his colleagues, Roethlisberger and Dickson (1938), although 
Smith (1998) disputes this and many of the other criticisms of Mayo. However, by no 
means were all the criticisms levelled at Mayo and his colleagues. Maslow’s work, a key 
theoretical cornerstone of the Human Relations approach, was found to lack empirical 
substance when researchers attempted to validate it (Sheldrake, 1996). For example, 
some of Maslow’s hierarchical needs do not appear to exist for some people, and monetary 
rewards seems to fit into more than one level of his hierarchy (Makin and Cox, 2004). 
Certainly, later theories of motivation seem to adopt a different approach (Arnold et al, 
2005; Hall and Nougaim, 1968; Hitt et al, 2009; Lawler and Suttle, 1972; Wahba and 
Bridwell, 1976). Similarly, Bennis’s views were attacked. The Aston Studies in the 1960s 
(Pugh et al, 1969a, 1969b) showed that bureaucracy was growing rather than declining. 
Also, Miewald (1970) argued that Bennis did not understand the nature of bureaucracy; in 
his view, far from being rigid, it could and did adapt to changing and dynamic environ-
ments. Kelly (1982b) also attacked the proposition that increased job satisfaction leads to 
increased performance.

There is one further criticism of the Human Relations approach, one that it shares with 
the Classical approach: it claims for itself the title of the ‘one best way’. Yet, the question 
was posed: how can any approach claim that there is only one method of structuring and 
managing organisations, and that it holds good for all organisations and for all time? 
Indeed, the seed of this criticism can be found in Bennis’s (1966) work, where he argued 
that organisations in the last third of the twentieth century would experience rapid and 
unexpected change, continue to increase in size – with the problems of complexity which 
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this brings – and become more diverse and specialised. Clearly, while not explicitly advo-
cating it, Bennis was making the case for an approach to organisations that recognised not 
only that they face different situations but also that these are not stable over time. Similarly, 
Trist et al’s (1963) argument regarding the need to fit social systems to technical ones can 
also be seen as making a case for a situationalist approach to job design. Indeed, the most 
telling argument against the ‘one best way’ approach is that presented by Davis and Canter 
(1956), mentioned earlier. If jobs and work organisation are social inventions designed to 
meet the needs of societies and organisations at particular points in time, then there can 
never be a one best way for all organisations and for all times. What is needed, instead, is an 
approach that links approaches to work design to the particular context to which they are 
best suited. In the 1960s and 1970s, such an approach emerged.

the Contingency theory approach

Contingency Theory emerged in the 1960s out of a number of now classic studies of organi-
sation structure and management (see Burns and Stalker, 1961; Lawrence and Lorsch, 
1967; Pugh et al, 1969a, 1969b; Thompson, 1967; Woodward, 1965). Since the 1970s, it 
has proved – as a theory at least – to be more influential than either the Classical or Human 
Relations approaches. In essence, Contingency Theory is a rejection of the ‘one best way’ 
approach previously sought by managers and propounded by academics. In its place is sub-
stituted the view that the structure and operation of an organisation, including the way jobs 
are designed and control over labour exercised, is dependent (i.e. ‘contingent’) on the situ-
ational variables it faces – the main ones being environment, technology and size (Burnes, 
1989). It follows from this that no two organisations will face exactly the same contingen-
cies; therefore, as their situations are different, so too should their structures and operations 
be different. Consequently, the ‘one best way’ for all organisations is replaced by the ‘one 
best way’ for each organisation.

One of the earliest writers to lay the groundwork for Contingency theorists was Herbert 
Simon. Writing in the 1940s (Simon, 1947), he criticised existing approaches as providing 
managers with nothing more than proverbs or lists of ‘good practice’ based on scant ideas, 
many of which contradicted each other. He argued that organisation theory needed to go 
beyond superficial and oversimplified precepts, and instead study the conditions under 
which competing principles could be applied.

Yet, it was not until the 1960s that a considered approach emerged, which broke with the 
Classical and Human Relations movements’ attempts to establish a universal approach suit-
able to all organisations. The Classical movement had concentrated on the formal structure 
and technical requirements of organisations and had attempted to establish sets of general 
principles. The Human Relations movement focused on the informal aspects of organisa-
tions and the psychological and social needs of their employees. As with the Classical 
approach, this produced lists of good practice and desired objectives, but it lacked precise 
guidance on how these should be applied.

Contingency theorists adopted a different perspective, which created a clear distinction 
between them and proponents of the Classical approach and Human Relations school. 
Contingency theorists based their approach on systems theory, adopting the premise that 
organisations are open systems whose internal operation and effectiveness are dependent 
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upon the particular situational variables they face at any one time, and that these vary 
from organisation to organisation (see Ideas and perspectives 3.5). As Scott observed 
(1987: 23):

The previous definitions tend [implicitly] to view the organisation as a closed system, separate 
from its environment and comprising a set of stable and easily identified participants. However, 
organisations are not closed systems, sealed off from their environments but are open to and 
dependent on flows of personnel and resources from outside.

Systems theory has been around for over 100 years. It began to emerge in the natural 
and physical sciences around the beginning of the twentieth century (Wren, 1994). One of 
the pioneers of systems theory – or general systems theory, to give it its correct title – was 
the eminent biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1972). He argued that the fundamental char-
acteristic of a living organism is its organisation, and that one cannot understand the organ-
ism unless one understands its total organisation – its biological system. Merely looking at 
individual parts or processes cannot provide a complete explanation of the whole. He was 
concerned with the dynamic nature of systems, arguing that the interconnectedness of the 
elements which make up a system means that changes to one part affect other parts and in 
turn the whole system. As a biologist, von Bertalanffy (1972: 412) was especially interested 
in the concept of ‘open systems’, ‘that is systems exchanging matter with the environment as 
every “living” system does’. He argued that his open systems theory was applicable to all sci-
ences and also to organisations.

From the perspective of open systems theory, changes in one part of an organisation’s sys-
tem, whether internal or external, will cause changes to other parts of the system. Although 
one can see the open systems concepts in Follett’s espousal of Gestalt psychology and also in 

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.5

What is a system?
Simply put, a system is an organised collection of elements or parts, interconnected with 
relationships and contained within some identifiable boundary. In addition:

●	 A system has an identity which sets it apart from its environment and is capable of pre-
serving that identity within a given range of environmental scenarios.

●	 Systems exist within a hierarchy of other systems. They contain subsystems and exist 
within some wider system. All are interconnected with the subsystems being less com-
plex than the containing system. (Stickland, 1998: 14)

Put at its simplest, a system is a collection of interrelated parts which form some whole. 
Typical systems are the solar system and the human body, communication networks and 
social systems. Systems may be ‘closed’ or ‘open’. Closed systems are those, which, for all 
practical purposes, are completely self-supporting, and thus do not interact with their envi-
ronment. An example would be an astronaut’s life-support pack. Open systems are those 
which do interact with their environment, on which they rely for obtaining essential inputs 
and for the discharge of their system outputs. Social systems (e.g. organisations) are always 
open systems . . . A key feature of open systems is their interdependence on the environ-
ment, which may be relatively stable or relatively uncertain at a particular point in time. 
(Cole, 2001: 5)
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Barnard’s (1938) reference to the influence of outside stakeholders, its application to organi-
sations only really emerged in the 1960s with the advent of Contingency Theory. As Robbins 
(1987) notes, there is wide agreement that the systems approach offers important insights 
into the working of an organisation. It views the organisation both as a whole and as part of 
a larger environment. Organisations, rather than being closed (as previous theories implic-
itly assumed), are viewed as open systems operating within a wider environment and having 
multiple channels of interaction (Mullins, 1993). Therefore, organisations are not in com-
plete control of their own fate; they can be, and often are, affected by the environment in 
which they operate, and this can and does vary from organisation to organisation.

This view is consistent with evidence that not all organisations – or even all successful 
ones – have the same structure, and that even within organisations, different structural 
forms can be observed (Mintzberg, 1979). Although many situational variables, such as the 
age of the organisation and its history, have been put forward as influential in determining 
structure, it is generally agreed that the three most important contingencies are environ-
ment, technology and size (see Ideas and perspectives 3.6).

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.6

the three main contingencies
●	 Environmental uncertainty and dependence. It is argued that the management of any 

organisation is undertaken in circumstances of uncertainty and dependence, both of 
which change over time. Uncertainty arises because of our inability ever to understand 
and control events fully, especially the actions of others, whether outside or inside an 
organisation. Because of this, forecasting is an inexact and hazardous enterprise. 
Similarly, the dependence of management upon the goodwill and support of others, 
whether they be internal or external groupings, makes an organisation vulnerable and 
may, in some circumstances, even threaten its very existence. Levels of uncertainty and 
dependence will vary but can never be totally eliminated and must therefore be taken 
into account – treated as a contingency – when designing organisational structures and 
procedures (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Child, 1984; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Pugh, 
1984; Robbins, 1987; Thompson, 1967).

●	 Technology. The argument for technology being a key variable follows similar lines to 
that of environment. Organisations creating and providing different products and services 
use different technologies. Indeed, even those producing similar products may use 
 differing techniques. Given that these technologies can vary from the large and expen-
sive, such as a car assembly line, to the relatively small and cheap, such as a personal 
 computer, the form of organisation necessary to ensure their efficient operation will also 
vary. If so, there is a need to treat technology as a contingent variable when structuring 
organisations. There are distinct variants of the case for technology, which reflect the dif-
ferent definitions of technology that theorists and researchers have employed. The two 
best-developed approaches are found in Woodward’s (1965, 1970) studies of ‘operations 
technology’ and Perrow’s (1967, 1970) analyses of ‘materials technology’. The former 
refer to the equipping and sequencing of activities in an organisation’s work flow, while 
the latter refer to the characteristics of the physical and informational materials used. 
Woodward’s work tends to relate more to manufacturing organisations, whereas Perrow’s 
is more generally applicable (Hickson et al, 1969; Thompson, 1967; Zwerman, 1970).

➨
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The main figures in developing and establishing Contingency Theory were academics in 
Britain and the United States, among whom the pioneers were Burns and Stalker.

tom Burns and George Macpherson stalker:  
the importance of environment

The first major study to establish a relationship between organisations’ environment and 
their structure was carried out by Burns and Stalker (1961) in Britain. They examined 20 
firms in a variety of industries in order to assess how their structures responded to the 
 environment in which they operated. Their findings were to have a major impact on organi-
sation theory and provide concrete evidence for rejecting a universal, ‘one best way’ 
approach to organisational structure and practice. They identified five different types of 
environment, based upon the level of uncertainty that was present, ranging from ‘stable’ to 
‘least predictable’. They also identified two basic or ideal forms of structure: ‘mechanistic’ 
and ‘organic’. Their data showed that mechanistic structures were more effective in stable 
environments, while organic structures were better suited to less stable, less predictable 
environments (see Figure 3.2).

Burns and Stalker neither rejected nor accepted what went before. Instead, they argue 
that both the Classical approach and the Human Relations approach can be appropriate, 
but that this depends on the nature of the environment in which the organisation is operat-
ing. As Ideas and perspectives 3.7 shows, mechanistic structures are akin to the Classical 
approach, while organic structures resemble the Human Relations approach. In this respect, 

●	 Size. Some would argue that this is not just a key variable but the key variable. The case 
for size being a significant variable when designing organisations has a long anteced-
ence within organisation theory, being first cited by Weber in the early part of the twen-
tieth century when making the case for bureaucracy (Weber, 1947). The basic case is 
quite straightforward. It is argued that the structure and practices necessary for the 
efficient and effective operations of small organisations are not suitable for larger ones. 
For small organisations, centralised and personalised forms of control are claimed to be 
appropriate; but as organisations grow, more decentralised and impersonal structures 
and practices become more relevant (Blau, 1970; Mullins, 1989; Pugh et al, 1969a, 
1969b; Scott, 1987).

Ideas and perspectives 3.6 (continued)
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Figure 3.2 The environment–structure continuum
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they not only built on the past rather than rejecting it, they also restored some responsibil-
ity to managers. Instead of being called on to adopt blindly the orthodoxy with regard to 
structure, managers would in future have to assess their organisation and its needs, and 
then adopt the structure and practices suitable to its situation (Child, 1984; Mullins, 1989; 
Scott, 1987).

paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch: the case for environment 
continued

Burns and Stalker’s findings on the relationship between organisational environment and 
structure were examined and developed by a number of researchers in Europe and the 
United States. One of the most significant pieces of work was that carried out by Lawrence 
and Lorsch (1967) in the United States. Their work went beyond that of Burns and Stalker, 
in that they were interested in not only the relationship between environment and a com-
pany’s overall structure but also how individual departments within companies responded 
to, and organised themselves to cope with, aspects of the external environment that were of 
particular significance to them. They undertook a study of six firms in the plastics industry, 
followed by a further study of two firms in the container industry and two in the consumer 
foods industry. The structure of each of the firms was analysed in terms of its degree of ‘dif-
ferentiation’ and ‘integration’:

●	 Differentiation refers to the degree to which managers and staff in their own functional 
departments see themselves as separate and have distinct practices, procedures and 
structures from others in the organisation.

●	 Integration refers to the level and form of collaboration that is necessary between 
departments in order to achieve their individual objectives within the environment in 
which the firm operates.

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.7

Burns and stalker’s ideal forms of structure

Characteristics of mechanistic structures Characteristics of organic structures

•	 The	specialisation	of	tasks.
•	 Closely	defined	duties,	responsibilities	and	

technical methods.
•	 A	clear	hierarchical	structure	with	insistence	

on loyalty to the organisation and 
accountability to superiors.

•	 Instructions	and	information	flow	(mainly)	
from the top to the bottom in a hierarchical 
manner.

•	 Obedience	to	the	organisation	and	its	rules.
•	 Importance	and	prestige	determined	by	

position in hierarchy.

•	 Job	and	task	flexibility.
•	 Adjustment	and	continual	redefinition	of	

tasks.
•	 A	network	structure	of	control,	authority	

and communication.
•	 Lateral	consultation	based	on	information	

and advice rather than instructions and 
decisions.

•	 Commitment	to	the	work	group	and	its	
tasks.

•	 Importance	and	prestige	determined	by	an	
individual’s contribution to the tasks of their 
work group rather than their position in the 
hierarchy.
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Therefore, differentiation is the degree to which departments are distinct from each 
other, while integration refers to the degree to which they have common structures, proce-
dures, practices and objectives at the operational level. Generally, the greater the interde-
pendence among departments, the more integration is needed to coordinate their efforts in 
the best interests of the organisation as a whole. This may not always be easy to achieve, 
however. In a rapidly changing environment, the conditions faced by individual depart-
ments may differ greatly, and a high degree of differentiation may be necessary. In such a 
situation, the need for integration is also likely to be great, but the diversity and volatility of 
the environment are likely to push individual departments in the opposite direction 
(Cummings and Huse, 1989).

In their study of the plastics industry, Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) found clear differen-
tiation between key departments such as research, production and sales. Research depart-
ments were more concerned with long-term issues and were under pressure to produce new 
ideas and innovations. These departments, in Burns and Stalker’s terminology, tended to 
adopt an organic form of structure. Production departments, meanwhile, for obvious rea-
sons, were concerned with short-term performance targets relating to output, costs, quality 
and delivery. Such departments tended to operate in a fairly stable environment and had 
mechanistic structures. Sales departments tended to fall in between research and produc-
tion in terms of environment and structure. They operated in a moderately stable environ-
ment and were concerned more with getting production to meet deliveries than with 
long-term issues.

While highlighting the degree of differentiation between key departments, the study also 
found that the degree of integration was critical to a firm’s overall performance. Indeed, the 
two most successful firms in their sample were not only among the most highly differenti-
ated, they also had the highest degree of integration. These findings were confirmed by 
their studies of the container and consumer foods industries, which showed that differentia-
tion and integration in successful companies vary with the demands of the environment in 
which they operate. The more diverse and dynamic the environment, the more the success-
ful organisation will be differentiated and highly integrated. In a more stable environment, 
the pressure for differentiation is less, but the need for integration remains. Therefore, 
Lawrence and Lorsch found that the most effective organisations had an appropriate fit 
between the design and coordination of departments and the amount of environmental 
uncertainty they faced. The most successful firms were those which, while operating in an 
environment that required a high level of differentiation, also managed to achieve a high 
level of integration.

Clearly, in a situation where departments have dissimilar structures, practices and proce-
dures, achieving integration is not easy or conflict-free. Indeed, in such situations, organisa-
tional politics can be rife. Lawrence and Lorsch found that the effective firms avoided such a 
situation by openly confronting conflict, and by working problems through in the context of 
the overall needs of the organisation. In addition, in firms that dealt successfully with con-
flict, the success of those responsible for achieving integration was based mainly on their 
knowledge and competence rather than their formal position. This was because their col-
leagues in the different departments respected and responded to their perceived under-
standing of the issues involved. It follows that to achieve high levels of integration and 
differentiation, an organisation cannot rely solely on the formal managerial hierarchy. This 
must be supplemented with liaison positions, task forces and teams, and other integrating 
mechanisms.
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Like Burns and Stalker, Lawrence and Lorsch did not reject the Classical and Human 
Relations approaches per se but instead saw them as alternative options, depending on the 
environment in which an organisation operates. In looking at the internal operations of 
organisations in this way, Lawrence and Lorsch raised the issue of dependence as well as 
uncertainty. This was a subject that James Thompson tackled in greater depth.

James thompson: environmental uncertainty and dependence

Thompson’s (1967) influential work took the environmental perspective forward in three 
important ways. The first was to argue that although organisations are not rational entities, 
they strive to be so because it is in the interests of those who design and manage the organi-
sation that its work be carried out as effectively and efficiently as possible. In order to 
achieve this, organisations attempt to insulate their productive core from the uncertainty of 
the environment. However, it is not possible to seal off all, or perhaps even any, parts of an 
organisation, given that it must be open to and interact with its environment if it is to secure 
resources and sell its products. This leads to Thompson’s second major contribution: differ-
ent levels of an organisation may exhibit, and need, different structures and operate on a 
more rational or less rational basis. Thompson’s third contribution was to recognise that 
organisational effectiveness was contingent not only on the level of external environmental 
uncertainty but also on the degree of internal dependence present. This echoes Lawrence 
and Lorsch’s argument for integration and differentiation. However, Thompson made this 
point much more explicitly and related it to different structural forms. He formulated a 
three-type classification in relation to internal dependence (see Ideas and perspectives 3.8).

Thompson went on to argue that the type of interdependence could be related to the 
degree of complexity present: simple organisations rely on pooled interdependence; more 
complex organisations demonstrate both pooled and sequential interdependence; and in 
the most complex organisations, all three forms of interdependence may be present. 
Thompson envisaged that each form of interdependence would require distinct methods for 
coordinating activities. Pooled interdependence would be characterised by standardisation 
through the use of rules and procedures. Sequential interdependence would require the use 
of detailed plans and written agreements, while reciprocal interdependence would achieve 
coordination by means of personal contact and informal agreements between members of 
those parts of the organisation involved.

IDeas anD peRspeCtIves 3.8

thompson’s classification of internal dependence
●	 Pooled interdependence – where each part of an organisation operates in a relatively 

autonomous manner, but by fulfilling their individual purposes, they enable the organi-
sation as a whole to function effectively.

●	 Sequential interdependence – where the outputs from one part of an organisation con-
stitute the inputs for other parts of the system.

●	 Reciprocal interdependence – where overall effectiveness requires direct interaction 
between an organisation’s separate parts.
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Therefore, in a nutshell, Thompson’s main arguments are as follows:

●	 Different sections of an organisation will be characterised by varying levels of complex-
ity, rationality and formalisation, depending on the extent to which managers can shield 
them from the level of uncertainty present in the environment.

●	 The higher both the overall level of uncertainty and that faced by each area of an organi-
sation, the greater will be the dependence of one area on another.

●	 As this interdependence increases, coordination through standardised procedures and 
planning mechanisms will become less effective and the need for more personal contact 
and informal interaction will grow.

●	 The more that coordination is achieved through mutual reciprocity in this manner, the 
less rational will be the operation of the organisation.

Thompson’s work is of seminal importance in the development of organisation theory, 
not only because of the case he made for linking external uncertainty to internal depend-
ence but also, as a number of writers have observed (see Robbins, 1987; Scott, 1987), 
because of the attention he drew to the fact that technology can influence organisation 
structures as well as environmental factors. Thompson’s contribution in this respect lay in 
creating a classification scheme for technology and arguing that technology determines the 
selection of the specific structural arrangements for reducing the effect of uncertainty on the 
various functions of an organisation. The issue of technology and structure had been raised 
earlier in a major study by Joan Woodward published in 1965.

Joan Woodward: the case for technology

In the 1960s, Joan Woodward carried out a major study of 100 UK manufacturing firms in 
south-east Essex, in order to establish the validity of the claims made by advocates of the 
Classical approach that the adoption of a bureaucratic–mechanistic structure was essential 
for organisational success (Woodward, 1965, 1970). After much work, Woodward con-
cluded that no such correlation existed. What she found, however, was that the more suc-
cessful companies adopted an organisational form that varied according to their main 
production technology. By technology, Woodward meant not only the machinery being 
used but also the way it was organised, operated and integrated into a distinct production 
process. From her sample, she identified three distinct types of production technology, 
ranging from least to most complex (see Figure 3.3).

Woodward defined these three types of production technology as follows:

●	 Small batch (or unit) production – where customers’ requirements were for one-off or 
small-volume specialist products.

●	 Large batch (or mass) production – where standardised products were made in large 
numbers to meet a forecast demand.

●	 Process production – where production was in a continuous flow, such as an oil refinery.

When the firms were grouped in this manner, a pattern emerged showing that, while 
they apparently differed considerably in terms of their organisational structure, many of the 
variations for the more successful firms could be explained by reference to the technology 
employed. Among firms engaged in small batch production, the most appropriate structure 
appeared to be one with relatively few hierarchical levels and wide middle management 
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spans of control (i.e. an organic-type structure). Woodward noted that technology became 
more complex as firms moved from small batch to large batch and finally process produc-
tion. In turn, structures became taller and more narrowly based, with smaller middle man-
agement and larger chief executive spans of control (i.e. a mechanistic-type structure). 
Within each category of technology, the best-performing companies were those closest to 
the median in the type of structure adopted. Therefore, Woodward’s work clearly estab-
lished a link between technology, structure and success which ran counter to the notion that 
there was a ‘one best way’ for all organisations.

Although qualified by later studies (see Child, 1984; Handy, 1986; Smith et al, 1982), 
Woodward’s research remains a milestone in the development of Contingency Theory. In 
particular, she demonstrated the need to take into account technological variables in 
designing organisations, especially in relation to spans of control. Nevertheless, a major 
drawback of her work was the difficulty of applying it to non-manufacturing companies. 
This was remedied by the work of Charles Perrow.

Charles perrow: the case for technology continued

In the United States, Charles Perrow (1967, 1970) extended Woodward’s work on technol-
ogy and organisation structure by drawing attention to two major dimensions of technology:

●	 the extent to which the work being carried out is variable or predictable;

●	 the extent to which the technology can be analysed and categorised.

The first dimension, variability, refers to the incidence of exceptional or unpredictable 
occurrences, and the extent to which these problems are familiar and can be easily dealt 
with, or are unique and difficult to solve. For example, an oil refinery should experience few 
non-routine occurrences, while an advertising agency will encounter many unpredictable 
and exceptional occurrences. The second major dimension, analysis and categorisation, 
refers to the extent to which the individual task functions can be broken down and tightly 
specified, and also whether problems can be solved by recourse to recognised, routine pro-
cedures or if non-routine procedures have to be invoked. Bringing together these two major 
dimensions of technology, Perrow constructed a technology continuum ranging from rou-
tine to non-routine (see Figure 3.4). With the latter, there are a large number of exceptional 
occurrences requiring difficult and varied problem-solving techniques to overcome them. 
Routine technology, meanwhile, throws up few problems, which can be dealt with by 
recourse to standard, simple techniques.

Most complex
process

Mechanistic

Least complex
Small batch

Medium complexity
Large batch

Production technology

Structure

Organic

Figure 3.3 Woodward’s technology–structure continuum
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Perrow argued that by classifying organisations according to their technology and pre-
dictability (routine to non-routine) of work tasks, it is then possible to identify the most 
effective form of structure in any given situation or for any activity. Perrow’s routine–non-
routine continuum can be equated with Burns and Stalker’s mechanistic and organic dimen-
sions for organisation structures. In routine situations, where few problems arise and those 
that do are easily dealt with, a mechanistic structure is more effective because of the stable 
and predictable nature of the situation. In a dynamic and unpredictable situation, however, 
a more flexible, organic form of structure will be more effective in dealing with the non-
routine and difficult problems that occur. By formulating his work in this manner (i.e. by 
combining technology and predictability) it became possible to apply it to non-manufactur-
ing situations. Therefore, Perrow’s work both reinforced and extended Woodward’s case for 
recognising technology as a key situational variable to be taken into account when design-
ing organisations. Nevertheless, while Perrow was developing his ideas, a further group of 
researchers was making the case for yet another ‘key’ contingency – size.

the aston Group: the case for size

Although there are many proponents of the case for organisational size being a key contin-
gency (see Child, 1984; Robbins, 1987), perhaps the earliest and most ardent was a group of 
British researchers based at the University of Aston in Birmingham (who became known as 
the Aston Group). In the 1960s, they carried out a series of studies to examine and identify 
the relationship between different forms of organisational structures and their determinants 
(see Pugh et al, 1969a, 1969b). The Aston Group began in the early 1960s by examining a 
sample of 87 companies; as the work developed, they added further samples to their eventu-
ally impressive database. In analysing their results, the Aston Group found that size was the 
most powerful predictor of specialisation, use of procedures and reliance on paperwork. In 
effect, the larger the organisation, the more likely it was to adopt (and need) a mechanistic 
(bureaucratic) structure. The reverse was also found: the smaller the organisation, the more 
likely it was to adopt (and need) an organic (flexible) structure (see Figure 3.5).

This was clearly a major finding. Not only did it support (at least in terms of larger organ-
isations) Weber’s earlier work on bureaucracy, it also struck a blow against those, such as 
Bennis, who saw bureaucracy as dysfunctional and dying. The work of the Aston Group, 
along with that of others such as Blau and Schoenherr (1971), who also argued that size is 
the most important condition affecting the structure of organisations, gave bureaucracy, if 
not a new lease of life, at least a new lease of respectability. Bureaucracy, according to the 

Figure 3.4 Perrow’s technology–structure continuum
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Aston results, was both efficient and effective, at least for larger organisations, and given 
the tendency for the average size of private-sector companies and public bodies to increase 
throughout the twentieth century, its applicability would grow.

There are two explanations for the relationship between size and bureaucracy, both of 
which have similar implications for organisational efficiency and effectiveness:

1. Increased size offers greater opportunities for specialisation – the Adam Smith argument, 
in effect. This will manifest itself in terms of greater structural differentiation and a high 
degree of uniformity among sub-units. In the first instance, this will make managerial 
coordination more difficult, especially with the emergence of functional autonomy. To 
counter this, senior managers will move to impose a system of impersonal controls 
through the use of formal procedures, standardised reporting and control systems, the 
written recording of information, etc.

2. The difficulty of directing ever larger numbers of staff makes it highly inefficient to con-
tinue to use a personalised, centralised style of management. Instead, a more decentral-
ised system, using impersonal control mechanisms, has to be adopted. The introduction 
of such a system inevitably leads to the expansion of the administrative core (the bureau-
cracy) in organisations (Child, 1984).

As with all the Contingency theorists, those who argued for size as the key situational 
variable were not attempting to reinvent the ‘one best way’ approach for all organisations. 
Rather, they were rejecting it in favour of an approach that saw organisational performance 
as dependent upon the appropriateness of the organisation’s structure for its size. Therefore, 
like all the Contingency theorists, the Aston school adopted an approach which stressed that 
there is a ‘one best way’ for each organisation.

Contingency theory: summary and criticisms

The Contingency approach can be considered to be a far more cohesive school of thought 
than either the Classical or the Human Relations approach. It has three unifying themes:

●	 Organisations are open systems.

●	 Structure, and therefore performance, is dependent upon the particular circumstances – 
situational variables – faced by each organisation.

●	 There is no ‘one best way’ for all organisations, but there is a ‘one best way’ for each 
organisation.

Large

Mechanistic

Small

Organisation size

Structure

Organic

Figure 3.5 The size–structure continuum
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The attractions of Contingency Theory are obvious. First, it was in tune with the times in 
which it emerged – the 1960s and 1970s. This was a period of rapid economic and techno-
logical change, with a tendency towards much larger organisations and a significant 
increase in domestic and international competition. In this situation, Contingency Theory 
offered not only a plausible explanation as to why these events were causing problems for 
organisations but also a way to resolve them (Burnes, 1989). Second, on the surface at least, 
it was simpler to understand and apply than the Human Relations approach. As Figure 3.6 
shows, proponents of Contingency Theory maintain that if organisations adopt a structure 
which aligns with their environment, technology and size, the result will be good perfor-
mance. However, if they do not, the result will be poor performance.

Finally, like the Classical approach, Contingency Theory seeks to apply rationality to 
organisation design. In order to achieve good performance, organisations are told that they 
need to analyse their situation rationally and adopt the organisation structure which is most 
appropriate for the contingencies they face; i.e., as Figure 3.6 shows, they have to align their 
structure with their size, technology and environment.

In terms of implementing an appropriate organisation structure and of maintaining its 
appropriateness in the face of changing circumstances, the approach to change manage-
ment offered by Contingency theorists was similar to that of the Classical school. In a rational 
fashion, managers should collect and analyse data on the situational variables the organisa-
tion faces and match these to the appropriate structural option. The theory then implies that 
for employees faced with a plan for change based on such a ‘scientific’ approach, the only 
rational course of action is to accept the validity of the situation and cooperate with manag-
ers to achieve the required structural changes. However, at this point – the attempt to apply 
Contingency Theory rationally and mechanically – problems and drawbacks emerge which 
give rise to a number of major criticisms of this approach, the main ones being as follows:

●	 Difficulty arises in relating structure to performance. A number of writers have pointed 
out that there is no agreed definition of ‘good performance’, and it therefore becomes dif-
ficult to show that linking structure to situational variables brings the benefits claimed 
(Hendry, 1979, 1980; Mansfield, 1984; Terry, 1976). Congruence theorists take a 
slightly different perspective on the relationship between contingencies and performance 
(Milliman et al, 1991). They argue that it is the general alignment or ‘fit’ between an 
organisation and its environment which is important, and that this relates to the broader 
concept of organisational effectiveness rather than performance (Hayes, 2002). 
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Figure 3.6 Matching structure to contingencies
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However, even this ignores the fact that a wide range of factors can influence perfor-
mance or effectiveness, not least of which is luck. Davis and Star (1993) show that in the 
early 1990s, 7 of the 12 most profitable firms in the world were pharmaceutical compa-
nies, and that 3 of these produced anti-ulcer drugs. They conclude that the profitability of 
the pharmaceutical sector was attributable less to the nature of these organisations than 
to the overgenerosity of health systems in funding such treatments – clearly a case of an 
industry that was in the right place at the right time.

●	 Despite the length of time that Contingency Theory has been in circulation, there is still 
no agreed or unchallenged definition of the three key situational variables – environ-
ment, technology and size. The literature gives a wide and conflicting range of defini-
tions of these, making it difficult not only to establish a link between them and structure 
but also to apply the theory (Dastmalchian, 1984; Mullins, 1989; Pugh and Hickson, 
1976; Robbins, 1987; Warner, 1984; Wood, 1979).

●	 While, as argued above, a relationship has been established between size and structure, 
it has proved difficult to show that this relationship has an appreciable impact on perfor-
mance. Some researchers have suggested that the link between size and structure relates 
to preferred systems of control, which may have more to do with the political and cul-
tural nature of organisations than any attempt to improve performance (Allaire and 
Firsirotu, 1984; Child, 1984; Mansfield, 1984; Pugh and Hickson, 1976; Salaman, 1979).

●	 In examining the link between structure and contingencies, researchers use the organisa-
tion’s formal organisational structure for comparison purposes. Yet, as the Hawthorne 
Experiments showed, the actual operation of an organisation may depend more on the 
informal structures created by workers than the formal ones laid down by management. 
This was a point made by Woodward (1965) in her study of technology and structure. 
She noted that organisation charts failed to show important relationships that, taken 
together, can have a significant impact on performance (Argyris, 1973; Burawoy, 1979; 
Selznick, 1948).

●	 Structure and associated practices and policies may be strongly influenced by external 
forces (Mullins, 1993). In the United Kingdom, privatised utilities are subject to regula-
tion and face restrictions that significantly influence how they are structured and oper-
ate. Similarly, in the United Kingdom, financial service organisations are required to 
establish ‘Chinese walls’ between different parts of their business to avoid market-sensi-
tive information being passed from one area to another.

●	 Rather than managers being the virtual prisoners of organisational contingencies when 
making decisions regarding structure, the reverse may be the case. Managers may have a 
significant degree of choice and influence over not only structure but also the situational 
variables. Whether this is called ‘strategic choice’ (Child, 1972), ‘organisational choice’ 
(Trist et al, 1963) or ‘design space’ (Bessant, 1983), the meaning is the same: those sen-
ior managers responsible for such decisions can exercise a high degree of freedom in 
selecting and influencing the technology to be used, the environment in which they oper-
ate and even the size of the organisation. Indeed, one of the architects of the technology–
structure hypothesis, Charles Perrow, later claimed that technology is chosen and 
designed to maintain and reinforce existing structures and power relations within organ-
isations rather than the reverse (Perrow, 1983). Other writers made the case for size and 
environment being manipulated in similar ways (Abell, 1975; Clegg, 1984; Hendry, 
1979; Leifer and Huber, 1977; Lorsch, 1970).
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●	 The postmodernists (see Chapter 6) also make a case for managerial choice. They argue 
that an organisation’s environment is socially constructed and managers have the ability 
to ‘construct’ an environment which serves their needs (Hatch, 1997). As Grint (2005: 
1467) comments:

Decision-makers are much more active in the constitution of the context than conventional 
contingency theories allow, and that a persuasive rendition of the context . . . legitimizes a 
particular form of action that often relates to the decision-maker’s preferred mode of engage-
ment, rather than to what ‘the situation’ apparently demands.

●	 It is assumed that organisations pursue clear-cut, well-thought-out, stable and compatible 
objectives that can be fitted into a Contingency perspective. Researchers and practising 
managers argue that this is not the case, however – in fact, even two of the proponents of 
Contingency Theory, Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), highlighted the presence and danger of 
conflicting objectives. In reality, objectives are often unclear, and organisations may pursue 
a number of conflicting goals at the same time. Clearly, the objectives of an organisation 
will impact on its situation and its structure. If these objectives are arbitrary, conflicting or 
open to managerial whim, it becomes difficult to apply a Contingency approach (Abodaher, 
1986; Edwardes, 1983; Hamel and Prahalad, 1989; Mintzberg, 1987; Sloan, 1986).

●	 The last criticism is that Contingency Theory is too mechanistic and deterministic, and 
that it ignores the complexity of organisational life. As argued by the Human Relations 
school, organisations are by no means the rational entities many would like to believe (a 
point also made by Thompson (1967) in his support of Contingency Theory). There is a 
need to see organisations as social systems, with all the cultural and political issues that 
this raises. In this view, structure is the product of power struggles between individuals 
and groups within the organisation, each arguing and fighting for their own perspective 
and position (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984; Buchanan, 1984; Hickson and Butler, 1982; 
Morgan, 1986; Pfeffer, 1981; Robbins, 1987; Salaman, 1979).

Therefore, despite its attractiveness, Contingency Theory, like the Classical and Human 
Relations approaches, fails to provide a convincing explanation for the way in which organ-
isations do and should operate.

Conclusions

For organisations, if not for academics, the key purpose of any organisation theory or 
approach is to help them analyse and rectify the weaknesses and problems of their current 
situation, and to assist them in bringing about the changes necessary to achieve their future 
objectives. Over the past 100 or so years, the design and management of organisations have 
moved from an ad hoc process based on – at best – guesswork to one that is highly complex 
and informed by a host of practical and theoretical considerations. To the uninitiated, it 
might appear that this has made running organisations an easier and more certain process. 
Yet, a close examination of most organisations will reveal that this is far from being the case. 
Not only are organisations, in general, larger and more complex than in the past, but also 
the practical and theoretical reference points on which managers can draw are diverse and 
give conflicting and confusing signals.
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Not surprisingly in such a situation, many managers look for simple, foolproof solutions, 
often ones that, as Douglas McGregor noted, appeal to their own basic orientation – whether 
that be Theory X or Theory Y. This is one of the reasons why the Classical approach, with its 
deep roots in the Industrial Revolution and its straightforward mechanical approach to organi-
sations and their members, has proved so enduring – despite strong evidence of its lack of suit-
ability in many situations. This search for simple, often quick-fix solutions to the problems of 
organisational life has been manifested in many ways in the last four decades, not least the 
emergence of a series of ‘panaceas’ such as new technology, human resources management, 
Total Quality Management, culture change, etc. This is not to deny the benefits these can bring; 
but, taken on their own, at best they encourage a fragmented approach, and at worst they create 
an atmosphere of resignation within organisations, as one ‘fad’ is succeeded by yet another, and 
none is given the time necessary to prove itself (Collins, 2000, 2012). Clearly, in such situations, 
without an overall, long-term plan, the result of these various ‘solutions’ is to make the situation 
worse rather than better (Burnes, 1991; Burnes and Weekes, 1989; Moss and Francis, 2007).

Organisations clearly need to reject a short-term piecemeal approach and instead see 
themselves in their totality and adopt a consistent, long-term approach. But which approach 
should they choose? We have seen in this and the previous chapter that well-thought-out and 
well-supported cases exist for a number of different approaches, but each has its drawbacks 
and critics. It may well be that each is capable of assisting organisations to analyse and under-
stand the strengths and weaknesses of their present situation. Whether they can provide more 
effective organisational arrangements for the future is more debatable, however. Similarly, it 
is not obvious how organisations should actually achieve the process of transformation.

The Human Relations movement offers pertinent advice with regard to having clear 
objectives, good communication and leadership, but it is less forthcoming on how change 
objectives should be set and the concomitant changes planned and implemented. 
Contingency Theory, however, does give a procedure for setting objectives. It stresses the 
need to identify and analyse the situational variables an organisation faces in order to 
choose the most appropriate structure. However, it is also silent on the issues of planning 
and implementation, other than to imply that rational workers will accept rational proposi-
tions for change. In addition, even if organisations do manage to implement the recommen-
dations of the Human Relations or Contingency advocates, it is not clear what degree of 
benefit they would derive from this, given the criticisms of these approaches.

In short, neither of the approaches discussed in this chapter appears to be the solution to all 
known organisational ills that their proponents seem to claim. They fail to reflect and explain 
the complexities of day-to-day organisational life that we all experience. In particular, the 
issue of organisational culture (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984; Erez, 2010; Gajendran et al, 2012) 
barely gets a mention; yet, over the last three decades, its importance as both a promoter of 
and a barrier to organisational competitiveness has become apparent. Nor do they appear to 
take account of national differences and preferences or, for that matter, pay regard to many of 
the wider societal factors that now impact our lives, such as the need to show greater social 
responsibility, whether it be in the area of ‘green’ issues or equal opportunities (Dunphy et al, 
2007; Javidan and Dastmalchian, 2009). Yet, clearly, enormous changes are taking place in 
the world, and others will be necessary if some of the worst predictions for the future are to be 
avoided. In the face of these changes and challenges facing organisations, the Classical 
approach, the Human Relations school and Contingency Theory have all fallen out of favour. 
The next chapter describes the Culture-Excellence perspectives on organisational life that 
have become increasingly influential in the last 30 years.
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test youR LeaRnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested topics which 
address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What did Chester Barnard mean when he said that organisations are cooperative social 
 systems?

2. How does Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs support the claim that people are emotional rather 
than economic–rational beings?

3. In contingency theory, what are the main contingencies and why?

4. Why would an organisation choose to have a mechanistic rather than an organic structure?

5. What was Joan Woodward’s argument for seeing technology as a key variable?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their 
side of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they 
will be introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the 
size of the class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably 
too short and more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics 
which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. Self-managed teams may work in a few instances, but most people need to be told what to do 
and made to do it.

2. There is no such thing as a stable environment, which means that Contingency Theory merely 
advocates that all organisations should have organic structures.

3. All the Hawthorne Experiments show is that people work harder when they are being watched.

essay questions

1. Critically assess the following statement: Contingency Theory offers a better way of managing 
change than either the Classical or Human Relations approaches.

2. Why has Warren Bennis’s prediction of the ‘death of bureaucracy’ not come to pass?

suggested further reading

Hendry, C (1979) Contingency Theory in practice, I. Personnel Review, 8(4), 39–44.

Hendry, C (1980) Contingency Theory in practice, II. Personnel Review, 9(1), 5–11.
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Wood, S (1979) A reappraisal of the contingency approach to organization. Journal of 
Management Studies, 16, 334–54.

Taken together, these three articles provide an excellent review of Contingency Theory.

Rose, M (1988) Industrial Behaviour. Penguin: Harmondsworth.
Michael Rose gives an invaluable account of the development of the Human Relations move-
ment and provides an interesting review of the work of Joan Woodward and the Aston Group.

Sheldrake, J (1996) Management Theory: From Taylorism to Japanization. International 
Thompson Business Press: London.

John Sheldrake also provides an excellent review of the lives and work of the key figures in the 
Human Relations movement.

Websites

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7RHjwmVGhs
This short film is from the AT&T Archives, the company where the Hawthorne Experiments 
were carried out. It gives a flavour of America at the time of the Experiments. More impor-
tantly, it describes the Experiments from the company’s perspective and shows the actual 
areas and workers involved.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-23902918
This BBC webpage examines Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and provides some useful insights 
into why it has remained such an influential piece of work.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtzgaeCEIQg
This very short presentation briefly covers Chester Barnard’s life and work. It picks out his key 
contributions to understanding and leading organisations.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52kUNh9m6ZU
This very short video shows Warren Bennis talking about leadership.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RsQ3aGj6co4
This very short video provides an introduction to Contingency Theory.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qu5MVUZ__ug
This short presentation describes the differences between mechanistic and organic 
 organisations.

Case study 3.2

Jobs International (India) Ltd1

Background
Jobs International (India) Ltd is based in New Delhi and 
is a subsidiary of Jobs International (UK) Ltd. It is a fam-
ily-owned company whose managing director and major 
shareholder is David Jacobs. He established the company 
in India in 1998 to provide advice to Indian nationals 

wanting to work in the United Kingdom and for UK com-
panies wanting to recruit staff from India. It is now one of 
the largest job consultancies in India and represents over 
100 major UK public- and private-sector employers. Its 
Indian head office is in New Delhi, and a network of nine 
regional offices is spread throughout India.

➨

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qu5MVUZ__ug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RsQ3aGj6co4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52kUNh9m6ZU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtzgaeCEIQg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-23902918
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7RHjwmVGhs
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Case study 3.2 (continued)

JI (UK) is based in London, and its workload is quite 
light compared with the Indian operation. When JI 
was set up, Mr Jacobs spent most of his time in India 
developing the business there. Once JI (India) was 
firmly established, he moved back to run the London 
office.

In 2005, Mr Jacobs became concerned that JI’s for-
tunes were based too much on the success of the 
Indian operation and began to look for opportunities 
to expand the London office. He came to the following 
conclusions:

1. The expansion of the European Union into Eastern 
Europe and concomitant changes to UK immigra-
tion rules could lead to a reduced demand for 
Indian nationals by UK organisations.

2. There was a growing demand by UK organisations, 
including JI’s main customers, for Eastern European 
workers and a reciprocal demand by them for UK 
jobs.

3. Though the UK market for Indian nationals might 
decline, the same did not appear to be the case in 
Australia and North America.

After much discussion with his parents, who were 
the other shareholders, Mr Jacobs decided upon a two-
pronged expansion programme:

●	 JI would open offices in Eastern Europe, the first 
one being in Poland. These would operate on a sim-
ilar basis to the Indian operation. Over the next 
three years, the London office would concentrate 
most of its time on building this business.

●	 The activities of JI (India) would be expanded and 
refocused on North America and Australia. This 
would involve recruiting an Australian and a North 
American to lead the two new activities in India. 
Both would be responsible to the Indian managing 
director, who would still have overall control.

Mr Jacobs had little doubt that he could make the 
Eastern European operation a success. However, he 
was more concerned with the changes to the Indian 
operation. He had established the business in India 
and had worked there full time for the first three years 
of its existence. He then appointed his deputy, an 
English man who had spent most of his adult life in 
India, as managing director. This had worked well 
until 2004, when the managing director of JI (India) 
announced he was going to retire and move his family 

back to the United Kingdom. There was no obvious 
successor, and eventually Mr Jacobs appointed his 
cousin, an English woman, to take over. She had no 
direct experience of India and had not worked for JI 
before, but she had worked as a recruitment consult-
ant with a number of major international companies 
and she was a very experienced manager. The fact that 
she was also a family member meant that she was 
unlikely to use the job to learn about JI and then set up 
a rival business in India, which was always one of Mr 
Jacobs’s fears.

However, after 12 months, Mr Jacobs began to have 
doubts about the appointment. She often complained 
about the staff in the Indian offices, especially New 
Delhi, and he had heard that they were less than 
impressed with her. Therefore, before proceeding with 
the expansion of the Indian operation, he decided to 
carry out a change readiness audit.

the change readiness audit
Mr Jacobs contacted a consultant he knew in India 
who was experienced at carrying out such audits. The 
consultant was English but had worked in India for 30 
years. Mr Jacobs was aware that he had to be sensitive 
in dealing with his cousin, the managing director of JI 
(India). He knew that if he upset her, she would con-
tact her parents, who would contact his parents, and 
things could become quite fraught. As he said to a col-
league, ‘I’m now finding out the downside of employ-
ing family.’ Therefore, Mr Jacobs told his cousin that 
the audit was to help her sort out the problems she had 
encountered and prepare the way for the expansion of 
business. The consultant told the same story.

The consultant spent a month examining the Indian 
operation. He visited the nine regional offices but 
spent most of his time in New Delhi. The main findings 
from his audit were as follows.

 Organisation and operation: Overall, the Indian 
operation was very profitable, though how profitable 
only the Indian managing director, her finance direc-
tor and Mr Jacobs knew. The managers of the individ-
ual offices did not know whether they made or lost 
money, though the new managing director had told all 
of them that they were less profitable than each other 
as an incentive to get them to change their ways and 
take more individual responsibility. This did not seem 
to have worked.

The consultant considered the organisational struc-
ture to be more traditional and hierarchical than many 
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similar companies in India. This tended to be more in 
terms of attitudes rather than actual grade levels. Staff 
tended to wait to be told what to do and not to act on 
their own initiative. The consultant also thought there 
was a lack of professionalism in how staff carried out 
their jobs and that the company seemed to work as 
separate units rather than an integrated whole. These 
issues were in many ways a hangover from when Mr 
Jacobs ran the Indian operation. He had appointed all 
the staff and had a paternal attachment to them. This 
was reflected in his style of management, which was 
both informal and highly centralised – he did not like 
to delegate. However, the operation was then much 
smaller. His successor had tended to operate in the 
same way. He was also, as the consultant said, ‘an old 
India hand and he knew how to get the best out of his 
staff’. Mr Jacobs’s cousin, the new managing director, 
had a very different style. She had worked in large 
organisations where professionalism, teamwork and 
individual initiative were the order of the day. She told 
the staff that this was how she wanted to run JI (India). 
To this end, she tried to flatten the hierarchy and instil 
a more professional attitude among staff, but this had 
generated a great deal of resentment.

The consultant felt that slotting two new divisions, 
one for Australia and one for North America, into the 
existing structure might make matters worse. He also 
felt that neither an Australian nor a North American 
would be prepared to be left in the dark as to financial 
performance.

 Staff: The new managing director stated that she 
wanted to be open and honest and involve all staff in 
the business, especially middle managers. However, 
attempts at ‘straight talking’ by the managing director 
appeared to be counterproductive as this was con-
strued as negative feedback rather than open dia-
logue. The consultant pointed out that ‘straight 
talking’ did not sit well with the Indian culture, which 
tended to be more circumspect in terms of making or 
receiving criticism.

The staff were nervous about moves into new mar-
kets and the introduction of two new senior members 
of staff, neither of whom would be Indians. They had 
felt very comfortable in promoting the UK brand, but 
the proposed changes seemed to have a paralysing 
effect on staff. The consultant stated that ‘staff are tak-
ing even less initiative than in the past and have 
stopped taking responsibility as they feel that they will 
be used as scapegoats if things go wrong’.

The staff blamed the managing director for their 
low morale and lack of initiative. They claimed that 

the two previous managing directors were more proac-
tive and took a close interest in the well-being of the 
staff. As one employee stated, ‘Mr Jacobs had his finger 
on the pulse of the organisation, the new managing 
director has no idea where the pulse is. We understand 
that each leader has different leadership styles, and it 
is not fair to compare, but the earlier levels of profes-
sionalism, commitment and service are not followed 
any more.’ Another middle manager stated, ‘We no 
longer feel it’s our company. We’re just used as target 
practice.’

 Leadership: The managing director believed that 
she had been given the remit to shake JI (India) ‘out of 
its complacent and unprofessional ways’. She was 
openly critical about her immediate predecessor, who 
she felt let staff ‘get away with murder’. For example, 
previously, farewell gifts were presented to staff who 
left after being with the company for five years. She 
discontinued this because ‘we should not reward peo-
ple for leaving’. Also, staff in financial hardship could 
ask for an advance on their salary. This was discontin-
ued because she felt that, ‘if staff can’t manage their 
own money, how can we trust them with the compa-
ny’s?’ Employees interpreted such changes as showing 
a lack of respect. In addition, they pointed out that the 
managing director took time off during office hours to 
go swimming and to the movies.

A key initiative taken by the managing director was 
to create a team spirit among the New Delhi and 
regional managers. Previously, they had tended to go 
their own way, with the New Delhi staff feeling supe-
rior to the regional managers, whom they saw as sub-
ordinates rather than colleagues. She spoke to them 
individually and as a group, telling them they were 
being unprofessional and should work as a team. The 
result was that both groups felt they were being bul-
lied and shown a lack of respect.

She initiated communication sessions with staff 
where she would discuss the company’s and individual 
departments’ performance and areas for improve-
ment. However, staff were hostile to discussing such 
matters in an open forum, and the managing director 
tended to be the only person who spoke. She also 
expressed the need for a management development 
programme for the company to ‘bring in modern ideas 
and develop new talent’. Once again, staff and manag-
ers tended to see this as criticism of their performance 
rather than as an opportunity to develop themselves or 
the organisation.

Despite her somewhat rough ride since taking over, 
the managing director stated that she did not foresee 

➨



Chapter 3 Developments in organisation theory

112

Case study 3.2 (continued)

any problems with re-orientating the existing staff 
towards the new business opportunities in Australia 
and North America. Indeed, she welcomed the idea of 
appointing an Australian and a North American to the 
company because it would give her the opportunity to 
bring in allies who would support her. The consultant 
took a much more pessimistic view of the introduction 
of new business and new people.

the consultant’s view
The consultant’s view was that there were serious 
problems with JI (India) which made it unlikely that 
the introduction of the Australian and North American 
business would be successful. He believed that the 
problems stemmed from three sources:

1. The company had grown quickly since it was estab-
lished, but staff still saw it as a small business and 
expected the managing director to operate as an 
‘owner–manager’ responsible for its day-to-day 
operation.

2. Staff were nervous of the changes the managing 
director had been trying to introduce and of the 
proposed expansion of the business. There was also 
some resentment, especially among the managers, 
that a non-Indian and a woman was appointed as 
managing director. A number of the managers had 
hoped that they would be offered the job.

3. The managing director had been used to working in 
big organisations and believed that JI (India) 
should adopt the same standards of professional-
ism and teamwork she was used to. Her view was 

that she had made a big effort to create a team spirit 
but was not receiving the support and response she 
deserved. She was aware that some staff were 
resentful that she had not been prepared to adapt to 
Indian culture. However, she pointed out that it was 
a UK-owned company placing prospective employ-
ees with UK companies and, therefore, Indian staff 
needed to adapt to UK ways of doing business. As to 
her taking time off during working hours, she 
pointed out that she was always the last to leave 
and often worked weekends. Therefore, if she took 
a few hours off during the day, it was no one’s busi-
ness but her own.

Questions

1. If the consultant had adopted a contingency 
perspective, would this have changed or reinforced 
his view of what was wrong with JI (India)?

2. Evaluate the following statement: The main 
problem with the new managing director’s 
approach was that she could not decide whether 
to adopt a Theory X or Theory Y approach to 
managing her staff.

3. To what extent is Contingency Theory irrelevant in 
situations such as JI (India) where the main issue is 
a clash of cultures?

1 This case study is based on research conducted by 
Ambika Nagar. I am very grateful for her permission to 
draw on her work.
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Chapter 4

The Culture-Excellence paradigm

➨

CasE sTudy 4.1

Cultural pressure at Tesco to over-reach  
caused crisis
Tesco’s admission of  an overstatement of  profit by 
at least £260m plunged Britain’s biggest retailer 
into the most serious crisis in its almost 100-year 
history. But it was also a salutary lesson in managing 
risk – particularly in a company that had grown to 
dominate its markets. The debacle sparked a series 
of  inquiries, including one by the Serious Fraud 
Office, and a number of  lawsuits against the 
company. Insiders say the seeds of  the crisis were 
sown in the final years of  the reign of  Sir Terry 
Leahy, the Liverpool born marketing manager who 
rose to become chief  executive. In his 14 years at the 

helm of  Tesco, he transformed a struggling domestic 
grocer to a powerful international brand. But, they 
suggest, there was a growing schism between the 
performance of  the company and the health of  
Tesco – financially and culturally.

In the mid-1990s, Tesco overtook market leader and 
rival J Sainsbury. Richard Hyman, the independent 
retail analyst, says part of  Tesco’s success was that 
it still acted like the underdog. ‘Even when Tesco 
was the number one, everyone in food retailing, 
including Tesco, thought Sainsbury was the better 

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the reasons for the emergence of new organisational paradigms in 
the 1980s and 1990s;

●	 describe the principal features of the Culture-Excellence approach;

●	 list the core advantages and disadvantages of the Culture-Excellence 
approach;

●	 recognise why Culture-Excellence has become so influential; and

●	 appreciate the implications for organisational change of Culture-Excellence.
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retailer,’ he says. ‘Far from being negative, it was a 
positive, because a central part of  Tesco’s culture 
was being more thrusting, more driven and more 
ambitious and self-challenging. However we do it 
now, we can do it better.’ But, over the following 
years, the Tesco juggernaut rolled into everything, 
from clothing, telecoms and banking to garden 
centres. In 2009, Tesco announced record annual 
profits of  more than £3bn.

The most audacious move came in 2006, when it 
announced it would open a chain of  stores in the US. 
A year later, Sir Terry opened Fresh & Easy, a small 
store that was part neighbourhood supermarket, 
part discount chain and part convenience store. 
Tesco cast aside many of  the strategies previously 
used to manage the risks associated with new 
ventures. Rather than acquiring a business, as it 
had in South Korea, it started the operation from 
scratch. And it ignored local tastes, despite carrying 
out extensive research. It stocked Fresh & Easy 
branded products as opposed to the big, well-known 
consumer brands desired by American shoppers. It 
also stocked few frozen lines and pre-packaged fruit 
and vegetables, even though US shoppers like to 
touch and feel their produce.

As Tesco grappled with the United States, 
conditions in its home market deteriorated. Philip 
Clarke, the Tesco lifer who had succeeded Sir Terry 
in March 2011, was facing twin threats – from 
Waitrose at the top of  the market and German 
discounters Aldi and Lidl at the bottom. Despite 
this, Mr Clarke sought to continue to maintain 
Tesco’s profits. The exact cause of  the profit 
overstatement is still under investigation, including 
by the SFO. What is clear, however, is that Mr Clarke 
and the senior UK team were under immense 

pressure to deliver the results demanded by 
London’s financial investors.

Tesco said the profit overstatement was caused by 
counting the money it received from suppliers too 
early. Tesco receives this so-called ‘commercial 
income’ from suppliers for selling more of  their 
goods or to pay for special offers and promotions. 
One symptom of  the growing reliance on suppliers 
is that the number of  products sold increased by  
30 per cent under Mr Clarke as Tesco received fees 
for stocking more products. Tesco has since cut the 
number of  product lines by 15 per cent and 
overhauled the way it deals with suppliers. It is 
simplifying deals with suppliers, by agreeing a price 
upfront and sticking to it. In the past it would settle 
on a price but request myriad other payments to get 
a better deal. It is also simplifying its standard 
payment times for specific product categories.

According to Mr Hyman, one of  the lessons from the 
Tesco debacle is that slavishly striving to meet one 
target can lead to unintended consequences. ‘This is 
about leadership,’ he says, ‘If  you foster a culture 
where you are driven to delivering certain 
performance indicators it is going to lead to disaster. 
It is just a matter of  time.’ It is a point recently 
accepted by Dave Lewis, who took on the role as 
Tesco’s would-be rescuer with his appointment as 
chief  executive last September. ‘Commercial income 
driven by a profit focus had clouded our purpose,’ 
Mr Lewis said.

Samuel Johar, chairman of  head-hunter Buchanan 
Harvey, says the tone and culture of  an organisation 
is set at the top and, to mitigate risk, chief  
executives must lead staff in the right direction. ‘If  
the tone set is a bad one, then this can lead to all 
sorts of  problems lower down,’ Mr Johar says.

Source: Cultural pressure at Tesco to over-reach caused crisis, The Financial Times, 9 November 2015, p. 2 (Felsted, A).

Case study 4.1 (continued)

Introduction

Organisations have come a long way from the days of Frederick Taylor, who saw them as 
machines and employees as mere cogs in them, or Henry Ford, who believed that his cus-
tomers should unquestioningly accept the products his ‘machine’ turned out, once famously 
declaring: ‘A customer can have a car of any color he wants, so long as it is black’ (Witzel, 
2003a: 113). Nowadays, the customer is seen as queen or king, and woe betide the organi-
sation that fails to cater for the ever-changing and fickle tastes of their customers, especially 
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their hyper-fickle younger customers (Denegri-Knott et al, 2006; Lazarevic, 2012). Similarly, 
and not unrelatedly, the view that organisations are machines has been replaced by the 
notion that they are social systems with their own distinct and unique cultures. Crucially, 
the notion of machine efficiency has been replaced by cultural effectiveness. As Case study 4.1 
shows, when a company is doing well, this is attributed to its culture, and when it is 
doing less well, that is also an issue of culture. At any time up to the 1980s, the idea that the 
success or failure of an organisation derived from its culture would have been laughed at; 
now it is treated as an unchallengeable fact (Gilbert et al, 2012; Hill, 2012; Raz, 2009; 
Rogers et al, 2006).

Since the 1980s, there has been a sea change in how organisations are seen and man-
aged. Out has gone the preoccupation with structure of the Classical school and Contingency 
Theory; similarly, out has gone the narrow focus on people and job design of the Human 
Relations school. In their place is an emphasis on organisations as social systems, i.e. mini 
societies, with their own unique cultures. Indeed, such has been the change in attitudes 
towards running organisations in the past three decades that many now speak of organisa-
tions as having gone through a paradigm shift. If this is so, what do we mean by a paradigm 
shift, and what brought it about?

Although he did not invent the word, it was the American philosopher of science Thomas 
Kuhn (1962) who, in his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, gave a new importance 
to the notion of ‘paradigms’. He defined a paradigm as a universally recognised scientific 
achievement that, over a period of time, provides model problems and solutions to a com-
munity of practitioners. Kuhn was interested in how new ideas and frameworks for carrying 
out scientific work (i.e. paradigms) supplant old ones in the physical sciences. From the late 
1960s onwards, a growing body of social scientists adopted the Kuhnian approach to their 
own disciplines with great enthusiasm. In the intervening period, new, varying, competing 
and controversial definitions of the term have been put forward (Burrell, 1997). As far as its 
applicability to organisations is concerned, a paradigm can be defined as a way of looking 
at and interpreting the world: a framework of basic assumptions, theories and models that 
are commonly and strongly accepted and shared within a particular field of activity at a par-
ticular point in time (Collins, 1998; Mink, 1992; Reed, 1992). As situations change and 
people’s perceptions change, existing paradigms lose their relevance and new ones emerge. 
Handy (1986: 389) notes:

When Copernicus suggested that the earth was not at the centre of the universe he was, 
though he knew it not, a paradigm revolutionary. But it was the minds of men that changed, 
not the motions of the planets, and the way in which they now viewed that same universe had 
a profound effect on their beliefs, values and behaviour.

In the previous two chapters, we have discussed the paradigms that, in the West at least, 
have emerged and become common currency in the field of management and organisation 
theory. Though these paradigms have their adherents as well as critics, since the 1980s, 
managers have increasingly experienced major difficulties in achieving competitive success 
when applying them in an increasingly turbulent, complex and diverse business world. In 
consequence, especially over the last three decades, both academics and practitioners have 
been searching for new recipes for organisational success.

The search for new paradigms first became apparent in the United States. It was the rise 
of Japanese industrial and economic might that forced American businesses to question 
what they did and how they did it, as Morgan (1986: 111) relates:
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During the 1960s the confidence and impact of American management and industry seemed 
supreme. Gradually, but with increasing force, through the 1970s the performance of Japanese 
automobile, electronic, and other manufacturing industries began to change all this. Japan 
began to take command of international markets.

The productivity gap between Japanese and American companies was starkly highlighted 
in a Harvard Business Review article by Johnson and Ouchi (1974). The authors claimed 
that Japanese workers, assembling the same product using the same technology, were  
15 per cent more productive than their American counterparts.

For an American audience this was a shocking statement, confirming the worst fears of a 
decline in the USA’s competitive edge over the rest of the world. Since the Second World War 
American manufacturers had grown accustomed to out-producing and out-performing every 
foreign competitor. The era of the Cold War had led Americans to believe that the only danger 
to their general security sprang from communism and specifically the Soviet Union. The notion 
that their comprehensively vanquished enemies and strategic clients, the Japanese, might  
be poised to overhaul them technically and even economically was unpalatable, even 
 unbelievable.

(Sheldrake, 1996: 185)

It was not only the United States that took fright; in the 1970s and 1980s, all over the 
Western world, businesses and governments also woke up to the Japanese challenge. Even 
what was then West Germany, which prided itself on producing well-engineered and high-
quality products such as BMW and Mercedes cars, found that the Japanese were producing 
cars such as the Lexus that were not only half the price but also better engineered and of far 
superior quality (Williams et al, 1991).

Nor was it just the Japanese challenge that frightened the West. The 1970s also saw the 
return of unemployment and inflation, both assumed to have been eliminated; and the occur-
rence of the two ‘oil shocks’, which highlighted most Western nations’ precarious reliance on 
imported energy (Kemp, 1990). Therefore, old certainties were being challenged, and new 
orthodoxies began to arise. Rather like Copernicus, Japan made the West see the world, and 
its place in it, from a new perspective. In effect, in the last 30 years or so, the world has turned 
on its axis (Fruin, 1992). The days of the mass production of standardised products appear to 
be over; the key words now are variety, flexibility and customisation (Masayuki, 1998).

In the 1980s, Perez (1983) and Freeman (1988) described the characteristics of this 
emerging techno-economic rationale (see Ideas and perspectives 4.1). It has been given a 
variety of names. In the 1970s, Daniel Bell (1973) heralded The Coming of Post-Industrial 
Society. In the 1980s, other writers spoke of the ‘post-Fordist’ or ‘post-Taylorist’ era 
(Whitaker, 1992). Increasingly, in the 1990s, the term ‘postmodernism’ was used to describe 
the changes taking place in the world in general and organisations in particular (Hassard, 
1993). These terms, particularly the debate around postmodernism and its alternatives, will 
be discussed in Chapter 6. For now, what we need to recognise is that it is not necessarily 
that the nature of organisations themselves has changed fundamentally, though significant 
changes in size, technology, structure and complexity have certainly taken place. It is rather 
that, like those who listened to Copernicus, we are seeing their role in the established order 
from a different perspective and beginning to see new possibilities and new challenges.

The emergence of these new possibilities and challenges motivated Western organisa-
tions to undertake a fundamental reassessment of their objectives and operations, rather 
than a mere change in fashion or managerial whim – although this was obviously present as 
well (Collins, 2000; Huczynski, 1993; Kennedy, 1994). In effect, what we can see from the 
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beginning of the 1980s is the emergence of a paradigm shift – or, to be more accurate, the 
search for new, more appropriate paradigms. It seemed as if the changes taking place in the 
business environment were so enormous and rapid that existing paradigms, whatever their 
past merits, were breaking down and new ones emerging.

In this chapter, we examine the paradigm that has come, to a lesser or greater extent, to 
dominate Western, and increasingly global, managerial thinking, writing and practice since 
the 1980s: Culture-Excellence. For some years, it vied with the Japanese management and 
organisational learning approaches (see Chapter 5), but it is now clear that Culture-
Excellence won that particular battle. What distinguishes it from what went before is its 
claim that an organisation’s success, competitiveness and ultimately its survival depends on 
its culture. As Case study 4.1 indicates, and as many writers have observed, we now live in 
an era where culture is seen as the great organisational cure-all (Hill, 2012). Whatever the 
problem, culture is the answer, even (or especially) if the problem is ‘bad’ culture.

Culture-Excellence arose as an attempt to counter Japanese competitiveness by drawing 
on and re-shaping the American and British traditions of individualism and free market lib-
eralism. It emerged in the early 1980s, and its principal exponents – Tom Peters and Robert 
Waterman (1982), Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1989) and Charles Handy (1989) – attempted 
both to predict and to promote the ways in which successful (excellent) companies would 
and should operate in the future. Culture-Excellence is clearly aligned with the neoliberal 
economic orthodoxy that began to dominate business thinking from the 1970s onwards, 
and which sees the unrestricted pursuit of profit as being the key to organisational and, by 
extension, societal well-being (Chomsky, 1999; Harvey, 2005; Stiglitz, 2010).

The emergence of Culture-Excellence has been played out in an era when globalisation 
and neoliberalism have advanced apace (see Chapters 5 and 14). With the increase in glo-
balisation has come the notion that the integration of the world economy and ready availa-
bility of core technologies will have a ‘convergence’ effect whereby national differences, 
especially in terms of institutional structures and practices, disappear (Dowrick and DeLong, 
2003). However, this convergence does not seem to be taking place with organisational 
 theories and practices; instead, countries appear to specialise in different managerial prac-
tices, although there is evidence that Culture-Excellence has made some inroads into 
Western Europe and China (Bloom et al, 2012; Harvey, 2005; Sanders, 2014; Yang, 2012). 

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.1

The new techno-economic rationale
●	 A shift towards information-intensive rather than energy- or materials-intensive 

 products.

●	 A change from dedicated mass production systems towards more flexible systems that 
can accommodate a wider range of products, smaller batches and more frequent design 
changes – ‘economies of scale’ are being replaced by ‘economies of scope’.

●	 A move towards the greater integration of processes and systems within companies and 
between suppliers and customers, which permits a more rapid response to market and 
customer requirements.

Source: Perez (1983) and Freeman (1988).
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The key issues seem to be that those countries that have adopted neoliberal policies, or as 
with China where parts of the economy operate on a more neoliberal basis, have proved 
more fertile grounds for Culture-Excellence. This is why Japan, with its more protectionist, 
collectivist and long-term orientation, appears to have stuck to its own distinct approach to 
running organisations (see Chapter 5). For example, Japanese companies tend to monitor 
performance, whilst US companies tend to manage people through incentive schemes 
(Bloom et al, 2012). However, it will be argued in the conclusion to this chapter (and more 
fully in Chapter 5) that, although Culture-Excellence has become the dominant manage-
ment paradigm in the West, the situation that allowed it to flourish, i.e. neoliberalism, may 
itself be under threat as organisations are forced to move their focus from achieving short-
term profitability for themselves achieving to long-term sustainability for the planet.

The Culture-Excellence approach

The core of the Culture-Excellence approach is summed up in the following quote from a 
report by the management consultants Bain & Company:

Culture is at the heart of competitive advantage, particularly when it comes to sustaining high 
performance. Bain & Company research found that nearly 70 percent of business leaders 
agree: Culture provides the greatest source of competitive advantage. In fact, more than  
80 percent believe an organization that lacks a high-performance culture is doomed to 
 mediocrity. (Rogers et al, 2006: 1)

Although it is predominantly a North American perspective, the Culture-Excellence 
approach has also found strong adherents in Europe and even seems to be finding China’s 
mix of communism and neoliberalism fertile ground (Harvey, 2005; Sanders, 2014; Yang, 
2012). The examination of this approach draws on the work of key writers from both the 
United States and Europe, namely Peters and Waterman, Kanter and Handy. In the 1980s, 
when Culture-Excellence began to emerge, these writers were all practising and interna-
tionally recognised management consultants; Handy and Kanter were also distinguished 
academics. Consequently, even though their work was attempting to predict and promote 
the way firms would or should operate in the future, it was firmly based on what they 
believed the best companies were already doing or planning to do in the future.

The work of these four people, especially Peters, formed the spearhead of the movement 
that simultaneously charted and created the new organisational forms that have appeared 
over the last 30 years. Their work – although both complementary and distinct – has had a 
profound influence in shaping managers’ understanding of what they need to do in order to 
remain competitive now and in the future. This work will now be examined in detail, start-
ing with the American perspectives of Peters and Waterman and of Kanter, and concluding 
with Handy’s British perspective.

Tom peters and robert Waterman’s search for excellence
If Drucker was the first guru, it was Tom Peters who elevated gurudom to high art. . . .  
Mr Peters remains one of the handful of A-list gurus able to command $50,000-plus a day to 
address a senior management retreat or sales conference. His highly charged stage perfor-
mance still draws crowds. (London, 2005: 11)
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Tom Peters has been, arguably, the most influential management consultant for over  
30 years. His books sell in the millions, his seminars fill auditoriums, and his newspaper 
column was syndicated across the world (Collins, 2008). He catapulted to international 
fame when he co-authored, along with Robert Waterman, In Search of Excellence: Lessons 
from America’s Best-Run Companies (Peters and Waterman, 1982). Not only is this the best-
selling business book of all time, it has also been called the greatest business book of all time 
(Collins, 2008). It is difficult to overestimate the impact this book has had. At a time when 
Western economies were on the rocks and Japanese companies appeared to be sweeping all 
before them, In Search of Excellence seemed to offer a way, perhaps the only way, for Western 
companies to regain their competitiveness (Crainer, 1995).

The origins of the book lie in a major study of the determinants of organisational 
excellence, which Peters and Waterman carried out when working for the management 
consultants McKinsey and Company. They used the now-famous McKinsey 7 S Framework 
(see Ideas and perspectives 4.2), which they had developed jointly with Richard Pascale 
and Anthony Athos, to study 62 of America’s most successful companies.

Peters and Waterman concluded that it was the four ‘soft’ Ss (staff, style, shared values 
and skills) that held the key to business success. In stressing the ‘soft’ Ss, they challenged the 
rational theories of management described in previous chapters. They argue that the 
rational approach is flawed because it leads to the following:

●	 Wrong-headed analysis – situation or information analysis that is considered too com-
plex and unwieldy to be useful. This is analysis that strives to be precise about the inher-
ently unknowable.

●	 Paralysis through analysis – the application of the rational model to such an extent that 
action stops and planning runs riot.

●	 Irrational rationality – where rational management techniques identify the ‘right’ 
answer irrespective of its applicability to the situation in question.

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.2

The 7 s Framework
Strategy: plan or course of action for the allocation of scarce resources in order to achieve 
specified goals.

Structure: the main features of the organisation chart and how the various parts of an 
organisation are linked.

Systems: the organisation’s formalised procedures and processes.

Staff: the composition of the workforce, i.e. engineers, managers, etc.

Style: the behaviour of key managers and also the cultural style of the organisation.

Shared values: the guiding concepts and meanings that infuse the organisation’s  members.

Skills: the distinctive capabilities possessed by individuals, groups and the organisation as 
whole.

Source: Peters and Waterman (1982).
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In the light of these criticisms, Peters and Waterman argue that the analytical tools that 
characterise the rational approach should be used only as an aid to, rather than a substitute 
for, human judgment. They believe that it is the freedom given to managers and employees 
to challenge the orthodox and to experiment with different solutions which distinguishes 
the excellent companies from the also-rans. In place of the rational approach, Peters and 
Waterman argue that there are eight key attributes that organisations need to demonstrate 
if they are to achieve excellence:

1. A bias for action.

2. Closeness to the customer.

3. Autonomy and entrepreneurship.

4. Productivity through people.

5. Hands-on, value-driven.

6. Stick to the knitting.

7. Simple form, lean staff.

8. Simultaneous loose–tight properties.

These are discussed in detail below.

1 a bias for action
One of the main identifiable attributes of excellent companies is their bias for action. Even 
though they may be analytical in approach, they also favour methods that encourage rapid 
and appropriate response. One of the methods devised for achieving quick action is what 
Peters and Waterman term ‘chunking’. Chunking is an approach whereby a problem that 
arises in the organisation is first made manageable (i.e. broken into ‘chunks’) and then tack-
led by a small group of staff brought together specifically for that purpose. The main reason 
for the use of such groups, variously called project teams, task forces or quality circles, is to 
facilitate organisational fluidity and to encourage action. Key characteristics of these groups 
are as follows:

●	 They usually comprise no more than 10 members.

●	 They are voluntarily constituted.

●	 The life of the group is usually between three and six months.

●	 The reporting level and seniority of the membership is appropriate to the importance of 
the problem to be dealt with.

●	 The documentation of the group’s proceedings is scant and very informal.

●	 These groups take on a limited set of objectives, which are usually determined, moni-
tored, evaluated and reviewed by themselves.

Chunking is merely one example of the bias for action that exists in excellent companies 
and reflects their willingness to innovate and experiment. These companies’ philosophy for 
action is simple: ‘Do it, fix it, try it.’ Therefore, excellent companies are characterised by 
small, ad hoc teams applied to solving designated problems which have first been reduced to 
manageable proportions. Achieving smallness is the key, even though the subject or task 
may be large. Smallness induces manageability and a sense of understanding, and it allows 
a feeling of ownership.
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2 Close to the customer
Excellent companies really do get close to the customer, while others merely talk about it. 
The customer dictates product, quantity, quality and service. The best organisations are 
alleged to go to extreme lengths to achieve quality, service and reliability. There is no 
part of the business that is closed to customers. In fact, many of the excellent companies 
claim to get their best ideas for new products from listening intently and regularly to their 
customers. The excellent companies are more ‘driven by their direct orientation to the 
customers rather than by technology or by a desire to be the low-cost producer. They 
seem to focus more on the revenue-generation side of their services’ (Peters and 
Waterman, 1982: 197).

3 autonomy and entrepreneurship
Perhaps the most important element of excellent companies is their ‘ability to be big and yet 
to act small at the same time. A concomitant essential apparently is that they encourage the 
entrepreneurial spirit among their people, because they push autonomy markedly far down 
the line’ (Peters and Waterman, 1982: 201). Product champions are allowed to come for-
ward, grow and flourish. Such a champion is not a blue-sky dreamer, or an intellectual 
giant. The champion might even be an ideal thief. But above all, the champion is the prag-
matist, the one who latches on to someone else’s idea, and doggedly brings something con-
crete and tangible out of it.

In fostering such attitudes, the excellent companies have what they label ‘championing 
systems’ which comprise three key elements (see Ideas and perspectives 4.3). The essence of 
the championing system is to foster, promote and sustain the budding entrepreneur. It is 
claimed that the three elements of the championing system are essential to its operation and 
credibility.

Another key part of this system is that, in some companies, product champions tend to be 
allocated their own ‘suboptimal divisions’. These are similar to small, independent busi-
nesses and comprise independent new venture teams, run by champions with the full and 
total support of senior management. The suboptimal division is independent in that it is 
responsible for its own accounting, personnel activities, quality assurance and support for 
its product in the field. To encourage entrepreneurship further, teams, groups and divisions 
are highly encouraged by the companies’ reward structures to compete among themselves 
for new projects.

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.3

The three elements of the championing system
●	 The product champion – a zealot or fanatic who believes in a product.

●	 A successful executing champion – one who has been through the process of 
 championing a product before.

●	 The godfather – typically, an ageing leader who provides the role model for 
 champions.

Source: Peters and Waterman (1982).
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Autonomy and entrepreneurship are also encouraged by the type of no-holds-barred 
communications procedures adopted by excellent companies. These exhibit the following 
characteristics:

●	 Communication systems are informal – even though there are lots of meetings going 
on at any one time, most meetings are informal and comprise staff from different disci-
plines gathering to talk about and solve problems.

●	 Communication intensity is extraordinary – given the freedom, the encouragement 
and the support (financial, moral and physical) in the organisations, it is no wonder that 
the level of communication between and among workers is not only informal and sponta-
neous but also intense. This is borne out by the common occurrence of meetings without 
agendas and minutes. Also, when presentations are made in these meetings, questioning 
of the proposal is unabashed and discussion is free and open. Those present are expected 
to be fully involved in such meetings, and there are no ‘sacred cows’ that cannot be 
 questioned.

●	 Communication is given physical support – blackboards, flip-charts and small tables 
that foster informal small group discussions are everywhere. The aim is to encourage 
people to talk about the organisation: what needs changing; what is going on; and how 
to improve things around the place. There are also people, variously described as dream-
ers, heretics, gadflies, mavericks or geniuses, whose sole purpose is to spur the system to 
innovate. Their job is to institutionalise innovation by initiating and encouraging experi-
mentation. They can also call on staff in other divisions of the organisation to assist them 
in this process, as well as have financial resources at their disposal.

This intense communication system also acts as a remarkably tight control system, in 
that people are always checking on each other to see how each is faring. This arises out of 
a genuine desire to keep abreast of developments in the organisation rather than any 
untoward motive. One result of this is that teams are more prudent in their financial 
expenditure on projects. Another is that the sea of inquisitors acts as ‘idea generators’, 
thereby ensuring that teams are not dependent entirely on their own devices to innovate 
and solve problems. This usually also ensures that all options are considered before a 
final decision is made. The concomitant result of this fostering of creativity is that senior 
management is more tolerant of failure, knowing full well that champions have to make 
many tries, and consequently suffer some failures, in the process of creating successful 
innovations.

4 productivity through people
A cherished principle of the excellent companies is that they treat their workers with 
respect and dignity; they refer to them as partners. This is because people, rather than 
systems or machines, are seen as the primary source of quality and productivity gains. 
Therefore, there is ‘tough-minded respect for the individual and the willingness to train 
him, to set reasonable and clear expectations for him, and to grant him practical auton-
omy to step out and contribute directly to his job’ (Peters and Waterman, 1982: 239). 
There is a closeness and family feeling in such companies; indeed, many of the ‘partners’ 
see the organisation as an extended family. The slogans of such companies tend to reflect 
this view of people: ‘respect the individual’, ‘make people winners’, ‘let them stand out’ 
and ‘treat people as adults’.
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5 Hands-on, value-driven
Excellent companies are value-driven; they are clear about what they stand for and take 
the process of value-shaping seriously. There is an implicit belief that everyone in the 
organisation, from the top to the bottom, should be driven by the values of the organisa-
tion; hence the great effort, time and money spent to inspire people by and inculcate them 
with these values:

These values are almost always stated in qualitative, rather than quantitative, terms. When 
financial objectives are mentioned, they are almost always ambitious but never precise. 
Furthermore, financial and strategic objectives are never stated alone. They are always dis-
cussed in the context of the other things the company expects to do well. The idea that profit 
is a natural by-product of doing something well, and not an end in itself, is almost always 
universal. (Peters and Waterman, 1982: 284)

Implanting these values is a primary responsibility of the individual members of the man-
agement team. They set the tone by leading from the front. Coherence and homogeneity 
must, however, first be created among senior management by regular meetings (both for-
mal and informal). The outcome of this is that management speaks with one voice. They are 
passionate in preaching the organisation’s values. They unleash excitement, not in their 
offices but mainly on the shopfloor, where the workers are. Inculcating these values, how-
ever, is a laborious process, and persistence is vital in achieving the desired goal.

6 stick to the knitting
Acquisition or internal diversification for its own sake is not one of the characteristics of 
excellent companies. They must stick to the knitting – do what they know best. But when 
they do acquire, they do it in an experimental fashion, by first ‘dipping a toe in the water’. If 
the water does not feel good, they get out fast. Acquisitions are always in fields related to 
their core activities, and they never acquire any business that they do not know how to run. 
As a general rule, they ‘move out mainly through internally generated diversification, one 
manageable step at a time’ (Peters and Waterman, 1982: 279).

7 simple form, lean staff
A guiding principle in excellent companies is to keep things simple and small. Structurally, 
the most common form is the ‘product division’. This form, which is rarely changed, pro-
vides the essential touchstone that everybody understands and from which the complexities 
of day-to-day life can be approached. Since the use of teams, groups and task forces for 
specific projects is a common stock-in-trade of these companies, most changes in structure 
are made at the edges, such as by allocating one or two people to an ad hoc team. By adopt-
ing this approach, the basic structure is left in place, while all other things revolve and 
change around it. This gives these organisations great flexibility but still enables them to 
keep their structures simple, divisionalised and autonomous.

Such simple structures require only a small, lean staff at the corporate and middle- 
management levels. This results in fewer administrators and more doers: ‘It is not uncommon 
to find a corporate staff of fewer than 100 people running a multi-billion dollar enterprise’ 
(Peters and Waterman, 1982: 15). Therefore, in excellent companies, flat structures, with 
few layers, and slimmed-down bureaucracies – which together allow flexibility and rapid 
communication – are the order of the day.
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8 simultaneous loose–tight properties
This is the ‘firm and free’ principle. On the one hand, it allows the excellent companies to con-
trol everything tightly while, on the other hand, allowing and, indeed, encouraging individ-
ual innovation, autonomy and entrepreneurship. These properties are jointly achieved 
through the organisation’s culture – its shared values and beliefs. By sharing the same values, 
self-control and self-respect result in each person becoming their own, and everyone else’s, 
supervisor. The individual members of the organisation know they have the freedom, and are 
encouraged, to experiment and innovate. They also know that their actions will be scrutinised 
and judged, however, with the utmost attention paid to the impact they have on product qual-
ity, targets and, above all, the customer. The focus is on building and expanding the frontiers 
of the business. The ultimate goal is to be the best company, and in the final analysis, this is 
the benchmark against which the discipline and flexibility of the individual will be measured.

In summary, Peters and Waterman maintain that the main attributes of excellent compa-
nies are flat, anti-hierarchical structures; innovation and entrepreneurship; small corporate 
and middle-management staffs; reward systems based on contribution rather than position 
or length of service; brain power rather than muscle power; and strong, flexible cultures.

Peters and Waterman’s vision of the organisation of the future, based on their study of 
leading American companies, has proved extremely influential, not only in the business 
world but in academia as well (Collins, 2008). This is not to say (as will be shown later) that 
they are without their critics; however, there is little doubt that they laid the groundwork, 
especially in highlighting the important role played by culture, for other leading thinkers 
whose work draws on and gels with theirs.

Their vision of the future has not stood still. Peters formed his own consultancy, The Tom 
Peters Group, and has used this as a vehicle for developing and implementing the Culture-
Excellence approach (see http://tompeters.com). Though not fundamentally changing his 
view of the need for excellent organisations, in Thriving on Chaos (Peters, 1989), he argued 
that none existed in the United States. In Liberation Management (Peters, 1993), he placed 
more emphasis on the need to break organisations into smaller, more independent, more 
flexible units. Only by doing this, he argued, would managers be ‘liberated’ and thus able to 
achieve their – and their organisation’s – full potential. In this book, Peters maintains that 
the age of the large corporations such as IBM and General Motors is over. He sees such com-
panies as outmoded and uncompetitive dinosaurs which are doomed to extinction unless 
they change rapidly and irreversibly. Peters argues that only rapid structural change can 
create the conditions for entrepreneurial cultures to emerge that both liberate managers 
and empower workers. Indeed, this book is nothing short of an out-and-out attack on the 
very existence of corporate America.

 The Circle of Innovation: You Can’t Shrink Your Way to Greatness (Peters, 1997a) is per-
haps his most iconoclastic book. Even the format of the book is different from what has gone 
before. Indeed, its use of a multitude of different images, font types, font sizes and, in some 
cases, almost surreal page layouts makes it more like a pop video than a traditional book. 
The message could not be clearer: just as The Circle of Innovation is innovative in its format, 
so organisations must be innovative if they are to survive. His attack on present and past 
organisational practices, stability and any sense of permanence is keener and more vitriolic 
than ever. Professionalism, rules, balance, propriety, logic and consensus are all outmoded 
concepts, he argues. Peters (1997a: 76) quotes Dee Hock, founder of the Visa Network, who 
said: ‘The problem is never how to get new, innovative thoughts into your mind, but how to 
get the old ones out.’

http://tompeters.com
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For Peters, organisational forgetting is far more important than organisational learning. 
Future success, he argues, is not related to what an organisation has done in the past, nor 
what is bringing it success now, but how innovative it will be in identifying new products, 
services and markets. He makes a strong, almost messianic, plea for organisations to centre 
themselves on innovation. Peters argues that innovation demands obsession, tension, being 
provocative, and having no market peers looking over your shoulder. As firms achieve par-
ity in terms of quality and costs, he believes that only a constant commitment to being dif-
ferent, to continuous innovation, will allow companies to differentiate themselves from 
their competitors.

Just as quality was seen as everyone’s job in the 1980s, so Peters maintains that innova-
tion must also become everyone’s job. In terms of structure, organisations must adopt a 
network or even a virtual structure, where small groups and even individuals have the free-
dom to self-manage themselves, to make connections and break connections as they see fit. 
Indeed, the subtitle of The Circle of Innovation could well be ‘Anarchy rules!’

Whereas in In Search of Excellence, he and Robert Waterman put forward their eight 
attributes of excellence, this book is structured around his 15 points on The Circle of 
Innovation (see Ideas and perspectives 4.4).

Trying to follow Peters’s train of thought through his various books is like trying to catch 
mist – just when you think you have got it, it slips through your hands. Indeed, Peters 
(1997a: xv) takes pride in his inconsistency: ‘“They” call me inconsistent. I consider that a 
badge of honor.’ As Peters often remarks: ‘If you’re not confused, you’re not paying atten-
tion’ (London, 2005). Originally, he saw the pursuit of ‘excellence’ as the only way to save 

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.4

The Circle of Innovation
●	 Distance is dead.

●	 Destruction is cool.

●	 You can’t live without an eraser.

●	 We are all Michelangelos.

●	 Welcome to the white-collar revolution.

●	 All values come from the professional services.

●	 The intermediary is doomed.

●	 The system is the solution.

●	 Create waves of lust.

●	 Tommy Hilfiger knows.

●	 Become a connoisseur of talent.

●	 It’s a woman’s world.

●	 Little things are the only things.

●	 Love all, serve all.

●	 We’re here to live life out loud.

Source: Peters (1997a).
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corporate America from annihilation by its Japanese competitors (and thus maintain the 
United States as the premier industrial nation). Then, in Liberation Management, Peters 
(1993) argued that corporate America needed to be destroyed in order for America to sur-
vive. The message from The Circle of Innovation is that, with the business world in a perma-
nent state of chaos, the only way for any organisation to survive is by constantly reinventing 
itself through a ceaseless process of innovation and change.

Nevertheless, while he offers some new tools and techniques, and the tone of his work 
has become more strident and zealot-like over the years, in essence he is still promoting the 
concepts first developed in In Search of Excellence. He argues (Peters, 2006) that the eight 
key attributes of excellence which formed the core of the book have proved their staying 
power and have become the way that winning businesses organise themselves and motivate 
their people. He continues to maintain that the market is not simply the final arbiter of suc-
cess, but the only arbiter. Meeting the ever-increasing appetite for instant gratification is the 
only way to survive. Innovation, i.e. autonomy and entrepreneurship, is now the prime 
attribute of excellence and the only guarantee of success. For Peters, large, bureaucratic 
organisations based on command-and-control systems are the enemy of excellence. Peters’s 
(1997a: 493) view of how organisations should be run is, perhaps, best summed up by a 
quotation he cites from the racing driver Mario Andretti: ‘If things seem under control, 
you’re just not going fast enough.’

Of all the proponents of Culture-Excellence, Peters is the one who most passionately 
seems to embrace neoliberal free market values and to champion heroic, winner-take-all 
leaders. Yet, for all Peters’s continued stridency in presenting his recipe for corporate resur-
gence, his later work also seems to contain a greater sense of frustration, as is shown by the 
title of a recent conference presentation (Peters, 2014):

 TEN-POINT “NO OPTION” MANIFESTO: RE-IMAGINE.

 EXCELLENCE. INNOVATE. NOW. OR PERISH.

More than 30 years after In Search of Excellence, Peters believes that his message has still not 
been acted upon by the vast majority of the business world and, as Collins (2008: 331) 
notes: ‘Peters’ relationship with the corporate world is strained, and, increasingly, 
 unproductive.’

rosabeth Moss Kanter’s post-entrepreneurial model

Kanter is a professor at the Harvard Business School and runs her own successful 
 consultancy – Goodmeasure Inc. Her early work concerned Utopian communities, such as  
the Shakers, but she then went on to study business organisations. O’Hara (2008: 1) 
 comments that:

Kanter boasts an impressive CV. She has 22 honorary doctorates, was editor of the Harvard 
Business Review in the early 1990s, was named one of the ‘50 most influential business think-
ers in the world’, and has spent decades studying corporate governance and advising govern-
ments and business.

Kanter first came to prominence with her (1977) book, Men and Women of the Corporation. 
This was an intensive examination of corporate America, which she saw as bureaucratic, 
unimaginative, uninspiring and anti-women. In her next book, The Change Masters (Kanter, 
1983), she offered her personal recipe for overcoming what she saw as the malaise and lack 
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of competitiveness of the United States. The book painted corporate America as being in 
transition; it recognised that the corporatism of the past no longer worked but was not sure 
where the future lay. Kanter (1983) argued that it lay in American and not Japanese ideas, 
and particularly in unleashing individual dynamism through empowerment and greater 
employee involvement.

Although her earlier books were clearly in tune with Peters and Waterman’s work, it is 
Kanter’s (1989) When Giants Learn to Dance: Mastering the Challenges of Strategy, 
Management, and Careers in the 1990s that most complements and develops their work by 
attempting to define what organisations need to be like in the future if they are to be suc-
cessful. Kanter calls for a revolution in business management to create what she terms post-
entrepreneurial organisations. She uses this term:

because it takes entrepreneurship a step further, applying entrepreneurial principles to the 
traditional corporation, creating a marriage between entrepreneurial creativity and corporate 
discipline, cooperation, and teamwork. (Kanter, 1989: 9–10)

Kanter maintains:

If the new game of business is indeed like Alice-in-Wonderland croquet, then winning it 
requires faster action, more creative maneuvering, more flexibility, and closer partnerships 
with employees and customers than was typical in the traditional corporate bureaucracy. It 
requires more agile, limber management that pursues opportunity without being bogged 
down by cumbersome structures or weighty procedures that impede action. Corporate giants, 
in short, must learn how to dance. (Kanter, 1989: 20)

She argues that today’s corporate elephants need to learn to dance as nimbly and speed-
ily as mice if they are to survive in our increasingly competitive and rapidly changing world. 
Companies must constantly be alert and on their guard, and keep abreast of their competi-
tors’ intentions. By evaluating the response of modern organisations to the demands placed 
upon them, Kanter produces her post-entrepreneurial model of how the organisation of the 
future should operate. She sees post-entrepreneurial organisations as pursuing three main 
strategies:

1 restructuring to find synergies
The essence of this approach is to identify and concentrate on the core business areas and to 
remove all obstacles and impediments to their efficient and effective operation. Therefore, 
all non-core activities are eliminated, and authority is devolved to the appropriate levels of 
the business: those in the front line. In practice, this means selling off a company’s non-core 
activities and ensuring that what remains, especially at the corporate and middle- 
management levels, is lean and efficient. The result is to create flatter, more responsive and 
less complex organisations that have a greater degree of focus than in the past.

2 Opening boundaries to form strategic alliances
With the slimming-down of the organisation and the contracting out of some of its func-
tions, there arises the need to pool resources with other organisations, to band together to 
exploit opportunities and to share ideas and information. These alliances take three forms: 
service alliances, opportunistic alliances and stakeholder alliances. The first, a service alli-
ance, is where two or more organisations form a cross-company consortium to undertake a 
special project with a limited lifespan, such as Ford, Daimler AG and Nissan’s collaboration 
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on the development of fuel cells. The second form, an opportunistic alliance, comprises a 
joint venture whose aim is to take advantage of a particular opportunity that has arisen: ‘the 
two principal advantages behind this kind of alliance are competence-enhancing ones: tech-
nology transfer or market access or both’ (Kanter, 1989: 126). However, as Kanter (1989: 
126) points out, such alliances are not always equally beneficial: ‘Once one of the partners 
has gained experience with the competence of the other, the alliance is vulnerable to 
 dissolution – the opportunity can now be pursued without the partner.’ The third form, a 
stakeholder alliance, unlike the previous two, is seen as a continuing, almost permanent 
partnership between an organisation and its key stakeholders, such as Nissan’s long-term 
approach to developing and working with suppliers (Lloyd et al, 1994; Partnership Sourcing 
Ltd, 1991a; Wickens, 1987).

The result of these three types of alliances is that structures and positions within organi-
sations will change, sometimes quite dramatically. This is especially the case among senior 
and line managers, but even previously protected groups – such as R&D specialists – will 
also see their roles and responsibilities change. They will have to work more closely not only 
with colleagues internally but also with external groupings.

3 Creating new ventures from within – encouraging innovation  
and entrepreneurship
Kanter argues that there is a feeling in many traditional companies that opportunities are 
being missed owing to their inability to give staff the flexibility to pursue new ideas and 
develop new products. This used to be the sole domain of the strategic planners or R&D 
departments, but Kanter argues that in post-entrepreneurial organisations, innovation will 
become everyone’s responsibility. As she shows, some organisations are deliberately form-
ing new, independent units or entirely restructuring themselves to nurture innovation and 
entrepreneurship. New cultures are being created which encourage and aid innovation, and 
old barriers and restrictions are being eradicated. As a result of such changes, the innovative 
potential of employees is being tapped, and a proliferation of new ideas, products and ways 
of working are emerging.

The consequences of the post-entrepreneurial model

There is no doubt that the post-entrepreneurial model carries profound implications for 
both organisations and their employees. However, Kanter (1989), unlike Peters, does not 
see all these neoliberal new developments as being an unalloyed blessing, especially in 
the case of employees. In particular, she draws attention to three areas where the changes 
will have a major impact on employees: reward systems, career paths and job security, 
and  lifestyle.

reward systems
Kanter (1989) sees that both public- and private-sector employers and employees will 
increasingly come to look for new and more appropriate ways of rewarding and being 
rewarded, which will lead to a move from determining pay on the basis of a person’s posi-
tion and seniority to basing it on their contribution to the organisation. She sees these 
changes as being driven by four main concerns: cost, equity, productivity and entrepreneur-
ial pressure (see Ideas and perspectives 4.5). Kanter sees the main forms of incentive as 
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being profit-sharing, individual performance bonuses and venture returns, where employ-
ees receive a share of the profits from a new service or product.

The picture created by such reward systems is not, of course, totally rosy. Where there 
are winners, there may also be losers; not everyone will have the opportunity or drive to 
be an entrepreneur, or will be in a position that lends itself to some form of bonus sys-
tem. Also, many people who benefit from reward systems based on seniority and posi-
tion may find they lose out. Older workers, established in organisations and well down 
their chosen career path, could be particularly adversely affected by such changes. In 
addition, such payment systems may be divisive and create conflict. Kanter stresses the 
need for teamwork, yet a situation where some members of the team are receiving high 
bonuses is bound to create tensions which undermine cooperation and collaboration. It 
may be that profit-sharing schemes, which encompass everyone in the organisation, 
overcome this threat to teamworking; but if everyone receives the same share of the 
profits irrespective of their individual contribution, the motivating effect is likely to be 
diminished. The result of these various approaches to pay could be minimal in terms of 
motivation, or could even be demotivating and, indeed, drive out the most experienced 
people in the organisation. As the 2008 financial crisis demonstrated, the use of incen-
tive pay can also have disastrous effects on organisations and even the economy at large, 
if the pursuit of bonuses becomes the overriding motivation of employers and employees 
(Stiglitz, 2010).

Careers and job security
As organisations have become slimmer and more tasks are contracted out, organisation 
structures are becoming flatter as entire layers of hierarchy are dispensed with. The result-
ant effect threatens the demise of traditional forms of career path. Kanter argues that the 
idea of staying with one organisation and climbing the corporate career ladder is being 
replaced by hopping from job to job, not necessarily in the same organisation, which cer-
tainly seems to be the case now with senior managers (Crump, 2014). Therefore, instead of 
people relying on organisations to give shape to their career, in future the onus will be on 
individuals to map out and pursue their own chosen route, which, as Kanter (1989: 324) 

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.5

drivers for changes to reward systems
Cost – the concern is that the present system is too expensive for companies that must 
conserve resources to be competitive.

Equity – organisations are concerned to ensure that employees are fairly rewarded for their 
efforts.

Productivity – organisations want to adopt reward systems that motivate high performance 
from employees.

Entrepreneurial pressure – companies are aware that the present system does not always 
adequately reward entrepreneurs for their efforts.

Source: Kanter (1989).
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points out, has implications for how they relate to their current employer and what skills 
they see as important:

What people are increasingly working to acquire is the capital of their own individual reputation 
instead of the organisational capital that comes from learning one system well and meeting its 
idiosyncratic requirements. For many managers, it might be more important, for example, to 
acquire or demonstrate a talent that a future employer or financial investor might value than to 
get to know the right people several layers above in the corporation where they currently work.

Having painted this picture, it must also be acknowledged that there are contradictions 
and dilemmas that need to be resolved. What Kanter describes are organisations and cul-
tures that facilitate innovation and entrepreneurship, and change and flexibility. 
Employability and loyalty in such organisations are transient concepts, and what matters, 
almost exclusively, is the individual’s present performance rather than their past or poten-
tial future contribution. The two main dilemmas from the organisational perspective are, 
therefore, how to reconcile the above with their stated objective of treating employees as 
long-term partners, and how to motivate employees to work in the organisation’s interest 
rather than in their own interest. This is an especially pointed dilemma in the case of the 
champions and entrepreneurs on whom it is argued the future of organisations depends. 
This is because it is this group of highly marketable individuals who are most likely to see 
their careers in terms of many different jobs and organisations.

Workers’ lifestyle
There are now many organisations where people have been given greater freedom to inno-
vate and experiment, where there are strong financial rewards for increased performance 
levels and where people are given greater control over their area of the business (Naqshbandi 
and Kaur, 2011). There is little doubt that in such situations people are expected, and 
indeed wish, to work longer hours and centre what social life they have around their work 
(Duff, 2016). Although the average hours worked per employee in most developed coun-
tries does not seem to have increased over the last decade (OECD, 2016), there is evidence 
that this is not the case for senior managers and key staff, who seem to be expected to work 
longer hours than in the 1980s and 1990s (Angrave and Charlwood, 2015; Kodz et al, 2003; 
Taylor, 2007). To encourage this, many companies now provide such employees with ‘con-
cierge’ services that do their shopping, find them plumbers, sort out their new car and even 
find them a new house and arrange the move (Vansteenwegen et al, 2015). The purpose of 
this is, of course, to allow staff to focus more effectively on their job. Nevertheless, where 
there are benefits to the organisation, there may also be disbenefits to the individual:

The workplace as a centre for social life and the workmate as a candidate for marriage mate is, 
on one level, a convenience for overloaded people who have absorbing work that leaves little 
time to pursue a personal life outside. It is also an inevitable consequence of the new work-
force demographics. But on another level, the idea is profoundly disturbing. What about the 
large number of people whose personal lives are not contained within the corridors of the 
corporation? What about the people with family commitments outside the workplace?
 (Kanter, 1989: 285)

We already know the adverse cost that such work patterns can have on people’s physical 
and mental health and on their family life (Cooper, 2013). Indeed, there is now a growing 
tendency among senior managers of both sexes to give up work or move to less well-paid 
but less demanding jobs (downshifting) in order to spend more time with their families 
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(Carvel, 2002; Etzioni, 2004; Frith, 2003; Hamilton, 2003; Kennedy et al, 2013). One par-
ticularly high-profile example of this in the United Kingdom was the decision in 2008 by the 
then Minister of Transport, Ruth Kelly, to resign as an MP in order to spend more time with 
her children as they grow up. Indeed, a recent study concluded that some 20 per cent of all 
workers in developed countries are engaged in downshifting (Alexander and Ussher, 2012).

The downshifting phenomenon may be the reason why Kanter believes unmarried or 
divorced executives are thought to be preferred to their married counterparts by some com-
panies: because it is assumed they can focus more on their job and that they are less likely to 
downshift, given their lack of home life. Indeed, one of the United Kingdom’s most high- 
profile businessmen, Sir Alan Sugar, is on record as stating that he was reluctant to hire women 
because they might take time off to have children (Ashley, 2008). However, the consequence 
of this approach for organisations that have a long-hours, high-pressure culture is that they 
may find themselves fishing for talent in a smaller and smaller pool. Those who seek to pro-
mote a work–life balance for their staff may find it much easier to recruit and retain the best 
people. The consequence, therefore, of crossing the line between motivation and exploita-
tion may prove detrimental for both staff and the organisations which employ them.

Kanter shares Peters’s view that traditional, bureaucratic organisations stifle creativity 
and innovation (see Ideas and perspectives 4.6) and enthusiastically agrees with his call for 

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.6

rules for stifling innovation
 1.  Regard any new idea from below with suspicion – because it’s new, and because it’s 

from below.

 2.  Insist that people who need your approval to act first go through several other layers of 
management to get their signatures.

 3.  Ask departments or individuals to challenge and criticise each other’s proposals. (That 
saves you the job of deciding; you just pick the survivor.)

 4.  Express your criticisms freely, and withhold your praise. (That keeps people on their 
toes.) Let them know they can be fired at any time.

 5.  Treat identification of problems as signs of failure, to discourage people from letting 
you know when something in their area isn’t working.

 6.  Control everything carefully. Make sure people count anything that can be counted, 
frequently.

 7.  Make decisions to reorganise or change policies in secret, and spring them on people 
unexpectedly. (That also keeps people on their toes.)

 8.   Make sure that requests for information are fully justified, and make sure that it is not 
given out to managers freely. (You don’t want data to fall into the wrong hands.)

 9.  Assign to lower-level managers, in the name of delegation and participation, responsi-
bility for figuring out how to cut back, lay off, move people around, or otherwise 
implement threatening decisions you have made. And get them to do it quickly.

10.  And above all, never forget that you, the higher-ups, already know everything impor-
tant about this business.

Source: Kanter (1983: 100–1).
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radical organisational change. Furthermore, on the issues of innovation and entrepreneur-
ship, culture and flexibility, and structure and jobs, they share much common ground. To an 
extent we might expect this, given that they are writing from an American perspective and 
basing their views on the experience and plans of leading US companies. Where Kanter dif-
fers from Peters is that she is aware that such developments have a downside as well as an 
upside. In particular, she draws attention to the contradiction that lies at the heart of the 
post-entrepreneurial model: are people – their skills, motivation and loyalty – central to the 
success of the organisation of the future, or are they just another commodity to be obtained 
and dispensed with as circumstances and their performance require?

In The Challenge of Organizational Change, Kanter and her co-authors (Kanter et al, 1992) 
turn their attention to the issue of managing change, and propose ‘ten commandments for 
executing change’ (see Ideas and perspectives 4.7).

Looking at approaches to change, Kanter et al (1992) distinguishes between ‘Bold 
Strokes’ and ‘Long Marches’ (see Ideas and perspectives 4.8). The former relate to major 

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.7

Ten commandments for executing change
 1. Analyse the organisation and its need for change.

 2. Create a shared vision and a common direction.

 3. Separate from the past.

 4. Create a sense of urgency.

 5. Support a strong leader role.

 6. Line up political sponsorship.

 7. Craft an implementation plan.

 8. Develop enabling structures.

 9. Communicate, involve people, and be honest.

10. Reinforce and institutionalise change.

Source: Kanter et al (1992: 383).

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.8

Bold strokes and Long Marches

Bold Strokes Long Marches

Objective Major strategic or economic change Behavioural/cultural change

Timescale Rapid, short-term change Slow, long-term change

Involvement Senior managers The whole organisation

Source: Kanter et al (1992).
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strategic decisions or economic initiatives. These, they argue, can have a clear and rapid 
impact on an organisation, but they rarely lead to any long-term change in habits or culture. 
The Long March approach favours relatively small-scale and operationally focused initia-
tives that are slow to implement and whose full benefits are achieved in the long term rather 
than the short term. The Long March approach can impact on culture over time. Bold 
Strokes are initiatives taken by a few senior managers, sometimes only one; they do not rely 
on the support of the rest of the organisation for their success. The Long March approach, 
however, does. Without the involvement and commitment of the majority of the workforce, 
such initiatives cannot succeed.

Kanter et al argue that Bold Strokes and Long Marches can be complementary, rather 
than alternatives. For example, a major restructuring can lead to short-term economic ben-
efits; but if the organisation is to prosper in the long term, it may need to transform its cul-
ture through a Long March. In practice, companies appear to favour one or the other.

Kanter’s works, unlike those of Peters, go far beyond the confines of the individual busi-
ness enterprise to look at the workings of society as a whole. Perhaps harking back to her 
earlier interest in utopian communities, she also seems more hesitant about unbridled free 
markets than Peters. She co-authored a book, Creating the Future, with Michael Dukakis, 
the former Governor of Massachusetts (Dukakis and Kanter, 1988) and worked on his failed 
campaign for the US Presidency. The influence of Dukakis and successive Democratic 
administrations in Massachusetts can be seen in Kanter’s World Class: Thriving Locally in the 
Global Economy (Kanter, 1997). She points out that in the 1980s and 1990s, both blue- and 
white-collar American jobs were exported to whichever part of the world offered the lowest 
labour costs. Though she considers the free enterprise system as being ultimately to every-
one’s benefit, Kanter argues that if local communities and regions are to survive and prosper 
in a mercilessly competitive global world, they must learn how to defend themselves. In 
particular, she argues for an interventionist local state which forms alliances with local pri-
vate enterprises in order to create the conditions in which the local economy can prosper.

Kanter has also drawn attention to the need for social and corporate responsibility, espe-
cially the relationship between what she refers to as ‘principled’ business practices, robust 
democracy and a healthy civil society (O’Hara, 2008). This is perhaps why she now argues 
that successful, leading, innovative organisations, such as IBM and Proctor and Gamble, are 
not just profitable but also progressive, socially responsible human communities (Kanter, 
2006, 2008a, 2010), hence her argument for a workplace social contract (Hindle, 2008). As 
Ideas and perspectives 4.9 shows, she argues that many innovative organisations prosper 
because they address and resolve long-standing contradictions between business value and 
societal value, individual and organisational needs, and innovation and standardisation. As 
always with Kanter, the key to resolving these contradictions is the marriage of culture and 
excellence.

In the next (and last) section on Culture-Excellence, we will examine the emergence of 
new organisational forms from the perspective of a British theorist: Charles Handy.

Charles Handy’s emerging future organisations

Charles Handy is one of Britain’s leading management thinkers. Indeed, in a 1997 European 
league table of global management gurus, he was placed third; all the others in the top 10 
were American (Rogers, 1997). Handy was educated at Oxford University and the Sloan 
School of Management at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He has been an oil 
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executive, an economist and a professor at the London Business School. He has also acted as 
a consultant to a wide range of organisations in business, government, the voluntary sector, 
education and health.

Handy’s book, Understanding Organizations, which was first published in 1976, has 
become a standard text on management courses. However, the book that brought him to 
public prominence and where he first began to articulate his views about the future direc-
tion of organisations was The Future of Work (Handy, 1984). Like Kanter and Peters, his 
work was inspired by the rise of Japan and the apparent decline of the West. In particular, 
he was concerned with the high level of unemployment in the United Kingdom at that time. 
Handy argued that if organisations were to survive and meaningful jobs were to be created 
for all those who wished to work, then both organisations and individuals would have to 
change the way they perceived jobs and careers. It was in his book The Age of Unreason 
(1989) that Handy fully articulates his views on the requirements for organisational suc-
cess. He argues that profound changes were taking place in organisational life:

The world of work is changing because the organisations of work are changing their ways. At 
the same time, however, the organisations are having to adapt to a changing world of work. 
It’s a chicken and egg situation. One thing, at least, is clear: organisations in both private and 
public sectors face a tougher world – one in which they are judged more harshly than before 
on their effectiveness and in which there are fewer protective hedges behind which  
to  shelter. (Handy, 1989: 70)

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.9

Having it both ways
When do you know a paradigm is shifting? When long-standing contradictions begin to 
resolve. In the giants my research team and I studied, I was struck by the number of areas 
in which they achieved a balance between seemingly opposing goals.

●	 They both globalize and localize, deriving benefits from the intersections.

●	 They both standardize and innovate, endeavoring to prevent consistency from becom-
ing stifling conformity.

●	 They foster a common universal culture but also respect for individual differences, seek-
ing inclusion and diversity.

●	 They maintain control by letting go of it, trusting people educated in the shared values 
to do the right thing.

●	 They have a strong identity but also a strong reliance on partners, whom they collabo-
rate with but do not control.

●	 They produce both business value and societal value.

●	 They bring together the ‘soft’ areas (people, culture and community responsibility) and 
the ‘hard’ areas (technology and product innovation).

●	 They do not abandon values in a crisis; in fact, as leaders put them to the test, crises 
serve to strengthen commitment to values.

Source: Kanter (2008a: 48).
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He asserts that British companies are fast moving away from the labour-intensive organi-
sations of yesteryear. In future, new knowledge-based structures, run by a few smart people 
at their core who will control a host of equally smart computerised machines, will be the 
order of the day. Already, he notes, leading British organisations are increasingly becoming 
entities that receive their added value from the knowledge and the creativity they put in, 
rather than from the application of muscle power. He contended that fewer, better- 
motivated people, helped by clever machines, can create much more added value than large 
groups of unthinking, demotivated ones ever could.

Like Peters and Kanter, Handy believes that the emerging future organisations will be 
smaller, more flexible and less hierarchical. Similarly, he also believes that the new organi-
sations will need to treat people as assets to be developed and motivated, rather than just so 
much industrial cannon fodder. However, he does not assume that the future will be with-
out diversity in relation to the organisational forms that emerge. Unlike Peters and, to a 
lesser extent, Kanter, he recognises that companies will continue to face differing circum-
stances and will need to respond in different manners. Therefore, instead of trying to re-
establish a new ‘one best way’ for all organisations, with all the contradictions that arise 
from such attempts, Handy identifies three generic types of organisation that he argues will 
dominate in the future (see Ideas and perspectives 4.10).

1 The shamrock organisation
This form of organisation, like the plant of the same name with three interlocking leaves, is com-
posed of three distinct groups of workers who are treated differently and have different expecta-
tions: a small group of specialist ‘core’ workers, a contractual fringe and a flexible labour force.

The core workers are the first leaf, and the main distinguishing feature of the Shamrock 
form of organisation. These are a group of specialists and generalist workers who form the 
brain, the hub or what we might call the indispensable ‘nerve centre’ of the organisation. 
They run the organisation and control the smart machines and computers that have 
replaced, to a large extent, much of the labour force. This ‘all puts pressure on the core,  
a pressure which could be summed up by the new equation of half the people, paid twice as 
much, working three times as effectively’ (Handy, 1989: 118–19).

IdEas and pErspECTIvEs 4.10

Handy’s generic organisations

Organisation type Core principles

1. Shamrock Three distinct groups of staff – Core, Contractual Fringe and a Flexible 
Labour Force.

2. Federal A collection or network of individual organisations allied together to 
achieve a common purpose.

3. Triple I Information, Intelligence and Ideas = Added Value.

Source: Handy (1989).
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The contractual fringe is the second leaf of the Shamrock. Such organisations are small in 
relation to their productive capacity. This is achieved by the use of machines to replace peo-
ple and by the contracting-out to individuals and other organisations of services and tasks 
previously done in-house, hence the emergence of a contractual fringe who can be hired 
and fired as the situation demands.

The flexible labour force is the third and fastest-growing leaf of the Shamrock and com-
prises a pool of part-time workers available for use by organisations. These are people with 
relevant skills who are not in need of, or who cannot obtain, full-time employment, but who 
are prepared to work on a part-time basis. In recent years, this has become characterised by 
the emergence of ‘mini-jobs’ in Germany and ‘zero-hours contracts’ in the United Kingdom 
(see the Culture-Experience: Summary and Criticisms section later in this chapter).

Shamrock organisations, with their flexibility and skills, are well-suited to the provision 
of high-performance products and services to demanding and rapidly changing markets. 
The beauty of it all, as Handy argues, is that they do not have to employ all of the people all 
of the time or even in the same place to get the work done. According to Handy, small is not 
only beautiful but also increasingly preferable.

2 The Federal organisation
This is Handy’s second form of generic organisation, which he defines as a collection or net-
work of individual organisations allied together under a common flag with some shaped 
identity. Federations arise for two reasons. The first is that, as Shamrock organisations grow 
bigger, the core workers begin to find the volume of information available to them to make 
decisions increasingly difficult to handle. Secondly, they constitute a response to the con-
stantly changing and competitive environment of the business world. Modern organisations 
need not only to achieve the flexibility that comes from smallness but also to be able to com-
mand the resources and power of big corporations.

As Handy (1989: 110) puts it:

[Federalism] allows individuals to work in organisation villages with the advantages of big city 
facilities. Organisational cities no longer work unless they are broken down into villages. In 
their big city mode they cannot cope with the variety needed in their products, their pro-
cesses, and their people. On the other hand, the villages on their own have not the resources 
nor the imagination to grow. Some villages, of course, will be content to survive, happy in 
their niche, but global markets need global products and large confederations to make them 
or do them.

Another feature of the Federal organisation is what Handy refers to as the ‘inverted 
do’nut’, which:

has the hole in the middle filled in and the space on the outside; . . . The point of the analogy 
begins to emerge if you think of your job, or any job. There will be a part of the job which will 
be clearly defined, and which, if you do not do, you will be seen to have failed. That is the 
heart, the core, the centre of the do’nut . . . [but] . . . In any job of any significance the person 
holding the job is expected not only to do all that is required but in some way to improve on 
that . . . to move into the empty space of the do’nut and begin to fill it up.
 (Handy, 1989: 102)

The aim is to encourage enquiry and experimentation that lead to higher standards. It 
follows from this that the essence of leadership under a Federal system is to provide a 
shared vision for the organisation which allows room for those whose lives will be affected 
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by it – either directly or indirectly – to modify it, ponder over it, expand it, accept it and then 
make it a reality. Leadership in such situations is about providing opportunities for staff to 
grow and test their potential to the limit.

3 The Triple I organisation
This is the third of Handy’s new organisational forms, although in fact it comprises a set of 
principles rather than a structural model. From the above, it is clear that both Shamrock and 
Federal organisation types introduce new dimensions into the world of work. Traditional 
perspectives are being transformed, and in future success will depend on Added Value (AV) 
being generated by Intelligence, Information and Ideas (Triple I). Hence, Handy’s new 
formula for success: Triple I = AV. This is where Handy’s core workers use their Intelligence 
to analyse the available Information to generate Ideas for new products and services.

For the Triple I organisation to emerge and remain successful, it must keep the skills, 
knowledge and abilities of its staff up to date. This means that it must become a learning 
organisation: one that provides a conducive environment for the development of its intel-
lectual capital. Time and effort must be consciously and officially devoted to learning and 
study, at all levels of the organisation.

As can be seen, therefore, Handy’s view of the future shape of organisations does not 
appear dissimilar to that of Kanter and Peters. However, he does depart from their views in 
at least two crucial respects. First, he explicitly acknowledges that not all organisations will 
adopt the same form or move at the same pace. His three generic forms indicate that organ-
isations will have to exercise choice and judgment in order to match their particular circum-
stances to the most suitable form. Also, it is clear that he views this as an evolutionary as 
well as a revolutionary process: companies cannot immediately become a Triple I type of 
organisation; they have to develop into one over time. Second, he explicitly states what is 
only hinted at by the other writers: that in the new organisations where everyone is to be 
treated as an equal ‘partner’, some will be more equal than others, i.e. the core workers will 
be treated and rewarded in a more preferential manner than the contractual fringe or the 
flexible labour force.

After the publication of The Age of Unreason, Handy appeared to grow increasingly con-
cerned with the unanticipated consequences of his prescriptions for the world of work. This 
is made clear in the first paragraph of his 1994 book, The Empty Raincoat:

Four years ago, my earlier book, The Age of Unreason, was published. In that book I presented 
a view of the way work was being reshaped and the effects which the reshaping might have on 
all our lives. It was, on the whole, an optimistic view. Since then, the world of work has changed 
very much along the lines which were described in the book. This should be comforting to an 
author, but I have not found it so. Too many people and institutions have been unsettled by 
the changes. Capitalism has not proved as flexible as it was supposed to be. Governments have 
not been all-wise or far-seeing. Life is a struggle for many and a puzzle for most.

What is happening in our mature societies is much more fundamental, confusing and 
 distressing than I had expected. (Handy, 1994: 1)

In The Empty Raincoat, Handy returns to and restates many of the themes of his earlier 
work, but with two differences. First, he explicitly acknowledges that the types of careers 
that these new organisational forms will create will have a severely adverse effect on the 
home life of employees, especially senior managers. They will be called on to be company 
men and women above all else, including their families.
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Second, there is an almost evangelical feel to the book. This is especially noticeable in the 
later section of the book, where Handy argues that the modern world has taken meaning 
out of people’s lives and that, while the pursuit of profit may motivate senior managers:

Not many in the lower realms of the organisation can get excited by the thought of enriching 
shareholders. ‘Excellence’ and ‘quality’ are the right sort of words, but they have been tar-
nished by repetition in too many organisations. (Handy, 1994: 265)

This more pessimistic view of the future is still there in his 1997 book, The Hungry Spirit 
(Handy, 1997: 3):

Many of us are, I believe, confused by the world we have created for ourselves in the West . . . 
the new fashion for turning everything into a business, even our own lives, doesn’t seem to be 
the answer. A hospital, and my life, is more than just a business. What good can it possibly do 
to pile up riches which you cannot conceivably use, and what is the point of the efficiency 
needed to create those riches if one third of the world’s workers are now unemployed or 
under-employed as the ILO calculates? And where will it end, this passion for growth? . . . I am 
angered by the waste of so many people’s lives, dragged down by poverty in the midst of 
riches. I am concerned by the absence of a more transcendent view of life and the purposes of 
life, and by the prevalence of the economic myth which colours all we do. Money is the means 
for life and not the point of it.

Handy states explicitly what Kanter only hints at: that there is a contradiction between 
the needs of people as human beings and the neoliberal, free-market agenda, which puts 
the pursuit of profit above all else. In the book, Handy argues that, in the West, people’s 
spiritual needs have been sacrificed to the pursuit of their material needs; and he examines 
the options, and where the responsibility lies, for putting balance back into people’s lives. In 
particular, he is concerned with the distribution of wealth, the role that education can play 
in giving everyone a good start in life, and how we can look after ourselves while having a 
care for others as well. He even touches on, perhaps, the biggest question of all: ‘What, ulti-
mately, is the real purpose of life?’ (Handy, 1997: 5). In addressing these issues, he ranges 
widely, looking at markets, organisations and the role of business, government and reli-
gion. He believes the answer lies in the pursuit of ‘Proper Selfishness’. This is a redefinition 
of individualism; he sees individuals as moving away from the pursuit of narrow self- 
interest, and instead realising that it is in their best interests to pursue a fairer society for all.

In recent years, Handy has seen himself less as a management guru and more as a social 
philosopher (Handy, 2007a, 2007b). He is concerned that blind greed still drives many peo-
ple and that the pursuit of riches has created a mercenary society which lacks a moral or 
spiritual compass. Handy calls for a new sense of purpose for individuals, organisations and 
society. He wants to see a strong ethical approach to business and society, and a re-creation 
of the concept that people exist to help and serve each other as well as themselves. These are 
sentiments that many of us would probably share; but, unfortunately, he fails to show how 
the unleashing of individual entrepreneurship and the creation of the new organisational 
forms he advocates will aid this search for meaning. Instead, he asks us to put our faith in the 
goodness of people and to be optimistic about the future. A recurrent theme in Handy’s work 
has been the many paradoxes thrown up by contemporary society, especially the presence of 
dire poverty amidst extreme wealth, and the potential of technology for creating meaningful 
work compared with the increasing tendency for the quality of life to decline. Therefore, it 
seems strange that the one paradox that Handy appears to ignore is that the forms of organ-
isations that he advocates may well be creating the poor jobs and poverty he deprecates.
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In his most recent book, The Second Curve: Thoughts on Reinventing Society, Handy’s 
(2015: 7) disenchantment with the Culture-Excellence approach that he did so much to 
popularise is even more apparent:

too much of all that is new favours the few and not the many. Society is out of balance. Power 
is unequally distributed. In business, the information economy is turning into a winner- takes-
all one, where the likes of Amazon, Facebook and Google dominate and gobble up any daring 
newcomer.

Culture-Excellence: summary and criticisms

Of the main organisational paradigms to emerge in the last 40 years, Culture-Excellence 
appears to have had the most impact, especially the version championed by Tom Peters, 
and aligns so very well with the neoliberal economic orthodoxy of the times. Such has 
been the impact of Culture-Excellence that its ideas have permeated the business vocab-
ulary, especially amongst senior managers and leading consultancies. For example, in 
its 2008 Global CEO Study, IBM (2008: 54) states that ‘The Enterprise of the Future 
constantly searches for new ways to compete.’ In particular, IBM notes that such  
an enterprise:

●	 thinks like an outsider;

●	 draws breakthrough ideas from other industries;

●	 empowers entrepreneurs;

●	 experiments creatively in the market, not just the lab;

●	 manages today’s business while experimenting with tomorrow’s model.

In the IBM (2012) Study, CEOs express similar sentiments, calling for:

●	 organisational nimbleness;

●	 empowering employees through values;

●	 amplifying innovation through partnerships;

●	 mobilising the collective brain;

●	 unleashing the innovative power of the employees;

●	 rapid decision-making.

Such phrases could have been written by Tom Peters or any of the proponents of 
 Culture-Excellence. The IBM surveys show that Culture-Excellence has had a major impact 
on the thinking and practice of businesses globally, and not just in the United Kingdom and 
the United States. It is not surprising, therefore, that Peters is, arguably, the leading busi-
ness guru of his generation, and that Kanter and Handy have likewise achieved the pre-
eminence in business circles that they had previously occupied only in academia. A look in 
the business section of any bookshop will show that many more authors have jumped on the 
bandwagon. Barely a day seems to go by without the publication of yet another blockbuster 
proclaiming that it has discovered the recipe for success. Some of these achieve a degree of 
prominence in business circles, although many seem to disappear without trace. 
Nevertheless, the fact that publishers keep publishing them, and that in different ways and 
shapes they repeat and project the Culture-Excellence message, emphasises the thirst of 
managers for the message.
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Nor is it just a case that managers buy them to leave them on the shelf. In 1997, a survey 
by the Industrial Society showed that in the United Kingdom alone, 94 per cent of respond-
ent organisations either had recently been through or were going through a culture change 
programme (Industrial Society, 1997). The IBM (2008) Global CEO Study also stressed the 
importance of a common corporate culture. Indeed, Fleming (2012: 18), while being 
strongly critical of the concept, acknowledged that ‘corporate culturalism’ is still a ‘a domi-
nant force in managerial practice and ideology’. Therefore, over the last 30 years, on both 
sides of the Atlantic, managers have been attempting to reshape their companies along the 
Culture-Excellence lines.

The reason for its emergence, and for its continuing popularity, was that in a world where 
old certainties had disappeared, where new and more dangerous competitors seemed to 
appear every day, it rejected the communal and corporatist approach of the Japanese, and 
offered instead a recipe for success that was in tune with the prevailing neoliberal ortho-
doxy, with its stress on individualism, that has dominated much of the West since the 1970s. 
Nor was it merely a rehash of what had gone before. The Culture-Excellence approach to 
organisations is significantly different from previous approaches. This is especially the case 
in terms of its emphasis on entrepreneurial-transformational leadership, the creation of a 
privileged core of skilled workers, and the contracting-out of whole areas of organisational 
activities, which in turn require a sophisticated and complex degree of integration of both 
internal functions and external relationships. For Watson (1986: 66), who coined the term 
‘Culture-Excellence school’ to describe proponents of this approach, there is one further and 
crucial difference:

[In these new organisations] what brings the activities of the organisational members to focus 
upon those purposes which lead to effective performance is the existence of a strong and 
clearly articulated culture. (Watson, 1986: 66)

This makes it clear that the Culture-Excellence approach that has been developing since 
the early 1980s is remarkably different from most of the theory and practice that has grown 
up in the last 100 years.

Its proponents argue that organisations are in a new age, where familiar themes are tak-
ing on different meanings and are being expressed in a new language. Contrasting the old 
with the new, they argue that what is important in the new is not muscle power, but brain 
power: the ability to make intelligent use of information to create ideas that add value and 
sustain competitiveness. The new organisation is flatter in structure, though it might be 
more accurate to say that structure is decreasing in importance and that its role as a direct-
ing and controlling mechanism is being taken over by cultures that stress the need for, and 
facilitate, flexibility and adaptation (although in passing, we should note that Peters (1993) 
also sees the dismembering of hierarchical structures as an important step in creating these 
new cultures). The Culture-Excellence approach wishes to sound the death knell of hierar-
chical organisations and the concept of promotion through the ranks. Careers and skills are 
taking on new meanings, as are established ideas of reward.

On human relations, the message being transmitted is that the new forms of organisa-
tions will treat their employees in a more responsible and humane fashion than has been the 
norm, although this may only apply to ‘core’ staff. Employees will be seen and treated as 
‘partners’, capable of making a substantial contribution to the growth of the organisation. 
This approach, it is argued, will manifest itself in a tough-minded respect for the individual, 
who will receive training, be set reasonable and clear objectives, and be given the autonomy 
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to make his or her own contribution to the work of the organisation. The new organisations 
will seek to develop open, flexible and pragmatic cultures, which help to maintain a learn-
ing environment that promotes creativity and entrepreneurship among all employees.

Another feature of the new organisational forms, it is claimed, will be their ability to 
grant autonomy and encourage flexibility and initiative while at the same time keeping 
tight control of their operations. Like so much else, this is to be achieved through culture 
rather than structure, and values rather than rules. Everything is to be monitored closely, 
not by the watchful eye of superiors, but by the creation of a homogeneous environment in 
which all take an equal responsibility for, and legitimate interest in, the work of their 
 colleagues.

In terms of its approach to change, Culture-Excellence does not offer a clear message. 
Handy (1986) seems to adopt a gradualist approach to change – big changes over long peri-
ods. Both Kanter and Peters, meanwhile, see past approaches as too slow, too incremental 
and outmoded, but do not agree about how future change should be managed. Peters sees 
the need for change to be fast, furious and continuous, while Kanter argues for rapid and 
discontinuous change followed by a period of more incremental changes. Therefore, how 
the organisational forms and arrangements recommended by the Culture-Excellence school 
will be implemented and kept fit for purpose is unclear.

Even so, the new organisation forms that have emerged offer much that is admirable, 
especially the replacement of rigid and faceless bureaucracy with more flexible structures 
and more empowered workers. Equally clearly, their adherents and promoters raise more 
questions than they answer. To an extent this was inevitable when dealing with some-
thing that was emerging rather than an existing and concrete reality. However, as this 
concept has now been around for over 30 years, it would be remiss to ignore or gloss over 
the questions and dilemmas that seem apparent. Many writers have drawn attention to 
the shortcomings of the Culture-Excellence approach. Even at its outset, Carroll (1983) 
and Lawler (1985) were both scathing about the methodological shortcomings of the 
research on which Peters and Waterman’s (1982) book was based. Indeed, Peters himself 
appears to have admitted that he and Waterman ‘faked’ some of the data in order to obtain 
their results (Kellaway, 2001). This would seem to give additional support to Wilson’s 
(1992) claim that the book lacks any apparent empirical or theoretical foundations. 
Additionally, extensive research in leading European companies by Stadler (2007) chal-
lenges some of the central tenets of the Culture-Excellence movement, especially the 
notion that organisations need to change radically and continually if they are to survive. 
Stadler and his colleagues studied 40 European companies which had survived for more 
than 100 years and which were listed in the Fortune Global 500 in 2003. What Stadler 
(2007: 2) found was that:

1. Throughout their history, the great companies in our sample have all emphasised 
exploiting existing assets and capabilities over exploring for new ones.

2. Good companies tend to stick to their knitting, but the great companies know when to 
diversify.

3. Great companies tell and retell stories of past failures to make sure they don’t repeat 
them.

4. Great companies very seldom make radical changes – and take great care in their 
 planning and implementation.
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From an even more critical perspective, Willmott (1993) and Fleming (2012) see the 
entire concept of Culture-Excellence as a form of Orwellian tyranny which is designed to 
instil unquestioning obedience.

Though some of these criticisms may seem exaggerated, it is certainly arguable that the 
Culture-Excellence approach does have serious weaknesses, especially in three areas that 
are crucial to the operation of organisations.

1. People. There are serious concerns and contradictions regarding the role and behaviour 
of people in the new organisations. On the one hand, they are proclaimed as the chief 
asset of the new organisations. On the other hand, there are clearly different grades of 
employee, from core to periphery, and these different grades will be treated and 
rewarded in a markedly dissimilar manner; furthermore, none of the different grades can 
expect any real job security. The new organisations will only value employees as long as 
they and their areas perform to the highest of standards. This pits not only individual 
against individual but also one part of the organisation against another. While healthy 
competition may enhance organisational competitiveness, from what we know of moti-
vation theory (Arnold et al, 1998), it is not clear that the Culture-Excellence approach is 
particularly healthy. The Culture-Excellence approach also encourages teamwork, yet 
the pursuit of individual advancement and reward often leads to conflict rather than 
cooperation (Schein, 1988).

2. Politics. Though Western companies traditionally either deny the existence of internal 
struggles or argue that such behaviour is perverse, it is clear that the struggle for 
resources, power and survival is as great within organisations as it is between them 
(Buchanan and Badham, 1999; Pfeffer, 1981; Robbins, 1986). Indeed, such is the level 
of political infighting in most companies, especially amongst senior managers, that 
Johnson (2012: 14) claims that ‘The lunatics have taken over the boardroom.’ As stated 
above, the recommendations of the Culture-Excellence school would seem to exacerbate 
political behaviour by and between individuals and groups, yet in the main they ignore 
this drawback to their approach, even though it is potentially damaging to both organi-
sational and individual performance.

3. Culture. The proponents of Culture-Excellence are advocating a ‘one best way’ (one best 
culture) approach for all organisations, irrespective of their size, environment and other 
circumstances. Also, as Wilson (1992) pointed out, Culture-Excellence assumes a simple 
causal relationship between culture and performance. For the proponents of the Culture-
Excellence school, culture is the great cure-all – the creation of a culture of excellence is 
seen as answering all questions and solving all problems. This assumes that the creation 
of new cultures will itself be unproblematic. However, as Chapter 7 will show, culture 
and politics appear to be the Achilles heel of approaches to managing organisations.

It would also be remiss to ignore the differences between the main proponents of Culture-
Excellence. Peters is a free market neoliberal in the classic American mould. He believes 
that individual and organisational competition untrammelled by government is what makes 
societies strong. Kanter agrees with most of this but believes that local communities, work-
ing with big business, have a positive role to play in attracting and keeping well-paid jobs for 
their communities. She has also become increasingly concerned with issues of social justice 
and environmental sustainability, but she believes that these are best tackled by enlight-
ened big business. Handy is also committed to the free market, but has become increasingly 
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concerned with the outcome of his prescriptions. He appears to be turning his back on pure 
individualism, arguing instead for a less rapacious, more caring capitalism, driven by what 
he terms ‘Proper Selfishness’ and more concerned with the collective good than individual 
wealth creation. Though Peters and Kanter may continue to hold to the Culture-Excellence 
line, it is difficult to see that Handy any longer supports it.

There is one final concern that is wider than the Culture-Excellence approach per se or its 
impact on organisations, but which is reflected in the differences between Peters, Kanter 
and Handy. The move towards creating segmented workforces of the type described by 
Handy (1989), and the emphasis on the temporary nature of employment championed by 
Peters and Waterman (1982) and Kanter (1989), are part of a continuing trend in the West, 
driven by neoliberal economic and social policies, towards worsening job security and con-
ditions of service, in order to create a vast pool of underemployed, especially part-time, 
labour that can be turned on or off as the situation dictates (Watson, 1994). For example, in 
2003, Germany introduced the concept of the ‘mini-job’:

German ‘mini-jobs’ are just what it says on the tin: precarious employment for up to €400 
(£315) per month . . . ‘Mini-jobbers’ thus forgo core benefits of regular employment, such as 
building up pension claims. Beyond a basic threshold, income from ‘mini-jobs’ also entails the 
reduction of unemployment benefit for recipients. . . . According to the most recent figures of 
the German Employment Agency, 7.3 million Germans, or one in every five employees, held 
‘mini-jobs’ in September 2010 – an increase of 1.6 million since 2003. (Blankenburg, 2012)

The UK equivalent is the zero-hours contract on which some 800,000 workers are 
employed (Farrell, 2016). Indeed, the United Kingdom’s biggest sportswear company, 
Sports Direct, states that 79 per cent of its workforce are on these contracts (BBC News, 
2016). As von Hagen (2012) noted, zero-hours contracts:

are inextricably linked with low-paid jobs, a lack of employment rights and only being paid for 
the work you actually do. . . . They are normally restricted to low-skilled jobs, such as catering, 
cleaning and security. . . . The issue is whether you can apply the same line of thinking and 
working practice to more highly-skilled jobs, where it actually could be a matter of life or 
death, as opposed to a longer wait for lunch.

The move to insecure, temporary and part-time employment is not new but rose rapidly 
in the 1980s and 1990s (Hutton, 1995; Saul, 1997). By 2005, the provision of temporary, 
contract labour had become a global business worth some $240 billion and dominated by a 
group of 10 multinational corporations (EWERC, 2007). It is also reflected in the growing 
gap between the income of the highest- and lowest-paid workers in the United Kingdom, 
which is 183:1 (High Pay Centre, 2016), making it wider than at any time in the last  
50 years (Brindle, 1998b; Dorling et al, 2007; Elliott, 2008; Green, C, 2008; White, 1999). 
Nor is this bleak picture restricted to the United Kingdom: in 2012, the gap between rich 
and poor in the United States was 354:1 (AFL-CIO, 2012), wider than at any time since 
1928 (Johnston, 2007). Globally, the poorest 40 per cent of the world’s population receives 
5 per cent of global income and the richest 20 per cent get three-quarters of global income, 
with the richest 1 per cent owning nearly half of the world’s wealth (Treanor, 2014; United 
Nations Development Programme, 2007). Given this, Guest’s (1992) assessment of In 
Search of Excellence, ‘Right enough to be dangerously wrong’, may well find favour with 
many people.

Despite these concerns and criticisms, Culture-Excellence has become the most influen-
tial approach to running organisations in the United States and Europe and is making 
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inroads elsewhere in the world, as is apparent from the many articles on its merits and case 
studies of its use that appear regularly in management journals.

Conclusions

This chapter has examined Culture-Excellence, which has become the main Western 
approach to managing and structuring organisations over the last three decades. Its pro-
ponents, especially Tom Peters, claim this new organisational paradigm contrasts sharply 
and favourably with the organisational theories discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. This does 
not mean there are not some similarities with what has gone before nor, as the next chap-
ter will show, with competing contemporary paradigms. For example, the Culture-
Excellence approach can be seen to bear some similarities with the Human Relations 
movement, especially in its emphasis on leadership and communication. On the other 
hand, the emphasis on culture, individual achievement and all-round excellence makes it 
a distinct approach. What distinguishes the Culture-Excellence approach is that it was the 
first to define competitiveness (i.e. excellence) as being primarily derived from culture 
and arguing that all organisations should adopt open, flexible and pragmatic cultures if 
they are to survive (Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard, 2007; de Waal, 2013; Peters and 
Waterman, 1982).

Nevertheless, whilst recognising the pre-eminence of Culture-Excellence, one should 
not be blind to its shortcomings, especially in terms of the way it advocates the treatment of 
people. Nor should one assume it is the only game in town. As the next chapter will show, 
both Japanese management and organisational learning offer alternative perspectives on 
how organisations can be run. In addition, the next chapter also reviews the case for sus-
tainability, which has been growing in the last two decades and was brought into sharp 
relief by the targets set by the UN’s 2015 Paris Climate Change Conference (Hasina, 2016). 
Indeed, as the chapter will argue, the move to sustainability may well undermine the neo-
liberal principles on which Culture-Excellence has been built and make the case for the 
other two approaches stronger. Therefore, just as Culture-Excellence arose from the eco-
nomic crisis of the 1980s, it may well decline with the environmental crisis the world is 
now facing.

TEsT yOur LEarnIng

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested topics which 
address issues raised in this chapter:

1. Why do paradigms change?

2. According to Perez (1983) and Freeman (1988), what is the new techno-economic rationale?
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3. What do Peters and Waterman mean by the phrase ‘hands-on, value-driven’?

4. What are the differences between, and benefits of, Kanter et al’s ‘bold strokes’ and ‘long 
marches’?

5. Handy (2015: 7) comments that: ‘In business, the information economy is turning  
into a winner-takes-all one’. What does he mean by this, and why should we be  
concerned?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. Culture is seen as the great ‘cure-all’, but does it cure all organisational ills?

2. Kanter et al’s (1997) recommendation that ‘managers must learn to operate more intuitively’ 
is really a call for them to stop behaving rationally.

3. The growth of zero-hours contracts is the inevitable outcome of Handy’s championing of a 
‘Flexible Labour Force’.

Essay questions

1. Peters argues that the only way for an organisation to survive is by constantly reinventing itself 
through a ceaseless process of innovation and change. To what extent and why do you agree 
with this view?

2. With reference to Case study 4.1, to what extent can Tesco’s problems be blamed on poor 
leadership rather than a bad culture?

suggested further reading

Collins, D (2008) Has Tom Peters lost the plot? A timely review of a celebrated management 
guru. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 21(3), 315–34.

This provides an excellent review of Tom Peters’s thinking.

Peters, TJ and Waterman, RH (1982) In Search of Excellence: Lessons from America’s Best-Run 
Companies. Harper & Row: London.

In order to capture the essence of Culture-Excellence, there is no better book to read than the 
one that began it all.

Wilson, DC (1992) A Strategy of Change. Routledge: London.

David Wilson’s book provides a pithy and critical analysis of the shortcomings of the Culture-
Excellence approach.
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Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. http:// 
tompeters.com is a particularly rich, interesting and entertaining source of material.

However, the websites are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on 
the internet. You should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the mate-
rial required for your specific needs.

http://tompeters.com

http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter

http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Six-Keys-to-Leading-Positive-Ch

https://www.youtube.com

CasE sTudy 4.2

The transformation of XyZ Construction: phase 1 – culture change

Background: XYZ Construction employs 500 staff and 
is part of a Europe-based multinational enterprise. Its 
main business is the provision of specialist services to 
major construction projects. As is typical for the con-
struction industry, XYZ operates in a highly competi-
tive and at times hostile and aggressive environment. 
Disputes between contractors and subcontractors can 
become bitter and frequently end in litigation, though 
there have been a number of attempts over the last 
decade to create better relationships. Just as relation-
ships between organisations tended to be hostile, so 
relationships within organisations were also less than 
friendly.

Up to 1996, XYZ had been run by an autocratic 
managing director who was feared by his colleagues 
and who treated the company as his own personal fief-
dom. His style of management was not liked, and 
many felt that it was counterproductive; but, as one 
manager commented, ‘You didn’t challenge him, you 
didn’t put your head above the parapet, or he’d make 
life hell for you.’ When he retired, the parent company 
took the view that XYZ was underperforming and that 
much of this was due to poor management and a lack 
of cooperation within the company. His replacement 
was appointed with the remit to improve the perfor-
mance of the company and develop its managerial 
competency. This he did to great effect. Over a four-
year period, he transformed the operation, culture and 
structure of the organisation.

Focusing on people and performance: The new 
managing director was appointed in 1996. He had 
trained as an engineer at XYZ but had then left and 
worked for a number of other companies in the con-
struction industry. Construction is a close-knit indus-
try, however, and he still knew XYZ and its staff quite 
well. He came with a reputation as an enlightened 
manager who could deliver performance improve-
ments. The construction industry was notorious for 
the antagonistic relations between the main contrac-
tors and subcontractors such as XYZ, who specialise in 
one aspect of the construction process. The managing 
director recognised, however, that the industry was 
attempting to change, and conflict was being replaced 
by ‘partnership’ initiatives – contractors and subcon-
tractors working in a more cooperative and team-
based manner (Burnes and Coram, 1999).

The managing director also recognised that external 
partnerships needed internal partnerships and team-
working if they were to be successful. In turn, this would 
require a new style of participative management in XYZ. 
Therefore, the managing director set out not just to 
upgrade XYZ’s management but to undertake a root-and-
branch overhaul of the company’s operations and culture.

As a signal of his way of working, and a first step in 
creating better relationships among managers, he 
broadened out the senior management team to include 
key staff who were not directors. In what had been a very 
hierarchical and status-conscious company, this was a 

https://www.youtube.com
http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Six-Keys-to-Leading-Positive-Ch
http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter
http://tompeters.com
http://tompeters.com
http://tompeters.com
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significant change. The managing director knew that the 
staff in the company, particularly at a senior level, were 
experienced and competent people. He believed it was 
in the company’s interest to retain staff rather than 
replace them. However, he also believed that they would 
need to change their attitudes and behaviours and 
upgrade their managerial skills if the company was to 
achieve the changes he believed were necessary.

His strategy for transforming the company rested on 
carrying out two crucial activities in parallel: to intro-
duce new practices and techniques into the company in 
order to provide a better service to customers (and thus 
improve the company’s overall performance), and to 
change attitudes and behaviours within the company, 
especially those of managers. He did not see these as 
being separate activities or programmes: he saw them as 
being linked. New practices, such as customer care and 
customer partnering, were not mere technical exercises. 
They required behavioural changes and new managerial 
skills. Therefore, the managing director wanted to cre-
ate a change programme whereby any change designed 
to improve the organisation’s performance, whether it 
be new skills, new techniques or whatever, also had to 
promote and reinforce behavioural and culture change. 
The converse was also the case: any effort designed to 
change culture or behaviour also had to have the objec-
tive of improving the organisation’s performance.

Between 1996 and 2000, the company undertook a 
series of organisational, management and staff devel-
opment initiatives designed collectively to transform 
the organisation’s performance and culture. The main 
initiatives are as follows:

Date Event

June 1996 New managing director appointed

August 1996 Kaizen Phase 1

October 1996 Customer care programme launched

March 1997 Investors in People launched

April 1997 Kaizen Phase 2

September 1997 Customer care programme extended 
to construction sites

January 1998 Construction supervisors’ new role 
launched

June 1998 New senior management team 
formed

November 1998 Kaizen Phase 3

March 1999 Site-based trainers appointed

June 1999 XYZ culture redefined

July 1999 Leadership and behaviours review

The managing director’s first initiative was to intro-
duce a small-scale Kaizen programme. Kaizen is a 
Japanese technique for achieving small-scale improve-
ments through teamwork (Witzel, 2002). The manag-
ing director saw his Kaizen initiative as delivering four 
benefits: it would show the organisation that improve-
ments could be achieved on a quick low-cost/no-cost 
basis; it would promote teamworking; it would give 
managers confidence to delegate to and empower their 
staff; and it would allow both staff and managers to 
acquire new skills. In a traditional company such as 
XYZ, it was not easy to introduce new ideas and new 
ways of working, especially where managers might 
perceive them as a threat. But the managing director 
made it clear he was committed to this initiative and 
that it had to work. Over the next few years the Kaizen 
approach was rolled out  throughout the organisation.

The next initiative, in October 1996, was a customer 
care programme. This was designed to engender a pos-
itive view of customers by promoting joint team-
working. In an industry where antagonism between 
customers and suppliers (contractor and subcontrac-
tors) was the order of the day, where settling disputes 
through the courts was almost a standard practice, it 
was never going to be easy to promote customer care. 
The managing director knew, however, that the future 
of the company depended on working with customers 
to understand what they wanted and to give it to them. 
Once again, this initiative was a combination of organi-
sational change and management development; but, 
much more than the Kaizen initiative, it was also cen-
tral to changing the culture of the organisation. It 
began with a few key customers and a few key manag-
ers, but such was its perceived success that, a year 
later, it was extended to the actual  construction sites.

Other initiatives were introduced over the next few 
years, including Investors in People, and a redesigning 
of the construction supervisors’ role to ensure that the 
post-holders possessed the skills, competencies and 
behaviours necessary to work closely with customers 
and staff under the new regime. Once again this was 
designed to achieve a combination of aims, including 
changes to working practices, the upgrading of mana-
gerial competency on the construction sites, and the 
promotion and development of a more team-based 
culture in the organisation.

By the end of 1999, the managing director felt the 
company had made sufficient changes to its behaviour 
and practices to believe its culture was very different 
from when he took over in 1996. However, he felt that the 
new culture needed to be formalised and consolidated. 

➨
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Case study 4.2 (continued )

Therefore, he initiated a company-wide review of each 
manager’s leadership abilities and behaviours in order 
to ensure they were compatible with and promoted the 
new culture. However, he was aware that the basic 
structure of the company was unchanged and that he 
would need to address this issue in the near future (see 
Case study 9.2 at the end of Chapter 9).

Questions

1. Evaluate and comment upon the extent to which 
XYZ can be said to have adopted the Culture-
Excellence approach to running its business.

2. The transformation of XYZ appears to have 
taken place with very little resistance or opposi-
tion from staff and managers. Discuss why this 
should be so.

3. To what extent and why do you agree with the 
following statement: The new managing director 
has not changed the culture of XYZ but has 
merely introduced a new management style.
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Chapter 5

Alternative paradigms: Japanese 
management, organisational learning 
and the need for sustainability

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 explain the central elements of the Japanese approach to management;

●	 understand the key advantages and disadvantages of the Japanese approach;

●	 discuss the main features of organisational learning;

●	 appreciate the chief advantages and disadvantages of organisational learning;

●	 compare the similarities and differences between organisational learning and 
Japanese management;

●	 recognise the implications for organisational change of these two paradigms;

●	 describe what is meant by environmental sustainability; and

●	 consider the implications of sustainability for organisational paradigms.

CAse study 5.1

Toray’s carbon fibre ambition gains pace
Toray, the world’s biggest producer of  carbon fibre, 
has engineered a quiet revolution in materials 
technology that has helped create Boeing’s 787 
Dreamliner, Toyota’s fuel-cell vehicle and Audi’s 
€17,500 racing bike. Now, Japan’s biggest textile 
maker is aiming to bring its carbon fibre – a material 
stronger than steel and lighter than aluminium, but 
also expensive – to mass-market vehicles, according 
to its president, Akihiro Nikkaku. Toray, a company 

with annual sales of  $17bn, is one of  the hidden 
success stories of  corporate Japan. As consumer 
brands including Sony, Panasonic and Sharp have 
lost market share in televisions and mobile phones, 
materials producers such as Toray are churning out 
record profits and maintaining top global positions. 
For Mr Nikkaku, the company’s strong performance 
is a validation of  what he has long championed: a 
long-term management strategy that has allowed 

➨
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Toray to research carbon fibre for half  a century 
while many US and European producers such as 
Germany’s BASF have pulled out. ‘I tell people that 
Japanese-style management will win globally,’  
Mr Nikkaku says. But he admits Japanese companies 
are in a unique position where shareholders allow 
them to take a long-term view and persist even 
when returns are low. ‘It takes time to develop 
innovative material. That’s part of  the nature of  
this business,’ he says.

At Toray, its all-male, all-Japanese board has  
25 members, including two outside directors and 
internal executives with a broad range of  
backgrounds in fibre, chemicals, medical and other 
businesses. That compares with an average board 
size of  fewer than 10 for listed Japanese companies. 
Still, Mr Nikkaku says board members need to have 
experience running operations and a good grasp of  
what is happening on the ground in order to ensure 
accounts are correct and to find a proper fix when 
things go wrong. ‘Outside directors can only look at 
the figures,’ he says. If  decisions had been made 
based on financial performance alone, Toray would 
have long ago given up on the development of  
carbon fibre, which it began in 1961. Carbon fibre 
makers made little or no money into the 1990s and 
most non-Japanese companies pulled out.

Now, three Japanese groups – Toray, Teijin and 
Mitsubishi Rayon – dominate the market. In the 
fiscal year that ended in March, Toray’s carbon fibre 
business generated an operating profit of  Y26.2bn 
($219m), up 55 per cent from a year earlier and 
comprising about a fifth of  overall operating profit 

of  Y123.5bn. That persistence is finally bearing 
fruit, especially in aerospace. Toray last year signed 
a Y1tn ($8.3bn) deal with Boeing to be sole supplier 
of  carbon fibre for the planned new version of  its 
popular 777 aircraft. In anticipation of  wider 
applications for cars, Toray bought US carbon fibre 
maker Zoltec for $584m last year. IHS estimates that 
the use of  carbon fibre in automotive manufacturing 
will increase to 9,800 metric tons in 2030 from 3,400 
metric tons in 2013. BMW’s i3 electric car and the 
Alfa Romeo 4C sports car already use the material. 
Companies are competing to cut costs of  carbon fibre, 
with General Motors working with Teijin and Ford 
forming a research partnership with DowAksa – a 
joint venture involving Dow Chemical of  the US and 
Turkey’s Aksa. ‘We are working with most of  the 
European automakers from Daimler [and] Audi to 
BMW,’ Mr Nikkaku says. He expects a new Audi 
vehicle using Toray’s carbon fibre to be launched as 
early as 2017.

A challenge for Toray, however, is to keep its 
technological edge and avoid the commoditisation 
faced by Japan’s consumer electronics makers. 
Nearly 20 companies in China are already developing 
carbon fibre, according to Mr Nikkaku, and prices 
and profit margins for Toray are expected to decline 
as demand shifts from developed markets to 
emerging countries. ‘The biggest challenge for us is 
to maintain our cost competitiveness globally,’  
Mr Nikkaku says. But he is confident that rivals in 
emerging markets will not catch up easily. ‘It will 
take time, maybe about 100 years. And they might 
give up just like the US companies.’

Source: Toray’s carbon fibre ambition gains pace. The Financial Times, 2 October 2015, p. 18 (Inagaki, K).

Case study 5.1 (continued)

Introduction

Although Culture-Excellence has emerged as the West’s dominant management paradigm 
over the last 35 years or so, it was faced with two strong competitors – the Japanese 
approach to management and organisational learning. As argued in the last chapter, 
amongst many other advantages, Culture-Excellence was developed in the United States, it 
is relatively simple to understand, it was created and championed by Tom Peters – the most 
prominent and charismatic management guru of the period – and, not least, it emerged at a 
time when Western economies were in crisis and companies, especially US companies, were 
desperate for an approach that would restore their competitiveness. The fact that it was in 
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line with the dominant economic philosophy of the period, neoliberalism, was also a tell-
ing factor in its success.

However, despite the dominance of Culture-Excellence, neither the Japanese nor organi-
sational learning approaches died out (Aguilera-Caracuel et al, 2012; Fingleton, 2012). 
As  Case study 5.1 shows, Toray’s success is based on almost the opposite of Culture-
Excellence and neoliberalism. Toray eschews the short-term pursuit of profits and sales in 
favour of long-term product development and growth, an approach which has benefitted 
from the protectionist and interventionist policies of successive Japanese governments, who 
have not been afraid to force companies to merge and even to reorganise entire industries 
 (Laage-Hellman, 1997; Lewis and Inagaki, 2016). As this chapter will show, what  
Mr Nikkaku refers to as ‘Japanese-style management’ is far removed from the form of 
 management advocated by proponents of Culture-Excellence, not just in terms of its long-
term orientation but also in terms of fundamental differences in its employee and business 
practices, including a commitment to organisational learning (Nonaka, 1988).

Japanese management and organisational learning have not seriously challenged 
Culture-Excellence either in the West or, indeed, other parts of the world outside Japan. Yet, 
this might be changing as governments, organisations and individuals respond to the 
 enormity of the challenges faced if the world is to avoid the threat posed by unsustainable 
development, of which climate change is merely the most prominent aspect (Hasina, 2016; 
Jowit, 2008; The Brundtland Report, 1987). As Diamond (2005: 499) chillingly warns, if 
the world does not move to sustainable development, the result will be ‘warfare, genocide, 
starvation, disease epidemics, and the collapse of societies’.

As the section on sustainability at the end of this chapter will show, most now recognise 
that, while the move to sustainable development creates challenges for governments and 
consumers, it is organisations who will play the main role in achieving sustainability and 
who will have to change their ways fundamentally if the world is to be saved (Benn et al, 
2014; Gunter, 2015). Just as Culture-Excellence emerged from the Western economic crisis 
of the late 1970s and early 1980s, so too it appears that a new approach to running organi-
sations will be required if they are to operate on a sustainable basis. As will be argued later, 
organisations will need to break with the free-market, profit-at-all-cost, neoliberal approach 
to running their businesses which has played such a crucial role in the popularity of Culture-
Excellence (Chomsky, 1999; Harvey, 2005; Stiglitz, 2010). Indeed, and ironically, such a 
new approach will likely have far more in common with the Japanese and organisational 
learning approaches than it has with Culture-Excellence.

The Japanese management paradigm, which has been developed over the last 60 years, is 
a very different animal. Its stress on long-term growth over short-term profitability and com-
mitment to collective well-being over the pursuit of individual success challenges the pre-
cepts of both Culture-Excellence and neoliberalism. Although its success is seen as stemming 
from the unique culture of Japanese firms, it also relied heavily on government intervention 
and state planning rather than being a product of free market forces (Abegglen and Stalk, 
1984; Francks, 1992). Because of the success of the Japanese economy and Japanese compa-
nies in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, the Japanese approach attracted much interest in the 
West – a classic case of ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’. This was especially the case in the 
United Kingdom, where Japanese inward investment, by household names such as Honda, 
Nissan and Toyota, generated a great deal of debate regarding the impact and merits of 
‘Japanisation’ and whether or not the culture of Japanese firms could be replicated in Western 
settings (Ackroyd et al, 1988; Dale and Cooper, 1992; Hannam, 1993; Turnbull, 1986; 
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Whitehill, 1991). This was also the case in the United States, where Japan and Japanese 
methods were seen, in turn, as either a threat or a lifeline to American industrial pre- 
eminence (Kanter et al, 1992; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Peters, 1993; Schonberger, 1982).

The third approach, organisational learning, came to the fore in the early 1990s. Leading 
management thinkers, in particular Chris Argyris (1992), have been interested in 
 organisational learning for over 50 years. However, only in the 1990s did the concept become 
popularised as an engine for organisational competitiveness, through the work of Senge 
(1990) in the United States and Pedler, Boydell and Burgoyne (1989) in the United Kingdom. 
Unlike either Culture-Excellence or the Japanese approach, it does not appear to be associated 
with a particular economic philosophy. Indeed, one of the key benefits claimed for organisa-
tional learning is that it is a universal approach which draws on and is consistent with both 
Western and Japanese organisational traditions (Hedlund and Nonaka, 1993; Probst and 
Buchel, 1997). However, like the other two approaches, the success of the learning approach 
is predicated on organisations possessing or developing an effective learning culture.

the Japanese approach to management

It is hard now to believe that in the 1980s and 1990s, many people believed that if Western 
industry was to survive, it could do so only by copying Japanese management techniques 
(Abegglen and Stalk, 1984; Ackroyd et al, 1988; Hatvany and Pucik, 1981; Holden and 
Burgess, 1994; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Smith and Misumi, 1989). Although Japan had been 
reduced almost to ashes at the end of the Second World War, by the 1980s, Japan had built an 
industrial empire second to none and was threatening to sweep all before it, including and 
especially the mighty US car industry (Francks, 1992; Womack et al, 1990). Hence, the pros-
pect of ‘Japanisation’ was looked on with both fear and envy by ailing Western economies and 
industries (Abegglen and Stalk, 1984; Ackroyd et al, 1988; Buckley and Mirza, 1985; Fruin, 
1992; Horsley and Buckley, 1990; Johnson and Ouchi, 1974; Kamata, 1982; Pascale and 
Athos, 1982). As we can see from looking at Western businesses, the wholesale Japanisation 
of the West never came to pass. Nevertheless, Japan’s approach to enterprise management is 
still seen as providing formidable benefits. Even now, despite nearly three decades of very 
low growth, it is the world’s third largest economy, and on key measures, such as unemploy-
ment, living standards, exports and life-expectancy, it outperforms the United States, the 
world’s premier economy (Bajpai, 2016; CIA, 2012; The Economist, 2008; Fingleton, 2012; 
OECD, 2015). This is a remarkable achievement given that, as Morgan (1986: 111) remarks:

With virtually no natural resources, no energy, and over 110 million people crowded in four 
small mountainous islands, Japan succeeded in achieving the highest growth rate, lowest level 
of unemployment and, at least in some of the larger and more successful organizations, one of 
the best-paid and healthiest working populations in the world.

Although writers suggested many reasons for Japan’s success, ranging from culture to 
economic institutions, time and again, its approach to managing organisations was cited as 
the key factor (Hunter, 1989; Laage-Hellman, 1997; Sako and Sato, 1997; Schonberger, 
1982; Smith and Misumi, 1989; Whitehill, 1991).

Before examining what is meant by the Japanese approach to management, it is useful 
briefly to trace Japan’s development as an industrial nation. Up to the middle of the nine-
teenth century, Japan was an intensely nationalistic society which practised a deliberate 
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policy of isolating itself from the outside world. Therefore, for most of its inhabitants, Japan 
was the world. It was a feudal country that laid strong emphasis on obligation and defer-
ence, and where obedience to authority in general, and to the Emperor in particular, was 
unquestioned (Sheridan, 1993).

For all its deliberate isolation, Japan was a sophisticated and well-educated country with 
a high degree of literacy. Education was based on a set of Confucian principles which 
stressed unquestioning obedience to the family; total loyalty to one’s superiors; and rever-
ence for education and self-development. The abiding influence of these can still be seen in 
Japanese society today, and it underpins the strength of Japanese organisations (Smith and 
Misumi, 1989). However, from the mid-nineteenth century, Japan began to experience 
internal tensions. The feudal aristocracy experienced escalating financial difficulties while 
the merchant class, considered social inferiors, began to prosper. At the same time, it became 
clear that the growing military might of other countries posed a potential threat to Japan. In 
response to these developments, Japan adopted a twin-track policy of economic and mili-
tary growth, not dissimilar to that being developed in Germany at this time (Hunter, 1989).

Missions were dispatched abroad to study and bring technologies and practices back 
to Japan. On one such visit in 1911, Yukinori Hoshino, a director of the Kojima Bank, 
became acquainted with the work of Frederick Taylor and obtained permission to trans-
late his work into Japanese. Following this, Taylor’s Scientific Management principles, 
and allied approaches to work study and production management, were rapidly and 
enthusiastically adopted by the Japanese (McMillan, 1985). Indeed, such was the impact 
of Taylor’s work that, according to Wren (1994: 205), it ‘led to a management revolu-
tion, replacing the entrepreneur-dominated age’. By the 1920s, Japan had moved from 
being an agrarian economy to one dominated by industry. As in many Western coun-
tries, industrialisation was accompanied by considerable industrial conflict, sometimes 
violent (Urabe, 1986). However, in contrast to most Western countries, this was not 
accompanied by a growing democratisation of society. Instead, democratic tendencies 
were quashed by a growing coalition between industry and the military that promoted 
intense nationalism and led, almost inexorably, to Japan’s involvement in the Second 
World War. After Japan’s defeat, its shattered society was occupied by the United States, 
which stripped the Emperor of his traditional powers and established a Western-style 
democracy (Sheridan, 1993; Whitehill, 1991).

Given the state of the Japanese economy after the Second World War, the success of its 
reconstruction is nothing short of miraculous. The Korean War in the 1950s provided a 
major impetus to the Japanese economy, in that the United States used Japan as an impor-
tant staging post for troops and supplies, which injected billions of American dollars into 
Japan. However, perhaps much more important was America’s contribution to manage-
ment education in Japan. In the immediate post-war years, Japanese companies acquired a 
reputation for bitter industrial disputes, shoddy workmanship and poor quality. The main 
responsibility for tackling these problems lay with US engineers working for the Civilian 
Communications Section of the Occupation Administration (Sheldrake, 1996). Four men in 
particular have been credited with turning this situation around and creating the basis of 
Japan’s fearsome reputation for the productivity of its workforce and quality of its products: 
Charles Protzman, Homer Sarasohn, Joseph Juran and W Edward Deming. Interestingly, 
the last three of these had all worked at Western Electric’s Hawthorne Works and were, 
therefore, familiar, although not necessarily always in agreement, with the Human Relations 
approach. All of them were far removed from the narrow concept of the engineer. They took 
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a wide view of how enterprises should be run and in particular of the need for managers to 
show leadership and gain the commitment of their workforces. Their approach, which 
 covered business  policy and organisation as well as production methods and techniques, 
was enthusiastically received, adopted and disseminated by the senior managers who 
attended their courses and lectures. As Horsley and Buckley (1990: 51) notes, Deming, 
especially, met with enormous success:

W E Deming became a legend in Japan. He gave hundreds of lectures . . . to eager managers 
on the vital importance of statistical quality control . . . Among his pupils were many who were 
to become captains of Japanese industry in the 1960s and 1970s, heading firms like Nissan, 
Sharp and the Nippon Electric Company (NEC). The annual Deming Prize for good manage-
ment was highly coveted in the 1950s, and is still being awarded today.

Yet, despite the US economic and technical assistance, there is little doubt that the main 
credit for the country’s success can be attributed to the hard work, commitment and intelli-
gence of Japanese managers and workers. Under the umbrella of a supportive economic 
and political framework, Japanese enterprises overcame their severe industrial relations 
and quality problems of the 1950s and created the distinctive and hugely successful 
Japanese approach to developing and managing their businesses that allowed them to take 
the world by storm in the 1970s and 1980s (Fruin, 1992; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Sako and 
Sato, 1997; Sheldrake, 1996; Smith and Misumi, 1989).

What is the Japanese approach to management?

As one might expect, it is difficult to find an all-embracing definition of the Japanese 
approach to management that satisfies all commentators or can be found in all Japanese 
companies. In particular, there are distinct differences between larger and smaller enter-
prises in Japan, and in the treatment of full-time and part-time, and male and female, 
employees in all enterprises (Cole, 1979; Laage-Hellman, 1997; Sako and Sato, 1997). 
Such are these differences that some argue there is either no such thing as a distinctive 
Japanese approach to management or that, if it does exist, no one has been able to capture 
it accurately (Dale, 1986; Keys and Miller, 1984; Sullivan, 1983). Nevertheless, the vast 
majority of observers do seem to agree that it exists and can, broadly, be defined (Abegglen 
and Stalk, 1984; Ackroyd et al, 1988; Brasor, 2014; Cheung et al, 2013; Haghirian, 2010; 
Hatvany and Pucik, 1981; Holden and Burgess, 1994; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Smith and 
Misumi, 1989).

Perhaps the most influential work, and still the best-selling book, on Japanese manage-
ment was William Ouchi’s (1981) Theory Z: How American Business Can Meet the Japanese 
Challenge. Drawing on the theoretical insights of Douglas McGregor and Chris Argyris, 
Ouchi argues that Japanese success stemmed from:

●	 the involvement and commitment of the entire workforce;

●	 a set of internally consistent norms, practices and behaviours based on trust and strong 
personal ties between the individual and the organisation, particularly their immediate 
work group;

●	 practices such as lifetime employment, slow evaluation and promotion and collective 
decision-making; and

●	 the belief that workers want to build cooperative and close working relationships.
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Many other writers have also tried to capture the essence of Japanese management. 
McKenna (1988) believes that the key elements are:

●	 lifetime employment;

●	 the seniority principle with regard to pay and promotion;

●	 enterprise unionism (which will be explained later).

Pang and Oliver (1988) agree with McKenna but also draw attention to:

●	 training and education;

●	 company-based welfare schemes;

●	 quality circles;

●	 manufacturing methods such as Just-in-Time production.

Keys and Miller (1984) claim that the hallmarks of Japanese management are:

●	 long-term planning;

●	 lifetime employment; and

●	 collective responsibility.

Laage-Hellman (1997) emphasises the presence of:

●	 a consensus-seeking decision-making process;

●	 incremental planning through the development of a long-term vision;

●	 the use of short-term action plans;

●	 passive owners who do not usually interfere with managers;

●	 strategies that give priority to long-term growth and survival; and

●	 the effective use of external resources through partnerships with suppliers and customers.

Other commentators have come up with similar lists. One of the most quoted of these is by 
Pascale and Athos (1982), who used the McKinsey 7 S Framework (see Ideas and perspectives 4.2, 
Chapter 4), which they had developed jointly with Tom Peters and Robert Waterman, to analyse 
Japanese management. Like Peters and Waterman’s Culture-Excellence approach, Pascale and 
Athos stressed the four ‘soft’ Ss (staff, style, shared values and skills). This was not to dismiss the 
‘hard’ Ss (strategy, structure and systems) but to emphasise that the real difference between 
Japanese companies and their Western counterparts was that the latter tended to concentrate on 
the ‘hard’ Ss and ignore the ‘soft’ Ss. Pascale and Athos argued that, in contrast, Japanese compa-
nies had developed the ability to combine and blend the ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ Ss to their competitive 
benefit. Their work differed from other studies of Japanese management at the time by examining 
the management style of Japanese companies operating in the United States. In a similar vein, 
Peter Wickens, who was Personnel Director of Nissan Motor Manufacturing (UK) Ltd for more 
than 10 years, also commented on the transfer of Japanese management to the West. In his 
1987 book, The Road to Nissan, written when he was still at Nissan, he argued that the Japanese 
approach can be characterised by three factors:

●	 teamwork;

●	 quality consciousness; and

●	 flexibility.
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Interestingly, after he left Nissan, Wickens (1995) commented that Ouchi and others 
tended to miss, or underplay, one very important element of Japanese companies:

●	 a very strong control culture, especially in relation to shopfloor workers.

As Figure 5.1 shows, the factors identified by the above writers can be separated into two 
categories: those relating to personnel issues and those relating to business practices.

Personnel issues

The dedication, commitment and ability of Japanese workers are seen as a major factor in 
the success of Japanese companies. Although much credit for this has been given to the cul-
ture of Japanese society, especially its Confucian tradition of obedience and loyalty, similar 
levels of motivation have been reproduced in Japanese companies operating in the West 
(Wickens, 1987), which would imply that other factors are also at work. Chief among these 
is the crucial role played by the personnel policies prevalent in many Japanese enterprises, 
especially the larger ones. The core of the Japanese approach to personnel comprises a com-
bination of practices and policies designed to align their behaviour with, and bind employ-
ees to, the organisation, and promote their long-term development and commitment 
(Cheung et al, 2013). The principal practices and policies concerned are listed below.

1. Lifetime employment. In big companies, many employees are recruited straight from 
school or university and expect, and are expected, to spend the rest of their working lives 
with the same organisation (Brasor, 2014; Cheung et al, 2013). This ‘guarantee’, based on 
an age-old sense of mutual obligation and belonging, creates an intense sense of loyalty to 
and dependence on the organisation. Lifetime employment underpins a range of important 
organisational features, including a willingness to change and the maintenance of a stable 
organisational culture. Indeed, Holden and Burgess (1994) observe that while a Japanese 
worker might survive the loss of their family, the collapse of their employing organisation 
would be unbearable. Nevertheless, for two main reasons, lifetime employment has been 
slowly declining (Brasor, 2014). First, it reduces a company’s ability to bring in people with 
new skills and fresh ideas. Second, it makes it difficult for individuals to move between 
companies, especially if they have been fired or made redundant.

2. Internal labour markets. Most positions are filled from inside the company. This is a 
corollary to lifetime employment which demonstrates to the employee that satisfactory 

Personnel issues

•  Lifetime employment
•  Internal labour markets
•  Seniority-based
   promotion and reward
   systems
•  Teamwork and bonding
•  Enterprise unions
•  Training and education
•  Company welfarism

Business practices

Japanese
management

•  Long-term planning
•  Timeliness
•  Quality

Figure 5.1 The key elements of Japanese management
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performance will bring promotion, and it eliminates the potential for tension which can 
be brought about by the recruitment of outsiders.

3. Seniority-based promotion and reward systems. Employees are ranked and rewarded 
primarily, but not exclusively, on their length of service, and independent of the precise 
nature of the job they perform. Although there has been a weakening of the lifetime 
employment practices that are associated with the seniority principle, the seniority prin-
ciple itself still seems to be little changed (Brasor, 2014).

4. Teamwork and bonding. Although Japanese employees are made to feel part of the 
organisation and see it as some sort of extended family, they are first and foremost a 
member of a particular work group or team. The group is not just a collection of indi-
viduals; it is constructed and developed in such a way that it comprises a single entity 
which takes collective responsibility for its performance. Japanese companies use a vari-
ety of techniques, both at work and in a social setting, for bonding team members to each 
other and to the organisation.

5. Enterprise (single-company) unions. Unlike practice in the West, Japanese companies 
tend to allow only one union to represent the interests of the workforce. In addition, 
Japanese unions tend to be single-company or enterprise unions. From a Western point 
of view, they are not so much trade unions as company associations. This is illustrated by 
the practice of senior managers, at some stage in their careers, being expected to serve as 
union officials.

6. Training and education. Extensive and continuous training and education form an 
integral part of Japanese personnel policies. This emphasis on the continuous develop-
ment of employees, to enable them to carry out their work better and to prepare them for 
promotion, represents a significant investment by Japanese companies in their human 
capital. Much of the training is done on the job and is always geared to the twin aims of 
improving organisational performance and individual development. Though encour-
aged by the company, employees are expected to take responsibility for their own self-
development.

7. Company welfarism. Many Japanese companies provide a wide range of welfare ben-
efits for their employees. These can cover medical treatment, education for children and 
even housing. Some of the larger companies are almost mini-welfare states in 
 themselves.

Many other practices and policies could be added to the list, but these appear to be at the 
core. They are designed to instil the following in employees:

●	 loyalty and gratitude to the company and a commitment to its objectives;

●	 a sense of security;

●	 a strong commitment to hard work and performance improvement;

●	 an atmosphere of cooperation rather than conflict; and

●	 a belief in self-development and improvement.

These are the cornerstones of Japanese company life; their presence is the reason why 
Japanese national culture is often cited as being at the heart of Japan’s ability to compete in 
a world market. These operate within organisation structures which, to Western eyes at 
least, appear complex, highly formalised and very hierarchical (Cheung et al, 2013; 
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Whitehill, 1991). However, these personnel issues cannot be seen in isolation from the 
working practices that Japanese companies use or the objectives they pursue. It is the com-
bination of the two that makes Japanese companies so effective (Wood, 1991). Without 
overall direction and the appropriate work systems, even the best skilled and motivated 
workers are ineffective. This is why Japanese business practices and work systems should 
receive as much attention as personnel issues.

Business practices

The Japanese ability to satisfy customers, and thereby capture markets, by developing and 
producing products to a higher specification and at a lower cost than their competitors, is 
staggering considering the state of their industry in the 1940s and 1950s. Indeed, even as 
recently as the 1960s, ‘Made in Japan’ was synonymous with poor quality. What has 
changed, or rather what has come to fruition, has been the methods they apply to all aspects 
of business but especially to manufacturing (Cheung et al, 2013; Haghirian, 2010; Hannam, 
1993; Kamata, 1982; Lu, 1987; McMillan, 1985). The fact that some of these methods have, 
quite naturally, Japanese names (such as Hoshin Kanri – policy deployment; Genba Kanri – 
workshop management; Kaizen – continuous improvement; Kanban – a paperless form of 
scheduling) tends, for the Western audience, to cloak and mystify the core principles and 
systems being used, and also to disguise the extent to which these have been adopted from 
the West. Leaving aside the jargon and terminology, Japanese business practices and work 
systems can be characterised by four interrelated elements: long-term planning, timeliness, 
quality and change management.

1. Long-term planning. This will be discussed further in Chapter 8, but as Case study 5.1 
shows, the timescale on which Japanese enterprises operate is far longer than that of 
many of their Western competitors, and their focus on building a strong market position 
similarly contrasts with the short-term profit maximisation objectives prevalent in the 
United States and the United Kingdom in particular (Davies et al, 2014; Hamel and 
Prahalad, 1989). Needless to say, this is an enormous advantage when considering 
investment decisions, whether this be for products, processes or people (Haghirian, 
2010; Smith and Misumi, 1989).

2. The ringi system. In any investigation of the Japanese approach to long-term planning, 
timeliness and quality, it is necessary to recognise the role played by employees in  
decision-making (Sagi, 2015). Most discussions of Japanese management emphasise the 
occurrence of upward influence, particularly through the ringi system (see Ideas and per-
spectives 5.1). As well as aiding decision-making, the ringi system has another equally 
important benefit:

The ringi is as much a process for exploring and reaffirming values as it is for setting a direc-
tion . . . In the American view objectives should be hard and fast and clearly stated for all to 
see. In the Japanese view they emerge from a more fundamental process of exploring and 
understanding the values through which a firm is or should be operating. A knowledge of 
these values, the limits that are to guide actions, defines a set of possible actions. An action 
chosen from this set may not be the very best, but it will satisfy parameters deemed crucial 
for success. (Morgan, 1986: 93)

3. Timeliness. The Japanese are seen as having a crucial competitive edge in their ability to 
develop products and bring them to market faster than their competitors  
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(Chen, 2016). Part of the explanation for this relates to teamwork. While many Western 
companies are still designing and developing products on a sequential basis (whereby one 
part of the design is completed before another is begun), the Japanese work in teams to 
undertake these tasks simultaneously. This form of teamwork extends to working jointly 
with customers and suppliers as well (Laage-Hellman, 1997). Not only does this cut the 
overall time required, it also leads to fewer errors and misunderstandings because all  
the relevant parties are involved (Womack et al, 1990). Another major contribution to the 
timeliness of the Japanese is a series of practices designed to cut manufacturing lead 
times. The main one is Just-in-Time production. Under Just-in-Time, parts are supplied 
and used only as and when required. This method reduces stock and work-in-progress and 
thus reduces cost. However, to achieve this (as proponents of lean/agile manufacturing 
have stressed), everything must be ‘right first time’; otherwise, such a system would 
quickly grind to a halt for lack of usable parts (Kidd and Karwowski, 1994; Lamming, 1993). 
Consequently, it is necessary to drive waste and inefficiency out of the system, and the key 
mechanism for achieving this is the Japanese commitment to quality (Chen, 2016; Dale 
and Cooper, 1992; Lee and Dale, 2003).

4. Quality. The Japanese commitment to quality is now legendary. Their approach owes 
much to the inspiration of three Americans: MacArthur, Deming and Juran (Wilkinson, 
1991). General MacArthur, who (on behalf of the United States) virtually ruled Japan in 
the early post-war years, encouraged Japanese industry to improve production quality as 
part of the rebuilding of their shattered industrial base. Deming (1982) showed the 
Japanese that statistical process control (SPC) and other such techniques are powerful 
methods of controlling quality. Juran (1988) showed the Japanese that quality was 
determined by all departments in an organisation, and thus set them on the road to 
developing Total Quality Management. Although imported, the Japanese developed the 
original concepts considerably. In particular, they introduced the concept of continuous 
improvement – Kaizen. Despite the widespread acceptance of the need for improved 
quality in the West, the Japanese appear to be the only nation so far capable of diffusing 
successfully the ideas and practices throughout their industry (Chen, 2016; Dale and 
Cooper, 1992; Hannam, 1993; Schonberger, 1982; Womack et al, 1990).

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.1

the ringi system
This is a procedure whereby proposals for new policies, procedures or expenditure are cir-
culated throughout the firm for comment. The proposal is circulated in written form and is 
then sent to all who might be affected if it were to be implemented, in ascending order of 
seniority. The proposal is modified in line with comments, and only when all agree is it 
implemented. This joint approach to decision-making is also operated through production 
councils and quality circles, and covers the planning and scheduling of production, work 
allocation, changes to production methods, problem-solving, etc. (Inagami, 1988).

This system of involving large numbers of people in decision-making is the reason why 
the Japanese are notorious for the slowness with which they make decisions, and famous 
for their ability to get it right first time (Hannam, 1993; Smith and Misumi, 1989).
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5. Change management. The Japanese have an enviable ability to implement change 
speedily and effectively. This is based on a process of slow decision-making and painstak-
ing planning, which allows them to ensure that there is wide-spread support for and 
understanding of what is required. A comparative study of decision-making in Japan, 
China and the United States found that Japanese companies tended to involve far more 
people in decision-making that either China or the United States, and they tended to take 
considerably longer. However, the result was that Japanese companies had few problems 
in speedily implementing their decisions, whilst Chinese and US companies encountered 
considerable resistance and unforeseen obstacles (Martinsons and Davison, 1997). The 
Japanese approach to change is based on three factors:

●	 First, ‘strategic intent’ (see Chapter 8) – the creation and pursuit of a vision of their 
desired future which embraces all staff in the organisation (Hamel and Prahalad, 
1989). This provides a basis for judging what changes need to take place and why.

●	 Second, ringi-type decision-making, which ensures that changes are fully thought-out 
and planned before they are implemented.

●	 Lastly, Kaizen-type approaches to change (as described in Case study 2.2 on Nissan in 
Chapter 2), which ensure that those affected are involved in implementing change 
and have the skills and commitment to undertake it successfully.

It is the combination of these three elements which, in contrast to most Western compa-
nies, allows Japanese companies to get it ‘right first time’. Japanese companies tend to 
spend 90 per cent of the change process on planning and only 10 per cent on implementa-
tion. Exhaustive planning allows them to identify and sort out potential problems in 
advance, thus ensuring that implementation is speedy and successful. In the West, the 
tendency is to plan rapidly and cursorily, with the result that the implementation process 
is a long drawn-out affair as ‘unforeseen’ problems keep cropping up. Unlike Japanese 
companies, the end result is often failure or a sub-optimal outcome (Martinsons and 
Davison, 1997).

One factor only mentioned briefly so far is the importance – or not – of culture to the 
Japanese approach to management. Certainly, early studies laid great stress on the relation-
ship between Japanese culture and business success (Abegglen, 1958). The argument 
emerged that the nature of Japanese society and its impact on individuals and companies 
gave Japan its competitive edge. For this reason, it was argued, the West would never be 
able to replicate Japanese practices and competitiveness successfully. In fact, one reason 
why Pascale and Athos (1982) chose to study Japanese companies operating in America 
was that Pascale doubted whether American companies could learn much from the Japanese 
in Japan because their cultures were so different (Crainer, 1995). Obviously, as Hofstede 
(1980, 1990) demonstrates, national cultures do impinge on organisational practices, but 
whether this means that such practices cannot successfully be adopted in other societies is 
another question. A number of studies have undermined the argument for considering the 
Japanese approach to management to be dependent on Japanese culture. It has been shown 
that many of the distinctive practices of Japanese companies are relatively new and not 
embedded in Japanese history, that the role of culture is less influential than other factors, 
and that the Japanese approach can be successfully replicated outside Japan (Ackroyd et al, 
1988; Buckley and Mirza, 1985; Cole, 1979; Marsh and Mannari, 1976; Pascale and Athos, 
1982; Smith and Misumi, 1989; Urabe, 1986; Wickens, 1987).



 The Japanese approach to management

 161

the future of the Japanese approach

In discussing the distinctive Japanese approach to management, we must not forget the 
strong reciprocal links between government and business, especially the importance of 
Japanese industrial policy in stimulating and guiding the country’s economic progress. This 
is seen most clearly in the close links between business and the Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry (MITI). As part of its remit to establish Japan as a leading industrial 
nation, MITI played a crucial role in the 1950s and 1960s in establishing national pro-
grammes in key industries to encourage joint action, to develop the country’s science and 
technological base, among companies and public research institutions. The ultimate goal of 
these programmes has been to create a strong, competitive and world-class industrial base 
for Japan. These collaborative programmes have not been at the expense of competition 
between companies; rather, they have helped to improve the competitiveness of all the 
companies both in relation to each other and, importantly, in relation to international rivals 
(Laage-Hellman, 1997). Although MITI’s interventionist role in shaping industrial strategy 
did weaken during the 1980s and 1990s, it appears once again, under its new guise of METI 
(the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry), to be adopting a more proactive role in 
shaping Japan’s industrial might (Lewis and Inagaki, 2016).

After successfully coping with the second oil crisis of 1979 and the effects of a rapidly 
appreciating currency in the mid-1980s, Japan enjoyed good economic growth until the late 
1980s. Despite the competitiveness of Japanese firms and the active support of the Japanese 
government, the asset-price bubble burst in 1989. Although, since then, the economy has 
apparently been in a protracted recession, it is still the world’s third largest and still com-
pares well to its main competitors, especially the United States (Bajpai, 2016; Fingleton, 
2012; McCormick, 2007; OECD, 2015; Statistics Bureau, 2003). Nevertheless, successive 
corporate and political scandals have undermined the stability of the political and financial 
system on which Japan’s industrial might was built (Barrie, 1999; Shirai, 1997; Tanimura 
and Okamoto, 2013). This has led to some political and business reforms and attempts to 
introduce Western-style, neoliberal deregulation in order to foster competition and cut 
costs, although, as Keizer (2009) notes, there has been a lot more talk about change than 
actual change.

Many explanations have been put forward for the decline of the Japanese economy. One 
of the most persuasive is that while Japan developed a world-class manufacturing base, this 
was undermined by a failure to develop the rest of its economy to similar standards, hence 
the argument that it should adopt neoliberal economic policies (Keizer, 2009; Pilling, 
2003). In particular, the service sector, especially retailing, is only half as productive as its 
US counterparts. Similarly, the Japanese public sector is seen as being far less efficient than 
its Western equivalents. The banking sector also did the Japanese economy no favours by 
making vast loans to property companies to purchase overpriced land and buildings, which 
became worth only a fraction of what they paid for them when the asset bubble burst in 
1989. The fact that these problems generally lay outside manufacturing helps to explain 
why, despite all its economic problems, even in the worst years of the 1990s, Japan’s lead-
ing industrial companies generally continued to outperform those of its competitors in the 
West (Fingleton, 2012; Pilling, 2003; Shirai, 1997). It follows that Japan’s economic prob-
lems over the last two decades do not appear to invalidate the Japanese approach to man-
agement as developed in, and applied to, the manufacturing sector. Even so, low growth, 
domestic recession, increasing international competition, technological developments that 
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have led to changes in industrial and job structures, and an ageing population have all cre-
ated pressures to change the Japanese approach to management (Brasor, 2014; Haghirian, 
2010; Harukiyo and Hook, 1998; Sako and Sato, 1997; Thomas, 2003).

In the larger Japanese companies, these pressures have led to structural changes designed 
to flatten the hierarchy and create greater flexibility (Koji, 1998). In the motor industry, in 
particular, there has also been a weakening of the previously strong supply chain links, with 
second- and third-tier suppliers being exposed to greater levels of competition (Masayoshi, 
1998). Looking at the Japanese approach to production systems, here too there have been 
changes; but these do not seem to have radically changed the main characteristic of the 
Japanese approach, which has been one of blending mass production with flexibility (Chen, 
2016; Haghirian, 2010; Masayuki, 1998).

Perhaps the area where the pressures for change have been the greatest is in personnel 
practices, especially those relating to lifetime employment, seniority-based promotion and 
reward systems and the treatment of female workers (Sako and Sato, 1997). As mentioned 
above, there is some evidence that the economic, industrial and technological changes of 
the 1980s and 1990s have had a detrimental effect on lifetime employment, especially for 
older and higher-paid white-collar workers (Barrie, 1999; Brasor, 2014; Inagami, 1995; 
Sako, 1997; Watts, 1998). Yet for blue-collar male workers, where the distinctions between 
East and West were always the most marked, job security seems to have improved, if any-
thing. This is because of the falling birth rate, which has also led to an increase in the retire-
ment age from 55 to 60, and again in 2012 to 65 (Seike, 1997; Warnock, 2012). There has 
also been an increase in insecure, temporary and part-time employment, although this 
tends to be more in evidence in the service sector. Where part-time or contract labour is 
used in the manufacturing sector, it does not seem to have resulted in the same level of job 
insecurity as in the service sector (Keizer, 2009; Kezuka, 2001; Wakisata, 1997). Another 
change which has taken place is the increased use of performance-related pay, although this 
is not widespread and does not seem to have had a major impact on pay levels or job secu-
rity (Brasor, 2014; Keizer, 2009).

Overall, it appears that stability of employment does not seem to be diminishing and, in 
some cases, may even be increasing (Kambayashi, 2015). In terms of lifetime employment 
for male workers, this does seem to be diminishing, but large Japanese corporations still 
maintained this to an extent (Brasor, 2014; Cheung et al, 2013; McCormick, 2007). 
Certainly, most Japanese managers, as well as workers, seem to believe it is desirable and 
feasible to maintain it, especially as it is seen as essential to manager–worker cooperation 
(Barrie, 1999; Kambayashi, 2015; Ohmi, 1997; Sako, 1997; Sugeno and Suwa, 1997).

In the area of the seniority principle, during the 1990s there were attempts to make 
changes in this area (Kawakita, 1997; Sako, 1997; Sugeno and Suwa, 1997), but more 
recent studies show it still applies quite widely (Brasor, 2014; Fukushige and Spicer, 2007). 
What seems to be taking place is fine-tuning of the traditional Japanese reward system 
rather than its dismantling (Keizer, 2009).

Nor, despite significant political, legal and demographic pressures, does there seem to 
have been any major change in the participation rate and career prospects of female work-
ers; these are still far lower than in other advanced economies (The Economist, 2014; 
Fukushige and Spicer, 2007; Kitayama, 2010; Wakisata, 1997). Given that demographics 
trends show that Japan faces significant problems with an aging and shrinking workforce, 
getting more women into employment has become a political priority. In 2013, the Japanese 
government launched an ambitious plan to achieve this, including targets to fill 30 per cent 
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of senior management jobs in both the public and private sectors with women by 2020. 
However, as a sign of how difficult this is proving, in 2015, these targets were reduced to  
7 per cent for public sector posts and 15 per cent for private sector ones (Oi, 2016).

Clearly, there have been and remain significant pressures on the Japanese economy, 
which have led to changes in how companies are structured and run, including in their HR 
practices, and in their relations with customers and suppliers (McCormick, 2007; Thomas, 
2003). However, these do not seem designed to undermine or alter significantly the core of 
the Japanese approach to management (Harukiyo and Hook, 1998). The business practices 
that that bind (male) workers and Japanese enterprises together and which lie at the heart 
of the Japanese approach to management have not significantly weakened (Brasor, 2014; 
Chen, 2016; Keizer, 2009; Sako and Sato, 1997; Shirai, 1997).

So, although there has been much talk of Japan becoming more like the United States in 
its business practices and personnel policies, research suggests that there are still distinct 
differences between the two countries and that a distinct Japanese model still exists 
(Cheung et al, 2013; Hassard et al, 2012; McCormick, 2007). Overall, there seems to be lit-
tle evidence for the case that globalisation is bringing about the convergence of national 
cultures and business practices (Brasor, 2014; Leung et al, 2005). This does not mean that 
the Japanese approach to management is not changing – it is – but it is still recognisably a 
Japanese approach to management and not a Western one (Chen, 2016; Fukushige and 
Spicer, 2007).

the Japanese approach: summary and criticisms

One can see that there are distinctive practices and policies which have a coherence and can 
be described as ‘the Japanese approach to management’. But it is not simply the merits of 
the individual practices that have given the Japanese their competitive edge. Rather, it is 
that they are devised and adopted in such a way that they are integrated and mutually sup-
portive of each other; in particular, Japanese companies have a unique way of combining 
hard and soft practices (Chen, 2016; Cheung et al, 2013; Laage-Hellman, 1997; Ouchi, 
1981; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Sako and Sato, 1997). Nor should one underestimate the 
importance of the sort of state intervention deplored by neoliberals, especially in the 1950s 
and 1960s (Laage-Hellman, 1997; Lewis and Inagaki, 2016). This is not to say that this 
approach is universal in Japan or that all elements are present in those companies that do 
practise it. Nonetheless, sufficient evidence is available to justify a claim that it has been the 
dominant approach in Japan since at least the 1960s and remains so today (Brasor, 2014; 
Cheung et al, 2013; Hassard et al, 2012; Keizer, 2009; McCormick, 2007; Smith, 2008).

This does not imply that it will not change. Indeed, given that most of these practices 
have been evolving over the last 60 years, it would be surprising if they did not continue 
to evolve (Brasor, 2014; McCormick, 2007; Smith, 2008; Smith and Misumi, 1989; 
Thomas, 2003; Whitehill, 1991). As described above, there is strong evidence to show 
that changes are taking place (Hassard et al, 2012). Even in large companies, such as 
Toyota and Honda, policies of lifetime employment and the reluctance to recruit staff 
mid-career are being modified, owing to the need to recruit skills that are in short supply, 
and because of economic and social pressures. These include especially the pressures for 
equal opportunities for men and women, the implications of an ageing population and the 
need to recruit foreigners (Brasor, 2014; Dawkins, 1993, 1994; Keizer, 2009; Thomas, 
1993; Wakisata, 1997).
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The Japanese approach has delivered impressive economic results, but there are those 
who would question the social cost involved. Japanese workers are expected – some 
would say coerced – to work much longer hours than their Western counterparts and to 
participate in many work-related social events (Cheung et al, 2013; Clark, 1979; Smith, 
2008). Considerable evidence also shows that Japanese workers are less satisfied with 
their lot than their Western counterparts, especially in relation to working hours and pay 
(Kamata, 1982; Lincoln and Kalleberg, 1985; Luthans et al, 1985; Naoi and Schooler, 
1985; Odaka, 1975).

In many respects, this is not surprising. From a Western standpoint at least, Japanese 
companies appear to operate very oppressive and authoritarian regimes that, through the 
combination of personnel practices and work systems discussed above, together with peer 
group pressure, leave workers little option but to conform and perform to very high stand-
ards (Cheung et al, 2013; Kamata, 1982; Smith, 2008; Smith and Misumi, 1989). This 
accounts, in part at least, for the common observation that Japan is a nation of workaholics 
(Kubota et al, 2014). Other serious criticisms of the Japanese approach include: lifetime 
employment for some workers creates a two-tier labour market with poor job prospects for 
the majority of workers, particularly women; the Japanese approach to teamwork results 
in unremitting peer group pressure on individuals continually to improve their perfor-
mance; and the lack of independent trade unions leaves workers without any protection 
against managerial pressure to work ever harder (Kamata, 1982; Kubota et al, 2014; 
Kazunori, 1998; Kim, 2014; Morgan, 1986; Nemoto, 2013; Smith, 2008; Wakisata, 1997; 
Yutaka, 1998).

Whatever the merits or demerits of the Japanese approach, there is little doubt that it has 
had an enormous impact on organisational performance; consequently, many attempts 
have been made to introduce ‘Japanisation’ into Western companies (Ackroyd et al, 1988; 
Hannam, 1993; McCormick, 2007; Pang and Oliver, 1988; Pascale and Athos, 1982; 
Schonberger, 1982; Thomas, 2003; Turnbull, 1986). Despite some reservations about how 
well the system might travel, Japanese companies have shown that they can transfer their 
approach to the West. Nissan’s Sunderland car assembly plant in the United Kingdom was 
judged by the Economist Intelligence Unit to be the most productive in Europe for the sec-
ond year running in 1998, while in the same year its Smyrna, Tennessee, plant was cited as 
the most productive in North America by the Harbour Report.

On the other hand, transferring the Japanese approach to indigenous Western compa-
nies appears to have been more problematic. Although there have been widespread attempts 
to adopt US-inspired, Japanese-quality management, there have been few instances of 
entire organisations adopting the Japanese management approach. Indeed, even the UK car 
components industry, which, owing to the presence of Nissan, Honda and Toyota, has 
received more support and encouragement than probably any industry outside Japan, 
seems to have failed to adopt Japanese management successfully (Apinwall and Elgharib, 
2013; Danford, 1999; Hines, 1994; Lamming, 1994). Therefore, despite all the talk of the 
‘Japanisation’ of Western companies in the 1980s and 1990s (McCormick, 2007; Pascale 
and Athos, 1982), the Japanese management paradigm has made little impact in the West. 
Although there are many reasons for this, the fact that the Japanese approach, with its state 
intervention, protected markets and democratic-collectivist ethos to workplace manage-
ment, clashed with, not to say threatened, Western neoliberalism seems a major factor  
(Lee, 2008). Nevertheless, one area where the Japanese and Western approaches do seem 
to align is organisational learning.
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Organisational learning

Whilst Culture-Excellence and the Japanese approach continued to vie for the attention of 
Western organisations in the 1980 and 1990s, a third approach to organisational success 
came forward to challenge them: organisational learning. Despite its new-found popular-
ity in the 1990s, organisational learning was not a new concept. The highly respected 
American academic Chris Argyris had been writing about organisational learning for over 
40 years (Argyris, 1992). Yet, there can be no doubt that interest in the concept of organi-
sational learning – or the learning organisation, as it is sometimes called – grew consider-
ably in the 1990s. Crossan and Guatto (1996) noted that there were as many academic 
papers published on the topic in 1993 as in the whole of the 1980s. Many of these articles 
are dotted with emotive statements such as ‘the rate at which individuals and organiza-
tions learn may become the only sustainable competitive advantage’ (Stata, 1989: 4). 
Although statements like this have the power to attract the attention of business leaders, 
there are really two factors which appear to have moved organisational learning from 
being a subject for serious academic study to a hot boardroom topic: the pace of change, 
and the rise of corporate Japan.

In the 1990s, there was considerable support for the view that the pace of change was 
accelerating as never before, and that organisations would have to chart their way through 
an increasingly complex environment if they were to be successful. They began to face 
new and significant challenges, such as the pressures of globalisation, climate change, 
changes in technology, the rise of e-commerce, situations where customers and suppliers 
can be both competitors and allies and a change in emphasis from quantity to quality and 
from products to services. To cope with this growing complexity, many organisations 
 recognised the need to acquire and utilise increasing amounts of knowledge if they were 
to make the changes necessary to remain competitive (Chawla and Renesch, 1995). 
As Pautzke (1989) states:

Careful cultivation of the capacity to learn in the broadest sense, i.e. the capacity both to 
acquire knowledge and to develop practical abilities, seems to offer a realistic way of tackling 
the pressing problems of our time. (Quoted in Probst and Buchel, 1997: 5)

The second, and perhaps main, factor that generated such interest in organisational 
learning was the rise of corporate Japan. In attempting to explain and/or combat Japanese 
penetration of Western markets, many commentators argued that one of the main 
strengths of Japanese companies is the speed with which they gather information on mar-
kets and competitors, and disseminate and act upon this information internally (Nonaka, 
1988; Pascale and Athos, 1982). Moreover, Japanese companies’ ability to learn, adapt 
and develop also extended to their commitment to continuous improvement, in processes 
as well as products, both internally and jointly with customers and suppliers (Laage-
Hellman, 1997; Sako and Sato, 1997). The result, as described earlier in this chapter, is 
their fearsome reputation for producing the right product, in the right time and at the 
right price.

Underpinning this is an ability to translate a commitment to individual learning into 
organisational learning (Hedlund and Nonaka, 1993; Nonaka, 1988; Ouchi, 1981; 
Whitehill, 1991). This idea, that the promotion of collective learning is crucial to organisa-
tional success, not only led to the upsurge in interest in organisational learning but also 
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provides a bridge between Western and Eastern approaches to managing organisations. For 
these reasons, Probst and Buchel (1997: 1) claim that ‘Organizational learning offers an 
alternative paradigm by which systems can change, thus permitting us to redefine the 
 economy and society’.

What is organisational learning?

The term ‘organisational learning’ is often used interchangeably with the term ‘learning 
organisation’. The difference, according to Tsang (1997: 74–5), is that:

organizational learning is a concept used to describe certain types of activity that take place in 
an organization while the learning organization refers to a particular type of organization in 
and of itself. Nevertheless, there is a simple relationship between the two – a learning organi-
zation is one which is good at organizational learning.

In effect, the difference appears to be between ‘becoming’ and ‘being’. Organisational 
learning describes attempts by organisations to become learning organisations by promot-
ing learning in a conscious, systematic and synergistic fashion that involves everyone in the 
organisation. A learning organisation is the highest state of organisational learning, in 
which an organisation has achieved the ability to transform itself continuously through the 
development and involvement of all its members (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Burgoyne et al, 
1994; Chawla and Renesch, 1995; West, 1994).

A further, and perhaps more significant, distinction between the two terms relates to 
those who use them. Argyris (1999: 1) asserts:

We divide the literature that pays attention to organizational learning into two main catego-
ries: the practice-oriented, prescriptive literature of ‘the learning organization’, promulgated 
mainly by consultants and practitioners, and the predominately skeptical scholarly literature of 
‘organizational learning’, produced by academics.

In fact, the term ‘learning organisation’ is used much less now than in the 1980s and 
1990s. This seems to be because very few organisations, if any, appear to have achieved 
learning organisation status (Aggestam, 2006; Easterby-Smith, 1997; Easterby-Smith and 
Lyles, 2011; Kearns, 2014; Probst and Buchel, 1997; Tsang, 1997). For this reason, organi-
sational learning now appears to be the term of choice for both the sceptical and prescriptive 
camps.

Having said that, one of the problems in coming to grips with organisational learning is 
that its advocates appear to offer a multitude of definitions or models of what it is. Ideas and 
perspectives 5.2 gives a sample of the definitions that have been advanced, but it is probably 
no exaggeration to say that there are nearly as many definitions of organisational learning 
as there are writers on the topic (Tsang, 1997).

Easterby-Smith (1997) attempts to explain this confusion of definitions by identifying 
the different disciplinary backgrounds of those writing on organisational learning. He 
argues that most writers come from one of six disciplines: psychology, management 
 science, sociology, organisation theory, production management and cultural anthropol-
ogy. Wang and Ahmed (2003) note that it is not just the different disciplinary back-
grounds of the proponents of organisational learning that lead to confusion. They 
identify five different focuses on the concept and believe that researchers tend to centre 
their attention on only one of these. The five focuses are: ‘focus on the collectivity of  
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individual learning; focus on the process or system; focus on culture or metaphor; focus 
on knowledge management; and focus on continuous improvement’ (Wang and Ahmed, 
2003: 9).

Like Argyris (1999), Easterby-Smith (1997) draws attention to the difference between 
the long-established contributors to the field, the academic sceptics, who have been attempt-
ing to analyse, describe and understand learning processes within organisations, without 
necessarily wishing to change them (e.g. Argyris, 1992; Bateson, 1972); and the relatively 
newer entrants, the practitioners and consultants, who are attempting to prescribe what an 
organisation should do to maximise learning (e.g. Pedler et al, 1989; Senge, 1990). This is a 
point also made by Tsang (1997), who notes that, up to the 1980s, the analytical writers 
dominated the field, but in the 1990s, with the upsurge in interest in organisational learn-
ing, the prescriptive writers came to the fore, which still seems to be the case today (see 
Kearns, 2014; Kirwan, 2016; Wellman, 2012).

Although the variety of disciplinary backgrounds and perspectives of those writing about 
organisational learning helps to explain the plethora of definitions, it does not help to 
resolve them. For this reason, as a number of writers note, there is as yet no comprehensive 
theory of organisational learning (Probst and Buchel, 1997; Rashman et al, 2009; Taylor et 
al, 2010). Nevertheless, there is one area where there is growing clarity and agreement: ‘OL 
is crucial in today’s complex, rapidly changing environments. It can be a source of strategic 
renewal’ (Cummings and Worley, 2015: 582). It is the potential of organisational learning 

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.2

What is organisational learning?
Organizational learning is defined as the process by which the organization increases the 
knowledge created by individuals in an organized way and transforms this knowledge into 
the organization’s knowledge system. (Alfarhan et al, 2016: 306)

Organizational learning can be described as a process of individual and shared thought and 
action in an organizational context, involving cognitive, social, behavioural and technical 
elements. (Rashman et al, 2009: 470)

Organizational learning is the process by which the organization’s knowledge and value base 
changes, leading to improved problem-solving ability and capacity for action.

(Probst and Buchel, 1997: 15)

A learning organization is an organization skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring 
knowledge, and at modifying behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights.

(Garvin, 1993: 80)

Organizational learning means the process of improving actions through better knowledge 
and understanding. (Fiol and Lyles, 1985: 803)

An entity learns if, through its processing of information, the range of its potential behaviors 
is changed. (Huber, 1991: 89)

Organizational learning occurs through shared insight, knowledge and mental models and 
builds on past knowledge and experience, that is, on memory. (Stata, 1989: 64)
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to enable organisations to reinvent themselves in order to compete in the changing and 
increasingly uncertain and competitive environment that is making it such an attractive 
proposition for many managers.

Although many writers have contributed to the concept of organisational learning, those 
who have done most to popularise the concept in the United Kingdom are Pedler, Boydell 
and Burgoyne (1989). Perhaps the most influential writer of the 1990s was Peter Senge in 
the United States, whose book The Fifth Discipline (1990) caught the imagination of corpo-
rate America. Its success motivated a whole host of consultants and academics to follow 
suit, producing books and articles extolling the virtues of the learning organisation and out-
lining the steps necessary to become one (Tsang, 1997). Part of the success of his book lies 
in the fact that it combines the individualism of the Culture-Excellence approach with the 
knowledge-generating ability of the Japanese approach. Senge contends that there are five 
interrelated disciplines that organisations need to foster among individuals and groups in 
order to promote learning and success (see Ideas and perspectives 5.3).

In contrast to Senge, who stresses the attributes an organisation needs to possess in order to 
learn, others stress the learning styles of individuals and organisations. Perhaps the most influ-
ential in this area are Argyris and Schön (1978), who, building on the work of Bateson (1972), 
proposed a three-level evolutionary model of learning (see Ideas and perspectives 5.4).

Burgoyne (1995) suggests that the importance of learning at Level III, Argyris and 
Schön’s (1978) triple-loop learning, lies as much in its ability to allow an organisation to 
create and transform its environments as it does in allowing it to transform itself. He also 
considers that this is reflected in the ability of the organisation to stabilise the context in 
which it operates and/or its relationship with it. It is at this level that the concept of the 
learning organisation can fully emerge.

Cummings and Worley (2015: 589–93) identify a four-phase process designed to help an 
organisation move from adaptive, Level I, learning to transformative, Level III, learning, but 
they warn that:

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.3

senge’s five disciplines
1. Personal mastery – individual growth and learning.

2. Mental models – deeply ingrained assumptions that affect the way individuals think 
about people, situations and organisations.

3. Shared visions – the development of a common view of the organisation’s future.

4. Team learning – the shift from individual learning to collective learning.

5. Systems thinking – the ‘Fifth Discipline’ that links the others together and which, Senge 
argues, is missing in most organisations:

The art of systems thinking lies in being able to recognize increasingly (dynamically) 
complex and subtle structures . . . amid the wealth of details, pressures and cross-currents 
that attend all real management settings. In fact, the essence of mastering systems 
thinking as a management discipline lies in seeing patterns where others see only events 
and forces to react to.

Source: Senge (1990: 73).
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Although the phases are described linearly below, in practice they form a recurrent cycle of 
four overlapping learning activities.

1. Discover theories in use and their consequences. This first step involves uncovering mem-
bers’ mental models or theories in use and the consequences that follow from behaving 
and organizing according to them.

2. Invent and produce more effective theories in use. Based on what is discovered in the first 
step of the change process, members invent and produce theories in use that lead to more 
effective actions and that are more closely aligned with [Level II and Level III] learning.

3. Attend to the knowledge management practices that support learning. Because organiza-
tional knowledge plays a crucial role in linking organizational learning processes to organi-
zational performance, an effective OL application process must attend to the systems for 
generating, organizing, and distributing knowledge.

4. Continuously monitor and improve the learning process. This final stage involves . . . 
learning how to learn. It includes assessing OL strategies and the organizational structures 
and processes that contribute to them.

Cummings and Worley (Ideas and perspectives 5.5) also identify four mutually reinforc-
ing organisational characteristics that promote organisational learning.

As can be seen, Cummings and Worley identify both the phases that organisations need 
to go through to move from adaptive to transformational learning, and the characteristics 

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.4

three levels of learning
●	 Level I – single-loop learning. This is adaptive learning, which involves detecting and 

rectifying errors or exceptions within the scope of the organisation’s existing practices, 
policies and norms of behaviour in order to ensure its objectives are met. Typical exam-
ples of this would be the monitoring of quality standards or adherence to sales targets in 
order to detect and correct variance. However, this would not feed back into the ques-
tioning of, or amendment to, the organisation’s original objectives.

●	 Level II – double-loop learning. This goes beyond correcting variance in standards and 
targets and, instead, involves challenging the appropriateness of the organisation’s basic 
norms, values, policies and operating procedures that create these standards and targets 
in the first place. This is reconstructive learning, which involves reconstructing basic 
aspects of an organisation’s operations. Typically, this might involve questioning whether 
some functions should be outsourced rather than continuing to be performed in-house 
or whether the organisation should adopt a flatter, more open structure to remain 
aligned with its environment. Out of such changes, new practices, policies and norms of 
behaviour are generated.

●	 Level III – triple-loop learning. This involves questioning the rationale for the organisa-
tion and, in the light of this, radically transforming it. A typical example of this might be 
a traditional manufacturing organisation attempting to reinvent itself as a service com-
pany with all the implications for culture, structure and practices that such a move would 
require.

Source: Argyris and Schön (1978).
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which promote organisational learning. Probst and Buchel (1997: 16), on the other hand, 
take a very different view, claiming that ‘Organizational learning is unique to an institution’. 
That is to say, each organisation can and should find its own way to become a learning 
organisation. They suggest that there are at least four different generic approaches (see 
Ideas and perspectives 5.6).

Despite the diversity and contradictions evident among those promoting the concept of 
organisational learning, one thing is clear: they all see the main purpose of learning as facil-
itating organisational change. Like the Culture-Excellence and the Japanese approaches, its 
popularity owes much to its posited beneficial link to organisational performance; unlike 
them, it is the only organisation theory whose main purpose is to enable organisations to 
cope with and promote change. As Probst and Buchel (1997: xi) comment:

Learning is attracting increasing attention both in academic circles and business practice. One 
of the main reasons for this is the increasing pressure of change on companies . . . The rate of 

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.5

Promoters of organisational learning
●	 Structure – this needs to be flat and teamwork-based in order to promote networking 

both internally and externally.

●	 Work design – this needs to be based on enriched jobs and self-managed teams, which 
support the sharing of information and development of new skills and knowledge.

●	 Human resource practices – these need to include appraisal and reward systems that 
promote the acquisition and sharing of new skills and knowledge.

●	 Management processes – these include systems that facilitate the rapid acquisition and 
sharing of information in order to enable people to manage knowledge for competitive 
advantage.

Source: Cummings and Worley (2015: 587).

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 5.6

Approaches to organisational learning
●	 Learning by developing a strategy – shaping the organisation’s future through a partici-

pative and practical learning exercise.

●	 Learning by developing a structure – developing structural forms, such as matrix and 
network structures, that promote learning.

●	 Learning by developing a culture – the creation of shared values, norms and attitudes 
that promote collective success over individual attainment.

●	 Learning by developing human resources – developing staff through participative and 
group-orientated learning.

Source: Probst and Buchel (1997).
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change accelerates steadily, and companies must find their bearings in an increasingly  
complex environment. The ability to learn is thus of paramount importance. Companies which 
do not successfully implement organizational changes, and which fail to cultivate their  
potential to develop, may soon find themselves among the losers.

It is clear that there are considerable arguments in favour of the learning approach, yet 
there are also arguments against it.

Organisational learning: summary and criticisms

Although there has been considerable interest in the concept of organisational learning, this 
does not seem to have created the clarity one might have wished for. As Antonacopoulou 
and Chiva (2007) comment:

The OL debate appears to have reached a point of stalemate where little progress seems to be 
noticeable in terms of some of the prominent questions that still remain unresolved. Although 
there seems to be some agreement that emotion, power and politics are part of the OL pro-
cess and support learning in the presence of diversity there is still lack of agreement about 
how OL takes place and the mechanisms or processes involved, what factors facilitate its 
development, or what aspects to look for when we investigate OL.

In a similarly critical fashion, Shipton (2006) suggests that research on the topic is 
diverse, fragmented and with little overlap between the various disciplinary perspectives on 
organisational learning. This is perhaps why, according to Huczynski and Buchanan (2001), 
for every positive statement about organisational learning, one can also find a negative one 
(see Ideas and perspectives 5.7).

Ideas and perspectIves 5.7

Organisational learning

Positives Negatives

A rich, multi-dimensional concept affecting 
many aspects of organisational behaviour

A complex and diffuse set of practices, difficult 
to implement systematically

An innovative approach to learning, to 
knowledge management and to investing in 
intellectual capital

An attempt to use dated concepts from 
change management and learning theory, 
repackaged as a management consulting 
project

A new set of challenging concepts focusing 
attention on the acquisition and development 
of individual and corporate knowledge

A new vocabulary for encouraging employee 
compliance with management directives in the 
guise of ‘self-development’

An innovative approach to organisation, 
management and employee development

An innovative approach for strengthening 
management control

Innovative use of technology to manage 
organisational knowledge through databases 
and the Internet or intranets

A technology-dependent approach that 
ignores how people actually develop and use 
knowledge in organisations

Source: Huczynski and Buchanan (2016: 170).
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Consequently, it is difficult to summarise a concept that has been defined in so many dif-
ferent ways, from so many different perspectives and about which there is so much dispute.

However, there are perhaps five aspects of organisational learning that most writers 
would agree upon:

●	 An organisation’s survival depends on its ability to learn at the same pace as or faster 
than changes in its environment.

●	 Learning must become a collective and not just an individual process.

●	 There must be a fundamental shift towards systems (or triple-loop) thinking by an organ-
isation’s members.

●	 By adopting organisational learning, an organisation not only acquires the ability to 
adapt quickly and appropriately to changing circumstances but it can also transform 
itself if necessary.

●	 As well as the ability to transform itself, an organisation can adapt to, influence and even 
transform its environment.

In summary, while one can see the attraction of organisational learning, one can also 
distinguish six major criticisms which have been levelled against it:

1. As is apparent from the above review, there is no agreed definition of organisational 
learning (Burnes et al, 2003; Easterby-Smith, 1997; Easterby-Smith and Lyles, 2011; 
Kearns, 2014; Kirwan, 2016; Probst and Buchel, 1997; Rashman et al, 2009; Tsang, 
1997; Wang and Ahmed, 2003). Even Tom Peters (1993: 385), who might be expected 
to be attracted to the concept, stated that: ‘Most talk about “learning organisations” is 
maddeningly abstract or vague – and perpetually falls short on the specifics.’

2. Despite the volume of publications on the subject, there is a scarcity of rigorous, longitudi-
nal empirical studies in the area, and what there are tend to focus on private-sector organ-
isations (Rashman et al, 2009). As Tsang (1997) points out, one of the main reasons for this 
is that many of those writing on organisational learning are practitioners and consultants 
seeking to prescribe and sell rather than describe or analyse. He claims that, as well as 
promoting the concept, they are trying to promote themselves and the organisations they 
work for. A similar point was also made by Easterby-Smith (1997: 1107):

Much of the existing research into learning organizations is based on case studies of organiza-
tions that are said to be successful, and these sometimes seem to rely more on public relations 
than on any rigorous and grounded studies.

If this is the situation, then much of the research on organisational learning, and the rec-
ommendations and conclusions that flow from it, have to be treated with a degree of 
scepticism.

3. As Thompson (1995) points out, ‘The term organizational learning is actually a misnomer. 
In fact an organization itself doesn’t learn – people learn.’ It follows that, in most organisa-
tions, the achievement of a high level of organisational learning will necessitate a funda-
mental shift in how individuals learn. This is not just a case of collecting and sharing 
information in new ways but, crucially, of thinking in new ways (Argyris and Schön, 1978; 
Cummings and Worley, 2015; Senge, 1990, 2000). This requires individuals to undergo 
difficult and sometimes painful changes involving unlearning old ways of thinking and the 
redrawing of their cognitive maps – the way they perceive and make sense of the world 
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around them (Hedberg, 1981; Weick, 1995). Many writers have commented on the seri-
ous obstacles to achieving such changes (Argyris, 1990; Probst and Buchel, 1997; Schein, 
1996; Wang and Ahmed, 2003). Above and beyond these difficulties lies a further issue. 
In engineering such changes in an individual’s thought processes, it is not just their percep-
tion of the organisation that is being changed, but their perception of the world outside 
work and how they relate to it and to others around them. What are being tampered with 
are deep-rooted personality traits and constructs that are fundamental to an individual’s 
psychological make-up. In such cases, one has to question not only the extent to which 
such attempts can ever be successful but also whether it is even ethically justifiable to try.

4. Probst and Buchel (1997) maintain that organisational learning requires the generation 
of diversity of opinion and, at the same time, the creation of consensus. They argue that 
these contradictory tasks can be reconciled and achieved through the development of a 
collective view of reality. Their view assumes that it is in everyone’s interest to participate 
in organisational learning and the ensuing changes. Although some writers, especially 
Argyris (1990) and Easterby-Smith et al (2000), recognise that there are major barriers 
to organisational learning, the assumption is that these can be overcome. However, 
according to Alvesson and Spicer (2012), many managers oppose organisational learn-
ing because they see it as a threat to stability and order. Also, as Chapter 2 demonstrated, 
much of our organisational experience since the Industrial Revolution has shown that 
managers view knowledge and control as almost synonymous. To this end, managers 
have systematically attempted to reduce workers’ knowledge and increase their own 
(Rose, 1988). As will be discussed further in Chapter 7, organisations are riven by politi-
cal battles, and the possession and selective use of knowledge is a potent weapon in such 
situations (Pfeffer, 1981). Even if we ignore politics, many traditional managers are 
unlikely to welcome the creation of organisations which encourage openness, and allow 
subordinates to seek out their own knowledge and question the expertise and authority 
of their superiors. As Garratt (1999: 205) puts it:

A few, often senior, people can see the concept as highly challenging and unnerving. They are 
concerned that existing organisational power balances may be upset by too much ‘transparency’.

Given what we know about resistance to change, given what we know about power and 
politics in organisations, it is surprising that so little attention has been paid to these 
issues by those investigating and promoting organisational learning (Blackler and 
McDonald, 2000; Coopey and Burgoyne, 2000).

5. Although Japanese companies are often held up as exemplars of organisational learning, 
most theory and practical advice in this area has been developed in the West, especially 
the United States. The proponents of organisational learning claim that the recipes they 
have developed are applicable to all organisations and cultures; but many writers have 
drawn attention to the problem of transferring theories and practices developed in one 
culture to another (Deresky, 2016; Fagenson-Eland et al, 2004; Hedlund and Nonaka, 
1993; Hofstede, 1993; Rosenzweig, 1994; Thomas, 2003; Trompenaars, 1993). For 
example, openness and the encouragement of public debate and criticism are seen as an 
essential part of organisational learning (Chawla and Renesch, 1995). Although US man-
agers might not find this too difficult to accept, it is doubtful whether, for example, 
Japanese or Chinese managers, with their tradition of preserving face, would find it so 
easy (Deresky, 2016). Face involves both maintaining one’s own dignity and decorum 
and, at the same time, not undermining or attacking the dignity and decorum of others. 
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Therefore, Japanese and Chinese managers, and managers from other non-Western 
countries, might find it very difficult openly to challenge and criticise the behaviour and 
ideas of others or for others to do this to them (Ho, 1976; Jones et al, 2000; Tsang, 1997). 
Similarly, as was noted in Chapter 3, proponents of Contingency Theory argued against 
universal approaches to organisational effectiveness and in favour of a context-based 
approach (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Child, 1984; Woodward, 1965). In particular, they 
maintain that theories and practices developed with one sort of organisation or situation 
in mind may be much less effective in a different set of circumstances (Burnes, 1991).

6. Burnes et al (2003) point out that the case for the general adoption of organisational 
learning is based on the assumption that all organisations operate in a fast-moving and 
unpredictable environment. In such a situation, the ability to learn and adapt must be 
possessed by all members of the organisation and not just a few at the top. Burnes et al 
argue that this may be the case for companies in the IT sector, but other sectors may 
experience a much lower level of environmental disturbance. Also, they maintain, even 
in fast-moving sectors such as IT, there are companies, such as Microsoft, whose domi-
nant position allows them a degree of predictability and stability (Coupland, 1995; 
Wallace and Erickson, 1992). In addition, Burnes et al pose the question: if an organisa-
tion can develop the ability to transform its environment, what is to stop it from creating 
an environment where organisational learning is unnecessary? After all, given the many 
obstacles and barriers to developing and maintaining organisational learning, this would 
appear an attractive proposition.

Given the intense debate over the nature and utility of organisational learning, we can 
perhaps agree with Probst and Buchel (1997: xi) that:

We should be wary of dismissing it [organisational learning] as the latest fad, since the topic of 
learning is attracting increasing attention both in academic circles and in business practice.

At the same time, we can perhaps also agree with Mintzberg et al’s (1998b: 228) double-
edged compliment that:

[organisational learning] is all the rage right now, and mostly for good reasons. But it is no panacea 
for anything. People have to learn, but they also have to get on with doing the regular work effi-
ciently. (Horses wear blinders for good reasons.) There can be a time to learn and a time to exploit 
previous learning . . . So learning is wonderful, but there can be too much of a wonderful thing!

The comment by Mintzberg et al indicates a key reason why organizational learning has 
not stopped the onward march of Culture-Excellence. The latter offers a new paradigm for 
structuring and leading businesses; organisational learning does not. Instead, it relates to 
one aspect of an organisation’s operations, albeit a very important aspect. This can be seen 
in Argyris’s (1999) pioneering work on organisational learning. He makes it quite clear that 
he is examining how organisations learn and how they create and use knowledge; he is not 
attempting to develop a new approach to running organisations or to understand all aspects 
of a business’s operation. Similarly, if one examines Senge’s (1990) work, he sees learning 
as the process whereby an organisation can understand its situation and change it, but it is 
not a strategy in and of itself for excellence. This helps to explain why Probst and Buchel 
(1997) offer four different approaches to learning depending on whether an organisation is 
focusing on strategy, structure, culture or human resources. It is also, perhaps, the reason 
why the Culture-Excellence and Japanese approaches see organisational learning as only 
one aspect of their offering rather than an entire approach in itself.
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Having said that, as some writers have already suggested and the next section will argue, 
organisational learning may well have a significant role to play as businesses, communities 
and countries pursue sustainability (Aguilera-Caracuel et al, 2012).

sustainability – a paradigm changer?

One of the most significant developments of the last two decades has been the growing 
acceptance of the need for environmental sustainability (Benn et al, 2014; Piasecki, 2012). 
The clearest indication of this was the outcome of the December 2015 Paris UN Conference 
on Climate Change, which signalled that sustainability had reached the top of the political 
agenda (Hasina, 2016). However, if the challenging targets the Conference set are to be 
achieved, it must also reach the top of the corporate agenda and be dealt with seriously and 
urgently (Harvey, 2015; Hasina, 2016; Hockerts and Wustenhagen, 2010; Schaltegger et al, 
2012, 2013). Having said that, it must be recognised that the term ‘sustainability’ has a wide 
range of definitions, not all of which convey the enormity of the challenges facing organisa-
tions (Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014).

Perhaps the most widely accepted definition comes from The Report of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (The Brundtland Report, 1987: 41), which 
stated that sustainability is:

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it . . . the concept of ‘needs’, in par-
ticular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given.

Gladwin et al (1995: 878) broaden out this definition by observing that sustainability 
is the

Process of achieving human development in an inclusive, connected, equitable, prudent, and 
secure manner. Sustainable development components are: 1. Inclusiveness (environmental 
and human systems, near and far, present and future); 2. Connectivity (world’s problems 
interconnected and interdependent); 3. Equity (fair distribution of resources and property 
rights); 4. Prudence (duties of care and prevention); and 5. Security (safety from chronic 
threats).

Adding to this, Valente (2012: 585) points out that sustainability involves the integration 
of a ‘highly interconnected set of seemingly incompatible social, ecological, and economic 
systems’, whilst Hall and Vredenburg (2003: 61) observe that many of the stakeholders 
involved have ‘complex’, ‘ambiguous’ and ‘contradictory demands’.

If one turns the spotlight more onto the business world, the definitions often become 
simpler and more focused on resource use and less on the broader issues such as equity and 
inclusiveness (Marshall and Toffel, 2005). For example, Marshall and Brown (2003: 122) 
state that an ‘ideal’ sustainable organisation ‘will not use natural resources faster than the 
rates of renewal, recycling, or regeneration of those resources’. Even if one just takes this 
narrow measure of sustainability, as Lines (2002: 126–7) argues:

The regenerative and assimilative capacities of the biosphere cannot support even the current 
levels of consumption, much less the manifold increase required to generalise to higher stand-
ards of living worldwide. Still less can the planet afford an ever-growing human population 
striving to consume more per-capita.
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The WWF’s (2014) The Living Planet Report quantifies humanities’ overconsumption of 
natural resources:

Humanity currently needs the regenerative capacity of 1.5 Earths to provide the ecological 
goods and services we use each year. . . . The sum of all human demands no longer fits within 
what nature can renew. The consequences are diminished resource stocks and waste 
 accumulating faster than it can be absorbed or recycled, such as with the growing carbon 
concentration in the atmosphere.

The UN’s Paris Climate Conference asserted (Harvey, 2015), and many others have 
observed, that failure to address the imbalance between what we consume and what the 
planet can provide will have disastrous consequences for humanity (Benn et al, 2014; 
Docherty et al, 2002; Jowit, 2008; Sheldrake, 1990). As Diamond (2005: 499) chillingly 
warns, the world’s sustainability problems will be resolved:

The only question is whether they will become resolved in pleasant ways of our choice, or in 
the unpleasant ways not of our choice, such as warfare, genocide, starvation, disease epidemics, 
and the collapse of societies.

The Paris Conference signalled that governments are seeking to avoid the ‘unpleasant 
ways’, but they are not the only or possibly even the main actors involved (Benn et al, 2014). 
Organisations, driven by neoliberal market forces, will have a major influence on how 
the Paris accord is interpreted and acted upon (Gunter, 2015). As Dunphy and Griffiths 
(1998: 183) argue in their book, The Sustainable Corporation:

There is a widespread view that governments must solve environmental problems. However, 
the major multinationals outstrip many of the world’s national economies in terms of wealth 
and power, and their global coverage allows them to escape the requirements of particular 
governments seeking to place severe environmental restrictions on them. They can simply 
move their operations across national borders. The world’s multinationals are in fact more 
powerful than most national governments.

A world where organisations are required to adopt sustainable development practices 
which minimise carbon emissions and maximise climate resilience is a very different world 
from one where competiveness and profitability have been inextricably linked to ever 
greater damage to the natural environment (Benn et al, 2014). Nevertheless, Dunphy and 
Griffiths do believe that it is possible for these large organisations to change their ways. 
They point out that those who run organisations live in the same world as the rest of us, and, 
to a large extent, experience the consequences of their actions in the same way as everyone 
else. Consequently, they argue, managers cannot divorce their actions from the wider 
impact they have on society, nor can they ignore the fact that a sustainable future for their 
organisations requires a sustainable future for the world. This presents a major challenge 
for managers, particularly at the senior level. While operating in competitive and hostile 
markets, they have to marry the desire of their shareholders for increased profit with the 
need to act in the wider and longer-term interests of society as a whole. As Case study 5.2 
shows, there is enormous pressure on companies to end unsustainable practices. Although 
some may be reluctant to do so, many others are already adopting sustainability practices 
and ceasing to trade with suppliers who do not adhere to them.

Although the UN’s Paris agreement has signalled that there is now pressure and sup-
port from governments and public opinion, this does not mean that organisations will 
automatically adopt sustainable practices. As Benn et al (2014) point out, managers 
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CAse study 5.2

Cargill and Bunge refuse to cut ties with palm oil trader

Cargill and Bunge, two of the world’s largest agricul-
tural commodity traders, are refusing to cut ties with 
a leading Malaysian palm oil producer and trader, in 
spite of allegations that it failed to prevent its subsidi-
aries’ involvement in deforestation in Indonesia. The 
decision to continue trading with IOI Group is in 
marked contrast to large consumer groups, including 
Unilever, Nestlé, Kellogg and Mars, which have 
ceased trading with the Malaysian group after its sus-
tainability certificates were suspended in March. The 
suspensions came from RSPO, an industry-backed 
body that has developed a set of environmental and 
social standards.

‘Bunge and Cargill are real outliers here,’ said Glenn 
Hurowitz, managing director at Waxman, a consul-
tancy chaired by former US congressman Henry 
Waxman whose environment work is funded by non-
profit and philanthropic organisations. ‘It’s a good 
question about what their sustainable policies mean at 
all,’ added Mr Hurowitz.

Palm oil is used in everything from shampoo to fry-
ing oil for doughnuts, and rising demand has been 
behind tropical forests being cleared by fire to make 
way for plantations. Over the past few years, leading 
consumer product companies and agricultural traders 
have pledged to stop further deforestation and the 
draining and burning of peatland in regions such as 
Indonesia. Cargill was part of the UN’s deforestation 
pledge signed in 2014, while Bunge announced its 
commitment to source deforestation-free and peat-
free palm oil the same year.

Both Cargill and Bunge said they believed that it 
would be easier to drive change at IOI if they remained 
trading partners. ‘We’ve had a longstanding policy 
across our supply chains . . . to stick with suppliers as 
much as we can to help with the process of improving 
standards,’ Cargill said, adding: ‘The NGOs may be 

frustrated that we’re not moving quick enough but 
there’s no question about management’s commitment 
to our [sustainability] policy.’ Bunge said it was in 
‘frank and active dialogue’ with IOI on measures and 
changes to the Malaysian company’s sustainability pol-
icies and approaches.

IOI, which is listed in Kuala Lumpur and 47 per cent 
owned by the founding Lee family, has become the first 
palm oil company to face a significant business impact 
as a result of not adhering to environmental codes. 
Moody’s last month announced that it was reviewing 
IOI’s credit rating for a possible downgrade after 
RSPO’s suspension and the subsequent customers’ 
reaction. IOI’s shares have fallen almost 15 per cent 
since RSPO notified the company of its suspension in 
mid-March.

Company executives and environmental campaign-
ers have been surprised at the speed and severity of 
the corporate and financial market reaction. ‘What 
we’ve seen is a strong and rapid response from the 
buying community and the financial community,’ said 
Golden Agri Resources, a Singapore-based palm oil 
producer and trader that has also stopped trading with 
IOI. Equally, NGOs have been startled by Bunge and 
Cargill’s inaction. ‘It is strange that they are taking this 
risk [of trading with IOI] when everybody else is mov-
ing away,’ said Richard George at Greenpeace. IOI, 
whose certification has been suspended in the past, 
said in a statement last week it has since engaged with 
its customers, NGOs and RSPO and has submitted an 
action plan on its sustainability commitment with the 
standards organisation. The company last week also 
dropped a legal challenge against RSPO on its suspen-
sion decision it previously filed with the Swiss court.

Source: Cargill and Bunge refuse to cut ties with palm oil 
trader. The Financial Times, 12 June 2016 (Terazono, E).

will need to develop the change management skills to do so. Benn et al claim that both 
incremental and transformational approaches can be used to create sustainable organi-
sations, with the appropriateness of either depending on the circumstances of the 
organisation in question. So the role of managers is not just to lead change but to 
develop the skills necessary to identify which approach to change is suitable for their 
organisation.
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It is difficult to find an organisation that does not in some way claim to be addressing 
sustainability issues; indeed, many national governments and stock exchanges expect and 
even require businesses to include sustainability in their annual reports (Ioannou and 
Serafeim, 2016). However, detailed studies of how effectively organisations pursue such 
initiatives raise serious concerns. For example, the higher education sector in the United 
Kingdom claims to be seriously pursuing sustainability. Unfortunately, research by Jones 
(2012) found that most of the changes made tended to be cosmetic, short term and did not 
contribute to changing the entrenched mind-sets, behaviours or fundamental assumptions 
of these organisations and their members. Another case in point is the French nuclear power 
industry’s claims for its pursuit of sustainability. Although nuclear power is often portrayed 
as a cheap, clean and low-carbon approach to energy generation, it also raises considerable 
environmental concerns, not least the disposal of highly radioactive waste (Srinivasan and 
Rethinaraj, 2013). When Banerjee and Bonnefous (2011) examined the French industry’s 
environmental goals, they found that they were used to pursue business opportunities, and 
where these conflicted with economic concerns, economic concerns always prevailed. 
Overall, they concluded that industry used people’s concerns about climate change as a 
smokescreen to promote the expansion of nuclear power.

A contrast to these two examples is the case of Novo Nordisk, the global healthcare com-
pany, where the CEO-Chairman had a strong personal commitment to sustainability and 
made sustainable development an integral part of its business strategy (Van Velsor et al, 
2009). This evolved into the Novo Nordisk ‘Way of Management’, which comprised Board-
level oversight with decentralized decision making within a clear framework of ‘vision, 
 values and commitment’ (Van Velsor et al, 2009: 90). To implement sustainability, Novo 
Nordisk set up a task force of 16 facilitators and introduced social, environmental and 
 economic reporting to reinforce the importance of non-economic outcomes. Informal 
 systems and processes were also critical in inculcating a culture of sustainability. A notable 
example of this is the company’s TakeAction initiative that encourages all employees to 
develop their own projects to improve society as a demonstration of Novo Nordisk’s 
 commitment to promoting sustainability.

Sustainability, however, is not just about the relationship of organisations to their envi-
ronment, or the depletion of natural resources, according to Docherty et al (2002: 12):

Sustainability . . . encompasses three levels: the individual, the organizational and the societal. 
Sustainability at one level cannot be built on the exploitation of the others. These levels are 
intimately related to the organization’s key stakeholders: personnel, customers, owners and 
society. An organization cannot be sustainable by prioritizing the goals and needs of some 
stakeholders at the expense of others . . . Thus sustainability has a value basis in the due con-
siderations and balancing of different stakeholders’ legitimate needs and goals.

Docherty et al argue that creating sustainable organisations cannot be achieved unless 
all stakeholders are involved and all, including the wider society, are treated in an equita-
ble and ethical manner. This has led many writers to question if it is possible for existing 
neoliberal, free market business models to survive in a world where sustainability is the 
key priority (Carbo et al, 2014; Hart, 1995; Hart and Milstein, 1999; Haugh and Talwar, 
2010; Jones, 2012; Schaltegger, 2002). For most organisations, the pursuit of global 
 sustainability will require a fundamental shift in their values, i.e. culture, not to mention 
leadership, in order to balance profitability with sustainability (Benn et al, 2014; 
Lombardo et al, 2013; Piasecki, 2012).
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This type of value system is often referred to as the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) (Elkington, 
1994). TBL was developed in the early 1990s by John Elkington at the consultancy 
SustainAbility and is an accountancy method for measuring the impact of an organisation’s 
activities on three outcomes: social, environmental (ecological) and financial. These are 
also referred to as the three Ps – People, Planet and Profit (Slaper and Hall, 2011). According 
to Marsden (2000: 16), the rationale for TBL is to provide organisations with

a holistic business policy which integrates corporate citizenship into the values and practices of 
the entire company such that its environmental, social and financial performance are managed 
as one.

It is not a coincidence that the three Ps are in line with the UN definition of sustainability, 
but a recognition that whilst organisations have needs (Profit), their needs cannot endanger 
future generations by destroying the Planet and they also should take account of People, 
especially ‘the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be 
given’ (The Brundtland Report, 1987: 41). However, TBL is a means of measuring an organ-
isation’s performance in these areas and not a means of instilling the underpinning values. 
In most cases, a move to a TBL-type value system will require both organisations and their 
stakeholders, especially their leaders, to change their values to create a culture which 
embraces not just financial performance, but also environmental sustainability and social 
responsibility (Lombardo et al, 2013).

Although some originally thought achieving the TBL was impossible and unnecessary, 
many now see it as both attainable and vital for the survival of organisations and the wider 
society (Elkington and Hartigan, 2008). However, it will most probably require the aban-
donment of the neoliberal economic ideology that has driven business and government 
across the globe for the last 40 years or so (Chomsky, 1999; Harvey, 2005; Stiglitz, 2010). 
Neoliberalism gives primacy to Profit whilst ignoring the other two Ps – Planet and People. 
It also sees profit as being most effectively achieved when there is little or no government 
regulation, low taxation, few restrictions on trade and a minimal public sector, and where 
organisations are free to pursue their own course of action. Compare this with the need to 
achieve sustainability, which requires strong government regulation, intervention and sup-
port and is likely to require higher taxes. In turn, this will need a curtailing of the primacy of 
the profit motive and the independence of individual organisations in favour of collabora-
tion across a wide range of public and private bodies if sustainability is to be achieved. In so 
doing, it will also raise questions about the appropriateness of existing approaches to organ-
isational effectiveness, especially those like Culture-Excellence, which are closely aligned to 
neoliberal principles.

Conclusions

This chapter has examined two alternatives to the Culture-Excellence approach to manag-
ing and structuring organisations. Not only do the Japanese and organisational learning 
approaches contrast sharply with Culture-Excellence, but they also contrast sharply with 
the organisational theories discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. This does not mean there are not 
some similarities with what has gone before. For example, the Japanese use the industrial 
engineering concepts developed by Taylor and his contemporaries to study and design jobs. 
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Nevertheless, the context in which they are deployed (the lack of payment by results, the 
use of teamwork and worker involvement, and, above all else, guaranteed jobs) is markedly 
different. Similarly, like Culture-Excellence, both adopt the open systems approach of the 
Contingency theorists, though only organisational learning makes it an explicit and central 
part of its approach. Another point of contact between the two approaches and Culture-
Excellence is that they both offer recipes for ‘excellence’ and stress the importance of culture 
(Dahlgaard-Park and Dahlgaard, 2007; de Waal, 2013).

However, the Japanese and organisational learning approaches have stronger links with 
each other than with alternative approaches to running organisations. Both build on and 
develop, in a wider context, past practices for encouraging individual and group learning. 
This can be seen in the way that organisational learning consciously draws on the methods 
used by the Japanese to gather and use information speedily. Although both highlight the 
importance of individuals in promoting innovation, this is achieved through collective 
rather than individual entrepreneurship. There are also differences between the two. 
Advocates of organisational learning stress that it can enable companies to shape and create 
their environment, whilst the Japanese approach tends to be about adapting to an environ-
ment often shaped by government intervention and aimed at the long-term interests of 
Japan as a nation. Nevertheless, when the need arises, Japanese companies and industries 
are capable of reshaping their environment to make it more conducive to their preferred 
way of doing business. An example of this is the way that Japanese car companies trans-
formed Western supply chain practices to bring them into line with their Japanese ways of 
doing business (see Nissan Case study 2.2 at the end of Chapter 2). Another difference 
between the two approaches is that the Japanese tend to favour continuous incremental 
changes, which focus on key objectives, whereas the organisational learning approach 
encourages continuous but often undirected adaptation and also transformational change.

More marked differences between the two can be seen when one considers conditions of 
employment. Japanese companies still, to an extent, offer lifetime employment and believe in 
loyalty to the organisation and, mainly, reject notions of performance bonuses and payment 
by results (Brasor, 2014). Organisational learning, on the other hand, appears more aligned 
with the Western view of jobs and loyalty as transient concepts, and of bonuses as useful 
incentives (Hughes, 1995; Rafferty, 1995). It is noticeable as well that organisational learn-
ing does not really concern itself with the sort of hard, manufacturing and quality practices so 
important in Japanese companies. It also seems to favour flat, flexible organisational struc-
tures, whereas the Japanese, as Ferguson (1988: 57) remarks, built their success on ‘high 
industrial complexes embedded in stable, strategically coordinated alliances often supported 
by protectionist governments’, a strategy that the Japanese government still seems keen to 
promote (Lewis and Inagaki, 2016). Another main difference between the two is that the 
Japanese approach, with its combination of tried-and-tested hard and soft techniques, pro-
vides a coherent and comprehensive approach to running organisations, which stresses both 
innovation and stability. Organisational learning offers a less concrete and well-developed 
approach, mainly emphasising learning as the principal source of competitiveness.

Where the two do seem more in alignment is their relationship to sustainability. It is clear 
that if organisations are to meet the targets agreed at the UN’s Paris Conference, they will 
have to change their ways and quickly adopt sustainable values and practices that focus on 
the three Ps – People, Planet and Profit. Culture-Excellence and previous approaches to 
organisational competitiveness have little to offer in this respect, as they tend to focus on 
their own self-interests, usually associated with short-term profit, unrestricted growth and a 
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lack of interest in, and in some cases a deliberate disregard for, either Planet or People. In 
contrast, organisational learning offers an approach which can allow businesses and public 
bodies a means to gather knowledge about their current situation and future needs and, 
through internal and external alliances and collaborations, chart a path to a sustainable 
future. In many respects, the Japanese experience is even more amenable to the pursuit of 
sustainability, especially as Japanese companies and the government never signed up for the 
neoliberal free market, quick profit, small government, growth-at-any-cost agenda. Instead, 
Japanese companies are used to working with government and other companies in their 
industries to pursue the common good. They are amenable to regulation and state interven-
tion, they tend to think of the long term rather than the short term (as Case study 5.1 shows) 
and they are vehemently committed to eliminating waste and optimising resources. 
Therefore, if, as some suggest, neoliberal economics is abandoned in favour of a new sus-
tainability economics (Chomsky, 1999; Harvey, 2005; Stiglitz, 2010), it may well be that the 
Japanese and organisational learning approaches to running organisations will come to  
the fore.

However, it needs to be recognised that none of the three most recent approaches to run-
ning organisations discussed in this and the previous chapter are without their drawbacks 
or criticisms. In particular, there are five concerns that should be highlighted, relating to 
‘one best way’, people, politics, culture and change management.

One best way

Chapters 2 to 5 of this book have been concerned with approaches to managing and struc-
turing organisations. The one clear message that has emerged so far is to beware of any 
theory or proposition which claims that it is the ‘one best way’ for all situations and all 
organisations. Yet all three of the approaches we have discussed in this and the previous 
chapter appear to advocate just that.

People

The Culture-Excellence and Japanese approaches also leave much to be desired with regard 
to people. Both approaches rely on a workforce split into a privileged core and a relatively 
unprivileged periphery. Under both approaches, there is a strong emphasis on commitment 
to the organisation taking precedence over all else, even family life. Therefore, long hours 
and short holidays are the norm under both systems. The Japanese approach appears to 
offer more job security, at least for the privileged core. However, the price of this is that 
competition for jobs in the better organisations begins, quite literally, at birth. Although 
some weakening of the system is taking place, to get a job with the best companies, appli-
cants generally have to have attended the best universities; to enter those, they have to have 
been at the best schools; and to enter the best schools, they have to have been at the best 
nurseries (Bratton, 1992; Fruin, 1992). The lack of clarity of the organisational learning 
concept makes it difficult to be certain what its implications are for people. It does project an 
intensity of work and commitment that aligns it with the Culture-Excellence approach. In 
addition, its emphasis on restructuring individuals’ cognitive processes in order to over-
come their resistance to learning is, potentially at least, very worrying. Therefore, taking all 
three approaches together, one cannot escape the conclusion that the social cost of achiev-
ing excellence, in either West or East, can be high.
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Politics

Since the late 1970s, the issue of organisational power and politics has received extensive 
attention (Buchanan and Badham, 1999; Chang et al, 2009; Ferris and Treadway, 2012; 
Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001; Kotter, 1982; Minett, 1992; Pfeffer, 1992; Willcocks, 
1994; Yammarino and Dansereau, 2002) and will be explored in more depth in Chapter 7. 
Given that organisations are social entities and not machines, power struggles, political 
infighting and conflict are inevitable. They may not always be prominent, but they tend to 
come to the fore in situations where resources are scarce or organisations are in transition 
(Baillien et al, 2011; Chang et al, 2009; Morgan, 1986). It is perhaps here that Culture-
Excellence, with its notion of total openness and trust to the extent of employees effectively 
allowing others to monitor their work, could most easily be accused of being out of touch 
with reality. There is a tendency in the West to treat politics and conflict as notionally ille-
gitimate; but, as Pascale (1993) and Thompkins (1990) point out, conflict is part and parcel 
of the creative process, and political skills may be a key competence for managers if they are 
to be successful leaders and persuaders. To ignore the presence of conflict or underestimate 
its tenacity is usually a recipe for disaster (Kanter et al, 1992; McLennan, 1989; Pfeffer, 
1992; Robbins, 1986).

Yet, in the Japanese, organisational learning and Culture-Excellence approaches, little is 
said on the subject of organisational politics and conflict. As far as the Culture-Excellence 
and organisational learning perspectives are concerned, there appears to be an assumption 
that employees working in smaller business units, having greater autonomy and more satis-
fying jobs, will work with each other, pursuing a common purpose. As Chapter 7 will show, 
this is perhaps an unrealistic expectation. It may well be that in Japanese organisations, 
with their consensual and open approach to decision-making, strong commitment to organ-
isational goals, high peer group pressure and, for some at least, lifetime employment, con-
flict is either minimised or channelled into creative directions, although this is clearly not 
always the case (Allen, 1994; Ishizuna, 1990; Kamata, 1982; Keizer, 2009; Kimura, 2012; 
Sakai, 1992; Smith, 1984). However, in the West, with companies reshaping their busi-
nesses, where job security is being eroded, where an individual’s current performance out-
weighs all other considerations and where only the fittest and fleetest of foot can expect to 
survive, it is foolish to deny or underestimate the importance of power and politics or to 
believe that culture can act as a cure-all.

Culture

This brings us to the next concern generated by these three approaches. Proponents of all 
three approaches treat culture in a rather simplistic fashion. For the Culture-Excellence 
school, all problems are resolved through the creation of strong, flexible, pragmatic cultures 
which promote the values of trust, cooperation and teamwork. A similar point can also be 
made with regard to the creation of a learning culture; in neither approach is there any real 
discussion or acknowledgment of the difficulties in defining or changing culture (Allaire 
and Firsirotu, 1984; Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2008; Hatch, 1993; Schein, 1985; Wilson, 
1992). Nor do those who seek to promote the Japanese approach treat the subject of culture 
any more thoroughly. Either it is portrayed as an immutable feature of Japanese companies 
which prevents the West from adopting the Japanese approach or, more frequently these 
days, the Japanese approach is seen as somehow independent of culture (Furuya et al, 
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2009; Sheldrake, 1996; Smith and Misumi, 1989). Very few writers acknowledge that 
Japanese companies, like their Western counterparts, can find themselves with apparently 
inappropriate cultures that they wish to change (Ishizuna, 1990; Nemoto, 2013). All three 
approaches clearly leave themselves open to the accusation that they gloss over the diffi-
culty of changing culture. The role of organisational culture will be examined in Chapter 7.

Change management

One last issue should be broached: the management of change. Organisation theories are 
also theories of change. Most organisation theories claim to show organisations how to 
identify where they are and where they should be. They also, either explicitly or implicitly, 
address the issue of change management.

The Culture-Excellence approach has little to say explicitly about how change should be 
achieved, other than calling for radical transformation. Peters (1993) advocated a ‘Big 
Bang’ approach to change: ‘change radically and do it quickly’ seems to be his advice. Handy 
(1986), meanwhile, seems to adopt a more gradualist approach to change – big changes 
over long periods. Kanter et al (1992) advocate a combination of both; they suggest that 
major changes, especially in behaviour, can only be achieved over time. Yet they believe 
that dramatic gestures are also necessary to improve performance in the short term. As a 
result, their approach to change is a combination of ‘Bold Strokes’ and ‘Long Marches’. 
Taken as a whole, the message from the Culture-Excellence school is somewhat mixed and 
the process and details are lacking, notwithstanding Kanter et al’s (1992) book on change.

The Japanese approach is more specific. Japanese companies create a vision of the future 
(strategic intent) and move towards it in incremental steps (Kaizen) with decisions on what 
to change, when to change and how to change decided through the slow, participative ringi 
approach. The Japanese are extremely able at planning and executing change, which has 
given them a reputation as a nation that makes ambitious long-term plans which are slowly, 
relentlessly and successfully achieved (Martinsons and Davison, 1997). However, whether 
this approach could work in many Western countries, where managers appear to be wedded 
to quick decision-making and planning, is debatable, especially given that the financial 
institutions that invest in Western firms appear to favour companies whose senior managers 
appear decisive and who quickly respond to changing circumstances.

Although organisational learning is explicitly directed at enabling organisations to 
change, its proponents are vague and inconsistent in specifying how one leads to the other, 
and particularly how the ultimate goal, of becoming a learning organisation, can be achieved 
(Probst and Buchel, 1997). Nor is it clear how the plethora of change initiatives generated 
by learning will lead to effective, coordinated and complementary overall change (Easterby-
Smith, 1997; Tsang, 1997).

In summary, although the organisational learning, Japanese and Culture-Excellence 
approaches have their strong points, they also have their drawbacks, at least as far as 
Western companies are concerned. For this reason, none has achieved the same intellectual 
dominance enjoyed by past paradigms, though the Culture-Excellence approach has come 
to exert a powerful influence on managerial attitudes and behaviour over the past three 
decades and is undoubtedly the dominant management paradigm in the West.

Yet, whatever the dominant paradigm of the day, it must be remembered that manage-
rial choice exists. Rather than slavishly following the precepts of Tom Peters or other gurus 
and advocates, managers do try to make sense of their situation and identify what will work 
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for their organisation and their stakeholders. In an age where sustainability rather than 
profitability is increasingly likely to be the key concern of organisations and their stakehold-
ers, some managers at least appear to recognise that the future is not immutable and that 
they are not powerless: they do have some freedom of choice and action, and the possibility 
does exist to influence the future shape of work by promoting sustainability rather than 
unsustainability practices (Benn et al, 2014; Epstein and Buhovac, 2014; Piasecki, 2012; 
Williams and Schaefer, 2013).

The remaining parts of this text will further consider managerial choice and the degree to 
which organisations are free to shape their own future. Before moving on to this, however, 
the final two chapters in Part 2 will round off the review of organisation theory by examining, 
in Chapter 6, the three main critical perspectives on organisation theory – postmodernism, 
realism and complexity – and, in Chapter 7, the role of culture, power and politics in  
constraining and enabling organisational choice.

test yOur LeArnIng

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested topics which 
address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is Kaizen and why do the Japanese think it is so important?

2. Explain what the ringi approach to decision-making is and identify its strengths and  
weaknesses.

3. What is the difference between organisational learning and a learning organisation?

4. Define sustainability.

5. What is the Triple Bottom Line?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. Organisational learning sounds good, but it is too vague to be of use to companies wishing to 
improve their competitiveness.

2. The refusal by the Japanese government and many Japanese companies to adopt neoliberal 
economics may be their long-term advantage.

3. Sustainability requires most organisations to make fundamental changes to their values and 
practices.



 185

 Websites

essay questions

1. Choosing either the Japanese approach or the organisational learning approach, evaluate the 
extent to which the chosen approach can help to achieve sustainability as defined by The 
Brundtland Report (1987: 41), which states that sustainability is:

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs. It contains within it . . . the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the 
essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given.

2. Compare and contrast Japanese management and organisational learning as approaches to 
building competitive organisations in the future.

suggested further reading

Probst, G and Buchel, B (1997) Organizational Learning. Prentice Hall: London.
For a brief, comprehensive and comprehensible look at organisational learning, this is  
excellent.

Sako, M and Sato, H (eds) (1997) Japanese Labour and Management in Transition. Routledge: 
London.

A comprehensive review of Japanese management.

Sheldrake, J (1996) Management Theory: From Taylorism to Japanization. International 
Thompson Business Press: London.

This book provides a brief but useful review of the work of Charles Handy and also of the rise 
of Japanese management.

Willows, AJ (2016) Wells and well-being: neoliberalism and holistic sustainability in the shale 
energy debate. Local Environment: The International Journal of Justice and Sustainability, 21 (6), 
768–88.

Willows uses the lens of the shale energy debate to examine the clash between neoliberal and 
sustainability values.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

http://globe.bus.sfu.ca/results/countries/JPN?menu=list
This website gives an overview of the GLOBE study’s findings regarding Japanese leadership 
values.

http://www.process-improvement-japan.com/quality-improvement-process.html

http://asq.org/learn-about-quality/history-of-quality/overview/total-quality.html
These two websites give an overview of the Japanese approach to quality improvement.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vc2ruCErTok
This is a YouTube video of Peter Senge speaking about his approach to organisational learning.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vc2ruCErTok
http://asq.org/learn-about-quality/history-of-quality/overview/total-quality.html
http://www.process-improvement-japan.com/quality-improvement-process.html
http://globe.bus.sfu.ca/results/countries/JPN?menu=list
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http://infed.org/mobi/peter-senge-and-the-learning-organization
This website provides critical evaluation of Peter Senge’s approach to organisational leaning.

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
This website provides information on the United Nations’s sustainable development goals.

http://sustainability.com/who-we-are
This is the website of a consultancy that works with companies to develop sustainability.

https://www.ted.com/topics/sustainability
This is a link to a number of TED talks that deal with sustainability.

CAse study 5.3

Preparing for life after ‘peak stuff’: sustainability pioneering companies 
are suggesting that customers buy fewer of some products

For large corporations, 2016 looks reminiscent of 
1991, the year Gerald Ratner, Chief Executive of the 
eponymous UK jeweller, disastrously described some 
of his products as ‘total crap’. In January, Steve 
Howard, Head of Sustainability at Ikea, the furniture 
company, said the West may have reached ‘peak stuff’, 
a state he also described as ‘peak home furnishings’ 
and ‘peak curtains’. Then in April, Mars Food – whose 
brands include Dolmio and Uncle Ben’s – said some 
pasta sauces should be eaten only once a week because 
of high levels of salt, sugar or fat. The comments came 
shortly after the beer and cider company Heineken 
launched an advert whose final scene showed a cus-
tomer turning down a bottle of its lager.

Rather than Ratner-style gaffes, these were calcu-
lated interventions, in the name of sustainability and 
responsible business – and they are not seen as incom-
patible with growth. In part, they are an attempt to 
build consumers’ trust in brands. Fiona Dawson, presi-
dent of Mars Food, says offering healthier alternatives 
and branding the higher-fat options as treats is about 
showing ‘integrity’. Although consumers have long 
understood that the company’s confectionery is an 
indulgence, they have been ‘incredibly confused’ about 
the nutritional value of products such as pasta sauces, 
says Ms Dawson. ‘Trust is a fragile thing with consum-
ers,’ she says. ‘I’m confident consumers will appreciate 
the transparency. If people could say, ‘You didn’t tell us 
this, why were you not open?’ that would be signifi-
cantly worse.’

Jeremy Beadles, Heineken’s UK corporate relations 
director, says trust is more important now than ever – 
but also more difficult to build. ‘The internet creates a 
huge level of scrutiny and greater requirements of 

transparency,’ he says. Being open about potential 
downsides of products is also about planning for the 
long term, he says, adding that the advert in which the 
beer is waved away is part of a campaign to encourage 
responsible drinking. ‘We’d like our consumers to be 
around for a long time and enjoying our products for a 
long time,’ he says. ‘Drinking to excess means they 
might drink more for a shorter period of time, but they 
will run into alcohol-related problems, or move to 
other people’s products.’ He says the 2008 financial 
crisis gave companies ‘more commercial permission’ to 
balance short-term profitability with the longer-term 
sustainability of a business, ‘by which I mean commer-
cial sustainability and the impact on the environment 
and how consumers view you’.

Ikea’s 2015 Sustainability Report indicates that the 
company has adopted this approach – and that in 
doing so, it has started asking itself some difficult ques-
tions about the drawbacks of its products. ‘In a world 
of limited resources, how can Ikea create a positive 
impact on the planet while [selling] low-cost products 
that customers can easily discard and replace?’ it asks. 
‘Isn’t Ikea actually fuelling the problem?’ The compa-
ny’s response is to create a ‘circular’ Ikea in which 
products ‘last as long as possible [and] are designed 
for easy upcycling and recycling’, Mr Howard writes in 
the Report. Its Belgian stores have been running work-
shops on repairing damaged products in a bid to 
encourage customers not to see old furniture as ‘dis-
posable and replaceable’.

The contexts are very different, says Charlotte 
West, marketplace director at Business in the 
Community (BITC), but they both show that 

https://www.ted.com/topics/sustainability
http://sustainability.com/who-we-are
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
http://infed.org/mobi/peter-senge-and-the-learning-organization
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 sustainability and  corporate social responsibility are 
no longer marginal activities but are increasingly 
being placed at the centre of business plans. ‘There’s 
a trend for companies to realise that to be sustaina-
ble they have to think about the impact of their core 
products and services,’ she says. ‘Gone are the days 
when they would do piecemeal, ad hoc philanthropy 
in communities and ignore the key way they make 
their product and how that helps or hinders being a 
responsible business.’

Proponents of responsible business should be real-
istic, however. It is early days for this approach, which 
faces some serious challenges. ‘Responsible products 
and services are the last bastion of corporate responsi-
bility,’ Ms West concedes, ‘but I do now see companies 
starting to look at that . . . People are starting to think, 
we’ve got to get to the core issue here.’

Rocco Renaldi, secretary-general of the 
International Food and Beverage Alliance, which rep-
resents leading food and drinks firms, says those com-
panies willing to start talking about the reduced 
consumption of some of their products, in some cir-
cumstances, are trailblazers. ‘I don’t think this is some-
thing the industry as a whole has embraced,’ he says. ‘I 
think we are seeing some of the leaders breaking off in 
this direction and experimenting [with] new ways of 
engaging with consumers. It takes some courage to do 
it, and it’s counterintuitive, but I think it makes long-
term sense.’

Shareholders do not always see it that way, says 
BITC’s Ms West. ‘One challenge is that shareholders 
are still demanding short-term profit, and that can 
scare the horses. ‘Bold statements about rethinking 
how you’re using products might well engage custom-
ers . . . but in the short term there’s a risk that some 
stakeholders might be alarmed by that new era of hon-
esty. So it’s important that companies communicate 
with them.’

Questions

1. How do the intentions of the companies in this 
case study compare with the 3Ps of the Triple 
Bottom Line approach – People, Planet and Profit?

2. In pursuing sustainability, would the companies in 
this case study be best advised to choose the 
Japanese approach or the organisational learning 
approach?

3. Ikea’s 2015 Sustainability Report poses the 
question: ‘In a world of limited resources, how 
can Ikea create a positive impact on the planet 
while [selling] low-cost products that customers 
can easily discard and replace?’ How might Ikea 
answer this question in way that is compatible 
with sustainability?

Source: Preparing for life after ‘peak stuff’, The Financial Times, 
7 June 2016, p. 4 (Wiggins, K).
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Chapter 6

Critical perspectives on  
organisation theory
Postmodernism, realism and complexity

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 discuss the contribution of postmodernism to organisational theory;

●	 list the strengths and shortcomings of postmodernism with regard to the 
design and management of organisations;

●	 understand the main tenets of the realist perspective;

●	 discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the realist perspective for organisations;

●	 describe the influence of complexity theories on our understanding  
of organisations;

●	 state the main advantages and disadvantages of the complexity approach  
to organisations;

●	 appreciate the limitations of rational approaches to organisations; and

●	 comprehend how postmodernism, realism and complexity widen the scope for 
organisational choice.

Case study 6.1

Toppling bureaucracy
Funding Circle inhabits an outwardly traditional office 
in the staid heart of the City of London. But inside its 
headquarters – home since September – it boasts many 
of  the trappings of  ambitious young technology 

companies: an in-house cafe, a purple-baized pool table 
that matches the corporate colour scheme, a pitch-and-
putt set and a variety of funky breakout areas for 
spontaneous meetings. The peer-to-peer lender, which 



 189

is only six years old but now employs 570 staff,  
280 outside the UK, has something else in common 
with all innovative, fast-growing enterprises: a 
preoccupation with bureaucracy.

‘As you get bigger, you get all these critical matters,’ 
says Andrew Mullinger, 33-year-old co-founder. It is 
not enough to ‘think smart’ and ‘make it happen’, as 
the motivational messages on the office walls 
exhort. As Funding Circle grows, he admits, so does 
structure and hierarchy. With them comes the 
threat that, left unchecked, an overdose of  
bureaucracy could stifle innovation and silence 
initiative.

To forestall bureaucracy, companies are developing 
models of  ‘self-organisation’ or ‘self-management’ 
on a larger scale than previously attempted. Zappos, 
the shoe retailer owned by Amazon, is converting to 
Holacracy1, a flatter system that does away with 
titles – though staff departures and tension have 
generated much bad publicity during the painful 
transition. Haier, the Chinese white goods company, 
laid off 10,000 middle managers in 2013 and 2014. It is 
transforming itself  into an active shareholder 
overseeing a network of  micro-enterprises that 
compete with each other for central resources.

Guy Sochovsky, chief  financial officer of  
NewVoiceMedia, a UK-based cloud services 
company that has grown from 30 to 350 employees 
in four years, says: ‘Process and bureaucracy aren’t 
nice words and never desirable, but having 
processes and structures and clarity is an enabling 
tool rather than a tool of  constraint.’ Even 
companies that start with freewheeling ambitions 
to be different need ‘guard rails’, which is how 
Kaiser Permanente, the US healthcare group, 
described the non-negotiable rules it used to 
manage its rollout of  a new and complicated health 
record system between 2004 and 2010. Without such 
rails, companies can stray badly. Earlier this year, 
for example, Zenefits, a health insurance brokerage 
based in California, attracted adverse publicity and 
regulatory attention for its lax culture. ‘The fact is 
that many of  our internal processes, controls, and 
actions around compliance have been inadequate,’ 
its chief  executive said in a memo after his 
predecessor resigned.

As companies grow, however, the founders have to 
delegate duties to managers, from heads of  product 
or marketing, to fully fledged chief  operating 
officers. Another cause of  administrative red tape is 
complexity. Bob Sutton, another Stanford professor 

and co-author of  Scaling Up Excellence, points out 
‘how slow the best tech companies [such as 
Facebook] are to go to multiple locations’. He says 
their early caution about geographical expansion 
may help explain their success. Almost as soon as a 
company opens one or more satellite operations, it 
is on the road to ‘matrix’ management, in which 
employees may have to respond to more than one 
boss – a regional president, say, and a divisional 
head. Such structures can usefully encourage 
communication between discrete divisions. But 
they can also multiply the number of  fiefdoms and 
pockets of  bureaucracy. Regulation – as banks in 
particular have discovered since the financial crisis – 
inevitably adds layers of  new staff, charged with 
implementing rules, even as revenue-producing jobs 
are cut. To avoid this fate, Prof  Sutton suggests that 
as companies get larger they should divide into 
smaller units that are easier to manage and 
motivate.

Running projects over shorter cycles also keeps the 
build-up of  bureaucracy to a minimum. The 
approach is familiar to those who use so-called agile 
software development methods and larger 
companies are experimenting with giving smaller 
teams more independence. The Learning 
Consortium for the Creative Economy, which 
includes Microsoft and Riot Games, the online 
gaming group, was set up in 2015 to share 
unconventional approaches to reducing red  
tape and management friction. For instance, 
Ericsson has divided 2,300 enterprise software 
engineers, coordinated from Ireland, into more than 
100 small autonomous teams, developing products 
in three-week ‘sprints’.

Isaac Getz, co-author of  Freedom, Inc., whose 
philosophy for ‘liberated’ companies to grant more 
autonomy to workers is being adopted by groups 
such as France’s Decathlon and Michelin, says it 
may be more expensive to run smaller units. But, he 
adds: ‘What you get is agility, creativity, innovation, 
engagement and customer satisfaction.’

Over corporate history, the pendulum has tended to 
swing between centralised bureaucracies and more 
loosely controlled networks. The challenge is 
preventing processes ossifying into bureaucracy 
over time.

Source: Adapted from The Financial Times, 15 April 2016, p. 9 (Hill, A).

1 Holocracy is defined as a complete system for self-
organisation – see http://www.holacracy.org.

 Case study 6.1: Toppling bureaucracy
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Introduction

It is now commonly believed that our world is changing significantly and that we are enter-
ing a new era (Cooper and Jackson, 1997; Deresky, 2016; Giddens, 2002; Goldman and 
Scardamalia, 2013; Handy, 1997; Hardaker and Graham, 2001; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006; 
Hong et al, 2016; IBM, 2008; Kanter, 2006; Kemp, 2013; Peters, 2006; Thomas, 2003). 
Whether we refer to this development as ‘the Information Age’, ‘the Age of the Internet’, ‘the 
Age of Innovation’, ‘the Age of Unreason’, ‘Post Industrial Society’, ‘the Postmodern Age’, 
‘Age of Complexity’ or ‘Globalisation’, the message is the same: what worked in the past will 
not work in the future, and organisations, like society at large, will have to change in unprec-
edented and unanticipated ways if they are to survive.

One of the recurring themes of this new age, as Case study 6.1 shows, is that many organ-
isations, new and old, are not just rejecting bureaucracy in favour of flatter structures but 
are also attempting to become self-organising, loosely coupled networks. Although in part 
this is in line with the precepts of the Culture-Excellence movement (see Chapter 4), the 
move to ‘self-organisation’ and ‘self-management’ goes beyond even Tom Peters’s exhorta-
tions. In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, organisations have been trying to reinvent 
themselves to cope with what they see as a rapidly changing, complex, unpredictable and 
chaotic business landscape (Kay, 2008; Stiglitz, 2010; Wright, 2012). However, as the 
example of Zappos in Case study 6.1 indicates, companies can become too lax, too free of 
rules, processes and structure. A degree of bureaucracy, a certain number of rules, are 
required in order to stop an organisation from becoming too chaotic and falling apart. 
Drawing on complexity theory, Eisenhardt (2013: 813) maintains that a ‘balance between 
too much and too little structure is essential for high performance in dynamic environ-
ments’. She argues that this balancing act – being poised on the ‘edge of chaos’ – is achieved 
through the adoption of ‘simple rules’ that guide behaviour and decision-making (Bingham 
and Eisenhardt, 2011).

The complexity perspective is only one view of how organisations can remain innovative 
and competitive in a world where old certainties no longer hold and new ones are difficult to 
find. In order to understand this lack of certainty, this chapter will examine the three critical 
perspectives on organisation theory that have come to the fore over the past 25 years and 
assesses their implications for organisations.

Chapters 2 to 5 have described the development of organisations and organisation the-
ory from the Industrial Revolution through to the present day, in order to show the various 
approaches to and options for designing and running organisations so as to meet the chal-
lenges they face. What has emerged is a somewhat confusing picture of theories which 
claim, each in their own way, to be the answer to all organisational ills, yet which are all 
open to potentially damning criticisms. All the theories we have examined claim to give 
practical and coherent advice to managers on how to structure and run their organisations. 
Yet, as Ideas and perspectives 6.1 shows, it is in their limited applicability to the range and 
complexity of situations found in everyday organisational life that these theories are most 
open to criticism.

This, and the following chapter, which is devoted to an examination of culture, power and 
politics, will address the issues raised in Ideas and perspectives 6.1, especially the final three 
points. This chapter examines three important and critical perspectives on organisations: 
postmodernism, realism and complexity (see Ideas and perspectives 6.2–6.4).
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Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.1

Criticisms of organisation theories
●	 The tendency to assume a unitary frame of reference, in which the interests of workers 

and managers, blue-collar and white-collar staff and people of different genders, ethnic-
ity and religions either coincide or can be easily reconciled, is a clear shortcoming in all 
these theories.

●	 The belief of the Classical school and the Human Relations movement that contextual 
factors – the external environment, size, technology, etc. – are either irrelevant or easily 
accommodated is another obvious flaw.

●	 The assumption by both the Contingency theorists and the proponents of Culture- 
Excellence that managers are powerless to change the situational variables they  
face, and have no choice but to accept the prevailing recipe for success, is not borne 
out in reality.

●	 There is a growing scepticism regarding the ability of rational, objective science to  
provide an explanation for the many fundamental changes taking place in organisations 
and the wider society.

●	 One of the most serious drawbacks is that only the Culture-Excellence school, and  
to a lesser extent the organisational learning and Japanese approaches, give any 
importance to the role of organisational culture – and even then it is treated in a  
simplistic fashion.

●	 None of the theories gives serious consideration to the role of power and politics in 
influencing decision-making in organisations. Not only does this go against a great deal 
of research that has been produced over the last 40 years, but it also runs counter to 
most people’s own experience of organisational life.

●	 Lastly, these theories explicitly or implicitly reject the notion of choice. Their basic argu-
ment is that organisations need to follow ‘their’ recipe for success or they will fail. Yet, if 
we look at the panoply of organisations, we can see a vast variety of approaches to their 
design and management. Some, for periods of time at least, may seem more successful 
than others, but most organisations appear capable of surviving whether they adopt the 
current recipe in full, in part or totally reject it.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.2

Postmodernism
This is a loosely defined philosophical movement which, although originally based in the 
arts, has become increasingly influential in the social sciences over the last 30 years. It is a 
way of looking at the world that rejects rationality and objectivity. Instead, it concentrates 
on the ways in which human beings attempt to shape reality and invent their world. 
Therefore, for postmodernists, reality is socially constructed, and for this reason, there is 
not one reality but multiple realities.
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The chapter concludes by arguing that, while these three approaches differ significantly, what 
they have in common is that they open up the prospect that organisations have choices in 
what they do and how they do it. Rather than being the prisoners of organisation theories or 
contingencies, managers (potentially) have considerable, though by no means unconstrained, 
freedom of choice over the structure, policies and practices of their organisations, and even 
over the environment in which they operate. This then leads, in Chapter 7, to an examination 
of the role of culture, power and politics in the identification, shaping and pursuit of choices.

the postmodern perspective

From modernism to postmodernism?

As described in Chapters 4 and 5, a sea change has taken place over the last 30 years in 
terms of how we view organisations. The Culture-Excellence model, the Japanese 
approach and organisational learning all have links with the past, but they also represent 
a break with what has gone before. Running alongside these developments and, to a large 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.3

realism
Like postmodernism, realism is a philosophical doctrine that was first applied to the arts but 
has in recent decades been taken up by organisation theorists. Also like postmodernists, 
realists believe that reality is socially constructed. But, unlike the postmodernists, realists 
reject the notion of multiple realities. The essence of realism is that there is only one reality, 
and it exists even if we have not yet discovered it. Realists see both the natural and social 
worlds as consisting of complex structures which exist even if we are not aware of them or 
how they influence our behaviour. For realists, events and patterns of events are generated 
or caused by mechanisms and powers that exist independently of the events they generate. 
Therefore, realists do not deny the ability of human beings to shape their world, but they 
see this ability as being limited by an ensemble of real and concrete structures, practices 
and conventions in society.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.4

Complexity
Contrary to postmodernism and realism, complexity arose from the natural sciences before 
being taken up by social scientists. Complexity theories are concerned with how order is 
created in dynamic non-linear systems. In particular, those applying this approach to organ-
isations maintain that successful organisations need to operate at the ‘edge of chaos’ and 
can only maintain this position by the presence of appropriate order-generating rules.
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extent, giving them a theoretical respectability, albeit mainly an unacknowledged one, is 
the view that we have moved from the modern to the postmodern world (Boje, 2006; 
Hatch and Cunliffe; 2013).

For Alvesson and Deetz (1996: 191–2), it was the changing nature of work and competi-
tion in the 1980s that forced organisation theorists to question existing and entrenched 
assumptions about the world:

The increased size of organizations, rapid implementation of communication/information 
technologies, globalization, changing nature of work, reduction of the working class, less 
salient class conflicts, professionalization of the workforce, stagnant economies, widespread 
ecological problems and turbulent markets are all part of the contemporary context demanding a 
research response.

Initially, in the 1980s, much of the debate about the changing nature of the modern world 
revolved around the posited move from ‘Fordist’ to ‘post-Fordist’ or ‘neo-Fordist’ forms of 
work organisation. This debate, over the move from mass production to flexible specialisa-
tion, initially centred on the work of Piore and Sabel (1984). Their argument was that the age 
of Taylorism and Fordism, the age of mass production, was dead. Mass production was con-
cerned with the production of standardised goods for stable mass markets using a form of 
work organisation that was characterised by the intense division of labour, the separation of 
conception from execution and the substitution of unskilled for skilled labour (Tomaney, 
1990). Piore and Sabel argue that the market conditions that allowed Fordism to thrive have 
passed. The emergence of segmented and highly volatile markets, brought about by changes 
in consumer tastes and technological innovation, require organisations to be highly flexible in 
order to succeed in these post-Fordist conditions (Laudon and Starbuck, 1997).

According to Piore and Sabel (1984), only decentralised, worker-run firms have the flex-
ibility, skills and commitment to cope with sudden shifts in consumer demands, volatile 
input prices and rapid changes in technology. They drew on the operation of loose alliances 
of small firms in Italy to substantiate their case. While an attractive proposition to some, 
there does not appear to have been any great movement to create the decentralised worker 
cooperatives envisaged by Piore and Sabel, as Williams et al (1987) show. Instead, other 
writers began to argue in favour of the emergence of neo-Taylorist or neo-Fordist organisa-
tional forms (Smith, 1994; Whitaker, 1992). Rather than the age of industrial bureaucracy 
coming to an end, these writers argued that it was going through a two-pronged programme 
of change. On the one hand, computerised automation was linking together machines and 
processes and thus eliminating labour. On the other hand, where this was not possible, 
managers were shifting production to low-wage regions of the world (Froebel et al, 1980).

As Smith (1994) observes, the problem with this perspective is that although it fits, for 
example, General Motors, it does not fit Toyota, which is the biggest car company in the world 
(Murphy, 2015). Sayer (1989) complains that the post-Fordist literature is confused, riddled 
with speculation and selective in its use of evidence. Piore and Sabel (1984) in particular have 
come in for much criticism, especially in relation to what some see as their over-optimistic 
view of the developing nature of work. Amin and Robins (1990: 202) comment: ‘What we are 
seeing in the present period are organisational developments that are in significant ways an 
extension of Fordist structures. What is at work is not corporate fragmentation, but, in fact, 
more effective corporate integration.’ Therefore, although Piore and Sabel’s supporters can 
point to examples of flexible specialisation and post- and neo-Fordism, the explanations they 
gave for these and the implications they drew from them have attracted much criticism 
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(Whitaker, 1992). Indeed, given the breadth and magnitude of the new organisational devel-
opments and forms discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, terms such as flexible specialisation, post-
Fordism and neo-Fordism seem to have only a limited ability to explain the many changes 
taking place in organisational life. Nevertheless, this debate created a receptivity among a 
wider audience for the work of the postmodernists, who provided a more substantial and 
complex explanation for the changes taking place in the world around us.

Depending on whom one reads, postmodernism either is a relatively new concept or has 
been around at least since the 1930s, if not longer (Appignanesi and Garratt, 1995; 
Featherstone, 1988a). Certainly, the term became fashionable among young writers, artists 
and critics in New York in the 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s, the term became more widely 
used in architecture, music and the visual and performing arts (Hassard, 1993). Its adop-
tion by organisation theorists stems from the work of the poststructuralist movement in 
French philosophy, which emerged in the 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s, it became most 
closely associated with the work of Jean Baudrillard (1983), Jacques Derrida (1978), 
Michel Foucault (1977) and Jean-François Lyotard (1984). The interest in meaning and 
interpretation by symbolic-interpretive organisation theorists, drawing on linguistic, semi-
otic and literary theory, also served to increase interest in postmodernism (Hatch, 1997).

Researchers in organisation and management studies came relatively late to postmod-
ernism. It was only in the late 1980s with, for example, the work of Smircich and Calás 
(1987) and Cooper and Burrell (1988) that postmodernism started to impact on organisa-
tion theory. The interest in postmodernism by many social scientists and organisation theo-
rists stemmed from their growing belief that existing, modernist theories, such as the 
Contingency approach, could no longer account for the changes taking place in the world of 
work and society in general. In particular, there was an increasing scepticism concerning 
the ability of rational, objective science to provide absolute and unitary knowledge of the 
world. In its place, postmodernists argue for a relativist position that emphasises multiple 
realities, fragmentation and subjectivity (Linstead, 1993).

Postmodernism, as the term implies, carries on from, succeeds or takes its frame of refer-
ence from modernism. Therefore, it is necessary to understand how the proponents of post-
modernism define modernism in order to appreciate their arguments. Modernism is a term 
used to describe the values, rationale and institutions that have dominated Western socie-
ties since the Age of Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. This was the period in which 
European thought, led by France and Great Britain, is considered to have made a decisive 
break with the superstition, ignorance and tradition of the Middle Ages. In its place emerged 
a strong belief in progress, economic and scientific rationality, a search for the fundamental 
rules and laws that govern both the natural world and human nature, and a commitment to 
a secular, rationalist and progressive individualism (Gergen, 1992; Hassard, 1993). As 
Hobsbawm (1979: 34) notes: ‘Liberty, equality and (it followed) the fraternity of all men 
were its slogans.’ Linstead (1993: 99) comments that the Enlightenment:

produced a commitment to the unfolding of progress through history, the incremental growth 
of knowledge through science and the resulting inevitable subordination of nature to culture 
and the control of man.

Also, as Gergen (1992: 211) states, modernist ‘presumptions remain vital throughout con-
temporary culture, and have left an indelible mark on theories of organization from early in 
the [twentieth] century to the present’. Modernists, therefore, assume that the world, both 
social and natural, and its structuring principles, are accessible through the  correct (scientific) 



 195

methods of observation and analysis. In relation to organisational life, the term modernism is 
used to describe the form of organisation that has dominated both the public and private sec-
tors over the past 100 years (Biberman and Whitty, 1997). In the previous chapters, we have 
termed this the Classical or bureaucratic model, although others use terms such as Taylorist, 
Fordist or the machine-era paradigm (Fox, 1994; Smith, 1994; Tomaney, 1990). It is an 
organisational form which, its proponents argue, is based on rationality, logic and the pursuit 
of scientific rules and principles. Such organisations are characterised by mechanistic and 
hierarchical structures, based on the extreme division of labour, and control systems that sup-
press people’s emotions and minimise their scope for independent action.

It is clear from Ideas and perspectives 6.5 that postmodernism offers a very different view 
of the world from that of the modernists. Postmodernism opposes or denies the validity of 
the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, logic and rationality as the foundation of scientific 
method and the basis for the establishment of truth. Postmodernism challenges the claim of 
science to establish authoritative or absolute knowledge. Instead, it argues that scientific 
knowledge is a social construction by the scientific community, and that new scientific 
paradigms are brought about by changes in the community of scientists rather than scien-
tific discoveries per se (Hassard, 1990).

Therefore, for postmodernists, knowledge is relative, not absolute. According to Watson 
(1997: 383), postmodernism is:

A way of looking at the world which rejects attempts to build systematic explanations of his-
tory and human activity and which, instead, concentrates on the ways in which human beings 
‘invent’ their worlds, especially through language and cultural innovations.

One of the crucial distinctions between modernists and postmodernists is how they view 
the nature of language:

For the modernist, language was simply a tool for the logical representation of the real . . . 
Within the postmodernist view, language . . . gains its meaning and significance through its 
placement within social interchange. Words fail to make sense (they remain nonsense) until 
there is at least one other person to give assent to their meaningfulness.

(Gergen, 1992: 213–14)

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.5

some features of postmodernism
Fragmentation: the breaking up of established structures into fragments.

De-differentiation: the blurring or dissolution of established boundaries.

Hyper-reality: confusion and mixing of the real with artificial/virtual realities.

Chronology: interest in the past and its imitation alongside/instead of the future.

Pastiche: the playful mixing of styles of decoration, dress, expression, etc.

Anti-foundationalism: rejection of all basics, absolutes, fundamentals, universals, etc.

Pluralism: all of the above happening simultaneously!

Source: Thomas (2003: 214).

 The postmodern perspective
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So if language is a social construct, one cannot take the statements, rules and practices of 
particular groups and organisations at face value. Instead, taking their cue from Derrida 
(1978), postmodernists often begin their analysis of a situation or event by ‘deconstructing’ 
the language used. Deconstruction is an approach that seeks to reveal and overturn the 
assumptions underlying an argument, proposition or theory. Overturning assumptions 
opens up space for previously unconsidered alternatives. In the postmodernist approach, 
alternatives are left open to multiple interpretations, and the acceptance of multiple, frag-
mented realities is seen to displace the idea of one unitary transcendent reality (Hatch, 
1997). Like many others, postmodernists recognise that the various stakeholders in an 
organisation each have different perceptions of what the organisation should do and whose 
views and interests should be paramount. Where they differ, however, is that they do not 
believe that there is a correct view or that one view has a right to be paramount. Instead, 
postmodern management and organisation theory, beginning with a process of deconstruc-
tion, ‘seeks to reconstruct organizations by restoring a sense of harmony and balance in our 
species, our institutions, and our theories’ (Gephart et al, 1996: 364).

This leads to another prevailing theme within postmodernism: self-reflexivity – a critical 
suspicion of one’s own suppositions. If reality and language are social constructs, then, so 
the postmodernist argument goes, to avoid the modernist error of believing they have dis-
covered a fundamental truth or reality, postmodernists must constantly question and be 
suspicious of their own assumptions, statements and actions (Lawson, 1985).

Moving on to the links between postmodernism and organisation theory, the concept of 
self-reflexivity has similarities to Argyris and Schön’s (1978) notion of double- and triple-
loop learning, which promotes the questioning and challenging of existing organisational 
assumptions (see Chapter 5). Other aspects of Argyris’s work also show postmodernist lean-
ings, particularly his questioning of the inner contradictions of research methods (Argyris, 
1980). We can also see postmodernist tendencies in Morgan’s (1986) Images of 
Organizations, in which he treats existing organisation theories as metaphors.

In the heartland of organisation theory, Linstead (1993) argues that under postmodern-
ism, hierarchies of merit, legitimacy and authority give way to networks, partnerships and 
organisational structures of a shifting, fluid and social nature. These are driven by external 
forces, such as markets or competition, and are ad hoc, short-term, fragmentary and local-
ised. According to Daft (1998), necessity will force postmodern organisations to develop 
more flexible and decentralised organisation structures with fuzzy boundaries both inter-
nally and externally. In such organisations, he believes, leaders will become facilitators who 
will communicate through informal, oral and symbolic channels; control will be exercised 
through self-regulation; planning and decision-making will be inclusive; and egalitarian 
principles will hold sway. In a similar vein, Boje (2006: 27) argues:

Postmodern theory holds out the possibility for a liberatory, non-predatory version of capital-
ism, if you will, a liberatory-grand narrative. This postmodern grand narrative professes demo-
cratic governance, transparency in monitoring corporate ethics, and a revision to the surplus 
value equation of maximizing exploitation that favors worker rights, community sovereignty 
over corporations, and eco-sustainability.

Consequently, as Clegg (1990) maintains, there are clear distinctions between modernist 
and postmodernist organisational forms (see Table 6.1).

For Clegg, and many organisation theorists, postmodernism has arrived, it is having a 
major impact on the nature and functioning of organisations, and it will continue to do so 
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(Addis and Podesta, 2005; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013). Clegg acknowledges that postmod-
ern forms of organisation are somewhat ill-defined. He argues that they are associated with 
developments such as flexible specialisation and post-Fordism, and that examples of post-
modern organisations can be found in Japan, Sweden, East Asia and Italy. He also points 
out that while they can be associated with progressive developments, such as the extension 
of industrial democracy in Sweden, they can also be linked to more repressive and elitist 
developments, such as the segmented labour force policies adopted by Handy’s Shamrock 
organisation (see Chapter 4). Each of the three classes of employees in the Shamrock  
organisation – core workers, the contractual fringe, and the flexible labour force – has very 
different conditions of employment and is treated and valued very differently.

There are two areas of organisational life to which the postmodernists have paid particu-
lar attention: culture and power (Courpasson et al, 2012; Wetzel and Van Gorp, 2014). The 
postmodern approach to organisational culture rejects both the integrationist perspective, 
which sees culture as being shared by all members of an organisation, and the differentia-
tion perspective, which sees organisational unity as being broken by coherent and stable 
sub-cultures. Instead, it takes a fragmentation perspective, believing that organisational 
cultures are inconsistent, ambiguous, multiplicitous and in a constant state of flux 
(Courpasson et al, 2012; Martin, 1992; Meyerson and Martin, 1987; Wetzel and Van Gorp, 
2014). Hatch (1997: 231) observes of the postmodern perspective on culture that:

In this view, alliances or coalitions can never stabilize into subcultures and certainly not into 
unified cultures because discourse and its focal issues are always changing – hence the image 
of fragmentation.

Therefore, for postmodernists, organisational culture is important and, indeed, is clearly 
linked to their interest in symbols and language. However, postmodernists are sceptical of 
attempts to manipulate and change culture, as Hatch (1997: 235) points out:

When you attempt to change organizational culture, while it is true that something will 
change, generally the changes are unpredictable and sometimes undesirable (e.g., increases in 
employee cynicism towards cultural change programs).

Where power is concerned, postmodernists take a very different view from most other 
 writers on organisations. They are less concerned with the power that individuals or groups 
possess, acquire or deploy. Rather, they believe that power resides in the combination of lin-
guistic distinctions, ways of reasoning and material practices which make up the body of 
taken-for-granted knowledge that exists in society and organisations (Alvesson and Deetz, 
1996; Courpasson et al, 2012; Wetzel and Van Gorp, 2014). Perhaps the most influential post-
modernist writer on power has been the French philosopher, Michel Foucault (1983). 

table 6.1 Comparison of modernist and postmodernist organisational forms

Modernist organisations Postmodernist organisations

Structure Rigid bureaucracies Flexible networks

Consumption Mass markets Niche markets

Technology Technological determinism Technological choice

Jobs Differentiated, demarcated  
and deskilled

Highly de-differentiated, 
de-demarcated and multi-skilled

Employment relations Centralised and standardised Complex and fragmentary
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Foucault argues for a strong link between knowledge and power. He believes that knowledge, 
when it becomes socially legitimised and institutionalised, exerts control over what we think 
and do. However, there is a power struggle between different bodies of knowledge, each fight-
ing for legitimacy and supremacy. For Foucault, although these bodies of knowledge are seek-
ing to represent reality, at the same time they socially create it. He argues that power moulds 
everyone, both those who use it and those who are used by it. He maintains that power and 
knowledge depend on each other, so that an extension of a group’s power is dependent upon 
and accompanied by an extension of its knowledge, and vice versa (Appignanesi and Garratt, 
1995). Gergen (1992: 221) takes a similar perspective, claiming:

Power is inherently a matter of social interdependence, and it is achieved through the social 
coordination of actions around specified definitions.

The postmodernist perspective on power has important implications for how a particular 
view of reality comes to the fore and is maintained in an organisation. Rather than being the 
product of an objective and rational process, it is the product of power and politics in an 
organisation. In some organisations, there does not appear to be a settled and generally 
agreed view of reality; rather, what we see are competing interpretations put forward by 
competing groups and individuals. In other organisations, a definite view does appear to be 
held and does appear to be maintained. This is achieved when a coalition of groups and 
forces is able to wield power and use political processes to achieve a dominant position over 
others in the organisation. When this occurs, it is their view of reality which takes shape and 
comes to be accepted. Therefore, not only is power deployed to legitimate their view of the 
world but, in turn, its legitimacy bolsters their power (Boje, 2006; Courpasson et al, 2012; 
Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013; Wetzel and Van Gorp, 2014).

the implications for organisations

What we can see from this review of postmodernism is the influence that both modernism and 
postmodernism have had on organisational theory and practice. Clearly, the Classical approach, 
especially Weber’s contribution with its emphasis on rationality and scientific knowledge, defi-
nitely lies within the tradition of modernism. Indeed, the Human Relations literature, with its 
use of scientific methods to identify the ‘one best way’, and the literature on Contingency Theory 
would certainly fall squarely into the modernist camp. On the other hand, the Culture-Excellence 
approach seems more comfortable with the rhetoric of postmodernism. Not only does it share a 
similar view of the current state of the world, i.e. that it is chaotic and unpredictable, but it also 
shares some of the language. For example, Charles Handy (1989) entitled one of his books The 
Age of Unreason, while Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1989) writes of ‘post-entrepreneurial’ organisa-
tions. While Tom Peters does not necessarily use the language of the postmodernists, the 
essence of his message, and certainly the pastiche style of his books, sits comfortably with post-
modernism (e.g. Peters, 1997a). The same can be said of organisational learning, with its 
emphasis on knowledge acquisition, rapid change and, most importantly, the ability of organi-
sations to create their own realities (Hatch, 1997). The Japanese approach, with its inclusion of 
hard and soft elements, on the other hand, seems to reconcile elements of modernism and post-
modernism. Indeed, it may be that one of the main criticisms of modernism and postmodern-
ism is that both come from a Western, especially European, intellectual and cultural tradition 
and, consequently, may not be coherent with other, particularly Eastern and Islamic, intellec-
tual and cultural traditions (Appignanesi and Garratt, 1995).
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Even so, at least in the West, postmodernism appears to be having a powerful impact on 
both theory and practice in organisations. But perhaps the main reason why it is having 
such an impact is that there are many forms of postmodernism which have a multi plicity of 
meanings and have been utilised in a wide variety of ways (Alvesson and Deetz, 1996). In 
particular, postmodernism seems to have fragmented into something of a smorgasbord 
from which both left and right, capitalists and anti-capitalists, can choose those morsels 
which take their fancy. As one of the key writers in the field of postmodernism and organi-
sations noted:

What is the postmodern approach to organizations? There is no one approach. Postmodern 
approaches fragmented into naïve postmodern (calling late modern postindustrialism or 
 complex/adaptive organizations postmodern); more radical approaches (Baudrillard and 
Lyotard’s era-breaks with modernity and some of Foucault); more critical theory approaches 
(Jameson, Debord, and Best and Kellner, etc. combine critical theory with postmodern  theory). 
Then there are approaches I would call post-postmodern: hybridity (Latour’s thesis that we 
have never been modern, instead there is hybridity of discourses, mostly modern with some 
postmodern); dark side of postmodern (global reterritorialization, postmodern warfare, and 
Biotech Century). (Boje, 2006: 22)

In summary, despite the somewhat impenetrable and contradictory nature of the litera-
ture, the core of postmodernism concerns the nature of reason and reality. For postmodern-
ists, reason and logic have proved illusory, and reality is a social construct. In organisational 
terms, an organisation, or rather those individuals and groups that dominate it, create their 
own reality – their own view or views of the world. Whether they see themselves as success-
ful or not, whether they view the world as chaotic, whether they believe they can shape their 
own future, is to a large part determined not by any objective data or what is happening in 
their environment as such, but by their own ability to shape their own reality. The extent to 
which they can impose their view of reality on others both inside and outside will, to a large 
degree, determine whether they and the organisation are seen as successful or not.

Seen in this light, postmodernism has three important implications for the organisation 
theories and practices discussed in the previous four chapters:

1. Culture. As we saw in Chapter 4, the Culture-Excellence school has been highly influen-
tial in bringing the issue of organisational culture to the forefront of management 
thought and practice over the last three decades. In essence, they argue that in order to 
achieve excellence, managers need to create a strong, unified and appropriate culture for 
their organisation. A core component of this approach is to manipulate and use language 
and symbols to create a new organisational reality. Although acknowledging the impor-
tance of culture and sharing a concern with symbols and language, postmodernists view 
the results of attempts to manipulate and change culture as generally unpredictable and 
sometimes undesirable. This is because the outcomes depend upon the multiplicity of 
meanings and interpretations that others in the organisation put on such attempts, which 
are inherently unmanageable (Hatch, 1997).

2. Reality. How does a particular view of reality come to the fore, and how is it main-
tained in an organisation? The answer for postmodernists concerns the role of power 
and politics. In most organisations, there are competing views of reality. However, in 
cases where dominant coalitions are present, these are able to wield power and use 
political processes to ensure their conception of reality becomes the ‘legitimate’ and 
accepted view.
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3. Choice. As we saw in the four previous chapters, most organisational theorists and prac-
titioners in the twentieth century tended to believe that there was a ‘one best way’ to run 
organisations. The postmodernist perspective, however, has raised significant questions 
about whether these ‘one best ways’ represent some form of objective knowledge, or 
whether they are socially constructed realities which pertain to particular times, coun-
tries, industries and organisations. If organisational reality is socially constructed, then, 
in theory at least, it is open to organisations to construct whatever reality they wish. 
From this perspective, organisations have a wide degree of choice about what they do, 
how they do it and where they do it.

The influence of postmodernism on organisational thinking and practice cannot be 
denied (Boje, 2006; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013). Nevertheless, despite its attractions, there 
are some serious reservations about its validity and usefulness.

Postmodernism – some reservations

Perhaps the main drawback of postmodernism is the difficulty in defining the concept (Boje, 
2006; Kemp, 2013; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013). In the social sciences, the term has acquired 
a wide and often conflicting set of definitions, including a social mood, a historical period 
filled with major social and organisational changes, and a set of philosophical approaches to 
organisational and other studies (Alvesson and Deetz, 1996; Featherstone, 1988b; Hassard 
and Parker, 1993). Hatch (1997: 43) believes postmodernism has been defined in so many 
different ways that:

It is impossible to choose a core theory, or a typical set of ideas, to exemplify postmodernism – 
the incredible variety of ideas labelled postmodern defies summarization, and the postmodern 
value for diversity contradicts the very idea of unifying these different understandings into a 
single, all-encompassing explanation.

According to Appignanesi and Garratt (1995: 4):

The confusion is advertised by the ‘post’ prefix to ‘modern’. Postmodernism identifies itself by 
something it isn’t. It isn’t modern anymore. But in what sense exactly is it post . . .

●	 as a result of modernism?

●	 the aftermath of modernism?

●	 the afterbirth of modernism?

●	 the development of modernism?

●	 the denial of modernism?

●	 the rejection of modernism?

Postmodern has been used in a mix-and-match of all these meanings.

The confusion and variety of postmodernism can be seen in Ideas and perspectives 6.6, 
which shows a list of terms which postmodernists use instead of modern and postmodern. 
However, there is little consistency in how these terms are used or defined. Not only are 
postmodernity and postmodernism used to describe different phenomena, but there is no 
agreement or even consistency as to what the individual terms mean, either (Boje, 2006; 
Featherstone, 1988a). Indeed, Burrell (1988: 222) remarked of one of the key influences on 
the postmodernist debate, Michel Foucault, that:
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it is important to note that Foucault’s iconoclasm takes him into positions which are not read-
ily defensible and his refusal to retain one position for longer than the period between his last 
book and the next is certainly problematic.

As well as the difficulty in defining postmodernism, there are also powerful voices that 
defend modernism and attack postmodernism as a form of intellectual nihilism or neocon-
servatism (Aronowitz, 1989; Callinicos, 1989). Hassard (1993: 119) states that:

The most influential critic of postmodernism, however, is Jürgen Habermas . . . [He] argues 
that theories of postmodernism represent critiques of modernity which have their ideological 
roots in irrationalist and counter-Enlightenment perspectives . . . Habermas suggests that as 
many French writers [especially Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard] take their lead from the  
counter-Enlightenment statements of Nietzsche and Heidegger, this can be interpreted as a 
disturbing link with fascist thinking . . . Habermas wishes to defend robustly ‘a principle of 
modernism’, which he suggests is an unfinished project that holds great, unfulfilled emancipa-
tory potential.

For Lyon (2000), the main critics of postmodernism fall into three camps (see Ideas and 
perspectives 6.7).

No matter how one groups the criticisms of postmodernism, one cannot deny that a num-
ber of serious reservations have been expressed regarding the validity of the concept. These 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.6

terms used by postmodernists

modern postmodern

modernity postmodernity

modernité postmodernité

modernisation postmodernisation

modernism postmodernism

Source: Featherstone (1988a: 197).

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.7

Critics of postmodernism
1. Those who claim there has never been a fully modernist era and claim there cannot, 

consequently, be a ‘post’ modernist one.

2. Those who maintain that the current developments in society are merely an extension  
of what has gone before rather than any significant break with the past.

3. Those who accept that the world is entering a new age but believe globalisation  
(see Chapter 14), and not postmodernism, is its defining characteristic.

Source: Lyon (2000).
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include its lack of consistency and clarity, that its proponents misread the current state of 
the world, that it may be correct but is not important, and its posited alignment on the far 
right of the political spectrum. Its proponents accept that the postmodernist message is not 
always clear and consistent but, in the main, they would reject most of the other criticisms, 
especially that it is an ideology of the right. On the other hand, there can be little doubt that 
the postmodernist message has provided some justification and encouragement for the neo-
liberal policies, such as privatisation and deregulation, adopted by most Western govern-
ments in the last 30 years. Regardless of the merits or not of postmodernism, two other 
non-modernist perspectives on organisations are also having a significant impact on organi-
sation theory: realism and complexity.

the realist perspective

What is realism?

As discussed above, there appear to be two dominant philosophical perspectives on the 
social world: the modernist, or positivist, perspective which believes in objective reality, 
logic and reason; and the postmodernist perspective, which sees multiple and compet-
ing realities which are socially constructed. In the field of organisations, over the past  
30 years, it is the postmodernist perspective which has come to the fore. However, 
Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000a) believe that there is an alternative to both. They point 
out that there is much substantive research on organisations that is based on neither 
modernism (positivism) nor postmodernism. This work is built on a long-established 
seam of social science which strongly maintains that, in order to understand and explain 
events, it is necessary to take into account both social structures, such as organisations, 
routines, rules and power, and the meaning that individuals and groups apply to these. 
Underpinning this work are well-developed philosophical doctrines that are neither 
modernist nor postmodernist. One of the most important of these is realism, which 
offers support for a non-modernist and non-postmodernist approach to organisations 
and  management.

The essence of realism, as Easton (2000: 207) notes, ‘is that there is a reality “out there” 
waiting to be discovered’.

Since the 1970s, realism has been applied to the social sciences by a number of writers 
(Bhaskar, 1979, 1986; Collier, 1994; Dobson, 2001; Harré, 1972; Outhwaite, 1987; Sayer, 
2000). Although few have explicitly applied it to management, it is said to underpin much 
work in the field of institutional and regulation theory, and there is now a growing interest 
in its application to the wider issues of management and organisations (Ackroyd and 
Fleetwood, 2000b; Alvarez et al, 2014; Edwards and O’Mahoney, 2014; Hartwig, 2007). 
Like postmodernism, the term realism has influenced many areas such as the arts, litera-
ture, philosophy and the social sciences. The term tends to be used differently in each of 
these areas, but the core belief of realists is that many entities, such as class relations and 
markets, exist independently of us and our investigation of them (see Ideas and perspectives 
6.8). This does not mean that such entities cannot be discovered, but it does mean that dis-
covering them will not be easy. As Easton (2000: 207) succinctly puts it: ‘We see through a 
glass darkly but there is something there to see.’
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realism, organisations and change

In applying realism to organisations, there is an increasing tendency to prefix the term with 
the word critical (Fleetwood and Ackroyd, 2004; Edwards and O’Mahoney, 2014). This fol-
lows on from Bhaskar’s (1979, 1986) use of the term ‘critical realism’ in his work on science 
and social science (Collier, 1994). Those using this form of words in relation to organisa-
tions appear to do so in order to signal that they approach the study of organisations from a 
critical rather than dogmatic or naïve standpoint (Dobson, 2001). They are signalling that 
their attitude is one of self-reflection and that they are aware of the hidden presuppositions 
which abound in social systems. However, the use of the ‘critical’ prefix is not always con-
sistent. For example, Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000b), in their edited book on realism and 
organisations, do not use the prefix; while in their later edited book on the same topic 
(Fleetwood and Ackroyd, 2004), they do. While bearing this in mind, we will continue to 
use the term without its prefix.

Tsoukas (2000) states that realist philosophers see both the natural and social worlds as 
consisting of complex structures that exist independently of our knowledge of them. For 
realists, events and patterns of events are generated (are caused to be brought about) by 
causal mechanisms and causal powers that operate independently of the events they gen-
erate. Realists seek to identify the generative structures, i.e. the causal mechanisms that 
bring about events, and to identify their capabilities, i.e. their causal powers (Harré and 
Madden, 1975; Harré and Secord, 1972). While these causal mechanisms possess certain 
capabilities, causal powers, the actual outcome of their operation will be dependent, i.e. 
contingent, on circumstances. For example, the Japanese approach to management has the 
potential to engender teamworking and organisational commitment, but whether it will or 
not depends on a whole host of situational variables, such as the nature of the society in 
which the organisation operates and the expectations of the employees concerned 
(Delbridge, 2004). Organisations also contain competing and contradictory organising 
principles, such as class, gender and ethnicity, and they are composed of different groups 
with their own distinct priorities and agendas that can undermine the dominant causal 
mechanisms (Reed, 2000). Yet, despite the potential of these competing forces and groups 
to create disorder, in many cases the interaction between them occurs in such a way that it 
produces organisational integration, a degree of continuity and stability, and sufficient 
change to maintain the organisation’s viability (Ackroyd, 2000).

In terms of organisations and management, a central issue is the extent to which organi-
sations and their practices are produced by human beings but still exist externally to them 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.8

realism
To be a realist is, minimally, to assert that many entities exist independently of us and our 
investigations of them. Clearly, then, most people are realists in this basic sense: we differ 
in what entities we are realists about. The realist social scientist, however, is likely to claim 
that social entities (such as markets, class relations, gender relations, social rules, social cus-
toms or discourse and so on) exist independently of our investigations of them.

Source: Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000a: 6).
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and shape their behaviour. Realists are very clear on this point. They maintain that while 
the social world, including organisations, is a product of human action, it is not necessarily 
a product of human design but exists independently of human beings (Connelly, 2000; 
Easton, 2000). Realists also argue that social phenomena can exist without those involved 
having any knowledge of them. For example, markets exist only in and through human 
activity, yet there is no necessity that those people involved should be conscious of the part 
they play in sustaining them. Ackroyd (2011: 233) states:

For realists, change is endemic to social relationships and to groups: it is the nature of these 
things. The reasons for this are several, but the basic reason is that groups and organizations 
are routinely produced and reproduced by the everyday actions of individuals. Analytically 
considered, organizations are sets of processes put in motion by the mutually regarding actions 
of members, and so change is present in groups and organizations if only because the behav-
iour of participants varies over time.

Therefore, realists acknowledge the socially constructed nature of the world but, unlike 
postmodernists, do not see the world as being merely a social construction (Ackroyd and 
Fleetwood, 2000b; Fleetwood and Ackroyd, 2004). This can be seen in terms of the struc-
ture and operation of organisations. Realists contend that a structure is a set of simultane-
ously enabling and constraining rules and resources which shapes the interactions of those 
who work in or have to deal with the organisation. That is to say, a structure can be consid-
ered as a causal mechanism which has the potential and capability to act in certain ways, i.e. 
it has causal powers (Giddens, 1984; Manicas, 1980; Tsoukas, 2000). Consequently, as 
Tsoukas (1992) observes, just because a person may have friendly relations with a bank 
manager does not by itself mean that the person will be able to obtain a loan – the key issues 
are the lending rules of the bank and the creditworthiness of the borrower. Organisations 
may give groups and individuals certain powers, but they also prescribe how and when 
these powers are to be deployed (Whittington, 1989). This does not imply that those con-
cerned know how the rules are generated, the obvious and less obvious ways in which com-
pliance is ensured or their role in maintaining and developing these rules.

To continue the banking example, the bank manager knows the lending rules but not 
 necessarily why they are as they are. Also, although he or she is aware of the penalties for 
 non-compliance, they are less likely to be aware of the subtle pressures exerted by cul-
tural norms to behave in certain ways. Yet, the lending decision is not a mechanical pro-
cess. The manager does have the ability to exert judgment and a degree of discretion in 
what they do. Likewise, the potential borrower can present their case in a more or a less 
convincing fashion.

This is why the causal powers possessed by a causal mechanism are seen as capabilities 
and not determinants. While causal powers limit what can be done, and while they have the 
potential to bring about (cause) certain actions, whether they do occur or not is dependent 
on a range of other factors as well, not least being human action or inaction. As a result, 
when studying management and organisations, realists stress the need to give due weight 
to both people and structure, and the complex interplay between them. They claim that 
human action is shaped by the simultaneous constraining and enabling nature of an organi-
sation’s structure, which tends to favour certain types of outcome, but that any actual out-
come is contingent on the prevailing circumstances (Tsoukas, 1989; Whittington, 1994). In 
addition, not only do these constraining and enabling forces lie outside the control of those 
concerned, but those concerned are often unaware of them (Kumar, 1995).
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Realists seek to understand and explain events by focusing on the mechanisms, struc-
tures, powers and relations that bring them about. In seeking an explanation in this way, 
realists begin by postulating the existence of a possible mechanism and proceed by collect-
ing evidence for or against its existence and evidence of possible alternative mechanisms 
(Outhwaite, 1987; Reed, 2000). In revealing the mechanisms which bring about events, 
realists also seek to engender debates about alternative ways of structuring the social world 
and alternative forms of relationships, be they concerned with class, gender or power.

The use of realism in the field of management and organisations is most closely associ-
ated with the work of Bhaskar. His argument (Bhaskar, 1989: 36) is that nothing happens 
out of nothing:

People do not create society. For it always pre-exists them and is a necessary condition for their 
activity. Rather society must be regarded as an ensemble of structures, practices and conven-
tions which individuals reproduce and/or transform, but which would not exist unless they did 
so. Society does not exist independently of human activity . . . But it is not the product of it.

Bhaskar (1986) makes a distinction between human action and social structure. He 
claims that common propositions which are applied to people assume such a distinction: 
‘He cashed a cheque’ assumes a banking system; ‘He pleaded guilty’ assumes a legal sys-
tem (Bhaskar, 1979; Connelly, 2000). The two are mutually influential and interdepend-
ent but can be analysed separately, and are fundamentally different in that social 
structures pre-exist and are sustained and changed through human action, but human 
action is constrained and enabled by social structures. Realists do not deny that there are 
multiple perspectives or competing claims about the nature of the social world. They also 
share with postmodernists a recognition of the role of culture, power and politics in 
shaping organisational choices. However, they reject the possibility that there are multi-
ple realities. Therefore, unlike the postmodernists, they claim that truth exists and what 
exists can be found, though the finding may be very difficult (Easton, 2000). As Stacey 
(2003: 7) comments:

Realists do not see any inherent limitation on human ability to comprehend reality in its 
entirety. For them, it is only a matter of time before research progressively uncovers more and 
more of reality.

realism – some reservations

Realism is a riposte to both modernism and postmodernism. It attacks the former for 
placing too much reliance on science, rationality and logic, while criticising the latter for 
rejecting reality in favour of multiple and competing realities. Though it would be unfair 
to characterise realism as being a halfway house between modernism and postmodern-
ism, it does tend to open itself up to criticism from both camps (Klein, 2004). The mod-
ernists object to the social construction side of the realists’ reality, while the 
postmodernists object to the realists’ claim that there is only one reality and it can be 
discovered. Furthermore, realism is not as well-developed or supported as postmodern-
ism (Ackroyd, 2011).

It is also the case that the battle as to which perspective on the world will carry most 
weight with organisation theorists is not just between postmodernists and realists; over the 
last 30 years or so, a third perspective, complexity, has entered the fray, which, unlike real-
ism and postmodernism, owes its origins not to philosophy but to the natural sciences.
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the complexity perspective

What is complexity?

Since the early 1990s, an increasing number of academics and practitioners have come to 
view organisations through the lens of complexity theories, and this is having a profound 
impact on views of how organisations should be structured and changed (Arndt and 
Bigelow, 2000; Bechtold, 1997; Black, 2000; Burnes, 2005; Fitzgerald, 2002a; Lewis, 1994; 
MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001; Morgan, 1997; Pflaeging, 2014; Stacey, 2003; Stacey and 
Mowles, 2016; Tetenbaum, 1998; Wheatley, 1992b). Complexity serves as an umbrella 
term for a number of theories, ideas and research programmes that are derived from many 
different disciplines in the natural sciences (Rescher, 1996; Stacey and Mowles, 2016; 
Styhre, 2002). To emphasise the diversity of viewpoints among complexity researchers, we 
will follow Black’s (2000) lead and use the term complexity theories rather than theory.

Complexity theories are concerned with the emergence of order in dynamic non-linear 
systems operating at the edge of chaos, such as weather systems, which are constantly chang-
ing and where the laws of cause and effect appear not to apply (Beeson and Davis, 2000; 
Haigh, 2002; Wheatley, 1992b). Order in such systems manifests itself in a largely unpredict-
able fashion, in which patterns of behaviour emerge in irregular but similar forms through a 
process of self-organisation, governed by a small number of simple order-generating rules 
(Black, 2000; MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001; Tetenbaum, 1998). Many writers have argued 
that organisations are also complex systems that, to survive, need to operate at the edge of 
chaos and have to respond continuously to changes in their environments through just such a 
process of spontaneous self-organising change (Hayles, 2000; Lewis, 1994; Macbeth, 2002; 
MacIntosh and MacLean, 1999, 2001; Stacey, 2003; Stickland, 1998).

Complexity theories stem from attempts by meteorologists, biologists, chemists, physicists 
and other natural scientists to build mathematical models of systems in nature (Gleick, 1988; 
Lorenz, 1993; Styhre, 2002). In the process, a number of different but related theories have 
emerged, the key ones being chaos theory (Bechtold, 1997; Haigh, 2002; Lorenz, 1979, 
1993), dissipative structures theory (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984; Prigogine, 1997) and 
the theory of complex adaptive systems (Goodwin, 1994; Stacey et al, 2002). The main differ-
ence between these three theories, according to Stacey (2003), is that chaos and dissipative 
structures theories seek to construct mathematical models of systems at the macro level (i.e. 
whole systems and populations), while complex adaptive systems theory attempts to model the 
same phenomena at the micro level by using an agent-based approach. Instead of formulating 
rules for the whole population, it seeks to formulate rules of interaction for the individual enti-
ties making up a system or population. However, all three see natural systems as both non- 
linear and self-organising. Three central concepts lie at the heart of complexity theories – the 
nature of chaos and order; the ‘edge of chaos’; and order-generating rules.

Chaos and order

Chaos is often portrayed as pure randomness, but from the complexity viewpoint, it can be 
seen as a different form of order (Arndt and Bigelow, 2000; Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; 
Fitzgerald, 2002b; Frederick, 1998). Chaos and order are seen as twin attributes of dynamic, 
non-linear (complex) systems, and, within chaos, a hidden order may be concealed beneath 



 The complexity perspective

 207

what looks completely random (Fitzgerald, 2002a; Stevenson, 2012). For complexity theo-
rists, chaos describes a complex, unpredictable and orderly disorder in which patterns of 
behaviour unfold in irregular but similar forms; snowflakes are all different but all have six 
sides (Tetenbaum, 1998). Stacey (2003) identifies three types of order–disorder:

●	 Stable equilibrium – such systems can become so stable that they ossify and die.

●	 Explosive instability – such systems can become too unstable and, as with cancer, get 
out of control and destroy themselves (Frederick, 1998).

●	 Bounded instability – these are complex systems which, torn between stability and 
instability, have the ability to transform themselves in order to survive.

edge of chaos

Under conditions of ‘bounded instability’, systems are constantly poised on the brink 
between order and chaos. Stacey et al (2002) refer to this as a ‘far-from-equilibrium’ state, 
while Hock (1999) uses the term ‘chaordic’. However, the term most commonly used to 
describe this condition is ‘the edge of chaos’:

Complex systems have large numbers of independent yet interacting actors. Rather than ever 
reaching a stable equilibrium, the most adaptive of these complex systems (e.g., intertidal 
zones) keep changing continuously by remaining at the poetically termed ‘edge of chaos’ that 
exists between order and disorder. By staying in this intermediate zone, these systems never 
quite settle into a stable equilibrium but never quite fall apart. Rather, these systems, which 
stay constantly poised between order and disorder, exhibit the most prolific, complex and 
continuous change. (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997: 29)

It is argued that creativity and growth are at their optimal when a complex system oper-
ates at the edge of chaos (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Frederick, 1998; Jenner, 1998; 
Kauffman, 1993; Lewis, 1994; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). It is the presence, or not, of 
appropriate order-generating rules which permit self-organisation to take place, that allows 
some systems to remain at the edge of chaos while others fall over the edge.

Order-generating rules

In complex systems, the emergence of order is seen as being based on the operation of sim-
ple order-generating rules which permit limited chaos while providing relative order 
(Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Eisenhardt, 2013; Frederick, 1998; Lewis, 1994; 
MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001; Reynolds, 1987; Stacey and Mowles, 2016; Wheatley, 
1992b). As Gell-Mann (1994: 100) puts it:

In an astonishing variety of contexts, apparently complex structures or behaviors emerge from 
systems characterized by very simple rules. These systems are said to be self-organized and 
their properties are said to be emergent. The grandest example is the universe itself, the full 
complexity of which emerges from simple rules plus chance.

Therefore, the concept of order-generating rules explains how complex, non-linear, self-
organising systems manage to maintain themselves at the edge of chaos even under chang-
ing environmental conditions. Complex systems have a further trick up their sleeve. Under 
certain conditions, they can even generate new, more appropriate, order-generating rules 
when the old ones can no longer cope with the changes in the system’s environment 
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(Bechtold, 1997; Eisenhardt, 2013; Macintosh and MacLean, 1999; Stacey and Mowles, 
2016; Wheatley, 1992b). An example of this is the financial services industry. Before the 
2008 crisis, the industry rules were basically ‘lend as much as you can and ignore the risk’; 
after the crisis, the rules were almost the reverse: ‘avoid risk and minimise lending’ (Stiglitz, 
2010).

the implications for organisations

A growing number of academics and practitioners maintain that organisations are complex, 
non-linear systems, the behaviour of whose members is characterised by spontaneous self-
organisation, underpinned by a set of simple order-generating rules (Arndt and Bigelow, 
2000; Bechtold, 1997; Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Black, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2002a; 
Lewis, 1994; MacIntosh and MacLean, 2001; Morgan, 1997; Stacey and Mowles, 2016; 
Tetenbaum, 1998; Wheatley, 1992b).

Frederick (1998) argues that companies that relentlessly pursue a path of continuous 
innovation succeed because they operate at the edge of chaos, and, indeed, because they 
inject so much novelty and change into their normal operations, they constantly risk falling 
over the edge. Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) draw a similar conclusion from their research 
into innovation in the computer industry. They maintain that continuous innovation is nec-
essary for survival and that this is brought about by a process that resembles self-organisation 
in nature. In a study of top management teams in entrepreneurial firms, Eisenhardt (2013: 
805) found that:

[Top management teams] are also effective when they rely on “simple rules” heuristics to 
perform significant activities like new product development and internationalization that 
nonetheless happens often. A further insight is that these “simple rules” can become the strat-
egy of their firms. [and] more effective teams continuously organize the structures of their 
firms at the “edge of chaos”.

Perhaps the most well-known example of a self-organising organisation is Visa. Hock 
(1999) reported that Visa had grown by 10,000 per cent since 1970, comprised 20,000 
financial institutions, operated in 200 countries and had over half a billion customers. Yet, 
as Tetenbaum (1998: 26) points out:

You don’t know where it’s located, how it’s operated, or who owns it. That’s because Visa is 
decentralized, non-hierarchical, evolving, self-organizing and self-regulating. . . . it is a 
chaordic system conceived as an organization solely on the basis of purpose and principle. Its 
structure evolved from them.

If organisations are complex systems, management and change take on a new dimen-
sion. Beeson and Davis (2000) make the point that while it might be fruitful to see organisa-
tions as non-linear systems, to do so will require a fundamental shift in the role of 
management. Like many others (e.g. Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Boje, 2000; Stacey 
and Mowles, 2016; Sullivan, 1999; Tetenbaum, 1998; Wheatley, 1992b), they point out 
that self-organising principles explicitly reject cause-and-effect, top-down, command-and-
control styles of management. Stacey and Mowles (2016) suggest that the belief by manag-
ers that order and control are essential to achieve their objectives needs to be redressed. 
Morgan (1997) maintains that complexity will require managers to rethink the nature of 
hierarchy and control, learn the art of managing and changing contexts, promote self-
organising processes and learn how to use small changes to create large effects. For 
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Tetenbaum (1998), the move to self-organisation will require managers to destabilise their 
organisations and develop the skill of managing order and disorder at the same time. 
Managers will need to encourage experimentation and divergent views, even allow rule-
breaking, and recognise that ‘people need the freedom to own their own power, think inno-
vatively, and operate in new patterns’ (Bechtold, 1997: 198). For Jenner (1998: 402), the 
key to achieving this is a flexible, decentralised structure.

Brown and Eisenhardt (1997: 29) refer to such flexible structures as ‘semistructures’, 
which they maintain ‘are sufficiently rigid so that change can be organized to happen, but 
not so rigid that it cannot occur’. They claim that organisations can only survive in highly 
competitive environments by continuously innovating and improvising, which, they argue, 
relies on intensive, real-time communication within a structure of a few, very specific, rules. 
Beeson and Davis (2000) echo this point and argue that, in such situations, change becomes 
an everyday event undertaken by all in the organisation. Brown and Eisenhardt (1997: 28) 
also claim that in the firms they studied:

The rate and scale of innovation . . . was such that the term ‘incremental’ seemed, in  retrospect, 
stretched. Yet it was not radical innovation [but] . . . a third kind of process that is neither 
incremental nor radical and that does not fit the punctuated equilibrium model.

Similarly, Brodbeck (2002) draws attention to studies that cast doubt on the effectiveness 
of large-scale change programmes (see Clarke, 1999; Harung et al, 1999). For Styhre (2002), 
the problem is that such programmes assume that it is possible to predict the outcomes of 
change and attempt to plan, control and manage it in a rational, top-down, linear fashion.

These writers are depicting organisations operating at the edge of chaos and, therefore, 
needing to respond continuously to changes in their environments through a process of 
spontaneous self-organising change in order to survive. As is the case in the natural world, 
this process is driven by order-generating rules that themselves can be subject to transfor-
mation in certain situations (Lewis, 1994; MacIntosh and MacLean, 1999, 2001; Stacey and 
Mowles, 2016). When this takes place in nature, it is an automatic process; in organisations, 
this is rarely likely to be the case. As Stacey (2003) argues, people are not unthinking mol-
ecules; they can and do exercise free will, they can and do pursue their own objectives, they 
can and do utilise power and political manoeuvring to achieve their own ends, and they can 
and do interpret events in widely differing ways. Therefore, self-organisation may not occur 
even when appropriate order-generating rules are present; nor, if such rules cease to be 
appropriate, can it be assumed that they will automatically be transformed. Instead, both 
will depend on the nature of the organisation (Griffin, 2002).

MacIntosh and MacLean (2001) provide evidence of the existence and importance of 
simple order-generating rules, based on a case study of a long-established manufacturing 
company that had been in decline for over 30 years. This decline appeared to be caused by a 
combination of inappropriate order-generating rules (such as ‘don’t innovate unless it leads 
to cost reduction’) and a rigid structure that stifled innovation. Once this was recognised, 
the company evolved more appropriate order-generating rules (such as ‘better, faster, 
cheaper’) and implemented a new structure that gave greater freedom for self-organisation 
to its constituent parts. Eisenhardt (2013) also found strong evidence of the importance of 
this ‘simple rules’ approach in successful entrepreneurial firms.

In order for organisations to promote change through self-organisation, a number of 
writers have argued that organisations need to operate on democratic principles, i.e. their 
members will have to have the freedom to self-organise. For example, Bechtold (1997) 
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argues that organisations seeking to adopt a complexity approach need a balanced distribu-
tion of power, strong customer focus, a strategy of continuous learning and an orientation 
towards community service. A further strand in this argument is provided by Kiel (1994), 
who argues that because small actions can have large and unpredictable consequences, 
individual human activity assumes great importance. Jenner (1998) claims that for self-
organisation to work, authority must be delegated to those who have access to the broadest 
channels of information that relate to the issue concerned. Nevertheless, Stacey (2003: 
278) sounds a note of caution:

This seems to assume that self-organisation is some new form of behaviour rather than a dif-
ferent way of understanding how people have always behaved. The question is whether such 
self-organising behaviour produces patterns that block or enable change.

In considering complexity theories and organisational change, one of the key questions is 
to ask: ‘What’s new?’ (Frederick, 1998). If we look at what appears to be being said about 
management, structure, behaviour and change, much of it seems very familiar. Writers 
from Peters and Waterman (1982) onwards have been arguing that managers need to aban-
don top-down, command-and-control styles, that organisational structures need to be flat-
ter and more flexible and that greater employee involvement is essential for success (Handy, 
1989; Kanter, 1989, 1997; Kanter et al, 1997; Kotter, 1996; Peters, 1989, 1993, 1997a). 
However, as the implications listed in Ideas and perspectives 6.9 show, there are three areas 
where those seeking to apply complexity theories to organisations appear to depart from, or 
significantly extend, the received wisdom of the previous 30 years.

The basis for Implication 1 is that unless employees have the freedom to act as they see fit, 
self-organisation will be blocked and organisations will not be able to achieve continuous 
and beneficial innovation. The rationale for Implication 2 is that neither small-scale incre-
mental change nor radical-transformational change work: instead, innovative activity can 
be successfully generated only through the ‘third kind’ of change, such as new product and 
process development brought about by self-organising teams. Implication 3 is based on the 
argument that because organisations are complex systems which are radically unpredicta-
ble and where even small changes can have massive and unanticipated effects, top-down 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 6.9

applying complexity theories to organisations
Implication 1 There will be a need for much greater democracy and power equalisation in 
all aspects of organisational life, instead of just narrow employee participation in change 
(Bechtold, 1997; Jenner, 1998; Kiel, 1994).

Implication 2 Small-scale incremental change and large-scale radical-transformational 
change will need to be rejected in favour of ‘a third kind’ which lies between these two, 
and which is continuous and based on self-organisation at the team or group level 
(Brodbeck, 2002; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997).

Implication 3 In achieving effective change, order-generating rules have the potential to 
overcome the limitations of rational, linear, top-down, strategy-driven approaches to 
change (MacIntosh and MacLean, 1999, 2001; Stacey, 2003; Styhre, 2002).
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change cannot deliver the continuous innovation that organisations need in order to survive 
and prosper. Instead, it is argued that organisations can achieve continuous innovation only 
if they position themselves at the edge of chaos. This position can be achieved and main-
tained only through self-organisation, which in turn depends on the possession of appropri-
ate order-generating rules. However, should these rules cease to be appropriate for the 
organisation’s environment, the process of self-organisation allows new, more appropriate 
rules to be generated. Therefore, in a chicken-and-egg fashion, order-generating rules cre-
ate the conditions for self-organisation, and self-organisation creates the conditions that 
enable order-generating rules to be transformed (Bechtold, 1997; Hoogerwerf and 
Poorthuis, 2002; Tetenbaum, 1998).

Complexity – some reservations

Like postmodernism and realism, complexity has much to commend it. It offers an explana-
tion of the apparent complexity and chaos of modern life and, potentially at least, a way of 
managing this complexity and chaos. Also, for managers, it is an approach based on ‘hard’ 
science and not ‘airy-fairy’ philosophy. Nevertheless, writers have raised four main reserva-
tions about the application of complexity theories to organisations (Burnes, 2005).

1. The complexity approach requires a significant shift towards greater organisational 
democracy and power equalisation. This appears to go far beyond the more limited, and 
often failed, attempts to redistribute power through empowerment, flatter organisa-
tional structures and quality improvement programmes which have been called for over 
the last 30 years (Eccles, 1993; Foegen, 1999; Lawler et al, 1998; Lee, 1999; Pfeffer, 
1996; Stohl and Cheney, 2001; Wetlaufer, 1999; Whyte and Witcher, 1992; Witcher, 
1993; Zairi et al, 1994). Therefore, convincing organisations that they are complex sys-
tems is likely to prove far easier than for organisations to achieve the profound internal 
realignments necessary to implement this concept (Beeson and Davis, 2000; Maynard et 
al, 2012; Stacey, 2003; Truss et al, 2013).

2. In applying complexity theories to organisations, it is important to bear in mind that, 
even in the natural sciences, there are variants of these and disputes about their defini-
tion and implications (Black, 2000; Stacey, 2003; Stacey et al, 2002). As Arndt and 
Bigelow (2000: 36) observe, they have ‘caused consternation as well as delight’. 
Therefore, one needs to be extremely careful not to treat complexity theories as though 
they are established, unitary, unquestioned and uncontroversial (Houchin and MacLean, 
2005; Stacey and Mowles, 2016; Stickland, 1998).

3. There appears to be a lack of clarity or explicitness regarding how writers are applying 
complexity theories to organisations (Arndt and Bigelow, 2000; Brodbeck, 2002; Burnes, 
2005; Hayles, 2000; Morgan, 1997; Stacey, 2003; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). For exam-
ple, some see them as a metaphorical device which provides a means of gaining new 
insights into organisations, while others see them as a way of mathematically modelling 
how and why organisations operate as they do (Stickland, 1998). If the former, then it 
could be argued that the complexity perspective is just another of the multiple realities 
so beloved of the postmodernists. If the latter, then its proponents will have to show how 
mathematical modelling techniques can be applied to complex and dynamic human pro-
cesses in organisations, although there is no indication that anyone has yet attempted to 
do so (Stacey and Mowles, 2016).
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4. There are also those who, while supporting a complexity perspective on organisations, 
argue that complexity cannot stand alone as a means of understanding and changing 
organisations. Perhaps the prime example of this can be found in the work of Boje, who 
seeks to align the science of complexity with the philosophy of postmodernism through the 
use of narrative and storytelling (Boje and Wakefield, 2011; Luhman and Boje, 2001).

Despite these reservations, there is little doubt that the complexity perspective has found 
a ready audience amongst organisation scholars and practitioners (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 
2011; Pflaeging, 2014; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). In particular, as Chapter 10 will show, it 
is increasingly parading under the heading of ‘emergence’ and being seen as an effective 
way of understanding and managing change in organisations.

Conclusions

In Chapters 2–5, we reviewed the main theories and approaches to structuring and running 
organisations. These four chapters showed that, over the past 100 years, organisation theory 
had moved a long way from the mechanical certainties of the Classical school as exemplified 
by the work of Frederick Taylor. We no longer perceive organisations as simple machines, nor 
of people as cogs, or ‘greedy robots’, in those machines. We now recognise the convoluted 
nature of organisations and their environments, and the even more convoluted nature of 
human beings. Contemporary approaches to running organisations have attempted to move 
away from the mechanical certainties of Frederick Taylor et al by developing theories that 
focus on, or incorporate, the human–social dimension of organisational life. This is particu-
larly the case with the Culture-Excellence school, which sees culture as the most important 
factor in achieving organisational success. Nevertheless, despite its ascendency in recent dec-
ades, the alignment of Culture-Excellence with neoliberalism may make it unsuitable for a 
world in which sustainability, rather than profit, is becoming the key issue. This is why the 
Japanese approach, with its long-term perspective and more societal orientation, may well 
return to challenge the dominance of Culture-Excellence. As might also the organisation 
learning approach, which seeks to understand how humans learn, and how this can be trans-
lated from individual learning to collective, organisational learning.

This chapter has shown the need to set and understand approaches to running and 
designing organisations into a wider theoretical frame. None of the three perspectives on 
organisations reviewed in this chapter was developed specifically with organisations in 
mind; indeed, their originators might have been somewhat surprised to see this develop-
ment. Two of them, postmodernism and realism, are based on well-developed philosophical 
doctrines, and the other, complexity, comes from a great deal of research carried out in a 
wide variety of disciplines in the natural sciences. All three are inspired by the desire to 
understand the world around us in its widest context, whether this be art, history, science or 
why it always seems to rain in Manchester. All three have significant implications for struc-
turing and managing organisations.

●	 Postmodernism, with its denial of an absolute reality and promotion of competing, and 
socially constructed, multiple realities, offers enormous scope for the emergence of alter-
native strategies and choices, but it also stresses the importance of culture, power and 
politics in how the strategies are selected and legitimised, and how choices are made.
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●	 The realists reject the concept of multiple realities in favour of just one. They do not deny 
the socially constructed nature of their reality, although they claim that it is no less real 
for all that. Nor do they deny that this social construction offers organisations a great 
deal more scope for choice and manoeuvre than conventional approaches appear to 
acknowledge. The difference between these two perspectives is that while the postmod-
ernists believe that anything is possible, the realists see organisations’ room for manoeu-
vre and choice as limited by intricate structures in both the natural and social worlds 
which exist even if we are not aware of them.

●	 The complexity perspective sees organisations as complex, self-organising systems that, 
in order to maximise their innovative capacities, need to operate at the edge of chaos (in 
a state of bounded instability). In order to remain in this position, rather than falling off 
the edge, they need to develop and maintain appropriate order-generating rules. In order 
to do so, organisations are required to become far more democratic than they are now 
and allow ‘people the freedom to own their own power, think innovatively, and operate 
in new patterns’ (Bechtold, 1997: 198). In effect, choice moves from the few to the many. 
Although it does appear to be the case that organisations can survive for long periods of 
time without appropriate rules, complexity theorists maintain that this will reduce the 
organisation’s innovative capacity and threaten its long-term survival.

As can be seen, all of these three critical perspectives have important but different impli-
cations for organisational life, and each has fundamental differences from the other two. 
Nevertheless, there is one very important implication which all three perspectives share; 
this is that organisations have a wide range of options and choices open to them as to how 
they are structured and operate. This is the case even if one concedes that some postmod-
ernist realities are more dominant than others; that ‘real’ social entities, such as markets, 
class relations, gender relations, social rules, etc., limit choice; or that, eventually organisa-
tions need to adopt or develop appropriate order-generating rules. If choice is far wider 
than most organisation theories acknowledge, this poses questions as to how to identify 
options, and who will make the decisions as to which ones to choose.

In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, we drew attention to the importance of culture in shaping organisa-
tions and the actions of those in them. We also drew attention to the lack of interest paid to 
power and politics in running organisations and making decisions. In this chapter, especially 
in considering postmodernism, we have also drawn attention to the role of culture, power and 
politics in shaping decisions in organisations. The next chapter will return to these issues and 
show how they impact on the choices made by those who run organisations.
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short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are six suggested topics which 
address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What are the dangers for an organisation of too much bureaucracy?

2. What are the dangers of too little bureaucracy?
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3. What are the key features of modernism?

4. What do postmodernists mean when they say that reality is socially constructed?

5. What do realists mean when they say that the social world, including organisations, is a product  
of human action, but it is not necessarily a product of human design?

6. What do complexity theorists mean by ‘self-organising’?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. If postmodernism is correct in rejecting logic and rationality, then is reality constructed by 
those who shout loudest and longest?

2. Realism is merely a hiding place for those who recognise the failings of modernism but cannot 
accept the socially constructed world of the postmodernists.

3. It is madness to take theories based on exotic mathematical concepts that have been devel-
oped in the natural sciences and apply them to organisations.

essay questions

1. If, as realists claim, ‘We see through a glass darkly but there is something there to see’ (Easton, 
2000: 207), what are we supposed to see, and how can we prove that we have seen it?

2. What are the benefits for an organisation of balancing on ‘the edge of chaos’ and how can it 
avoid falling off?

suggested further reading

Ackroyd, S and Fleetwood, S (eds) (2000) Realist Perspectives on Management and Organisations. 
Routledge: London.

This edited collection of essays provides an excellent introduction to realism and how it can be 
applied to organisations.

Black, JA (2000) Fermenting change: exploring complexity and chaos. Journal of Organizational 
Change Management (Special Edition), 13(6).

Fitzgerald, LA (2002) Chaos: applications in organizational change. Journal of Organizational 
Change Management (Special Edition), 15(4).

These two special editions of the Journal of Organizational Change Management offer a 
thought-provoking and informative overview of complexity theories.

Stacey, RD and Mowles, C (2016) Strategic Management and Organisational Dynamics:  
The Challenge of Complexity to Ways of Thinking about Organisations (7th edition). Pearson 
Prentice Hall: Harlow.
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Hatch, MJ and Cunliffe, AL (2013) Organization Theory: Modern, Symbolic and Postmodern 
Perspectives (3rd edition). Oxford University Press: Oxford.

Taken together, these two books provide a good overview of the postmodernist and complexity 
slants on organisations.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following websites provide an introduction to the broad scope of postmodernism:

http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/p/postmodernism

https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmodernism-philosophy

http://www.economist.com/node/8401159

The following websites are specifically devoted to critical realism:

http://www.criticalrealism.com/archive/iverstegen_baacr.html

https://roybhaskar.wordpress.com/what-is-critical-realism/

The following websites provide a range of information and viewpoints on complexity theories:

http://www.santafe.edu/about/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2465602

http://necsi.edu/guide/concepts/chaoscomplex.html

http://www.societyforchaostheory.org/resources

Case study 6.2

the independent music community in south Korea1

Background
In the 1990s, five record labels had nearly 80 per cent 
of the global music market due to their contractual 
ownership of artists and music, and control of produc-
tion and distribution (Graham et al, 2002; Hracs, 
2012; Parikh, 1999). The rise of the internet saw their 
dominance undermined by new intermediaries, the 
rise of piracy, the advent and ready availability of digi-
tal cheap recording and production technology, and 
their own failure to get to grips with the potential of 
social media (BPI, 2014; Griggs and Leopold, 2013; 
Hracs, 2012; Robinson, 2010; Sinha, 2010).

Independent labels adapted much better to the 
internet and are now a significant force in the industry, 

accounting for nearly one-third of global music sales in 
2011 – a significant change from the 1990s when they 
had less than 10 per cent of the US market (AIM, 2013; 
A2IM, 2013; Music & Copyright’s Blog, 2012; Williams, 
2013). Independents are using the internet to develop 
closer, more personal relationships with music fans, 

1 This case study is based on work carried out with  
Dr Hwanho Choi of the Barun ICT Research Center, 
Yonsei University, Seoul. Further details of this work can 
be found in Burnes and Choi (2015) and Choi and 
Burnes (2016).
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seeing them not solely as revenue sources but more as 
value co-creators whose fulfilment they seek to 
 facilitate (Baym, 2011; Busch, 2012; Hracs, 2012).

To a large extent, this is in response to the fact that 
fans have developed online, virtual music communi-
ties where they play the central role, and which pro-
vide emotional fulfilment for their members and 
reinforce their self-identity (Baym, 2011; Bennett and 
Peterson, 2004; Boyd and Ellison, 2007; Choi and 
Burnes, 2013; Shih and Huang, 2014). These virtual 
communities comprise:

people who share a common practice and voluntarily 
adhere to common rules [which] enact a system of 
relationships between people, activities and the world  
. . . Participation in a community is strongly rooted in 
intrinsic motivation, if not passion for the product, 
genre or activity around which communities crystallize. 
The prevailing governance mechanism at work within 
a community is ‘sharing’ . . . a sense of common 
responsibility, mutual recognition and of considerate 
utilization of the joint pools of resources, time and 
mutual attention (Grabher and Ibert, 2014: 100).

In terms of independent music, the prime example of 
such a community is South Korea, which, as the CEO of 
IFPI (the International Federation of Phonographic 
Industries) commented: ‘is a showcase to the world’ 
(Pakinkis, 2013). The main reason for this is the creation 
of a vibrant and innovative independent music scene 
that uses social media to create a strong and democratic 
community of fans, artists and record labels. As a conse-
quence, there has been a growth in the popularity of 
home-grown artists, whose sales have increased from 60 
per cent of the market to 80 per cent, and an associated 
rise in independent labels (IFPI, 2012; Miller, 2011).

The independent music community
We examined the independent music community in 
South Korea from two perspectives. The first is that of 
music fans, who have moved from being seen as rela-
tively passive consumers to active shapers of the music 
community. The second is that of the independent 
record labels, who have abandoned their traditional 
controlling approach to music consumption in favour 
of one that supports the activities of music fans.

The independent music fans
In the late 1990s, internet bulletin boards became very 
popular with fans of independent music in South Korea. 

Over time, these coalesced into a wider social network 
of fans who were obsessive about independent music. 
Although this is a voluntary community with no formal 
structure, rules or membership, it exists and continues 
to exist because it is based on its members’ strongly held 
beliefs and desires. This is why some refer to such 
groupings as consumer tribes (Canniford, 2011). In 
essence, it is a gift economy where those involved pro-
vide free products and services for each other, for the 
bands they support and even for the record labels 
(Baym, 2011). As such, the community has enabled 
them to become co-creators of their own musical expe-
riences, something which was not possible before it 
came into existence. The community revolves around 
three common practices that have grown up over time 
and which its members greatly value, namely: acquisi-
tion, relationships and engagement.

Acquisition: Fans assiduously search out knowl-
edge of the music they love, including musicians’ life 
stories, how and why certain songs came into being 
and other fans’ musical experiences. This is repack-
aged and disseminated through fanzines, blogs and 
other online resources for other fans’ pleasure, and 
includes recordings of new music and reviews of the 
latest music or concerts. The ability of fans to co-create 
their musical experiences, share them with other fans 
and, in the process, make new friends, is seen as one of 
the key benefits of community membership.

Relationships: Developing such relationships 
brings emotional, psychological and social benefits. 
As one fan pointed out, in the offline world it can be 
difficult to meet people who share similar niche cul-
tural interests. Online relationships often lead to 
offline gatherings where music consumption, which 
is a very personal experience, can become a collective 
experience. In addition, the online community allows 
fans to interact with the musicians they idolise, with 
the obvious emotional benefits that can bring. Fans 
mentioned their amazement when musicians they 
liked followed their Twitter accounts, talked to them 
and left comments. This developed into a greater 
attachment to the musician and led to future activi-
ties such as buying music, attending concerts, and 
sharing and disseminating the musician’s music and 
information about them.

Engagement: This involves collecting, reproducing 
and promoting the music they love, including produc-
ing their own publicity material, such as photos and 
podcasts, to attract new fans. At gigs, they take photos 
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or videos which they share online. This spreading of 
independent music allows fans to feel a real engage-
ment with their community by becoming active  
promoters of music which otherwise might attract 
only limited attention. For some, it gives them a sense 
of purpose in life, as a fan commented:

I consider myself as a promoter and marketer because I 
love those bands. If they are successful, that’s good for 
me as they will be able to keep producing music. I 
don’t expect any rewards from what I am doing. I just 
do it because I like it.

Such engagement is not unusual in internet com-
munities, and people can take great pleasure from 
investing their own time, resources, specialist knowl-
edge and skills in order to promote their passions 
(Arnould et al, 2006; Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Indeed, 
some fans who are also professional video producers 
do not charge to create music videos for their favour-
ite independent musicians. It is something they 
choose to do for their own satisfaction rather than 
monetary reward. It boosts their self-esteem, gives 
them artistic freedom and it can also help to develop 
their careers.

People engage in the independent music commu-
nity for a number of reasons. Primarily, it allows them 
the freedom to consume, discuss and promote their 
favourite music and musicians. However, they also 
gain satisfaction from being members of a community 
where they can express their creativity and individual-
ism and expand their social networks. They share a 
belief that it is their community, which they are devel-
oping: a community of fans and not something run by 
the record labels. Whilst the music brings them into 
the community, the sense of ownership and belonging 
plays a big part in keeping them there.

The record labels
In the past, independent record labels, even quite small 
ones, saw themselves as the main actors in promoting, 
distributing and controlling their artists’ music. The rise 
of the independent music community has changed this 
and the labels find themselves in a subservient and pre-
carious position; it is now very easy for fans to under-
mine a label if they perceive it as unsympathetic. 
Therefore, the labels have had to develop new ways of 
engaging with fans, the main ones being: contacting, 
bonding, spreading and managing.

Contacting: The internet allows fans to be con-
tacted quickly and cheaply. Labels and musicians can 
share ideas, talk about what they are doing, solicit 

feedback and generally interact with fans whenever 
they choose and wherever they are. This allows them 
to keep pace with music fans’ constant search for and 
sharing of information and content. Rather than 
expecting fans to come to their own websites, the 
labels have to go to the fans, as one CEO explained:

We should approach them first. We should go and tell 
them constantly that ‘we are here and we do this kind 
of music’. We are in a different situation from the past.

Previously, information-sharing or interactive 
activities used to happen only on a label’s official web-
site, but now information can move freely from user to 
user without any involvement by a label. Anyone who 
is interested can join in what is in effect a value co- 
creation process, which is no longer the labels’ sole 
preserve, but has become part of many fans’ daily lives.

Bonding: Interaction between the labels and fans 
creates a bond between them and encourages fans to 
become co-promoters of their favourite bands. This is 
why the record labels are committed to developing 
strong bonds with fans. They use three methods to 
achieve bonding: approaching, reacting and encourag-
ing participation. As the manager of one label noted, ‘It 
has become very easy to contact [approach] people 
personally through Facebook or Twitter.’ This allows 
the labels to let individual fans and groups of fans 
know what their favourite artists are doing.

The record labels now understand the importance 
of building relationships with fans, not just to promote 
their music, but also to react more quickly and effec-
tively when fans approach them. This includes 
responding to enquiries about concert ticketing and 
schedules, and surveying fans as to which songs they 
want to hear at the next concert. In addition, they 
encourage and participate in online conversations 
between fans while a musician is performing on TV or 
radio. This is an important aspect of bonding as it ena-
bles fans to share their enthusiasm for specific music 
and musicians.

Spreading: The labels strongly encourage fans to 
reproduce content, i.e. ‘spreading’. Technology allows 
a user to share and move content from one media for-
mat to another so that it can be used in a variety of 
ways to reflect different people’s preferences. As social 
media has developed, it is now easier for larger 
 numbers of people to interact around topics they are 
passionate about. This creates an open, disorganised 
and unpredictable environment, which can lead to 
unexpected occurrences, such as ‘cases of massive 
sales because people talked about [a particular band]’ 

➨
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(Vice President of a record label). This demonstrates 
that the popularity of any content depends on consum-
ers’ decisions to share it, something over which the 
record labels have little control.

Managing: Social media offer record labels two 
key benefits in terms of managing their businesses. 
First, such media allow them to gather, evaluate and 
respond quickly to criticisms and suggestions. For 
instance, it is now possible to search for reviews of 
performances or to receive feedback directly from 
fans, which allows labels to make swift changes to 
improve the satisfaction of future audiences. Second, 
the data gathered from social media can aid new con-
tent development, business planning and strategy 
formulation.

In summary, we can see that the emergence of an 
online independent music community allowed fans to 
share their music tastes directly with each other. Instead 
of the labels being able to control what fans  
listened to and discussed, the labels had to adopt  
an enabling role, even changing their approach to  

copyright control in order to aid fans’ spreading activities. 
The result is an apparently chaotic situation where the 
labels often do not know how, where, in what format or 
for what purposes their content is being used. What they 
do know is that it is a far broader and more effective form 
of marketing than they could undertake themselves.

Questions

1. From a postmodern perspective, how would you 
explain the emergence, operation and continued 
existence of the South Korean independent music 
community?

2. From a realist perspective, how would you explain 
the emergence, operation and continued existence of 
the South Korean independent music community?

3. From a complexity perspective, how would you 
explain the emergence, operation and continued 
existence of the South Korean independent music 
community?

Case study 6.2 (continued )
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Chapter 7

Culture, power, politics and choice

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the main tenets of organisational culture;

●	 discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the cultural approach to 
organisations;

●	 describe the role of power and politics in organisations;

●	 state the main advantages and disadvantages of the power–politics 
perspective on organisations; and

●	 understand the scope, methods and limitations for the exercise of choice  
in terms of organisational design and change.

Case study 7.1

Dealmakers need new tools to predict M&A 
culture clash
Shortly after Hewlett-Packard took over rival 
Compaq in 2002, a senior manager from Compaq 
told his expanded team he wanted a weekly report 
from each of  them. Former Compaq executives saw 
it as a way to stay in touch. HPers scented a betrayal 
of  their dearest values. They felt they were ‘being 
micromanaged and not trusted’, says one former HP 
manager. HP and Compaq had already poured hours 
into due diligence on their contrasting cultures 
before the deal was complete. According to one 
study, it involved 127 executives and 138 focus 
groups with 1,600 staff in 22 countries. Yet still some 

of  their teams rubbed each other up the wrong way, 
because using such methods to assess cultural fit is 
a bit like trying to adjudicate a 100m sprint with an 
egg timer and a pinhole camera.

The potential for cultural mismatch is usually one 
of  the first red flags raised over complex deals. 
Sceptics waved it when Lafarge and Holcim decided 
to create a global cement group, to which the 
French and Swiss are only now acclimatising. It 
flaps over the planned combination between 
Deutsche Börse and the London Stock Exchange. 
Previous efforts to bring the two together failed, ➨
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Introduction

As Case study 7.1 shows, and as many studies of managerial behaviour in organisations 
have confirmed, running and merging organisations is a far from straightforward and 
rational affair (Dawson, 2003; Kakabadse et al, 2007; Pettigrew, 1985; Pfeffer, 1992). 
Regardless of the appropriateness or not of individual cultures, merging two different cul-
tures is a process fraught with danger. Similarly, assuming that there will not be boardroom 
clashes and power battles is somewhat naïve. Indeed, the prevalence of such behaviour 
recently led one commentator to declare that ‘The lunatics have taken over the boardroom’ 
(Johnson, 2012: 14).

while exchanges Euronext and NYSE were sharp-
elbowed bedfellows for seven years until they 
finally divorced in 2014. Big companies are better 
at mergers and acquisitions than they were. 
Companies such as IBM are peddling algorithms to 
eliminate human error in deal planning. There is a 
crying need to improve the supposedly softer side 
of  dealmaking and cut the great financial and 
psychological cost of  finding out too late that two 
partners do not get on. Why then are the tools used 
to measure cultural ‘fit’ still so crude?

Discussions of  what links or divides cultures are 
dominated by anecdotes (‘She really exemplifies 
our culture’) and stereotypes (‘the French will 
never get along with the Americans’). Even tried 
and trusted ways of  assessing fit have their flaws. 
According to Sameer Srivastava of  Berkeley’s Haas 
School of  Business, analysis based on observation 
and interview can be unsystematic or prone to bias. 
Self-reported surveys go stale quickly or suffer 
from self-censorship. If  your employer boasts about 
being an innovator, you are bound to be alert to 
questions, however cunningly phrased, that ask 
you about how you come up with new ideas. Prof  
Srivastava and Amir Goldberg, who is at Stanford 
University, have tried a different approach, by 
crunching the language in 10.3m internal emails 
sent over five years by staff  at a medium-sized 
technology company. Comparing the results 
against personnel records, they were able to map 
the trajectory of  staff as they joined, got used to the 
culture and stayed, quit or were forced out. Among 
the findings: the reciprocal use of  swear words in 

emails is one important clue to cultural fit; so are 
message exchanges about families.

Such studies are valuable not only for those building 
sweary or homely teams. They could tell managers 
more about subgroups thriving within supposedly 
monolithic organisations or help them spark 
creativity by putting culturally different units 
together. The work may even be a step towards 
measuring culture itself, the lifeblood every chief  
executive would love to transfuse into unhealthy 
companies – if  only they could work out how to 
isolate and extract it. Email analysis could also help 
dealmakers: in fact, the academics have just agreed 
to run a study at two merging financial services 
companies. Advance study will not bridge all 
pitfalls. Leaders must be flexible enough to smooth 
unanticipated friction between new partners. 
Where a portfolio of  patents or brands is the real 
prize, people may not even be the principal reason 
for doing the deal. Such transactions may work 
financially even if  they drive ill-matched staff  
insane with irritation. Often, a dominant culture 
will assert itself  anyway. In the case of  the agitated 
HP-Compaq team, it took only a few weeks before 
the longer-term, people-oriented HP way prevailed.

Finally, some cultural mismatches will always be 
more important than others. Lafarge and Holcim 
only averted disaster when the French company’s 
boss agreed he would not run the merged group. For 
all the work done at operational level to bring two 
companies together smoothly, a major personality 
clash in the boardroom is more likely to scupper 
success than a little friction on the shop floor.

Source: The Financial Times, 23 June 2016, 12 (Hill, A).

Case study 7.1 (continued)
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This messy and unpredictable view of organisations stands in stark contrast to the evi-
dence seen in Chapters 2 to 5 of this text, which described the main and most influential 
approaches to running organisations that have emerged in the last 100 years. If these 
‘recipes for effectiveness’ can be said to have one common feature, it is that each of them 
claims to have discovered the ‘one best way’ to run organisations (Rose, 1988; Witzel, 
2007). As such, the result of these innovations ought to be the reduction or elimination 
of managerial choice and discretion and an increase in organisational effectiveness. After 
all, if there is a sure-fire way of running organisations, the main job of senior managers, 
overseen by their key stakeholders, is to implement it and see that no one, especially 
themselves, deviates from it. Indeed, if there is a sure-fire recipe for success, then we 
should also see the elimination – or, at the very least, the downgrading – of senior mana-
gerial posts and powers because almost anyone should be capable of implementing the 
recipe. Given the cult of the transformational leader (see Chapter 14) and the concomi-
tant increase in executive salaries on both sides of the Atlantic in the last 30 years – 
including the last few years when both economies have been in trouble – this is clearly 
not the case (AFL-CIO, 2003; DeCarlo, 2008; Finch and Treanor, 2003; Gilbert et al, 
2012; Green, C, 2008; Jenkins, 2016a, 2016b; Ruse, 2012; Treanor and Neville, 2012). 
Similarly, if such sure-fire recipes exist, why is there such a wide disparity in organi-
sational success, and why do so few, if any, companies manage to achieve long-term pros-
perity? In the 80 years from 1917 to 1997, only 2 of America’s 100 largest companies, 
General Electric (GE) and Kodak, outperformed the market, and one of these, Kodak, 
had to sell most of its assets and now exists on a much reduced basis (Foster and Kaplan, 
2003; Reuters, 2012; Waters, 2013).

Witzel (2007: 14) comments that a recipe for effectiveness ‘can be a source of competi-
tive advantage, if you know how to exploit it’, and, one might add, if you want to exploit it. 
The reason why these recipes have not led to the removal of managerial authority and 
choice is that, as Case study 7.1 shows, the guidelines they offer or promise tend to be very 
‘broad brush’, and this opens up rather than reduces managerial choice. In such a situation, 
managers may choose to make life easier for themselves, even if that makes others feel that 
they are ‘being micromanaged and not trusted’. In essence, recipes for effectiveness often do 
not result in increased effectiveness because of the choices managers make when imple-
menting them. It follows that the choices that managers make regarding which recipes to 
adopt and how to implement them are at least as important as the recipes themselves. As an 
example, Sheldrake (1996) notes that the Japanese approach to quality was developed by 
Americans, but American companies have signally failed to gain the same level of competi-
tive advantage from it as their Japanese rivals.

The importance of managerial choice was noted in the conclusion to the previous chap-
ter when discussing postmodernism, realism and complexity. It was argued that, rather 
than being the prisoners of circumstances, rather than rational beings unquestioningly 
following rational recipes, managers may have a surprisingly wide degree of choice and 
discretion. Even if one rejects the ‘boundless’ view of choice advocated by the postmod-
ernists in favour of the ‘bounded’ view of the realists and complexity theorists, managers 
are still far from the ‘executive robots’ implied by those who promote ‘one best way’ 
approaches to running organisations. However, if the recipes for success are not strait-
jackets, if managers are not rational beings, if they do have scope for choice, on what do 
they base their choices? In this chapter, we will examine the argument that the answer 
lies in the areas of culture, power and politics.
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The chapter begins with a review of organisational culture. It is shown that many 
organisations lack a cohesive culture that bonds them together in a common purpose. Even 
where strong cultures exist, they may not always be appropriate. Contrary to the arguments 
of the Culture-Excellence school, cultures may also be undermined owing to the absence of 
clear or uncontested organisational goals. The review of culture concludes that:

●	 Although organisational culture may have important implications for organisational per-
formance, there is little agreement about the nature of culture, whether it can be changed 
or the benefits to be gained from attempting to do so.

●	 Instead of culture being seen as an all-important and malleable determinant of perfor-
mance, organisational life in many cases is dominated by political power battles which 
may be more influential than culture in shaping key decisions.

Consequently, the review of culture leads on to an examination of the nature and role of 
power and politics in organisations. Many writers maintain that organisations are essen-
tially political entities. In exploring the arguments for this view, the chapter shows that:

●	 The decisions, actions and major developments of organisations are influenced and 
determined by shifting coalitions of individuals attempting to protect or enhance their 
own interests.

The behaviour of managers in attempting to protect their own interests raises the issue of 
the degree to which they can exert choice over what they do and how they do it. The issue of 
choice is examined in the final section of this chapter. The examination draws not only on 
the review of culture, power and politics from this chapter but also on the conclusions of the 
previous chapter. In summing up the implications for managerial choice of the two chap-
ters, it is argued that:

●	 Rather than being the prisoners of organisational theories or contingencies, managers 
(potentially) have considerable, although by no means unconstrained, freedom of choice 
over the structure, policies and practices of their organisations, and even over the envi-
ronment in which they operate.

●	 In exercising choice, managers are influenced by organisational theories and constraints, 
including culture, but they are also influenced by their concern to ensure that the out-
come of decisions favours, or at least does not damage, their personal interests.

The conclusion to this chapter – and, indeed, of Part 2 of the text – is that, whether ille-
gitimate or useful, political behaviour is an ever-present part of organisational life, and that 
such behaviour is particularly prevalent when major change initiatives are being considered 
or implemented.

the cultural perspective

What is organisational culture?

Recalling the discussion in Chapter 4 of the Culture-Excellence school and, to a lesser 
extent, organisational learning and Japanese management in Chapter 5, many writers point 
out that managers and employees do not perform their duties in a value-free vacuum. Their 
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work and the way it is done are governed, directed and tempered by an organisation’s 
 culture – the particular set of values, beliefs, customs and systems that is unique to that 
organisation (van den Berg and Wilderom, 2004). As Chatman and Cha (2003: 23) observe:

The irony of leadership through culture is that the less formal direction you give employees 
about how to execute strategy, the more ownership they take over their actions and the 
 better they perform.

Peters and Waterman’s (1982) view that organisational culture is the prime determinant 
of organisational performance has been highly influential and has received much support 
from business leaders, consultants and academics (Flamholtz, 2001; Kotrba et al, 2012; 
Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011; Rogers et al, 2006; Skapinker, 2016). 
Others stress different, but no less important, aspects of culture. Keuning (1998: 46), for 
example, argues that the two most important functions of culture are ‘to provide relatively 
fixed patterns for handling and solving problems . . . [and to] . . . reduce uncertainty for 
members of the organization when confronted with new situations’. Nevertheless, as Wilson 
(1992) notes, so influential has Peters and Waterman’s view become that culture has come 
to be seen as the great ‘cure-all’ for the majority of organisational ills.

The fascination of business with organisational culture began in the 1980s with the work 
of writers such as Allen and Kraft (1982), Deal and Kennedy (1982, 1983), and, above all, 
Peters and Waterman (1982). Yet academics had drawn attention to its importance much 
earlier. As Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) and Albrow (1997) point out, there was already a 
substantial academic literature on organisational culture well before the work of Peters and 
Waterman (see Eldridge and Crombie, 1974; Turner, 1971). Blake and Mouton (1969), for 
example, were arguing that there was a link between culture and excellence in the late 
1960s. For all this, organisational culture remains a highly contentious topic whose implica-
tions are far-reaching.

The 1980s and 1990s were a period when both academics and practitioners became 
obsessed with culture (Fleming, 2012). Turner (1986) traced this ‘culture craze’ to the 
decline of standards in manufacturing quality in the United States, and the challenge to US 
economic supremacy by Japan. He comments that the concept of culture holds out a new 
way of understanding organisations and has been offered by many writers as an explana-
tion for the spectacular success of Japanese companies in the 1970s and 1980s. Bowles 
(1989), among others, observes that there is an absence of a cohesive culture in advanced 
economies in the West, and that the potential for creating systems of beliefs and myths 
within organisations provides the opportunity for promoting both social and organisational 
cohesion. As van den Berg and Wilderom (2004: 571) note, this notion of culture being ‘the 
glue that holds the organisation together’ has proved highly influential. The case for culture 
was probably best summed up by Deal and Kennedy (1982, 1983), who argued that culture, 
rather than structure, strategy or politics, is the prime mover in organisations.

Silverman (1970) contends that organisations are societies in miniature and can there-
fore be expected to show evidence of their own cultural characteristics. But culture does not 
spring up automatically and fully formed from the whims of management. Allaire and 
Firsirotu (1984) consider it to be the product of a number of different influences: the ambi-
ent society’s values and characteristics, the organisation’s history and past leadership, and 
factors such as industry and technology. Other writers have constructed similar lists, but, as 
Brown (1995) comments, there does seem to be some dispute over which factors shape 
organisational culture and which are an integral part of it. Drennan (1992), for example, 
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lists company expectations as a factor that shapes culture, but these might just as easily be 
seen as a reflection of an organisation’s values which, according to Burnes and Jackson 
(2011), are a key component of an organisation’s culture. The difficulty in distinguishing 
between the factors that shape culture and those that comprise culture is a reflection, as 
Cummings and Huse (1989: 421) point out, of the ‘confusion about what the term culture 
really means when applied to organizations’. Brown (1995: 6–7) estimates that there are 
literally hundreds of definitions of culture: examples of these are shown in Ideas and 
 perspectives 7.1.

While there is a similarity between the definitions shown in Ideas and perspectives 7.1, 
there are also some distinct differences. Is culture something an organisation is, or some-
thing it possesses? Does it mainly apply to senior managers or does it embrace everyone in 
the organisation? Is it a weak or a powerful force? Perhaps the most widely accepted defini-
tion is that offered by Eldridge and Crombie (1974: 78), who state that culture refers:

to the unique configuration of norms, values, beliefs, ways of behaving and so on, that 
 characterise the manner in which groups and individuals combine to get things done.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.1

definitions of culture
The culture of the factory is its customary and traditional way of thinking and doing things, 
which is shared to a greater or lesser degree by all its members and which new members must 
learn, and at least partially accept, in order to be accepted into service in the firm.

(Jaques, 1952: 251)

Culture describes patterns of behavior that form a durable template by which ideas and 
images can be transferred from one generation to another, or from one group to another.

(Haggett, 1975: 238)

Culture . . . is a pattern of beliefs and expectations shared by the organization’s members. 
These beliefs and expectations produce norms and powerfully shape the behavior of 
individuals and groups in the organization. (Schwartz and Davis, 1981: 33)

A quality of perceived organizational specialness – that it possesses some unusual quality that 
distinguishes it from others in the field. (Gold, 1982: 571–2)

By culture I mean the shared beliefs top managers in a company have about how they should 
manage themselves and other employees, and how they should conduct business(es).

(Lorsch, 1986: 95)

Culture represents an interdependent set of values and ways of behaving that are common in 
a community and that tend to perpetuate themselves, sometimes over long periods of time.

(Kotter and Heskett, 1992: 141)

Culture is ‘how things are done around here’. (Drennan, 1992: 3)

Organizational culture can be defined as the shared, basic assumptions that an organization 
learnt while coping with the environment and solving problems of external adaptation and 
internal integration that are taught to new members as the correct way to solve those problems.

(Al-Alawi et al, 2007: 24)
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Certainly, after more than three decades of research on the topic, Schein’s (2010: 18) 
definition looks remarkably similar:

The culture of a group can now be defined as a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned 
by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has 
worked well enough to be considered valid and therefore, to be taught to new members as 
the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems.

Therefore, what we can say of culture is that it:

●	 defines how those in the organisation should behave in a given set of circumstances;

●	 affects all, from the CEO to the office cleaner;

●	 ensures that the actions of a member of an organisation are judged by themselves and 
others in relation to expected norms of behaviour; and

●	 legitimises certain forms of action and proscribes other forms.

This last view is supported by Turner (1971), who observes that cultural systems contain 
elements of ‘ought’ which prescribe forms of behaviour or allow behaviour to be judged 
acceptable or not. Other writers have suggested a wide variety of different aspects of culture 
as being important in shaping behaviour. For example, Martin et al (1983) point to the role 
of organisational stories in shaping the actions and expectations of employees. They iden-
tify seven basic types of story prevalent in organisations which provide answers to seven 
fundamental questions of behaviour (see Ideas and perspectives 7.2).

Alongside stories, much attention has been paid to the role of ceremonies, rites and ritu-
als in reinforcing behaviour. Trice and Beyer (1984) found that these include the following:

●	 Rites of passage – designed to facilitate and signal a change in status and role through 
events such as training and induction programmes.

●	 Rites of questioning – to allow the status quo to be challenged, for example through the 
use of outside consultants.

●	 Rites of renewal – to enable the status quo to be updated and renewed through parti-
cipative initiatives including strategy development, vision-building and job redesign 
 programmes.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.2

Fundamental questions of behaviour in organisations
1. Can employees break the rules?

2. Is the big boss human?

3. Can the little person rise to the top?

4. Will I get fired?

5. Will the organisation help me if I have to move?

6. How will the boss react to mistakes?

7. How will the organisation deal with obstacles?

Source: Martin et al (1983).
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Another common theme in the literature is the role of ‘heroes’. Peters and Waterman 
(1982) stress the importance of corporate heroes in shaping the fortunes of their ‘excellent’ 
companies. Deal and Kennedy (1982, 1983) likewise see the corporate hero as the great 
motivator, the person everyone looks up to, admires and relies on. Indeed, there is a ten-
dency, not just in the United States, to attribute much of business success to the actions and 
personality of individuals, such as Pierre du Pont, Henry Heinz, Henry Ford, Steve Jobs, 
Kiichiro Toyoda, Konosuke Matsushita, Edward Cadbury and Sir John Harvey-Jones. 
Current corporate heroes include Richard Branson at Virgin, Paul Polman at Unilever, Ratan 
Tata at Tata Group, Elon Musk at Tesla, Jack Ma at Alibaba and, perhaps the biggest of them 
all, Warren Buffett at Berkshire Hathaway. Of course, heroes can also become villains. Tony 
Hayward was seen as a very effective CEO of BP until his handling of the Deepwater Horizon 
disaster saw him labelled as ‘the most hated – and clueless – man in America’ (Kennedy, 
2010). James Murdoch’s tenure at BskyB was much lauded until the advent of the News of 
the World phone-hacking scandal. Similarly, Sir Philip Green was seen as a corporate hero 
until the collapse of BHS transformed him into the ‘unacceptable face of capitalism’ (Butler 
and Ruddick, 2016).

Perhaps the biggest fall from grace of the last two decades was that of Jeffrey Skilling, 
who in 2006 was sentenced to 24 years in jail for his role in Enron’s financial collapse. 
Fortune magazine named Enron as ‘America’s Most Innovative Company’ for six years in a 
row until 2001, when it was revealed that its spectacular growth was an illusion created by 
fraud on a truly massive scale. Skilling quickly moved from being the CEO that everyone 
should copy to the villain whose behaviour should be avoided at all costs.

Leadership is just one aspect of culture. Brown (1995) offers a list of 38 key elements of 
culture that have been identified by writers in the field, which include organisational cli-
mate, metaphors, attitudes, history and basic assumptions. Identifying these separate ele-
ments of culture helps us to flesh out and better understand how organisational culture 
manifests itself and impacts on individual and group behaviour. However, as Brown also 
shows, producing lists of elements or focusing on the role of particular elements tends to 
present a confusing and partial picture of culture. It becomes difficult to determine which 
are the more and which are the less important elements and, in terms of changing culture, 
which elements can be easily altered and which are more immutable.

To overcome this lack of clarity, there have been a number of attempts to identify and 
categorise culture’s constituent elements. Hofstede (1990) develops a four-layered hierar-
chical model of culture which ranges from values at the deepest level through rituals, heroes 
and, at the surface level, symbols. In a similar way, Schein (1985) suggests a three-level 
model, with basic assumptions being at the deepest level, beliefs, values and attitudes at the 
intermediate level and artifacts at the surface level. Based on an analysis of the different 
definitions of culture, Cummings and Worley (2001) produce a composite model of culture, 
comprising four major elements existing at different levels of awareness (see Figure 7.1).

Cummings and Worley (2001: 502–3) define these four major layers of culture as follows:

1. Artifacts. Artifacts are the highest level of cultural manifestation. These are the visible 
symbols of deeper levels of culture, such as norms, values, and basic assumptions. They 
include observable behaviors of members, as well as the structures, systems, procedures, 
rules, and physical aspects of the organization.

2. Norms. Just below the surface of cultural awareness are norms guiding how members 
should behave in particular situations. These represent unwritten rules of behavior. [. . .]
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3. Values. The next-deeper level of awareness includes values about what ought to be in 
organizations. Values tell members what is important in the organization and deserves 
their attention. [. . .]

4. Basic assumptions. At the deepest level of cultural awareness are taken-for-granted 
assumptions about how organizational problems should be solved. These basic assump-
tions tell members how to perceive, think, and feel about things. They are nonconfront-
able and nondebatable assumptions about relating to the environment and human 
nature, human activity, and human relationships. [. . .]

While the various hierarchical models of culture elements are useful, we should always 
remember that, as Brown (1995: 8–9) observes, ‘actual organisational cultures are not as 
neat and tidy as the models seem to imply’. Indeed, Fang (2005–2006) questions the useful-
ness of what he calls the ‘onion’ view of culture, i.e. that culture comprises a number of lay-
ers which can be peeled back in order to reveal the true essence of an organisation. Instead, 
Fang (2005–2006: 82) views culture as an ‘ocean’:

It is useful to conceive of culture as having a life of its own. Seen longitudinally or historically, 
every culture has a dynamic life full of energies, sentiments, dramas, and contradictions. In its 
entire life span, every culture encompasses an ocean of infinite potential value orientations . . . 
At a given point, many cultural values have been endorsed, promoted, and legitimized, while 
other ‘value cousins’ are dampened, suppressed, and destroyed.

Where there are cultures, there are also usually sub-cultures, and where there is agree-
ment about cultures, there can also be disagreements and countercultures (de Chernatony 

Figure 7.1 The major elements of culture
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and Cottam, 2008). In particular, there can also be significant differences between espoused 
culture and culture-in-practice (Yaniv and Farkas, 2005), all of which can adversely affect 
an organisation’s performance.

This lack of neatness and tidiness has not prevented numerous attempts to define organisa-
tional culture, or attempts to categorise the various types of culture. Deal and Kennedy (1982) 
identify four basic types of culture, as do Quinn and McGrath (1985) – but the two categorisa-
tions are very different (see Ideas and perspectives 7.3 and Ideas and perspectives 7.4).

These two examples show the difficulty researchers encounter when trying to describe 
and categorise something as nebulous as culture. This difficulty can also be seen with 
Handy’s (1979) attempt to categorise culture. Developed from Harrison’s (1972) work on 
‘organization ideologies’, Handy’s is perhaps the best-known typology of culture and the 
one which has been around the longest. Handy (1986: 188) observes: ‘There seem to be 
four main types of culture . . . power, role, task and person.’ As shown in Ideas and perspec-
tives 7.5, he relates each of these to a particular form of organisational structure.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.4

Quinn and McGrath’s four types of culture
1. The Market, characterised by rational decision-making and goal-orientated employees, 

e.g. GEC under Arnold Weinstock (see the Marconi case study in Chapter 12).

2. The Adhocracy, characterised by risk-orientated and charismatic leaders and value-driven 
organisations, e.g. Apple and Microsoft in their early days.

3. The Clan, characterised by participation, consensus and concern for others, e.g. voluntary 
organisations such as Médecins Sans Frontières.

4. The Hierarchy, characterised by hierarchical, rule-based authority that values stability 
and risk avoidance, e.g. government bureaucracies.

Source: Quinn and McGrath (1985).

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.3

deal and Kennedy’s four types of culture
1. The Tough Guy, Macho culture, characterised by individualism and risk-taking, e.g.  

a police force.

2. The Work-Hard/Play-Hard culture, characterised by low risks and quick feedback on 
performance, e.g. McDonald’s.

3. The Bet-Your-Company culture, characterised by high risks and very long feedback 
time, e.g. aircraft companies.

4. The Process culture, characterised by low risks and slow feedback, e.g. insurance companies.

Source: Deal and Kennedy (1982).



 The cultural perspective

 229

Handy (1986) believes that role cultures (with their accompanying mechanistic struc-
tures) and task cultures (with their accompanying organic structures) tend to predominate 
in Western organisations. Relating these two types of culture to Burns and Stalker’s (1961) 
structural continuum (see Chapter 3), with mechanistic structures at one end and organic at 
the other, we can see that Handy is in effect seeking to construct a parallel and related 
 cultural continuum, with role cultures at the mechanistic end and task cultures at the 
organic end (see Figure 7.2).

This categorisation certainly accommodates the five Western approaches to organisation 
theory discussed in previous chapters. However, it is difficult to accommodate Japanese 
organisations within this framework, as their cultures contain elements of each extreme. 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.5

Handy’s four types of culture
A power culture is frequently found in small entrepreneurial organisations such as some 
property, trading and finance companies. Such a culture is associated with a web structure 
with one or more powerful figures at the centre, wielding control.

A role culture is appropriate to bureaucracies and organisations with mechanistic, rigid 
structures and narrow jobs. Such cultures stress the importance of procedures and rules, 
hierarchical position and authority, security and predictability. In essence, role cultures 
 create situations in which those in the organisation stick rigidly to their job description 
(role), and any unforeseen events are referred to the next layer up in the hierarchy.

A task culture is job- or project-orientated; the onus is on getting the job in hand (the 
task) done rather than prescribing how it should be done. Such types of culture are appro-
priate to organically structured organisations where flexibility and teamworking are encour-
aged. Task cultures create situations in which speed of reaction, integration and creativity 
are more important than adherence to particular rules or procedures, and where position 
and authority are less important than the individual contribution to the task in hand.

A person culture is, according to Handy, rare. The individual and their wishes are the 
central focus of this form of culture. It is associated with a minimalistic structure, the 
 purpose of which is to assist those individuals who choose to work together. Therefore, a 
person culture can be characterised as a cluster or galaxy of individual stars.

Source: Handy (1986).

Figure 7.2 A structure–culture continuum
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As described in Chapter 5, Japanese companies have tightly structured jobs, especially at 
the lower levels; they are hierarchical and deferential, while at the same time achieving 
high levels of motivation, initiative and creativity in problem-solving. They tend to be heavily 
group/team-orientated, with such teams having a great deal of autonomy.

This difficulty of where to place Japan highlights one of the main criticisms of the various 
attempts to categorise culture: they appear to give insufficient weight to the influence of 
national cultures on the types of organisational culture that predominate in particular coun-
tries. Increasingly over the last two decades, and to an extent before, strong reservations 
have been expressed about the ethnocentric nature of organisational theory. The main res-
ervation concerns the generalisability and applicability of management theories developed 
in the West, predominately the United States, to the very different cultures and societies of 
Asia, the Middle East and Africa (Adegboye, 2013; Barkema et al, 2015; Deresky, 2016; 
Fagenson-Eland et al, 2004; Fang, 2005–2006; Ho, 1976; Rosenzweig, 1994; Sullivan and 
Nonaka, 1986; Thomas, 2003; Trompenaars, 1993). Lowe et al (2007: 246), looking at the 
various approaches to culture, believe that the problem is:

They all unconsciously adhere to the structuralist inheritance of western philosophy and the 
rationalist consequences of Enlightenment thinking. They are all, therefore, western culture-
bound accounts of culture, and . . . ignore possible alternative models of culture from other 
perspectives. They describe culture using a western rationalist world-view.

Such criticisms have not and should not prevent Western researchers from attempting to 
study the differences between national cultures. In this respect, one of the most comprehen-
sive, widely cited and influential studies was carried out by Hofstede (1980, 1990, 2001, 
2011). Hofstede suggests that national cultures can be clustered along the lines of their 
similarities across a range of cultural variables, as follows:

●	 Power Distance – the degree to which people in a country accept a hierarchical or une-
qual distribution of power (i.e. the degree of centralisation, autocratic leadership and 
number of levels in the hierarchy).

●	 Individualism versus Collectivism – the degree to which people in a country prefer to 
work as individuals rather than work in groups, and prefer to take care of themselves 
rather than look to any collective provision.

●	 Masculinity versus Femininity – the degree to which people in a country emphasise so-
called masculine traits, such as heroism, assertiveness and material reward for success, 
rather than modesty, cooperation, consensus and compassion.

●	 Uncertainty Avoidance – the degree to which people in a country feel uncomfortable with 
uncertainty and ambiguity, and prefer structured rather than unstructured situations.

●	 Long-term versus Short-term orientation – the degree to which people in a country 
prefer to save and invest for the future rather than spend now.

Based on these cultural variables, Hofstede (1980, 1990) classifies industrialised coun-
tries into four broad clusters (shown in Ideas and perspectives 7.6).

Hofstede’s work has come in for its fair share of criticism in the way it portrays differ-
ent national cultures and the fact that it is based on only one multi-national company, 
IBM (see Fang, 2005–2006; Lowe et al, 2007; McSweeney, 2002). For example, although 
Wilson (1992: 90) observes that ‘the similarity of the factors in [Hofstede’s] national 
culture study to Handy’s (1986) four organizational forms is striking’, there are also 
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striking dissimilarities. While one can see that Scandinavia can be classed as exhibiting 
task culture characteristics, and the group containing (the former) West Germany can 
be seen as exhibiting role culture characteristics, the other two groupings (Great Britain 
et al and Japan et al) are more difficult to place. Rather than placing Great Britain and 
the United States in one category, according to where they are positioned on Hofstede’s 
dimensions, it might be more accurate to follow Handy’s lead and say that both task and 
role cultures are prevalent. This still leaves us with where to place Japan et al. From the 
point of view of Hofstede’s dimensions, Japan appears to exhibit characteristics of 
Handy’s role culture but, as pointed out earlier, this is only part of the story of Japanese 
organisational life.

Consequently, Hofstede’s work should be seen as initiating a conversation rather than 
providing the last word on the subject. Certainly, it seems to have inspired others to exam-
ine cultural differences between countries. One of the most influential is Trompenaars’s 
(1993) 10-year study of management in 28 countries covering 47 national cultures. This 
identifies seven dimensions of culture: universalism v particularism; individualism v com-
munitarianism; specific v diffuse; neutral v affective; achievement v ascription; attitude to 
time, i.e. sequential v synchronistic; and internal v external. While some of these resemble 
Hofstede’s dimensions, others do not. Based on this work, Trompenaars, along with his col-
laborator Hampden-Turner, founded a thriving consultancy, which advises major compa-
nies how to ‘deal with cross-cultural challenges and dilemmas, whether they relate to 
national or corporate cultures, within your own organization or among stakeholders’ 
(KPMG Trompenaars Hampden-Turner, 2016).

Perhaps the most extensive and in-depth attempt to unravel the vagaries of national 
culture has been the GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior 
Effectiveness) study, which was established to examine how different cultures viewed 
and influenced leadership. The study was conceived by Robert J House in 1991 and 
comprises 17,000 leaders in more than 950 organisations in 62 countries and involves 
over 200 academic coordinators (Chhokar et al, 2007; Dorfman et al, 2012; Javidian 
and Dastmalchian, 2009). The twin aims of the study are to categorise national and 
organisational cultures and to establish the extent to which leadership attributes and 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.6

Hofstede’s national clusters
1. Scandinavia (primarily Denmark, Sweden and Norway): these cultures are based upon 

values of collectivism, consensus and decentralisation.

2. West Germany (prior to unification), Switzerland and Austria: these are grouped 
together largely as valuing efficiency – the well-oiled machine – and seeking to reduce 
uncertainty.

3. Great Britain, Canada, the United States, New Zealand, Australia and the Netherlands: 
these lie somewhere between 1 and 2 but cluster on the value they place on strong 
individuals and achievers in society.

4. Japan, France, Belgium, Spain and Italy: these are clustered on bureaucratic tendencies – 
the pyramid structure – favouring a large power distance.
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behaviours are influenced by cultures. According to Dorfman et al (2012: 504), one of 
its key findings is that:

executives tend to lead in a manner more or less consistent with the leadership prototypes 
endorsed within their particular culture. In turn, leaders who behave according to expectations 
are most effective.

The GLOBE study has identified 22 key leadership attributes, including trustworthiness, fore-
sight, dynamism and decisiveness, which are universally viewed as positive; and a further 
eight which are universally viewed as negative, including ruthlessness, non-cooperation, irri-
tability and being a loner (House et al, 1999). In addition, they have found 12 attributes, 
including ambition, caution, compassion and individualism, that are culturally dependent – 
i.e. in some countries these are seen as positive leadership attributes, and in others negative 
attributes.

The research has found that the national cultures it examined could be grouped into 10 
distinct clusters (see Ideas and perspectives 7.7). Gupta et al (2002: 14–15) maintain:

The results indicate that societal cluster effects account for more than two-thirds of the inter-
society differences in values as well as practices of uncertainty avoidance, future orientation 
and institutional collectivism. In other words, the clusters captured shared societal attributes of 
the kind of goals pursued (individual or collective), the frame of the goals (short-term or futur-
istic), and the structure of the goals (rule-based or uncertainty avoidance). . . . This suggests 
that the societal cluster is an appropriate and relevant unit of analysis, and that the GLOBE 
cluster classifications are reliable indicators of world-wide cultural attributes.

Ideas and perspectives 7.7 shows that an organisation with a Germanic culture would 
likely find it relatively easy to do business with an organisation with an Anglo culture, but 
rather more difficult to do business with an organisation with a Latin America culture. 
Similar issues might occur within organisations. A mixed-gender team drawn from Latin 
Europe cultures and Sub-Sahara cultures would be more likely to work together effectively 
than a team comprised mainly of people from Arab-Middle East cultures. We will revisit the 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.7

the GLOBe 10 societal clusters

Anglo cultures: England, Australia, South Africa 
(white sample), Canada, New Zealand, Ireland, 
United States

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – High
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Medium
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – Medium
In-Group Collectivism – Low
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Medium

Latin America cultures: Costa Rica, Venezuela, 
Ecuador, Mexico, El Salvador, Columbia, 
Guatemala, Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Low
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Low
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – Low
In-Group Collectivism – High
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Low
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Latin Europe cultures: Israel, Italy, Portugal,  
Spain, France, Switzerland (French speaking)

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Medium
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Medium
Humane Orientation – Low
Institutional Collectivism – Low
In-Group Collectivism – Medium
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Medium

Sub-Sahara Africa cultures: Namibia, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe, South Africa (black sample), Nigeria

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Medium
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Medium
Humane Orientation – High
Institutional Collectivism – Medium
In-Group Collectivism – Medium
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Medium

Nordic Europe cultures: Finland, Sweden,  
Denmark

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Medium
Assertiveness – Low
Future Orientation – High
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – High
In-Group Collectivism – Low
Gender Equalisation – High
Power Distance – Low
Uncertainty Avoidance – High

Arab-Middle East cultures: Qatar, Morocco, 
Turkey, Egypt, Kuwait

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Medium
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Low
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – Medium
In-Group Collectivism – High
Gender Equalisation – Low
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Low

Germanic Europe cultures: Austria, Switzerland 
(German speaking), The Netherlands, Germany  
(former East), Germany (former West)

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – High
Assertiveness – High
Future Orientation – High
Humane Orientation – Low
Institutional Collectivism – Low
In-Group Collectivism – Low
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – High

Southern Asia cultures: India, Indonesia, 
Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, Iran

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Medium
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Medium
Humane Orientation – High
Institutional Collectivism – Medium
In-Group Collectivism – High
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Medium

Eastern Europe cultures: Hungary, Russia,  
Kazakhstan, Albania, Poland, Greece,  
Slovenia, Georgia

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – Low
Assertiveness – High
Future Orientation – Low
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – Medium
In-Group Collectivism – High
Gender Equalisation – High
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Low

Confucian Asia cultures: Taiwan, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, South Korea, China, Japan

Key characteristics:
Performance Orientation – High
Assertiveness – Medium
Future Orientation – Medium
Humane Orientation – Medium
Institutional Collectivism – High
In-Group Collectivism – High
Gender Equalisation – Medium
Power Distance – Medium
Uncertainty Avoidance – Medium

Source: Compiled from Gupta et al (2002: 13) and Javidan et al (2006).
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issue of national cultures in Chapter 14 when we examine the impact of national cultures on 
the management and leadership of organisations. For now, it is necessary to recognise that, 
although national cultures may play a significant role in shaping organisational behaviour, 
each individual organisation will still have its own distinct culture. While the culture of each 
organisation within a particular country will be influenced by its societal culture, it will also 
be influenced by a range of other factors, such as its history, past leadership, industry and 
technology (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984; Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2008; Schein, 2010). 
Therefore, important as it is to classify national cultures, it is just as important, if not more 
so, to classify types of organisational culture.

In this respect, Handy’s categorisation of types of culture is very useful, in that it takes us 
beyond vague generalisations and gives us a picture of differing cultures. It must still be 
recognised that Handy’s classification is merely one among many. A number of researchers 
have attempted to rationalise the plethora of types of culture by attempting to group the 
various classifications. Wilson (2001) attempts to make sense of the literature on culture by 
identifying the perspective of those writing about it. As Ideas and perspectives 7.8 shows, he 
identifies three main perspectives on culture: integration, differentiation and fragmenta-
tion. Taking a very different angle, the Organizational Culture Inventory (OCI) (Jones et al, 
2006) attempts to group types of culture by their impact on the behaviour of individuals 
and groups in an organisation (see Ideas and  perspectives 7.9).

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.8

Wilson’s culture perspectives
The integration perspective: This portrays a strong or desirable culture as one where there is 
organisation-wide consensus and consistency (e.g. Deal and Kennedy, 1983; Peters and 
Waterman, 1982; Schein, 1985). Espoused values are consistent with formal practices, which 
are consistent with informal beliefs, norms and attitudes. Cultural members share the same 
values, promoting a shared sense of loyalty and commitment. Where inconsistencies, conflict 
or sub-cultural differentiation occur, this is portrayed as being a weak or negative culture.

The differentiation perspective: This emphasises that rather than consensus being organi-
sation-wide, it occurs only within the boundaries of a sub-culture. At the organisational 
level, differentiated sub-cultures may co-exist in harmony, conflict or indifference to each 
other. Van Maanen (1991), in his study of Disneyland, found groups of employees who 
considered themselves as being distinct. These sub-cultures related to different jobs, differ-
ent levels of organisational status, gender and class. Claims of harmony from management 
masked a range of inconsistencies and group antagonisms. What is unique about a given 
organisation’s culture, then, is the particular mix of sub-cultural differences within an 
organisation’s boundaries.

The fragmentation perspective: This approach views ambiguity as the norm, with consen-
sus and dissension coexisting in a constantly fluctuating pattern influenced by events and 
specific areas of decision-making. As stated by Frost et al (1991), consensus fails to coa-
lesce on an organisation-wide or sub-cultural basis, except in transient, issue-specific ways. 
Rather than the clear unity of the integration perspective, or the clear conflicts of the 
 differentiation viewpoint, fragmentation focuses on that which is unclear.

Source: Wilson (2001: 357).
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This review of culture types and classifications highlights both the difficulty of defining 
cultures clearly and the profound implications of the cultural approach to organisations. 
These implications fall under four main headings.

●	 First, Deal and Kennedy (1982) argue that behaviour, instead of reacting directly to 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, is shaped by shared values, beliefs and assumptions 
about the way an organisation should operate, how rewards should be distributed, the 
conduct of meetings, and even how people should dress.

●	 Second, if organisations do have their own identities, personalities or cultures, are there 
particular types of cultural attributes that are peculiar to top-performing organisations? 
As discussed in Chapter 4, the Culture-Excellence school reply to this question is a 
resounding yes!

●	 Third, the received wisdom is that culture guides the actions of an organisation’s mem-
bers without the need for detailed instructions or long meetings to discuss how to 
approach particular issues or problems. It also reduces the level of ambiguity and misun-
derstanding between functions and departments (see Brown, 1998). In effect, it provides 
a common context and a common purpose for those in the organisation. However, this is 
the case only when an organisation possesses a strong culture, and where the members of 
the organisation have internalised it to the extent that they no longer question the legiti-
macy or appropriateness of the organisation’s values and beliefs.

●	 Fourth, one of the most important implications is that it is possible to change or manage 
a culture (Barratt, 1990; O’Reilly, 1989).

This last implication is particularly contentious. Many writers support the view that 
organisations can deliberately change their culture, but others argue strongly against it.

Changing organisational culture?

That cultures do change is not in question. No organisation’s culture is static: left to itself, it 
tends to evolve in a slow and unplanned fashion as a result of changes in leadership, the 
turnover of group members, developments in the organisation’s environment and general 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.9

Organizational Culture Inventory classifications
Constructive cultures. Cultures in which members are encouraged to interact with others and 
approach tasks in ways that will help them to meet their higher-order satisfaction needs 
(includes Achievement, Self-Actualisation, Humanistic-Encouraging and Affiliative cultures).

Passive/Defensive cultures. Cultures in which members believe they must interact with 
people in defensive ways that will not threaten their own security (includes Approval, 
Conventional, Dependent and Avoidance cultures).

Aggressive/Defensive cultures. Cultures in which members are expected to approach tasks 
in forceful ways to protect their status and security (includes Oppositional, Power, 
Competitive and Perfectionist cultures).

Source: Jones et al (2006: 18).
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changes in society (Fang, 2005–2006; Kotter and Heskett, 1992). However, many writers 
claim that organisations can deliberately choose to change their culture (Brown, 1998; 
Burke, 2011; Cummings and Worley, 2015; Dobson, 1988; Industrial Society, 1997). In 
order to examine this claim, three questions will be addressed:

1. Why should an organisation wish to change its culture?

2. Is culture, or significant elements of it, amenable to deliberate change?

3. Are there established approaches available for changing culture?

We will begin by examining the first of these questions.

1 Why should an organisation wish to change its culture?
Given the discussion of culture in the previous section, one might assume that organisations 
would be wary of attempting to change it, but the posited relationship between culture and 
business performance seems to outweigh this (Kotrba et al, 2012). This seems to be why, 
despite the fact that culture is locked into the beliefs, values and norms of each individual in 
the organisation, and despite the difficulty of changing these, the majority of organisations 
appear to have attempted or wished to change their culture over the last 30 years (Boddy, 
2002; Brown, 1998; Burnes, 1991; Cummings and Worley, 2015; Kavanagh and Ashkanasy, 
2006; Keuning, 1998; Rogers et al, 2006; Schein, 2010). This motivation for culture change 
stems from the argument put forward by the proponents of Culture-Excellence that success 
stems from culture and that a successful culture is one based on values and assumptions 
appropriate to the unpredictable and fast-moving environment in which they believe mod-
ern organisations operate. That this view is still prevalent is illustrated by successive surveys 
of international executives carried out by Bain & Co, which showed that the vast majority of 
respondents believed that culture was of prime importance for business success (Rigby, 
2015; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2009; Stafford and Miles, 2013).

In looking at culture change, we also need to take account of the argument that to oper-
ate effectively and efficiently, an organisation’s culture needs to be aligned with its structure 
(Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984; Handy, 1986). Therefore, in changing its culture, an organisa-
tion may also need to change its structure, or vice versa. Looking at Figure 7.2, we can see 
that organisations with mechanistic structures are said to operate effectively and efficiently 
if they have role cultures (Handy, 1986). If we refer to the work of Burns and Stalker (1961) 
discussed in Chapter 3, we can merge Figure 3.2 with Figure 7.2 to show how different 
structures relate to different environments and, by extension, how different cultures relate 
to different environments (see Figure 7.3). As can be seen, mechanistic structures and role 
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Figure 7.3 A structure–culture–environment continuum
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cultures are suitable for stable environments, and organic structures and task cultures are 
suitable for least predictable (highly dynamic) environments.

As the 2008 financial crisis demonstrated, an organisation’s environment can change rap-
idly. Situations will arise where an organisation’s culture and structure may be out of step 
with its environment, e.g. it may have a mechanistic structure and a role culture but find itself 
operating in a least predictable environment. In response to this, an organisation can change 
its mechanistic structure deliberately and relatively quickly to an organic one which would be 
more suitable to its new environment. However, it should not assume that its culture will 
adjust to the new circumstances in a natural (unplanned) manner: it is likely to find that this 
is a slow and unpredictable process. Consequently, a company that moves quickly to replace a 
mechanistic structure with a more organic structure, to cope with increasing uncertainty in its 
environment, might find that the change does not improve its effectiveness and efficiency 
because it still has a role culture which not only is incompatible with its changed environment 
but also clashes with its new organic structure (see Figure 7.4).

As Handy (1986: 188) comments, this mismatch between culture and other key organi-
sation variables is not uncommon or unimportant:

Experience suggests that a strong culture makes a strong organisation, but does it matter what 
sort of culture is involved? Yes, it does. Not all cultures suit all purposes or people. Cultures are 
founded and built over the years by the dominant groups in an organisation. What suits them 
and the organisation at one stage is not necessarily appropriate for ever – strong though that 
culture may be.

Flynn (1993) describes how, with the introduction of a more market-orientated philoso-
phy, characterised for example by compulsory competitive tendering, such situations arose 
across organisations in the public sector in the United Kingdom. Jack Welch faced the same 
situation at GE in the 1980s. He had delayered, downsized and got rid of underperforming 
units. In the process, he had reduced the workforce by 70,000 employees and earned the 
nickname ‘Neutron Jack’. Yet, as he stated to a group of GE employees, he came to recognise 
that ‘a company can boost productivity by restructuring, removing bureaucracy, and down-
sizing, but it cannot sustain high productivity without cultural change’ (quoted in Ghoshal 
and Bartlett, 2000: 201).

Many similar cases can be found elsewhere in the private sector (see Boddy, 2002; Brown, 
1995; Cummings and Worley, 2015; Dobson, 1988; Industrial Society, 1997; Salz Review, 

Role culture

Appropriate to
bureaucracies, and
organisations with
mechanistic, rigid

structures and
narrow jobs.

Characterised by a
network structure of
control, authority and

communication with job
and task flexibility, and
continual redefinition of

tasks.

Increasingly uncertain
environment

Organic structure

Figure 7.4 A structure–culture mismatch
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2013). In such situations, rather than facilitating the efficient operation of the organisation, 
its culture may obstruct it. This is why, if one looks at the content of leading business jour-
nals, such as The Harvard Business Review, over the last three decades, one will find a pleth-
ora of examples of organisations that have attempted to change their culture in order to 
pursue competitive advantage (e.g. Jemison and Sitkin, 1986; Kanter, 2008a; Katzenbach 
et al, 2012; Prokesch, 1997).

Therefore, the answer to the question Why should an organisation wish to change its cul-
ture? is because its existing culture is no longer fit for purpose and is having a detrimental 
effect on its competitive performance. This now leads on to the second question.

2 Is culture, or significant elements of it, amenable to deliberate change?
The literature on culture is extensive and confusing, with writers adopting widely differing 
viewpoints. Some argue that culture can be deliberately and successfully changed, others 
are openly hostile to this view and a third group seem to fall somewhere in between. 
Ogbonna and Harris (2002) label these three groups of writers the optimists, the pessimists 
and the realists.

The optimists claim that ‘values, beliefs and attitudes are learnt, can be managed and 
changed and are potentially manipulable by management’ (Barratt, 1990: 23). O’Reilly 
(1989) maintains that it is possible to change or manage a culture by choosing the attitudes 
and behaviours that are required, identifying the norms or expectations that promote or 
impede them and then taking action to create the desired effect. Therefore, there is a body 
of opinion that sees culture as something that can be managed and changed (Cummings 
and Worley, 2001; Deal and Kennedy, 1983; Industrial Society, 1997; Jones et al, 2006; 
Peters and Waterman, 1982; Raz, 2009).

The pessimists question the notion that management has the capacity to control or 
change culture (Filby and Willmott, 1988). They point out that this ignores the way in 
which an individual’s values and beliefs are conditioned by experience outside the work-
place – through exposure to the media and through social activities as well as through previ-
ous occupational activities. Hatch (1997: 235) warns against attempts to change 
organisational culture:

Do not think of trying to manage culture. Other people’s meanings and interpretations are 
highly unmanageable. Think instead of trying to culturally manage your organization, that is, 
manage your organization with cultural awareness of the multiplicity of meanings that will be 
made of you and your efforts.

A further concern expressed by a number of writers relates to the ethical issues raised by 
attempts to change culture (Fleming, 2012; Van Maanen and Kunda, 1989; Willmott, 
1993). This concern is succinctly articulated by Watson (1997: 278), who concludes:

Employers and managers engaging in these ways with issues of employees’ self-identities and 
the values through which they judge the rights and wrongs of their daily lives must be a mat-
ter of serious concern. To attempt to mould cultures – given that culture in its broad sense 
provides the roots of human morality, social identity and existential security – is indeed to 
enter ‘deep and dangerous waters’.

The realists seem to take a position somewhere in between those who see culture as 
something that is amenable to managerial choice and those who see it as immutable. These 
writers appear to agree that culture as a whole cannot be changed, but argue that certain 
key elements, such as norms of behaviour, can be influenced by management through 
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changes to recruitment, socialisation and reward processes (Chatman and Cha, 2003; 
Cummings and Worley, 2015; Schein, 2010). This viewpoint is summed up by Meek (1988: 
469–70), who argues:

Culture as a whole cannot be manipulated, turned on or off, although it needs to be recog-
nised that some [organisations] are in a better position than others to intentionally influence 
aspects of it.

As the labels they ascribe to the three groups might imply, Ogbonna and Harris (2002) 
tend to believe that the realists have the best of the argument; culture as a whole cannot be 
changed, but it is possible intentionally and successfully to change key aspects of culture. In 
essence, the realists’ argument appears to be that those wishing to change culture should 
concentrate on changing the behaviour of staff by manipulating the two upper layers of cul-
ture as depicted in Figure 7.1, i.e. artifacts and norms. Fang (2005–2006) notes that, 
according to Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance (see Chapter 1), if one can 
change behaviour, this can then lead to a change in values, the third layer in the culture 
‘onion’ depicted in Figure 7.1. Burnes and James (1995: 17) sound a cautionary note with 
regard to cognitive dissonance and behaviour change:

It has been argued that, where individuals are required to change their behaviour in such a 
fashion that it clashes with their attitudes and gives rise to dissonance, an attitude change will 
only occur if the people concerned believe, rightly or wrongly, that they have a choice as to 
whether to adopt the new behaviour or not. If, on the other hand, they feel that they are 
being compelled against their will to change their behaviour, this can lead to high levels of 
dissonance and perhaps open defiance.

This view is also supported by many of the writers on power and politics (see the follow-
ing section of this chapter) who see the use of remunerative and coercive power as counter-
productive, because those on the receiving end of such power tend to view it negatively and 
resent it (Rollinson, 2002).

Therefore, the answer to the question Is culture, or significant elements of it, amenable to delib-
erate change? is yes, but . . . There is considerable evidence that the surface elements of culture 
can be changed, i.e. artifacts, such as rules and procedures, and norms of behaviour, such as the 
degree of openness and cooperation employees are expected to show to colleagues, customers 
and suppliers. There is also some evidence that changes to behaviour can lead to changes in 
values (the third layer in the culture ‘onion’) but only if those concerned feel that they have 
choice and are adopting the new behaviours of their own free will. If this is not the case, attempts 
to change culture may result in resistance rather than cooperation. The actual practice of culture 
change can be understood more easily by examining the third question.

3 are there established approaches available for changing culture?
Over the last 30 years, many organisations have attempted to change their culture in order 
to improve or regain their competitiveness. In the 1980s, a survey of the United Kingdom’s 
1,000 largest public- and private-sector organisations revealed that more than 250 of them 
had been involved in culture change programmes (Dobson, 1988). The pace of culture 
change initiatives increased enormously in the 1990s. A survey covering more than 4,000 
UK organisations found that 90 per cent of them were either going through or had recently 
gone through a culture change programme (Industrial Society, 1997). This was not just a 
Western phenomenon. Raz (2009) reports that many South Korean companies also 
embarked on culture change programmes in the 1990s.
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Nor does there seem to be any slackening of the pace of culture change. In 2006, the 
management consultants Bain & Co. undertook a survey of 365 companies in Europe, Asia 
and North America which found that 76 per cent believed that their cultures could be 
changed and 65 per cent believed that they needed to change their cultures (Rogers et al, 
2006). A survey by Bain in 2013 of 1,204 executives of global companies found that  
69 per cent were under  pressure from younger staff to change their company’s culture 
(Rigby and Bilodeau, 2013).

While many organisations perceive the need for culture change, a major shock to the 
system is often required before they actually embark on such a change. It was only following 
the Enron crash, with the subsequent severe criticisms of its auditors, that the Big Four 
accounting companies in the United States began to change their cultures to become more 
risk-averse (Michaels, 2004). Similarly, it was only with the onset of the 2008 financial cri-
sis, brought about by reckless sub-prime loans (Hutton, 2008a), that the rest of the finan-
cial-services sector followed suit. Banks and other financial bodies make their money by 
lending money. In the boom times of the 1990s and 2000s, they overwhelmingly adopted a 
‘lend, lend, lend’ culture. However, the crisis triggered a stampede from a risk-inclined to a 
risk-averse culture, which still seems to persist (Aiyar, 2011; Balakrishnan and Collinson, 
2007; Elliott, 2007; Greenwood, 2016; Salz Review, 2013).

Nevertheless, a willingness or compelling reason to change is not enough. As the 2006 Bain & 
Co. survey showed, some 90 per cent of culture change initiatives fail, which draws attention to 
the importance of the process of culture change (Rogers et al, 2006). In suggesting how organi-
sations can change their cultures, some writers take a prescriptive view, e.g. Peters and 
Waterman (1982) with their eight steps to excellence (discussed in Chapter 4). Similarly, 
Dobson offers a four-step approach to culture change, which involves actions designed to 
shape the beliefs, values and attitudes of employees (see Ideas and perspectives 7.10). These 
simple, step-by-step guides to culture change were very popular in the 1980s and 1990s. For 
example, an article in Management Today took just four pages to show how organisations 
could quickly, and with apparent ease, identify and change their cultures (Egan, 1994).

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.10

dobson’s guide to changing culture
Step 1 Change recruitment, selection and redundancy policies to alter the composition of 
the workforce so that promotion and employment prospects are dependent on those con-
cerned possessing or displaying the beliefs and values the organisation wishes to promote.

Step 2 Reorganise the workforce to ensure that those employees and managers displaying 
the required traits occupy positions of influence.

Step 3 Effectively communicate the new values. This is done using a variety of methods such 
as one-to-one interviews, briefing groups, quality circles, house journals, etc. The example of 
senior managers exhibiting the new beliefs and values is seen as particularly important.

Step 4 Change systems, procedures and personnel policies, especially those concerned with 
rewards and appraisal.

Source: Adapted from Dobson (1988).
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A more considered approach is that offered by Cummings and Worley (2001). Drawing 
on the work of a wide range of researchers, they constructed an approach to culture change 
comprising six ‘practical’ steps (see Ideas and perspectives 7.11). Although wider in scope 
than Dobson’s approach, the actual mechanics are quite similar.

In looking at what companies actually do, the Industrial Society (1997) survey men-
tioned above found that they tended to use similar methods to those advocated by Dobson 
and by Cummings and Worley, i.e. strategic planning, training, organisation redesign to 
promote teamwork, and changes to appraisal systems. At one level, this is comforting 
because it shows a strong academic–practitioner link in the culture field. At another level, it 
is quite worrying because, on the evidence of the 90 per cent failure rate of culture change 
initiatives, both groups seem to have got it badly wrong (Rogers et al, 2006). The problem 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.11

Cummings and Worley’s six steps to culture change
1. Formulate a clear strategic vision. Effective cultural change should start from a clear 

vision of the firm’s new strategy and of the shared values and behaviour needed to 
make it work. This vision provides the purpose and direction for cultural change.

2. Display top-management commitment. Cultural change must be managed from the top 
of the organisation. Senior managers and administrators need to be strongly committed 
to the new values and the need to create constant pressure for change.

3. Model culture change at the highest level. Senior executives must communicate the 
new culture through their own actions. Their behaviours need to symbolise the kind of 
values and behaviours being sought.

4. Modify the organisation to support organisational changes. Cultural change must be 
accompanied by supporting modifications in organisational structure, human resource 
systems, information and control systems, and management style. These organisational 
features can help to orientate people’s behaviours to the new culture.

5. Select and socialise newcomers and terminate deviants. One of the most effective 
methods for changing culture is to change organisational membership. People can be 
selected in terms of their fit with the new culture, and provided with an induction clearly 
indicating desired attitudes and behaviour. Existing staff who cannot adapt to the new 
ways may have their employment terminated, for example, through early retirement 
schemes. This is especially important in key leadership positions, where people’s actions 
can significantly promote or hinder new values and behaviours.

6. Develop ethical and legal sensitivity. Most cultural change programmes attempt to 
promote values that emphasise employee integrity, control, equitable treatment and job 
security. However, if one of the key steps in pursuing culture change is to replace exist-
ing staff with new recruits, not only can this send out the wrong message to newcomers 
and the remaining staff but, depending how staff are selected for replacement, it could 
also contravene employment laws. Therefore, organisations need to be especially aware 
of these potential ethical and legal pitfalls.

Source: Adapted from Cummings and Worley (2001: 509–11).
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appears to be that, as many researchers have observed, generic approaches to culture 
change ignore the complexity of organisational life and instead offer simplistic recommen-
dations which are far too general to be of use to individual organisations with their specific 
circumstances and needs (Brown, 1995; Buchanan et al, 1999; Gajendran et al, 2012; 
Gordon, 1985; Harris and Ogbonna, 2002; Hassard and Sharifi, 1989; Hatch and Cunliffe, 
2006; Nord, 1985; Seel, 2000; Uttal, 1983).

Regardless of whether the approaches to culture change are more or less prescriptive, 
regardless of whether they are simplistic or sophisticated, they all appear to be attempting 
to manipulate or change the two upper elements of culture shown in Figure 7.1 – artifacts 
and norms of behaviour – rather than attempting to change basic assumptions or even val-
ues. This can be seen clearly from Ideas and perspectives 7.10 and 7.11.

If we examine the concrete actions that these approaches propose, they are designed to 
promote new, more desired forms or norms of behaviour by:

●	 changing organisational structures, systems and policies, i.e. artifacts; and

●	 altering the composition of the workforce by recruiting or promoting staff who exhibit 
the desired behaviours or getting rid of staff who do not.

There are two final and very important issues that need to be recognised when looking at 
approaches to culture change. The first is that it is a brutal process. There is a tendency to 
think that because culture is seen as encompassing the ‘soft’ side of the organisation, cul-
ture change is in some way about winning hearts and minds through the persuasive power 
of transformational leadership: people are not forced to change – they want to change 
(Burns, 1978). Ideas and perspectives 7.10 and 7.11 show that the reality is very different. 
The key actions involve restructuring the organisation and its workforce. As Dobson states, 
the first step is to:

Change recruitment, selection and redundancy policies to alter the composition of the work-
force so that promotion and employment prospects are dependent on those concerned 
 possessing or displaying the beliefs and values the organisation wishes to promote.

Cummings and Worley are even more explicit when they speak of the need to terminate 
deviants. Culture change is mainly focused on getting rid of those who oppose or cannot fit 
in with the new culture, putting supporters in key positions and ensuring that reward sys-
tems reward those who support the new culture. Careers are destroyed, people are either 
sacked or sidelined, and power and rewards are redistributed to supporters of the new 
order. This is not participative change but directive and coercive change: there is nothing 
soft or cuddly about it. Take, for example, this starkly illustrative statement by Stuart Rose, 
describing his attempt to transform Marks & Spencer’s culture:

[Each of t]he stores were run differently, as if by their own management teams, and the dif-
ferent divisions were five or six robber barons, all competing under the umbrella of one 
retailer. Anyone coming in from the outside was strangled at birth. But I had already worked 
at M&S and I knew which levers to pull. I got the company by the balls and squeezed very 
hard until one or two people took notice. I butchered the Board.

(In conversation with Grant, 2006: 24)

The second issue relates to the extent that changes to artifacts and norms will lead to 
changes in values and thus to an overall change in an organisation’s culture. As mentioned 
above when discussing question 2, according to the theory of cognitive dissonance, behaviour 
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change can lead to a change in values, but only if free will is involved, i.e. only if those affected 
feel that they have a choice.

In examining the various approaches to culture change, what is striking is the directive 
and coercive nature of the process. It may well be that newcomers to the organisation feel 
they have a choice in whether to join the organisation and sign up to the new behaviours. It 
may also be that those who see themselves as benefiting from the culture change may feel 
that they have chosen to adopt the new ways. Yet, the majority of an organisation’s mem-
bers are likely to feel that they had no choice, which in turn may lead to a degree of resent-
ment and even resistance (see Chapter 1 for a more in-depth discussion of the relationship 
between choice and resistance). This may be why a large proportion of culture change 
efforts are seen to fail (Brown, 1995; Jones et al, 2006; Rogers et al, 2006).

So the answer to the question Are there established approaches available for changing cul-
ture? is again yes, but . . ., the ‘but’ being that these approaches tend to focus on changing 
behaviour and not culture per se. These approaches may lead to changes in values, but only 
if those involved feel they have a choice. However, the approaches to culture change tend 
also to be directive and coercive and therefore do not promote choice for many of those 
involved. The difficulty of accomplishing culture change has led many writers to express 
reservations about attempting to change culture.

Changing organisational culture: some reservations

Although a large number of writers believe that culture can be changed, others take a 
more cautious view of the results of such attempts. A major study of cultural transforma-
tion in 530 organisations by Gilmore et al (1997) found that organisations experienced 
both positive and negative outcomes, with senior managers reporting that quality and 
productivity improved and employees reporting that morale decreased and workload 
increased. Even more worrying for proponents of culture change were the results of the 
2006 survey by Bain & Co., which found that fewer than 10 per cent of organisations were 
successful in changing their cultures (Rogers et al, 2006). A later survey by Bain & Co. 
(Stafford and Miles, 2013), found that  failure to integrate cultures effectively was the 
number one reason why mergers failed.

Such findings underlie Brown’s (1998) warning that organisations must be sure that the 
problems they wish to address through cultural change are actually caused by the existing 
culture. He maintains that there is a tendency to assume that culture is the root cause of 
organisational problems, when in fact they might arise from inappropriate organisational 
structure. By pursuing culture change instead of the real cause of their problems, organisa-
tions doom themselves to failure. Brown also points out that senior managers may use the 
issue of culture to redirect blame for poor performance away from themselves and onto the 
rest of the organisation. In addition, he warns against taking an overly simplistic view of 
culture by believing that organisations have a single unitary culture, or by assuming that all 
employees can be made to share a single purpose or vision. This was also a point made by 
Hatch (1997) on behalf of the postmodernists.

One of the most influential writers on the subject of culture, Schein (1985), takes a simi-
larly cautious view. He warns that before any attempt is made to change an organisation’s 
culture, it is necessary to understand the nature of its existing culture and how this is sus-
tained. According to Schein, this can be achieved by analysing the values that govern behav-
iour and uncovering the underlying and often unconscious assumptions that determine 
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how those in the organisation think, feel and react. Difficult though he acknowledges this to 
be, he argues that it can be achieved by:

●	 analysing the process of recruitment and induction for new employees;

●	 analysing responses to critical incidents in the organisation’s history, as these are often 
translated into unwritten, but nevertheless strong, rules of behaviour;

●	 analysing the beliefs, values and assumptions of those who are seen as the guardians and 
promoters of the organisation’s culture; and

●	 discussing the findings from the above with staff in the organisation, and paying special 
attention to anomalies or puzzling features which have been observed.

Schein’s approach, therefore, is to treat the development of culture as an adaptive and 
 tangible learning process. His approach emphasises the way in which an organisation communi-
cates its culture to new recruits. It illustrates how assumptions are translated into values and 
how values influence behaviour. Schein seeks to understand the mechanisms used to propagate 
culture and how new values and behaviours are learned. Once these mechanisms are revealed, 
he argues, they can then form the basis of a strategy to change the organisation’s culture.

Hassard and Sharifi (1989) propose a similar approach to that advocated by Schein. In 
particular, they stress two crucial aspects of culture change:

Before a major [cultural] change campaign is commenced, senior managers must understand 
the implications of the new system for their own behaviour: and senior management must be 
involved in all the main stages preceding change. In change programmes, special attention 
must be given to the company’s ‘opinion leaders’. (Hassard and Sharifi, 1989: 11)

Schwartz and Davis (1981), meanwhile, adopt a different stance with regard to culture. 
They suggest that, when an organisation is considering any form of change, it should compare 
the strategic significance (the importance to the organisation’s future) of the change with the 
cultural resistance that attempts to make the particular change will encounter. They term this 
the ‘cultural risk’ approach. They offer a step-by-step method for identifying the degree of 
cultural risk involved in any particular change project. From this, they argue, it is then possible 
for an organisation to decide with a degree of certainty whether to ignore the culture, manage 
around it, attempt to change the culture to fit the strategy, or change the strategy to fit the 
culture. Although Schwartz and Davis’s method relies heavily on managerial judgement, they 
maintain that it constitutes a methodical approach to identifying, at an early stage, the poten-
tial impact of strategic change on an organisation’s culture and vice versa.

It should, of course, be pointed out that even though Schein’s approach and Schwartz 
and Davis’s approach are different, this does not mean they are in conflict or are not compat-
ible. Indeed, both could be considered as different aspects of the same task: deciding 
whether culture needs to be changed and, if it does, in what way.

No one should dispute the difficulty of changing an organisation’s culture. The work of 
Schein (1985), Schwartz and Davis (1981), Cummings and Worley (2001) and Dobson 
(1988) provides organisations with the guidelines and methods for evaluating the need for 
and undertaking cultural change. Schein’s work shows how an organisation’s existing cul-
ture, and the way it is reinforced, can be revealed. Schwartz and Davis’s work shows how 
the need for cultural change can be evaluated and the necessary changes identified. Finally, 
the work of Cummings and Worley (2001) and Dobson (1988) shows how cultural change 
can be implemented.



 The cultural perspective

 245

Taking a different tack, Schein (1984, 1985) also claims that there is a negative side to 
creating (or attempting to create) a strong and cohesive organisational culture. He argues 
that shared values, particularly where they have been seen to be consistently successful in 
the past, make organisations resistant to certain types of change or strategic options, 
regardless of their merit.

In addition, Schein is critical of the idea that culture change can be achieved by a top-
down, management-led approach (Luthans, 1989). Instead, he appears to advocate a con-
tingency or context-specific view of culture (Schein, 1989). From the point of view of an 
organisation’s life cycle, he suggests that an organisation may need a strong culture in its 
formative years to hold it together while it grows. However, it may reach a stage where it is 
increasingly differentiated geographically, by function and by division. At this stage, man-
aging culture becomes more a question of knitting together the warring factions and sub-
cultures. In such a case, a strong culture may outlive its usefulness.

It must also be noted that, as is the case in society at large, although there may be a strong or 
dominant culture in an organisation, there will also be sub-cultures, as Ideas and perspectives 7.8 
indicates (Hofstede, 1998; Jermier et al, 1991; Salaman, 1979). These may be peculiar to the 
organisation or may cut across organisations. Examples of the latter are occupational groups such 
as accountants and lawyers, who have their own professional cultures which extend beyond the 
organisations who employ them (Trice, 1993). Davis (1985) examined the culture of white- and 
blue-collar lower-level employees. He found that not only do these groups have their own distinc-
tive cultures but these can often be in conflict with the dominant (managerial) culture of their 
organisation. Therefore, sub-cultures exist in a complex and potentially conflicting relationship 
with the dominant culture. If that dominant culture is seen by some groups to have lost its 
appropriateness (and thus legitimacy), then potential conflicts can become actual conflicts. 
The reverse can also be the case: cultural values and methods of operation which one group 
adopts may be seen as being out of step with ‘the way we’ve always done things’. This in turn 
can lead to an undermining of the authority of managers and specialists – endangering the 
efficient operation of the organisation (Morieux and Sutherland, 1988).

Uttal (1983) is another who expresses caution with regard to the difficulties and advisa-
bility of culture change. In particular, he observes that even where it is successful, the pro-
cess can take anywhere from 6 to 15 years. Meyer and Zucker (1989) went further, arguing 
that while managing cultural change may result in short-term economic benefits, in the 
longer term it may result in stagnation and demise. Another difficulty in achieving culture 
change, according to Brown (1995: 153), is that:

Most employees in an organisation have a high emotional stake in the current culture. People 
who have been steeped in the traditions and values of the organisation and whose philosophy 
of life may well be caught up in the organisation’s cultural assumptions will experience consid-
erable uncertainty, anxiety and pain in the process of change . . . Even if there are personal 
gains to be made from altering the habits of a lifetime these are likely to be seen as potential 
or theoretical only, as against the certainty of the losses.

Therefore, any attempt to change an organisation’s culture is inevitably going to meet 
with some resistance. Sometimes this will be open and organised; often it will be covert and 
instinctive, with people trying to hold on to old ways and protect the old order. Unlike many 
other forms of change, the main resistance may well come from middle and, especially, sen-
ior managers who see their status, power and personal beliefs challenged. This is a point 
made by Cummings and Worley (2001), who observe that culture change programmes 
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often result in or require the removal of managers from key leadership positions which, as 
mentioned earlier, Rose did at Marks & Spencer (Grant, 2006).

A further reservation expressed by a number of writers relates to the ethical issues raised 
by attempts to change culture. Van Maanen and Kunda (1989) argued that behind the inter-
est in culture is an attempt by managers to control what employees feel as well as what they 
say or do. Their argument is that culture is a mechanism for disciplining emotion. Seen in 
this light, attempts to change culture can be conceived of as Taylorism of the mind. Frederick 
Taylor sought to control behaviour by laying down and enforcing strict rules about how 
work should be carried out. Van Maanen and Kunda in effect argue that culture change pro-
grammes attempt to achieve the same end through a form of mind control. Willmott (1995) 
expresses similar concerns. He believes that the overriding aim of culture change is to win 
the ‘hearts and minds’ of employees by achieving control over the ‘employee’s soul’. As 
quoted earlier, Watson (1997: 278) considers this ‘a matter of serious concern’.

Changing organisational culture: conflicts and choices

Like so much else to do with organisations, there is no agreement among those who study 
culture as to its nature, purpose or malleability. Certainly, few writers doubt its importance, 
but beyond that there is much disagreement. The result, to quote Brown (1995: 5), is that 
we are presented with ‘an embarrassment of definitional riches’. The Culture-Excellence 
proponents argue that only one form of culture matters in today’s environment – strong and 
flexible – and that organisations should adopt it quickly or face the consequences. The pro-
ponents of the Japanese approach to management and the organisational learning camp 
also stress the centrality of culture, although the types of culture they advocate are not the 
same as the one recommended by proponents of Culture-Excellence.

Schein (1984, 1985, 1989, 2010) agrees that culture is important and that in certain 
cases, a strong culture is desirable. However, in other situations, shared values and strong 
cultures may have a negative effect by stifling diversity and preventing alternative strategies 
from arising. He also doubts that managers acting in isolation from the rest of an organisa-
tion have the ability by themselves to change the existing culture or impose a new one. 
Hofstede (1998) also draws attention to the presence and role of sub-cultures and their 
potential for creating conflict. Meek (1988) takes the view that culture as a whole is not 
amenable to conscious managerial change, but that elements of culture might be open to 
deliberate change. The postmodernists take a firmer line against deliberate culture change. 
Though they consider organisational culture to be important, they are sceptical of attempts 
to manipulate and change culture, believing that the outcomes of such attempts are unpre-
dictable and can alienate rather than motivate employees – remember Hatch’s (1997: 235) 
warning not even to ‘think of trying to manage culture’.

As cited earlier, Ogbonna and Harris (2002) believe that the writers on culture can be 
divided into three groups: the optimists, the pessimists and the realists. They argue that the 
realists probably have the better of the argument, i.e. that culture as a whole cannot be 
changed but that certain elements, such as artifacts and norms, can be changed. However, 
the lack of consensus among writers has to be acknowledged. Bearing this in mind, there 
are three main conclusions we can draw from the above review of the culture literature:

●	 First, in the absence of unambiguous guidelines on organisational culture, managers 
must make their own choices based on their own circumstances and perceived options as 
to whether or not to attempt to change all or part of their organisation’s culture.
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●	 Second, directive and coercive approaches to culture change may be successful in chang-
ing the behaviour and values of some existing members of an organisation, and they may 
allow the recruitment of staff more amenable to the new ways of working. However, such 
approaches may also alienate a considerable number of staff who feel they are being 
forced to change. In these cases, covert and overt resistance to change may arise with the 
organisation dividing into warring camps rather than a unified body.

●	 Lastly, in the absence of strong or appropriate cultures that bind their members together 
in a common purpose and legitimate and guide decision-making, managers may find it 
difficult either to agree among themselves or to gain agreement from others in the organ-
isation. As Robbins (1987) argues, in such a situation, there is a tendency for conflict and 
power battles to take place.

Therefore, in understanding how organisations operate and the strengths and weak-
nesses of the theories we have been discussing in the previous chapters, it is necessary to 
examine the power–politics perspective on organisations.

the power–politics perspective

Political behaviour in organisations

The cultural perspective on organisational life reinforces the argument developed in previous 
chapters that organisations are not rational entities where everyone subscribes to, and helps 
to achieve, the organisation’s overarching goals. The power–politics perspective puts forward 
a similar view, arguing that: organisations often act irrationally, that their goals and objec-
tives emerge through a process of negotiation and influence, that they are composed of com-
peting and shifting coalitions of groups and individuals, and that critical decisions have less to 
do with the best interests of the organisation and more to do with the best interests of those 
making the decisions (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012; Brown, 1995; Buchanan and Badham, 
1999; Chang et al, 2009; Mintzberg et al, 1998a; Robbins, 1986, 1987). This perspective 
began to emerge strongly in the late 1970s and early 1980s and is especially associated with 
research by Pettigrew (1973, 1980) and Pfeffer (1978, 1981). Before then, as Gandz and 
Murray (1980) discovered when they reviewed the literature on organisational politics, there 
was very little general interest in the topic, and very few publications on it.

Of the early work in the field, Lindblom’s (1959) work on the ‘science of muddling through’ 
and Cyert and March’s (1963) book, A Behavioral Theory of the Firm, can be said to have laid 
the basis for the later explosion of interest in power and politics in organisations. Writing from 
the viewpoint of public-sector organisations, Lindblom argued that political constraints on 
policy make a rationalist approach to decision-making impossible. Cyert and March exten-
sively developed Lindblom’s work, showing that private-sector firms were no less political 
entities than public-sector organisations. The intention behind their work was to provide a 
better understanding of decision-making by supplementing existing theories, which tended to 
focus on market factors, with an examination of the internal operation of the firm. Cyert and 
March characterised firms as competing and shifting coalitions of multiple and conflicting 
interests, whose demands and objectives are constantly, but imperfectly, reconciled and 
where rationality is bounded by uncertainty over what goals to pursue and how to pursue 
them. They agreed with Simon (1947) that, under such circumstances, managers ‘satisfice’: 
rather than searching for the best solution, they select one that is satisfactory and sufficient.
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Cyert and March’s work on the political dimension of decision-making and the nature of 
organisational life now forms part of the received wisdom on organisational behaviour 
(Mallory, 1997). This is not to refute or marginalise the role of organisational culture. As 
Handy (1993) observes, the extent to which agreement exists about the tasks an organisa-
tion undertakes, how it undertakes them, and the extent to which members of the organisa-
tion are committed to achieving them will be affected by the strength and the perceived 
legitimacy or suitability of the organisation’s culture. Willcocks (1994: 31) takes the view 
that diverse interests are part of organisational culture. They include, he argues, ‘for exam-
ple, the goals, values and expectations of the organizational participants and have been 
described as cognitive maps or personal agendas’. The importance of the power–politics 
perspective is that it shows that, even where a strong culture may be present, the cohesive-
ness, willingness and stability of an organisation’s members is unlikely to be uniform either 
across an organisation or over time. Rather, the extent of cooperation and commitment they 
exhibit will vary with the degree to which they perceive the goals they are pursuing as 
broadly consistent with their own interests (Mullins, 1993; Rollinson, 2002). Therefore, as 
Pfeffer (1978: 11–12) comments:

It is difficult to think of situations in which goals are so congruent, or the facts so clear-cut that 
judgment and compromise are not involved. What is rational from one point of view is irra-
tional from another. Organizations are political systems, coalitions of interests, and rationality 
is defined only with respect to unitary and consistent ordering of preferences.

It might be comforting to believe that individuals and groups within organisations are 
supportive of each other, that they work in a harmonious and cooperative fashion. Such a 
non-political perspective portrays employees as always behaving in a manner consistent 
with the interests of the organisation. In contrast, as Robbins (1986: 283) remarks:

A political view can explain much of, what may seem to be, irrational behaviour in organizations. 
It can help to explain, for instance, why employees withhold information, restrict output, attempt 
to ‘build empires’.

Handy (1986) also observes the tendency for individuals and groups to pursue courses of 
action that promote their interests, regardless of the organisation’s formal goals and objec-
tives. He notes that where individuals perceive that the actual or proposed goals of the 
organisation or the tasks they are asked to perform are out of step with their own interests, 
they will seek where possible to bring the two into line. In some cases, individuals and 
groups may be persuaded to change their perceptions; in others, they may seek to change or 
influence the goals or tasks. It is this phenomenon of individuals and groups, throughout an 
organisation, pursuing differing interests and battling with each other to shape decisions in 
their favour, that has led many commentators to characterise organisations as political sys-
tems (Buchanan and Badham, 1999; Dawson, 2003; Mintzberg et al, 1998a; Morgan, 1986; 
Pettigrew, 1985, 1987; Pfeffer, 1981, 1992). Bradshaw-Camball and Murray (1991: 380), 
in describing the conditions necessary for political behaviour to occur, demonstrate why so 
many commentators see it as an intrinsic part of organisational life:

Virtually all [writers] agree that for politics to occur, certain conditions must exist. There must 
be two or more parties (individuals, groups or large entities), some form of interdependence 
between the parties, and a perception on the part of at least one of the parties that divergent 
interests exist between them such that there is, or may potentially arise, conflict between the 
parties. Once these conditions exist, the subsequent actions of the parties involved will be 
deemed ‘political’.
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This echoes Zaleznik’s (1970) view that where there are scarce resources (which is the 
case in most organisations), the psychology of scarcity and comparison take over. In such 
situations, possession of resources becomes the focus for comparisons, the basis for self-
esteem and, ultimately, the source of power. Such situations will see the emergence not 
only of dominant coalitions but also, Zaleznik argues, of unconscious collusion based on 
defensive reaction. Therefore, while some individuals will perceive their actions as ‘poli-
tical’ or self-interested, others may act in the same manner but believe they are pursuing the 
best interests of the organisation.

Drory and Romm (1988) argue that those in managerial positions are less likely than 
those in non-managerial positions to define (or recognise) their actions as political. This 
may be explained by the findings from a survey of 428 managers carried out by Gandz and 
Murray (1980). They found that managers are more involved in political behaviour and 
therefore tend to see it as a typical part of organisational life. If this is the case, it could be 
argued that the more individuals and groups are involved in political behaviour, the more it 
becomes the norm, and they become blind to its political nature and see it merely as stand-
ard practice. Those less involved in such behaviour, on the other hand, recognise its political 
nature because it stands out from their normal practices. It is also the case that those lower 
down the organisation, while affected by resource allocation decisions, are less likely, on a 
regular basis, to be in a position to influence such decisions. For managers, however, argu-
ing for additional resources or allocating existing resources is the currency of everyday life. 
This is reflected in Gandz and Murray’s survey, where 89 per cent of respondents thought 
that successful executives had to be good politicians. Despite this, over 50 per cent of 
respondents also thought that organisations would be happier places if they were free of 
politics, and a similar number thought that political behaviour was detrimental to efficiency. 
As Kanter (1979) and Pfeffer (1992) note, this ambivalent attitude, i.e. believing that politi-
cal behaviour is necessary but deploring its use, is rife in organisations.

As mentioned in Chapter 6, postmodernists take a very different view of power and poli-
tics to that of most other writers on organisations. They are not greatly concerned with the 
way individuals and groups acquire and hold on to power as such. Instead, they focus on the 
relationship between power and knowledge, and on the way that power is used to promote 
particular views of reality and to legitimate particular forms of knowledge in organisations.

Power and politics: towards a definition

It is relatively easy to provide simple definitions of power and politics:

Power – the possession of position and/or resources.

Politics – the deployment of influence and leverage.

However, it is more difficult to distinguish between the two, as Drory and Romm (1988) 
explain. They argue that the two concepts are often used interchangeably and that the dif-
ference between the two has never been fully settled. Indeed, a brief examination of each 
shows the difficulty, and perhaps danger, in separating them. First, however, it is also neces-
sary to understand the difference between power and authority.

Robbins (1987: 186) drew an important distinction between them:

Authority: ‘The right to act, or command others to act, toward the attainment of organiza-
tional goals. Its unique characteristic, we said, was that this right had legitimacy based on the 
authority figure’s position in the organization. Authority goes with the job.’
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Power: ‘When we use the term power we mean an individual’s capacity to influence  decisions. 
. . . the ability to influence based on an individual’s legitimate position can affect decisions, but 
one does not require authority to have such influence.’

In support of his view, Robbins quotes the example of high-ranking executives’ secretar-
ies, who may have a great deal of power, by virtue of their ability to influence the flow of 
information and people to their bosses, but have very little actual authority. Pfeffer (1992) 
extends this view by pointing out that power can stem from three sources:

●	 formal authority to act;

●	 control over information; and

●	 control over resources.

He believes this latter source of power is particularly important. According to Pfeffer 
(1992: 83), we must recognise the truth of the ‘New Golden Rule: the person with the gold 
makes the rules’.

Moving from power to politics, Robbins (1987: 194) defines organisational politics as:

[the] efforts of organizational members to mobilize support for or against policies, rules, goals, 
or other decisions in which the outcome will have some effect on them. Politics, therefore, is 
essentially the exercise of power.

Robbins’s argument, then, is that:

●	 power is the capacity to influence decisions; and

●	 politics is the actual process of exerting this influence.

This view, that politics is merely the enactment of power, is held by many writers. Gibson 
et al (1988: 44), for example, states that organisational politics comprises:

those activities used at all levels to acquire, develop or use power and other resources to 
obtain individual choices when there is uncertainty or disagreement about choices.

This view is also central to Pfeffer’s (1981: 7) widely accepted definition, that organi-
sational politics:

involves those activities taken within organizations to acquire, develop and use power and 
other resources to obtain one’s preferred outcome in a situation where there is uncertainty or 
descensus about choices.

In his major work Power in Organizations, Pfeffer (1981) takes the view that decisions in 
organisations are the result of political games among players with different perceptions and 
interests. This theme was developed by Mintzberg (1983) in his comprehensive review of 
power and politics in organisations. He lists 13 political games that are common in organi-
sations, the key ones being:

●	 games to resist authority;

●	 games to counter resistance;

●	 games to build power bases;

●	 games to defeat rivals; and

●	 games to change the organisation.

Like all games, political ones have particular tactics associated with them. Ideas and 
 perspectives 7.12 lists the seven most common ploys used by managers when seeking to 
influence superiors, equals and subordinates.
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Robbins (1986) observes that the most popular tactic or ploy is the selective use of 
 reason, regardless of whether the influence was directed upwards or downwards. Although 
cloaked in reason, arguments and data are deployed in such a way that the outcome 
favoured by those using the tactic is presented in a more favourable light than the alterna-
tives. So although reason may be deployed, it is not done in an unbiased way; it is used as a 
screen to disguise the real objective of the exercise. In deciding which tactic to use, Kipnis  
et al (1984) identify four contingency variables that affect the manager’s choice:

●	 the manager’s relative power;

●	 the manager’s objectives in seeking to influence others;

●	 the manager’s expectations of the target person’s/group’s willingness to comply; and

●	 the organisation’s culture.

Having gained a clearer picture of power and politics, we can now move on to examine 
one of the central issues that arises from this: the distinction between the legitimate and 
illegitimate use of power and politics.

Power, politics and legitimacy

Thompkins (1990) firmly believes that the use of politics is a direct contravention of or chal-
lenge to the legitimate rules of an organisation, but many see organisational politics as 
existing in a grey area between prescribed and illegal behaviour (Drory and Romm, 1988; 
Lees, 2016; Pfeffer, 1992). Porter et al (1983) differentiate between three types of organisa-
tional behaviours: prescribed, discretionary and illegal. They believe that political behav-
iour falls within the discretionary rather than the illegal category. The most common view is 
that the use of politics in organisations can best be described as non-sanctioned or informal 
or discretionary behaviour, rather than behaviour that is clearly prohibited or illegal (Farrell 
and Petersen, 1983; Mayes and Allen, 1977). This definition of politics helps to distinguish 
between the formal and legitimate use of officially sanctioned power by authorised person-
nel, and power that is exercised either in an illegitimate manner by authorised personnel or 
used by non-authorised personnel for their own ends.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.12

Political ploys
●	 Reason – facts and information are used selectively to mount seemingly logical or 

rational arguments.

●	 Friendliness – the use of flattery, creation of goodwill, etc. prior to making a request.

●	 Coalition – joining forces with others so as to increase one’s own influence.

●	 Bargaining – exchanging benefits and favours in order to achieve a particular outcome.

●	 Assertiveness – being forceful in making requests and demanding compliance.

●	 Higher authority – gaining the support of superiors for a particular course of action.

●	 Sanctions – using the promise of rewards or the threat of punishment to force compliance.

Source: From Kipnis et al (1980, 1984), Schilit and Locke (1982).



Chapter 7 Culture, power, politics and choice

252

Most organisations and many writers see organisational politics as dysfunctional 
behaviour, which undermines formal organisational goals and interests and damages 
employees’ psychological health (Batten and Swab, 1965; Bedi, 2013; Drory and Romm, 
1988; Greener et al, 2014; Pettigrew, 1973; Porter, 1976). Thompkins (1990) argues that 
political manoeuvring in organisations results from a failure by senior managers to set 
and implement coherent and consistent goals and policies in the first place. This results in 
uncertainties, which in turn lead to conflict between groups and individuals. In such a 
situation, Thompkins (1990: 24) argues:

Management is then left without top level guidance to run company operations. They will, 
then, by their own nature of survival, over a period of time, make decisions that will perpetu-
ate their own safety and security. This is the beginning of political power, where legitimate 
discipline begins to decline and illegitimate discipline begins to strangle the organisation. In 
short, the tail begins to wag the dog. ‘Politics’ in this form is created by the neglect of top 
executive management.

Pfeffer (1981) takes a different view of organisational politics. Rather than political 
behaviour arising from a lack of clear-cut goals and policies, he suggests that the construc-
tion of organisational goals is itself a political process. This does not always mean that polit-
ical behaviour is detrimental to organisational effectiveness. Mintzberg (1983) maintains 
that, when used in moderation, political games can have a healthy effect by keeping the 
organisation on its toes. Mayes and Allen (1977) take a similar view. Pascale (1993) goes 
further, putting forward the view that conflict and contention are necessary to save an 
organisation from complacency and decline. The argument that the use of politics and 
power are central to the effective running of organisations is most strongly put by Pfeffer 
(1992: 337–8) in his book Managing with Power, where he argues:

Computers don’t get built, cities don’t get rebuilt, and diseases don’t get fought unless advocates 
for change learn how to develop and use power effectively. . . . In corporations, public agencies, 
universities, and government, the problem is how to get things done, how to move forward, how 
to solve the many problems facing organizations of all sizes and all types. Developing and exercis-
ing power requires both will and skill. It is the will which often seems to be missing.

For Pfeffer, will and skill are exercised through the pursuit of a focused and consistent 
personal agenda which is implemented through a seven-step programme (see Ideas and 
perspectives 7.13). Certainly, there does seem to be a strong body of opinion that political 
skills are an essential part of the successful manager’s toolkit (Bacharach, 2005; Drory and 
Vigoda-Gadot, 2010). However, Mintzberg (1983) sounds a note of warning. He argues 
that if too many people pursue their own personal agenda, or if the use of power and politics 
becomes too aggressive and pervasive, it can turn the whole organisation into a political 
cauldron and divert it from its main task.

To an extent, the degree to which the balance between positive and negative benefits is 
tipped one way or the other in an organisation is dependent on the type of power deployed and 
how it is used. Etzioni (1975) identifies three distinct types of power used in organisations:

●	 Coercive power – the threat of negative consequences (including physical sanctions or 
force) should compliance not be forthcoming.

●	 Remunerative power – the promise of material rewards as inducements to cooperate.

●	 Normative power – the allocation and manipulation of symbolic rewards, such as status 
symbols, as inducements to obey.
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Robbins (1986) develops this further by identifying not only types of power but also the 
sources of power. To Etzioni’s three types of power, he adds a fourth:

●	 Knowledge power – the control of information.

We can say that when an individual in a group or organization controls unique information, 
and when that information is needed to make a decision, the individual has knowledge- 
based power. (Robbins, 1986: 273)

Robbins suggests that these four types of power stem from four separate sources:

●	 a person’s position in the organisation;

●	 personal characteristics;

●	 expertise; and

●	 the opportunity to influence or control the flow of information.

All four types of power can be and are deployed in organisations. The degree to which 
they will be effective is likely to depend upon the source from which they spring. Coercive 
power is usually the prerogative of those in senior positions, while even quite junior mem-
bers of an organisation may, in particular circumstances, control or possess information 
that enables them to exert knowledge power. The interesting point to note is that the use of 
knowledge power – the selective and biased use of information (often deployed under the 
guise of reason) – is shown to be effective in gaining willing compliance and cooperation 
from those at whom it is directed. According to Huczynski and Buchanan (2001), however, 
the favourite influencing strategies are:

●	 for influencing up (managers) – the use of reason;

●	 for influencing across (co-workers) – the use of friendliness; and

●	 for influencing down (subordinates) – the use of reason.

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.13

the use of power and politics
1. Decide what your goals are, what you are trying to accomplish.

2. Diagnose patterns of dependence and interdependence; what individuals are influential 
and important in your achieving your goal?

3. What are their points of view likely to be? How will they feel about what you are trying 
to do?

4. What are their power bases? Which of them is more influential in the decision?

5. What are your bases of power and influence? What bases of influence can you develop 
to gain more control over the situation?

6. Which of the various strategies and tactics for exercising power seem most appropriate 
and are likely to be effective, given the situation you confront?

7. Based on the above, choose a course of action to get something done.

Source: From Pfeffer (1992: 29).
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This appears to fit in well with the view of many observers that the use of remunerative 
and coercive power, i.e. the opposite of reason and friendliness, is often counterproductive 
because those on the receiving end of such power tend to view it negatively and resent it 
(Bachman et al, 1968; Ivancevich, 1970; Robbins, 1986; Student, 1968).

This is perhaps why the most detrimental outcomes from the deployment of power arise 
when people feel they are being coerced into a particular course of action that goes against 
their beliefs or self-interest (Bedi, 2013; Rollinson, 2002). Therefore, irrespective of the 
source or type of power, it is perhaps the willingness to use it in situations where there will 
be clear winners and losers, and where the covert activities of warring coalitions turn into 
open warfare, that lead to the more dysfunctional and damaging consequences (Johnson, 
2012; Wright, 2015). Such battles, where groups and individuals fight to influence key deci-
sions and in so doing bolster their own position, especially where the stakes are high, can 
end with senior figures either leaving or being forced out of the organisation. Most board-
room battles never see the light of day or, if they do, they are glossed over by anodyne state-
ments. When Anthony Jenkins, the boss of Barclays Bank, was sacked in 2015, there was no 
mention of his having lost a power struggle over his plans for the Bank’s future. Instead, the 
Board statement announcing his sacking merely stated ‘that “a new set of skills” were 
required for the period ahead’ (Osbourne, 2016: 16).

Nevertheless, there are instances involving well-known organisations where boardroom 
battles are fought out in public. Liverpool Football Club is a case in point. The club was 
bought jointly by US entrepreneurs Tom Hicks and George Gillett in March 2007. However, 
after the takeover, the two men appeared to become bitter enemies and argued repeatedly 
and publicly over the running and ownership of the club (Hunter, 2008). The end result was 
that the club was sold against the wishes of both owners and at a price far lower than either 
Hicks’s or Gillett’s valuation (Gabbatt, 2010). Thus, this was a power battle where both 
sides seem to have lost.

In the mainstream business world, there are many such examples. Take the conflict in the 
BMW boardroom when it was considering selling Rover, which led to both Bernd 
Pischetsrieder, BMW’s chairman, and his long-time boardroom rival, Wolfgang Reitzle, 
BMW’s marketing director, being forced to resign (Gow, 1999a; Gow and Traynor, 1999). A 
similar situation occurred with Pehr Gyllenhammar, the man who ran Volvo for more than 
two decades. His 1993 attempt to merge Volvo with Renault, the French state-controlled 
car company, was opposed by a coalition of shareholders and managers, who felt that it was 
not so much a merger of equals as a takeover by Renault. Both shareholders and managers 
felt that in such a situation their interests would be damaged, and a very public power strug-
gle ensued, with both sides claiming to act in Volvo’s best interests (Done, 1994). In some 
instances, the result is merely to delay an unpalatable or inevitable decision, as was the case 
with Volvo. Six years after rejecting a merger with Renault because it was seen as disadvan-
tageous to the company’s interests, the company sold its car division to Ford Motors, whose 
work practices were seen as the antithesis of all that Volvo held dear.

These cases could be classed solely as battles between individuals fighting to maintain or 
increase their own power. However, the reality is that major issues concerning the future 
viability of an organisation are usually also at stake, and long-term damage can result. For 
example, the battle for control of the advertising agency Saatchi & Saatchi resulted in the 
founders leaving (Barrie, 1995; Donovan, 1995).

In some cases, such clashes can become endemic and linger on even after the initial cause 
has long gone. Lonrho is a case in point. Tiny Rowland, who founded Lonrho in the 1960s, 
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built the company into a major international conglomerate. However, in 1994, he was 
sacked by the company’s Board. Though Lonrho was then split up and sold off, the battles 
for control still rumbled on among its demerged parts (Laird, 1998).

Clearly, as the above show, the deployment of coercive power can be very damaging; 
however, other forms of power can also have adverse effects, although perhaps in a more 
insidious fashion. The use of remunerative power by UK and US senior managers is a good 
example. Over the last two to three decades, executive salaries in both countries have run 
far ahead of inflation, the pay of salaried staff and company profits (Business Notebook, 
2003; DeCarlo, 2008; Dunphy and Griffiths, 1998; Finch and Treanor, 2003; Green, C, 
2008; Rushe, 2012; Smithers, 1995; Treanor and Finch, 2003; Treanor and Neville, 
2012). For a time, this practice was condoned by both shareholders and governments 
because UK and US companies were doing well and those controlling them could argue 
that they were being rewarded for success. However, especially since the financial crash 
of 2008, the criticisms of ‘fat-cat’ salaries have become more strident, and calls to ‘curb 
the madness of executive pay’ have grown (Jenkins, 2016b: 14). In the United States, this 
can be seen most noticeably in the ‘Occupy Wall St’ movement (van Gelder, 2011). 
However, in the United Kingdom, as the Financial Times (Jenkins, 2016a: 21) notes, even 
CEOs and bodies such as the Institute of Directors are calling for reform of the system, as 
the following quotes show:

The current approach to executive pay in public companies is obviously not fit for purpose. 
Executive pay needs to align better with long-term performance. The FTSE at 6,200 is at the 
same level as 18 years ago, but CEO pay has trebled. 
 Nigel Wilson, CEO, Legal and General Group plc

Something has gone badly awry given how far executive pay has, in general, outstripped both 
value creation and average wage growth over the past two decades. A reset is in order - not 
just to prevent more shareholder unrest but to help restore faith in capitalism.
 Helena Morrissey, CEO, Newton Investment Management

It is no surprise that when people hear that the chief executive of BP was paid £14m for a year 
in which the company made record losses, their blood boils.
 Simon Walker, Director-General, Institute of Directors

Average real wages are at best stagnant and FTSE performance sluggish, yet executive pay is 
reaching levels incomprehensible to “ordinary” people, fueling the sense of injustice. Is a pay 
revolution needed? In my view, yes. David Roberts, Chairman, Nationwide Building Society

The issue is not just whether the way executives distribute rewards in their organisations 
is fair or not, but the corrosive effect such a blatant use of power has on employee morale, 
shareholder support and customer loyalty. One of the best (or worst) examples of this is the 
case of Bob Nardelli’s reign at Home Depot (see Ideas and perspectives 7.14).

These very public manifestations of power battles in organisations represent merely the 
tip of the iceberg. They illustrate the tendency for such battles to be fought under the banner 
of ‘the best interests of the organisation’. Political in-fighting, the seeking of allies, the influ-
encing of decisions and the protection or promotion of one’s own or one’s group’s interests 
are nearly always justified by recourse to the best interests of the organisation, just as the 
parties involved in any armed struggle always seem to justify it on the grounds that justice is 
on their side. It is not that the participants necessarily believe their own propaganda, 
although often they do; it is that, without it, they would find it very difficult to justify, to 
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themselves and their allies, the use of blatantly illegitimate tactics such as challenging, 
undermining or explicitly ignoring their organisation’s official goals and policies.

Consequently, in opposing or promoting a particular decision or development, those 
indulging in even a low level of political behaviour rarely openly declare their own personal 
interest in the outcome. As Pfeffer (1981) maintains, a major characteristic accompanying 
political behaviour is the attempt to conceal its true motive. This can be seen from Buchanan 
and Badham’s (1999: 27–9) list of power tactics, shown in Ideas and perspectives 7.15. 
Concealing motives is essential because, as Allen et al (1979), Drory and Romm (1988) and 
Frost and Hayes (1979) observe, those involved believe that such tactics would be judged 
unacceptable or illegitimate by others in the organisation, and as such resisted. Accordingly, 
a false but acceptable motive is presented instead.

The picture of power and politics that emerges from Ideas and perspectives 7.15 tends to 
be a negative one, portraying individuals and groups as using power and politics purely to 
pursue their own selfish interests. Others take a more positive view. Morgan (1986) offers a 
model of interests, conflicts and power, accepting that diversity of interests can create con-
flict. In such circumstances, power and influence are, he suggests, the major means of 
resolving conflict. Buchanan and Boddy (1992) argue that the use of power and politics is a 
necessary component in the toolkit of those responsible for managing change in organisa-
tions. Seen in this light, political behaviour can have a positive effect on improving the 
working of organisations by enabling them to manage change more effectively. Pfeffer 
(1992), in a similar vein, maintains that the use of power is an important social process that 
is often required to get things done in interdependent systems. In fact, he maintains that a 
failure to deploy power and politics is harmful:

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.14

nardelli’s style helps to seal his fate
Four months ago, a defiant Bob Nardelli said he had no intention of resigning as chairman 
and chief executive of Home Depot. ‘I love this company,’ he told the Financial Times. ‘I’ve 
been in business 35 years and I’ve never been in a company with more growth potential. 
As long as I have my health and support from the board I will continue.’ It now seems likely 
that, even as Mr Nardelli spoke those words, the support of the board was already waver-
ing. Home Depot’s directors accepted his resignation, by mutual agreement, at a board 
meeting on Tuesday following a traumatic year for the home improvement retailer.

Mr Nardelli’s departure marks a second low point for the combative executive who 
arrived at Home Depot from General Electric six years ago after losing out in the race to 
succeed Jack Welch, his mentor, as chairman of GE. His fate may have been sealed as early 
as last May, when he infuriated many investors by refusing to answer questions at its 
annual meeting about his hefty compensation package and the company’s sagging share 
price. Mr Nardelli was already a target for shareholder activists, having received more than 
$120m in compensation, excluding stock options, during his first five years as chief execu-
tive, while the share price slumped. But the anger was intensified by his belligerent attitude 
towards rebel shareholders and activist investors who were preparing a fresh campaign 
against him ahead of this year’s annual meeting.

Source: Adapted from: Nardelli’s style helps to seal his fate. The Financial Times, 4 January 2007, p. 22 (Ward, A).
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By pretending that power and influence don’t exist, or at least shouldn’t exist, we contribute 
to what I and others (such as John Gardner) see as the major problem facing many corpora-
tions today, particularly in the United States – the almost trained or produced incapacity of 
anyone except the highest-level managers to take action and get things accomplished.
 (Pfeffer, 1992: 10)

Perhaps Gardner (1990: 57) sums up the issues involved in the power–politics debate 
most succinctly when, in relation to those who possess and deploy power, he states:

The significant questions are: What means do they use to gain it? How do they exercise it? To 
what ends do they exercise it?

We can see from the above why writers have found it difficult to separate power from 
politics. While it is possible to examine the potential for power without also examining how 
power might be exercised, for students of organisational life, this is rather a sterile endeav-
our. For the purpose of understanding what makes organisations tick, how decisions are 
arrived at, why resources are allocated in a particular way and why certain changes are initi-
ated and others not, we have to comprehend both the possession and exercise of power, 
whether it be by official or political means.

Though Robbins rightly draws a distinction between formal authority and the possession/
deployment of power, we should not fall into the trap of assuming that there is not a close 
relationship between the two. An examination of the ability to exert influence (power) over 
key decisions and the possession of position (authority) shows that these tend to lie within 
dominant coalitions rather than being spread evenly across organisations (see Buchanan 
and Badham, 1999; Pfeffer, 1978, 1981, 1992; Robbins, 1987). The dominant coalition is 
the one that has the power to affect structure. The reason why this is so important is that the 
choice of structure will automatically favour some groups and disadvantage others. This is 
why, as shown earlier in this chapter, restructuring organisations is often one of the first 
steps taken by those seeking to create a new culture – they need to destroy the power base 

Ideas and PersPeCtIves 7.15

Power tactics
●	 Image-building – action that enhances a person’s standing, such as backing the ‘right’ 

causes.

●	 Selective information – withhold unfavourable information from superiors.

●	 Scapegoating – blame someone else.

●	 Formal alliances – form or join a coalition of the strong.

●	 Networking – make friends with those in power.

●	 Compromise – be prepared to give in on unimportant issues in order to win on the 
important ones.

●	 Rule manipulation – interpret rules selectively to favour friends and thwart opponents.

●	 Other tactics – if all else fails, use dirty tricks such as coercion, undermining the expertise 
of others, playing one group off against another, and get others to ‘fire the bullet’.

Source: Buchanan and Badham (1999: 27–9).
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of those who benefit from the old order and are likely to resist the new order. A person or 
group’s position in the structure will determine such factors as their influence on planning, 
their choice of technology, the criteria by which they will be evaluated, allocation of 
rewards, control of information, proximity to senior managers, and their ability to exercise 
influence on a whole range of decisions (Morgan, 1986; Perrow, 1983; Pfeffer, 1981, 1992; 
Robbins, 1987).

Although the postmodernists would not disagree with this analysis per se, as mentioned 
earlier, their view of power in organisations is a much broader one. For them, power is the 
mechanism by which groups in organisations create and reinforce their view of reality. In 
turn, postmodernists maintain, it is this shaping and construction of reality that, in the 
main, allows dominant groups in organisations to impose their will on others rather than 
the use of sanctions and other control mechanisms (Reed and Hughes, 1992).

Strangely enough, the one topic that is rarely raised when discussing power and politics in 
organisations is ethics. As Chapter 14 will show, the last 30 years have seen increasing pres-
sure on organisations to act ethically, through initiatives such as Corporate Social 
Responsibility (Korner, 2005; Matten and Moon, 2004; Okpara and Idowu, 2013; United 
Nations, 2010), but this does not embrace the ethical dimension of power and politics in 
organisations. According to Tseng et al (2010: 587), ethics is ‘the study and philosophy of 
human conduct with an emphasis on the determination of right and wrong’. Although some 
writers debate whether power and politics are good or bad for an organisation’s performance, 
there seems to be little consideration of whether the use of power and politics is right or wrong 
in terms of the effects it has on those individuals and groups on the receiving end of such 
behaviour. Indeed, as Buchanan and Badham state in Ideas and perspectives 7.15:

If all else fails, use dirty tricks such as coercion, undermining the expertise of others, playing 
one group off against another, and get others to ‘fire the bullet’.

We will return to the topic of ethics in Chapters 9 and 10, when we discuss approaches to 
organisational change, and Chapter 14, when we discuss leadership.

Managing and changing organisations: bringing back choice

In the previous chapter, we examined the postmodernist, realist and complexity perspec-
tives on organisations. The postmodernists argue that reason and logic have had their day, 
and that organisations are social organisms in which individuals and groups construct their 
own views of reality based on their own perceptions of the world and their place in it. 
Realists, while accepting the social construction hypothesis, argue that reality does exist 
and that it imposes limits, though sometimes very broad ones, on what individuals and 
organisations can do. The proponents of complexity, for their part, see organisations as 
complex, self-organising systems where, in order to maintain appropriate order-generating 
rules, choice and decision-making must move from the few to the many. Chapter 6 showed, 
with its review of these three perspectives, that organisations have a great deal more choice 
and freedom in what they can do and how they can do it than the organisation theories dis-
cussed in Chapters 2–5 allowed.

In this chapter, we have sought to develop this argument further by looking at how choices 
are made in organisations and on what basis. The chapter began by examining the literature 
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on organisational culture, which revealed that, despite its popularity as a promoter of organi-
sational excellence, culture is difficult to define, change and manipulate. Strong cultures may 
have a positive effect on organisations, in that they can bond disparate groups together in a 
common purpose; and weak cultures may have a negative impact, in that individuals and 
groups can pursue separate and conflicting objectives. In some situations, however, espe-
cially where there is major environmental disruption, the reverse may also be true, with 
strong cultures being a straitjacket on innovation and weak ones allowing new ideas and new 
leaders to emerge. In such situations, where the organisation’s dominant coalition is split, or 
is so ossified it cannot entertain change, power and politics come to the fore.

As the examination of the literature on power and politics showed, in cases where a clash 
of interests and a clash of perspectives is present, where the status quo is being challenged, 
major decisions about the future direction, structure and operation of an organisation are 
likely to be dominated by issues of power and politics (Buchanan and Badham, 1999).

Murray (1989: 285), reporting on a major study of the introduction and use of informa-
tion technology, comments:

The use of new technology is subject to processes of organizational decision-making and 
implementation characterized by often conflicting managerial objectives, rationalities and 
strategies developed through the mobilization of organizational power.

Therefore, as far as Buchanan and Badham (1999), Dawson (2011), Morgan (1986), 
Pfeffer (1992), Robbins (1987) and many others are concerned, the process of organisa-
tional change is inherently a political one.

Although the postmodern, realist, complexity, cultural and power–politics perspectives 
on organisational life are very different, there are also strong overlaps. In particular, the 
management of meaning and the creation of legitimacy through the construction and 
manipulation of symbols is an area of common ground. This can be seen in Pettigrew’s 
(1985) study of organisational change in ICI. He maintains that the process of change is 
shaped by the interests and commitments of individuals and groups, the forces of bureau-
cratic momentum, significant changes in the environment, and the manipulation of the 
structural context around decisions. In particular, Pettigrew (1987: 659) argues:

The acts and processes associated with politics as the management of meaning represent con-
ceptually the overlap between a concern with the political and cultural analyses of organiza-
tions. A central concept linking political and cultural analyses essential to the understanding of 
continuity and change is legitimacy. The management of meaning refers to a process of sym-
bol construction and value use designed to create legitimacy for one’s ideas, actions and 
demands, and to delegitimate the demands of one’s opponents . . . [Therefore] structures, 
cultures and strategies are not just being treated here as neutral, functional constructs con-
nectable to some system need such as efficiency or adaptability; those constructs are viewed 
as capable of serving to protect the interests of the dominant groups. . . . The content of stra-
tegic change is thus ultimately a product of a legitimation process shaped by political/cultural 
considerations, though often expressed in rational/analytical terms.

This view that the choice and use of structure, and other key decisions, is the outcome of 
a political process rather than the application of rational analysis and decision-making has 
significant implications for organisation theory. While it does not necessarily invalidate the 
appropriateness or otherwise of particular approaches, it does mean that managerial aspira-
tions and interests are seen as more important than might otherwise be the case. It also 
means that, rather than being the prisoners of organisation theory (as some might suppose 
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or hope), managers do have significant scope for the exercise of choice with regard to struc-
ture and other organisational characteristics.

In his review of the influence of power and politics in organisations, Robbins (1987) 
notes that no more than 50–60 per cent of variability in structure can be explained by strat-
egy, size, technology and environment. He then goes on to argue that a substantial portion 
of the residual variance can be explained by those in positions of power choosing a structure 
that will, as far as possible, maintain and enhance their control. He points out that propo-
nents of other determinants of structure, such as size, technology, etc., assume that organi-
sations are rational entities: ‘However, for rationality to prevail an organisation must have 
either a single goal or agreement over the multiple goals. Neither case exists in most organi-
sations’ (Robbins, 1987: 200). Consequently, he argues that structural decisions are not 
rational. Such decisions arise from a power struggle between special-interest groups or coa-
litions, each arguing for a structural arrangement that best suits them. Robbins (1987: 200) 
believes that while strategy, size, technology and environment define the minimum level of 
effectiveness and set the parameters within which self-serving decision choices will be 
made, ‘both technology and environment are chosen. Thus, those in power will select tech-
nologies and environments that will facilitate their maintenance of control.’

As both the realists and complexity advocates argue, however, the extent to which those 
in power can please themselves has limits. Markets do exist, economies can fall as well as 
rise and, as the dotcom collapse in 2000, the 2008 financial crisis and the Brexit vote of 
2016 showed, new technologies do not always deliver on their promise, market bubbles can 
and do burst and the expected does not always occur. The power–politics perspective, 
therefore, does not totally undermine the case against the rational view of management, 
but it might explain the dismal long-term performance of America’s largest companies men-
tioned earlier in this chapter (Foster and Kaplan, 2003). After all, if executives are busy 
pursuing their own (usually) short-term interests, they can hardly be pursuing the long-
term interests of their organisations.

Since the work of Lindblom (1959) and Cyert and March (1963), there has been strong 
and significant evidence that challenges the view of management as rational and neutral 
implementers of decisions determined by objective data (Buchanan and Badham, 1999; 
Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013; Pfeffer, 1992). In particular, detailed case studies of organisa-
tional decision-making and change, such as those at ICI and Cadbury Ltd carried out, 
respectively, by Pettigrew (1985, 1987) and Child and Smith (1987), lend a great deal of 
weight to the view that management in general, and the management of change in particu-
lar, is inherently a political process. This is the prime reason why Johnson (2012: 14) claims 
that: ‘The lunatics have taken over the boardroom.’

Nevertheless, one needs to be wary of ascribing the purpose of all organisational deci-
sions and actions to self-interest. Politics plays a part but, to view Robbins’s (1987) finding 
from another perspective, so too do strategy, size, technology and environment. As the real-
ists would argue, these can act as a constraint on the freedom of action of groups and indi-
viduals, as can the need to be seen to act in the organisation’s best interests, in line with 
agreed goals and in a rational manner. So although the political perspective has become 
very influential in the last 30 years, it does not explain all actions and all decisions in organ-
isations. We need to see power and politics as an important influence on organisations, but 
not the only influence. Indeed, we need to remember the original objective of Cyert and 
March’s (1963) work on organisational politics. They sought to show that external factors 
were not the only factors that affected decision-making in organisations. This is not, of 
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course, the same as saying that external factors do not matter. As Child and Smith (1987) 
show with their firm-in-sector perspective (see Chapter 8), the external environment does 
matter. In a whole host of concrete and symbolic ways, it constrains and impinges on organ-
isational decision-making and behaviour. It may well be, as Robbins (1987) comments, that 
strategy, size, technology and environment only define the minimum level of effectiveness 
and set the parameters within which decisions are taken, but this is still a very important 
constraint on managers. It is also an important rejoinder to those management theorists 
who have become, according to Hendry (1996: 621), ‘overfocused on the political aspects 
of the change [decision-making] process’.

In summary, therefore, power and politics are among the most important factors influ-
encing decision-making in organisations. Indeed, by linking the arguments of Robbins, 
Pettigrew and Murray regarding managerial choice of structure to the discussion on culture, 
two very interesting points arise:

●	 First, it is argued by Allaire and Firsirotu (1984), and others, that culture and structure 
need to be mutually supportive if an organisation is to operate efficiently and effectively. 
If, as the power–politics perspective argues, structure is in part at least the outcome of 
self-interested choice by the dominant coalition, the degree of congruence between the 
two may be due more to accident than design.

●	 Second, it was also argued earlier that organisational culture is the product of long-term 
social learning in which dominant coalitions play a key role. This clearly opens up scope for 
choices over both structure and culture. However, the development of culture and approaches 
to changing it are long-term processes. Dominant coalitions, on the other hand, change their 
composition and priorities over time, sometimes over quite short periods of time.

Consequently, although it can be argued that the possibility exists for managers to choose 
both the structure and culture that best suit their own self-interests, this is only likely to 
result in a balanced and effective structure–culture nexus if the dominant coalition holds 
sway and is consistent in its aims over long periods of time.

As many observers note, while these conditions may exist in some Western companies 
(e.g. News International under Rupert Murdoch, General Electric under Jack Welch, Virgin 
under Richard Branson), these are the exception. In any case, as the departure of Arnold 
Weinstock from GEC showed (see the Marconi case study in Chapter 12), such situations 
often rely on dominant individuals to hold coalitions together; when they go, the dominant 
coalition falls apart and a new one emerges with a radically different vision for the organisa-
tion (Brummer, 1999; Brummer and Cowe, 1998). Sometimes the departure of such indi-
viduals can even bring an organisation perilously close to collapse, as was the case with GEC 
when Weinstock stepped down (see Chapter 12), Walt Disney when its founder died in 
1966, Apple Computers when Steve Jobs was fired in 1985, and Tiny Rowland’s forced 
departure from Lonrho in 1994 (Laird, 1998; Light and Thurm, 2011; Morgan, 1986). Even 
Japanese corporations, with their reputation for dominant coalitions maintaining their 
unity of purpose through successive changes of personnel, are not immune to this problem, 
as was the case with Nissan’s appointment of a new chief executive in 1985, and when Akio 
Morita stepped down as chairman of Sony in 1994 (Fruin, 1992; Ishizuna, 1990; Light and 
Thurm, 2011; Pascale and Athos, 1982; Whitehill, 1991).

However, in some companies, so forceful and coercive is the personality of a dominant 
individual or group that their will cannot be questioned, and fundamental problems are only 
discovered once they depart (Bower, 1996). Certainly, this seems to have been the case with 
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the Japanese firm Olympus. It was only when an outsider, the British-born Michael Woodward, 
was appointed as CEO of Olympus in 2011 that it became clear that fraudulent activities 
 totalling £1 billion had taken place under the previous management (Neate, 2011).

What we can see is that managers have a degree, arguably a wide degree, of choice or influ-
ence over major organisational variables such as structure, technology, environment and per-
haps even culture, or at least some elements of it. Despite the arguments of the postmodernists, 
however, their freedom of action is constrained by a whole host of factors such as market 
conditions, technological development, organisational goals, policies and performance, their 
own and other people’s self-interests, and the need to portray their actions as being rational 
and in the best interests of their organisation. In addition, in a reciprocal way, some of the fac-
tors over which they have a degree of choice, such as structure and culture, can limit manag-
ers’ freedom of manoeuvre. These constraints will vary from organisation to organisation at 
any one time, and within and between organisations over time, but will never be fully absent. 
Strong though these constraints may be, however, choice will also never be totally absent.

Conclusions

In reviewing the main approaches to and perspectives on organisation theory, Part 2 of this 
text has shown that, by succeeding stages, these have moved from the mechanical-rational 
outlook of the Classical school to the, arguably, culture-based perspectives of the Culture-
Excellence, Japanese and Organisation Learning approaches, passing through the social per-
spective of the Human Relations school and the rational perspective of the Contingency 
theorists. They all argue for a ‘one best way’ approach (though the Contingency theorists 
believed in this for ‘each’ organisation rather than ‘all’ organisations). Because of this approach, 
they all, in effect, seek to remove choice from managers: their mantra is ‘do as we tell you, or 
else!’. Indeed, it was one of the main claims of the Classical school that it removed discretion 
not only from workers but also from managers. As Frederick Taylor (1911b: 189) stated:

The man at the head of the business under scientific management is governed by rules and 
laws . . . just as the workman is, and the standards which have been developed are equitable.

The role of managers, from these perspectives, is to apply rationally the dictates of the 
particular theory promoted. To do otherwise would be sub-optimal and irrational.

By building on the discussions of postmodernism, realism and complexity in Chapter 6, 
this chapter has sought to move managerial choice back to centre stage. By exploring organ-
isational culture, it was shown that the degree to which culture influences behaviour is 
dependent upon the presence of clear and consistent organisational goals. If these are not 
present, which appears to be the case in many organisations, conflict and disagreement 
emerge regardless of the nature of the culture. Similarly, if the environment changes to the 
extent that existing ways of working are no longer appropriate, once again, conflict and 
disagreement may emerge. In such situations, it is the political perspective on organisa-
tional life that offers the better opportunity for understanding how and why decisions are 
taken, particular courses of action are embarked upon, and why some changes to the man-
agement and structure of the organisation are pursued and others discarded.

The examination of organisational politics and power added further weight to the criti-
cisms of the approaches to organisation theory considered in previous chapters, particularly 
concerning the scope for rational decision-making and choice. To an extent, the key issue was 
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raised when discussing Contingency Theory, namely the question as to whether managers are 
the prisoners of the situational variables they face, or whether they can influence or change 
these. Certainly, some critics of Contingency Theory argue that managers can, partly at least, 
influence or choose the contingencies they face. This casts doubts not only on the determinis-
tic nature of Contingency Theory but also on all organisational theories, because – either 
openly or implicitly – they are all founded on the notion that organisations face certain immu-
table conditions that they cannot influence and to which they must therefore adapt.

This does not necessarily mean that the various theories and their attendant structures and 
practices we have discussed so far in this text are invalid, unhelpful or inapplicable. It does 
mean that it may be possible, within limits, for organisations, or rather those who control 
organisations, to decide upon the structure and behaviours they want to promote, and then 
shape the conditions and contingencies to suit these, rather than vice versa. Indeed, as far as the 
public sector in the United Kingdom is concerned, this appears to be exactly what governments 
have done. From 1979 to 1997, successive Conservative governments took the view that they 
wanted managers in the public sector to be cost-focused and entrepreneurial, and they shaped 
the conditions in which the public sector operates (i.e. its environment) in order to promote 
those attributes (Ferlie et al, 1996; Flynn, 1993). Following its election in 1997, the ‘New 
Labour’ government similarly manipulated the public-sector environment to encourage a more 
market-orientated approach to service delivery (Salauroo and Burnes, 1998; Vidler and Clarke, 
2005). The election of a Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition in 2010 once again led to a 
change of role and behaviour for the public sector. Under the banner of deficit reduction, the 
public sector is ceasing its service delivery role and instead is becoming a regulator and com-
missioner of outsourced services provided by the private sector (PwC, 2011).

If organisations are not the prisoners of situational variables, as most organisation theories 
maintain, if those who manage them do have a degree of leeway in what they do, one then has 
to ask what factors do influence the actions of decision-makers. The review of the power– 
politics literature showed organisations as shifting coalitions of groups and individuals seeking 
to promote policies and decisions that enhanced or maintained their position in the organisa-
tion. From the literature, a persuasive argument is mounted for seeing politics and power – 
usually promoted under the cloak of rationality, reasonableness and the organisation’s best 
interests – as a central, though not exclusive, determinant of the way organisations operate.

In particular, though political behaviour appears to be an ever-present feature of organi-
sational life, politics comes to the fore when major issues of structural change or resource 
allocation are concerned. Such decisions have crucial importance for achieving and main-
taining power or position, or even – when the chips are down – for keeping one’s job when 
all around are losing theirs.

Therefore, it is surprising that much of organisation theory, which after all is primarily 
concerned with major decisions concerning structure and resource allocation, seems to dis-
miss or gloss over power and politics. What is clear from this chapter is that managers, 
despite the constraints they face, have a far wider scope for shaping decisions than most 
organisation theories acknowledge, and that the scope for choice and the deployment of 
political influence is likely to be most pronounced when change, particularly major change, 
is on the managerial agenda.

Having examined the merits and drawbacks of the main organisation theories, and in 
particular having raised the issue of the way in which major decisions are reached and 
implemented, we can now turn our attention in the following chapters to an in-depth exam-
ination of how organisations decide upon and carry out change.
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test yOur LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check their learning and reflect on the topics cov-
ered in this chapter. The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on 
the length of the lecture, there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The fol-
lowing are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is organisational culture and why does it matter?

2. Using a school, university or employer of your choice, discuss the points raised in Ideas and 
perspectives 7.2.

3. Define organisational power and show how it differs from organisational politics.

4. What does Lindblom (1959) mean by the ‘science of muddling through’?

5. Discuss and give examples of how organisational culture can influence organisational change.

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. ‘Do not think of trying to manage culture. Other people’s meanings and interpretations are 
highly unmanageable’ (Hatch, 1997: 235).

2. As far as decision-making is concerned, ‘The lunatics have taken over the boardroom’ 
(Johnson, 2012: 14).

3. ‘If all else fails, use dirty tricks such as coercion, undermining the expertise of others, playing 
one group off against another’ (Buchanan and Badham, 1999: 27–9).

essay questions

1. For a country of your choice, (a) discuss the implications of the GLOBE findings in Ideas and 
perspective 7.7, and (b) what advice would you give to a UK company wishing to establish a 
subsidiary in that country?

2. Compare and contrast the use of coercive power and knowledge power.

suggested further reading

Brown, A (1998) Organisational Culture (2nd edition). FT/Pitman: London.
Andrew Brown’s book gives a useful introduction to the uses and abuses of organisational culture.
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Chhokar, JS, Brodbeck, FC and House, RJ (eds) (2007) Culture and Leadership Across the World: 
The GLOBE Book of In-depth Studies of 25 Societies. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates: Mahwah, NJ.

The GLOBE work shows how organisational cultures differ from country to country.

Pfeffer, J (1992) Managing with Power: Politics and Influence in Organizations. Harvard Business 
School Press: Boston, MA.

This is a useful guide to the power–politics perspective on organisations.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following are the websites of leading thinkers and consultants in the field of organisa-
tional culture.

https://www.geert-hofstede.com

https://twitter.com/hofstedeinsight

http://globe.bus.sfu.ca

http://www2.thtconsulting.com

https://twitter.com/thtconsulting

The following websites provide information on two of the leading researchers in the field of 
organisational power and politics, Jeffrey Pfeffer and Andrew Pettigrew. In addition, there are 
many videos on www.youtube.com of them speaking about their work.

http://jeffreypfeffer.com

http://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/faculty/jeffrey-pfeffer

https://twitter.com/jeffreypfeffer?lang=en

http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/community/people/andrew-pettigrew

➨

Case study 7.2

after 17 Harvard case studies, Haier starts a fresh spin cycle

The Chinese electrical goods maker beloved of busi-
ness schools has yet another radical shift in mind. 
Zhang Ruimin has many of the attributes of a leader of 
the new corporate China. He has a deferential entou-
rage, a willingness to make visionary public speeches, 
and he figures in a much-cited morality tale from the 
early days of Haier, the white goods company he heads. 
The story goes that he ordered staff to drag 76 faulty 

fridges on to the street and smash them to pieces with 
sledgehammers, sending a strong signal of the group’s 
commitment to quality.

But if his latest radical plans to transform the man-
agement structure of Haier are pursued to their logical 
end point, Mr Zhang will not be giving the orders any 
more. Asked if he will put himself out of a job if he pur-
sues the decentralisation of Haier, Mr Zhang is silent 

http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/community/people/andrew-pettigrew
https://twitter.com/jeffreypfeffer?lang=en
http://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/faculty/jeffrey-pfeffer
http://jeffreypfeffer.com
http://www.youtube.com
https://twitter.com/thtconsulting
http://www2.thtconsulting.com
http://globe.bus.sfu.ca
https://twitter.com/hofstedeinsight
https://www.geert-hofstede.com
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Case study 7.2 (continued)

for 20 seconds before he responds, through an inter-
preter: ‘If one day companies no longer exist, CEOs will 
also disappear. But I believe organisations will still 
exist and there may be some role for a person to design 
the way organisations work and how they grow. Maybe 
my title can be changed to something like “designer for 
the organisation”.’

The 66-year-old, an avid student of western man-
agement models, has already run through several 
designs for the manufacturer of electrical goods he has 
headed since 1984. That was when the young munici-
pal official took charge of the city of Qingdao’s fridge 
factory. Haier now generates Rmb200bn of revenue, 
has listed subsidiaries in Shanghai (Qingdao Haier) 
and Hong Kong (Haier Electronics) and has become 
one of China’s most analysed companies. It is lauded 
by Gary Hamel, among other management thinkers, 
and has been written up in 17 Harvard Business School 
case studies since 1998. But no sooner do staff, man-
agement scholars and authors think they have under-
stood the blueprint Mr Zhang is working from, than it 
is torn up and redrawn. Bill Fischer, a professor of 
innovation management at IMD business school in 
Lausanne, co-wrote ‘Re-inventing Giants’ about the 
Haier model, published in 2013. But, he says: ‘Before 
we even finished the book, they were saying to us, 
“We’re moving on”.’

One revolutionary element of Haier’s approach 
was, until recently, its self-managing teams and ‘com-
munities of interest’, which competed internally to 
run the next production or design project. Haier now 
wants to break down even these basic building  
blocks. In its home country, the group is re- 
inventing itself again as a set of open ‘entrepreneurial  
platforms’, serving – and served by – hundreds of 
‘micro-enterprises’. Not only will these micro- 
enterprises compete to design, build and distribute 
products Haier users say they want, but they will also 
be able to vie with one another for staff and for capi-
tal, from Haier and from outside investors. Haier is, 
in Prof Fischer’s words, ‘de-Haierising’.

Its 20 platforms include its ‘diet ecosystem’ (based 
around smart fridges), its ‘atmosphere ecosystem’ (air 
conditioners and purifiers) and Goodaymart Logistics, a 
distribution network that is the key to fulfilling the com-
pany’s promise that it can deliver anywhere in China 
within 24 hours. Goodaymart now operates indepen-
dently, in partnership with Alibaba, the ecommerce 
group, distributing goods for Haier’s competitors as well 

as its original parent. It works through some subcon-
tracted ‘vehicle micro-enterprises’ (truck owners, in 
other words).

Mr Zhang has absorbed and put into action the 
maxim of Peter Drucker, whom he reveres, that the 
purpose of business is to create and keep a customer. 
At the Global Peter Drucker Forum, a conference held 
earlier this month in honour of the late management 
thinker, he made clear he wanted to go further. He says 
the arrival of the internet makes it vital to free Haier to 
respond directly and at speed to users’ demands, and 
to customise goods that others mass-produce. One 
entrepreneurial team, calling itself iSee Mini, uncov-
ered a market for televisions that projected the image 
on to the ceiling so pregnant women could watch more 
comfortably. China Daily recounted recently that 
another part of the group had supplied a loving son in 
Hefei with an air-conditioner for his calligrapher 
father, embossed with his dad’s favourite phrase – 
‘God Rewards the Diligent’.

Ten years ago, Mr Zhang’s job was to study the mar-
ket, develop strategies, hold meetings with his manag-
ers and follow up to check they had implemented the 
strategies. But faced with slowing growth, Haier laid 
off 10,000 middle managers as part of a reduction 
from 86,000 to 60,000 full-time employees in 2013 
and 2014. Mr Zhang claims many have found roles at 
micro-enterprises, such as the truck companies serv-
ing Goodaymart.

The chief executive says he now devotes himself to 
‘ensuring our organisation is open to outside 
resources’. Haier itself, while still providing some cen-
tral services such as accounting, finance and human-
resources support, will ultimately turn into a 
shareholder in a network of micro-enterprises, he says, 
owning both majority and minority stakes. In theory, it 
will look more like a venture-capital incubator for 
growing businesses than a multi-national manufac-
turer. Is it an experiment? ‘Yes. We are facing a lot of 
risks,’ Mr Zhang responds. Is it a gamble? He laughs 
and there is another long pause: ‘When faced with a 
huge challenge, you can choose to just sit there, but 
the only result is that you’re going to die. We think it’s 
a better choice to fight . . . So you could say that this is 
a gamble, but we have a determined direction, and 
that’s what makes it different from other gambles.’ On 
the one hand, Haier could slip back into more conven-
tional ways. The longstanding dominance of sclerotic 
state-owned enterprises means it is hard to sustain 
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innovative management structures in China. 
‘Recidivism is quite a powerful force,’ agrees Prof 
Fischer. ‘But at Haier you have younger entrepreneurs 
who don’t have state-owned enterprise mentality.’

On the other hand, having split existing units into 
potentially less-efficient pieces, and given up tradi-
tional levers of corporate power, Haier’s experiment 
could spiral out of control. Mr Zhang, always alive to 
new management models, has studied Zappos, the 
Amazon shoe-retail subsidiary that is moving to a 
managerless system known as Holacracy. Zappos is a 
fraction of Haier’s size and the well-publicised transi-
tion is proving painful. But Mr Zhang says ‘we don’t 
think they’re radical enough’. Haier’s chief executive 
concedes that culture change is his ‘biggest headache’ 
and has been hard for some staff - or ex-staff - to 
accept. He points out that ‘corporate culture can be a 
double-edged sword: something that helped you 
become successful in the past may prevent you from 
future success’. Mr Zhang’s determination to press on 
is obvious. But for all his high public profile and out-
ward confidence, it is obvious he cannot himself pre-
dict how the Haier experiment will end.

Almost from the outset, Haier aspired to be a multi-
national. Its name derives from that of an early German 
joint venture partner, Liebherr. The group sponsors, or 
has sponsored, cricket in Pakistan, basketball in the US, 
football in Italy and baseball in Japan. But Zhang 
Ruimin says that becoming a multinational is not now 
‘our ultimate goal. Our goal is to become . . . a company 
that can seize the opportunity’ of the internet. As for the 
platform approach, he says it must develop in China 
before being transferred abroad (although there is a 

Haier micro-enterprise in Russia). ‘There are many local 
differences in other countries and it would be hard for a 
model that’s not yet mature to be replicated on a large 
scale,’ says the chief executive.

Questions

Using the evidence in the Haier case study, and other 
publicly available material on the company, address 
the following questions:

1. If, as Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) maintain, culture 
and structure need to be mutually supportive for 
organizations to operate efficiently and effectively, 
what are the dangers of Mr Zhang’s frequent 
changes of structure, and how might these 
dangers be avoided?

2. In splitting Haier into a multitude of small micro-
enterprises, is there a possibility that the company 
will tear itself apart through political manoeuvring 
and power battles within and between these 
sub-units? How can Haier avoid this?

3. This chapter has argued that managers have more 
choice and freedom of manoeuvre than most 
organisation theories state. To what extent does the 
case of Haier and Mr Zhang appear to support this 
view? It has also been argued in this chapter that 
managerial choice is constrained by a range of 
internal and external factors. What constraints does 
Mr Zhang face, and how might he overcome these?

Source: After 17 Harvard case studies, Haier starts a fresh spin 
cycle, The Financial Times, 26 November 2015, p. 20 (Hill, A).

 Case study 7.2: After 17 Harvard case studies, Haier starts a fresh spin cycle
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Chapter 8

Approaches to strategy
Managerial choice and constraints

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 discuss the origins, development and popularity of organisation strategy;

●	 describe the main features of the Prescriptive stream of strategy;

●	 list the strengths and weaknesses of the Prescriptive stream;

●	 discuss the key elements of the Analytical stream of strategy;

●	 state the major advantages and shortcomings of the Analytical stream;

●	 understand the key differences between the Prescriptive and the Analytical 
streams of strategy;

●	 describe the four basic approaches to strategy that organisations adopt;

●	 understand the three levels of strategic decision-making in organisations;

●	 list the main strategic planning tools and understand their strengths and 
weaknesses;

●	 describe the constraints faced by organisations and whether these can be 
manipulated or overcome; and

●	 appreciate the relationship between strategy and change.

➨

CAse stUdy 8.1

Nestlé picks outsider to help it adapt
For almost a century, Chief  Executives at Nestlé, the 
world’s largest food and drinks company, were 
chosen internally. When the going gets tough, 

however, even the Swiss producer of  KitKat chocolate 
bars takes a break. On Monday, the 150-year-old 
company said Ulf  Mark Schneider would in January 
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take over as Chief  Executive of  Nestlé, a company 
six times larger in market value than that of  
Fresenius, the German healthcare group he heads.

The last time Nestlé chose an outsider was in 1922, 
when a slump in demand for powdered milk after 
the First World War threw the company into losses. 
Nestlé is far from a crisis this time. But the choice 
of  an external candidate has highlighted a need for 
fresh thinking at a company whose products range 
from Nescafé coffee to Felix cat food, together with 
specialist health, milk and skincare brands. ‘Nestlé 
is seen as a traditional Swiss conglomerate but the 
company understands it has to change and the 
nomination shows its willingness to adapt,’ says 
Céline Pannuti, an analyst at JPMorgan.

Nestlé’s global dominance faces three broad threats 
that Mr Schneider will have to address when he 
arrives in Vevey, on Lake Geneva. The first is to the 
sales growth-based ‘Nestlé model’. With the world 
economy weakening, the group has in recent years 
missed its long-term target of  5–6 per cent organic 
growth a year. For 2015, it posted a net profit of  
SFr9.1bn ($9.3bn) on the back of  SFr88.8bn in group 
sales, with organic growth of  4.2 per cent.

The second threat is the switch by consumers towards 
healthier foods, as shown in a waning trust in big 
brands and a fall in the share of  ‘Big Food’ in the 
overall market. Under Paul Bulcke, Chief  Executive 
since 2008, Nestlé sold off  underperforming food 
brands, such as Jenny Craig, the weight loss business, 
its South African ice-creams division and PowerBar 
energy snacks.

The final threat is a pincer movement on Nestlé’s 
core businesses from two privately owned 
competitors. JAB, the investment group of  Germany’s 
billionaire Reimann family, has spent $30bn over the 
past few years building a coffee empire, including the 
$13.9bn acquisition last year of  Keurig Green 
Mountain. As such, it is challenging Nestlé’s 
premium Nespresso business and its mainstream 

Nescafé coffee. Meanwhile in food, Nestlé is 
confronted by the growing strength of  3G, the US 
private equity group, which, through acquisitions of  
Heinz and Kraft, has become the third-largest food 
and beverage group by sales after PepsiCo and Nestlé.

The threat posed by 3G was acknowledged last year 
by Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, Nestlé’s Chairman. 3G 
had ‘pulverised’ the food market through ‘ruthless 
cost-cutting’ that reduced operating costs in a way 
that was having a ‘revolutionary impact on all the 
other members of  the industry’, he told shareholders 
at the group’s annual meeting.

Mr Brabeck-Letmathe signalled, however, that the 
Swiss company would confront the 3G challenge 
differently – by accelerating the transformation he 
started as Chief  Executive from a Big Food company 
into one focused on health and wellbeing.

Mr Schneider’s appointment suggests that approach 
will stay largely in place. As part of changes announced 
this week, Nestlé’s ‘health sciences’ and ‘skin health’ 
divisions, each with annual sales of about SFr2bn, will 
be fully integrated, reporting to the new Chief  
Executive. Nestlé aims to quadruple sales from its 
health sciences arm to SFr10bn over the medium term, 
and one of Mr Schneider’s tasks will be to improve the 
efficiency and return on capital from investments 
made in this area, which sits between food and 
pharmaceuticals. Analysts say Mr Schneider’s record 
at Fresenius, where he was Chief  Executive for 13 
years, suggests he will strengthen financial discipline.

There is a risk of  internal unrest triggered by the 
appointment of  an outsider. Nestlé veterans such as 
Laurent Freixe, head of  its US operations, and Chris 
Johnson, an American responsible for corporate 
services, had been tipped to become Chief  Executive. 
Top-level management upheaval could result. But 
investors saw the changes as positive. ‘Nestlé is in 
need of  fresh legs strategically and Mr Schneider’s 
track record is exceptional,’ wrote Martin Deboo, an 
analyst at Jefferies.

Case study 8.1 (continued)

Source: Nestlé picks outsider to help it adapt, The Financial Times, 29 June 2016, p. 18 (Atkins, R and Daneshkhu, S).

Introduction

As our daily experiences show, change is endemic to organisations. Sometimes change is 
forced on an organisation, sometimes organisations choose to change themselves and some-
times change just seems to emerge without anyone really knowing why. In Part 2 of this text, 
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we discussed the options open to organisations in terms of changing their structures, cul-
tures, behaviours and practices. By examining the development of organisational theory in 
the 200 years since the Industrial Revolution, we saw that, in the beginning, the changes 
made by managers were almost exclusively concerned with introducing strict labour 
 discipline and long working hours. The methods used to pursue these were ad hoc, erratic, 
short-term and usually harsh and unfair. As the period progressed, more structured and 
consistent approaches came to the fore. Up to the 1960s, the Classical and Human Relations 
approaches dominated organisational thinking. With the advent of these two approaches, 
the emphasis moved more to the effectiveness and efficiency of the entire organisation 
 rather than focusing purely on discipline and hours of work.

Both these approaches tended to dwell on internal arrangements and to assume that 
organisation structures and practices were in some way insulated from the outside world. 
The development of Contingency Theory in the 1960s, with its underlying Open Systems 
perspective, changed all this. It is now an established business doctrine that an organisation 
needs to align its internal operations with its external environment; a belief that lies at the 
heart of the new paradigms that have emerged over the last 30 years (Kanter, 2006; Peters, 
2006). As Case study 8.1 shows, even Nestlé, the world’s largest food and drinks company, 
is responding to a hostile business environment by restructuring itself in order to integrate 
its health sciences and skin health activities into its core business.

As argued in Part 2, the degree to which organisations are the prisoners of situational 
variables (as opposed to being able to exercise influence and choice) is certainly open to 
debate. Similarly, as shown in Chapters 6 and 7, the credibility of the rational approach to 
decision-making has been considerably undermined in the last three decades. The increas-
ing appreciation of the complexity of organisational life has been paralleled by a growing 
recognition that organisations cannot cope successfully with the modern world and all its 
changing aspects purely on an ad hoc and piecemeal basis. Whether decision-makers oper-
ate on the basis of rationality or are influenced by personal considerations or organisational 
cultures, the received wisdom is that for organisations to succeed, there must be a consist-
ency and coherence to the decisions taken – which is another way of saying that they must 
have a strategy (Johnson et al, 2011). Unfortunately, it is easier to say that an organisation 
needs a strategy than it is to say what that strategy should be or how it should be derived.

As the Nestlé case study shows, as situations change, so must strategies and strategists, hence 
Nestlé’s need for ‘fresh legs strategically’. What Nestlé also shows is that big companies are not 
one business but many, each with its own strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats. 
Each of these businesses needs its own strategy, even if they are embraced by an overall corpo-
rate strategy, which may be one reason why there are such a great number of approaches to 
strategy and an even greater number of strategic planning tools. Some of the approaches to strat-
egy have an instinctive appeal to managers, such as Damian McKinney’s military metaphor 
which sees the marketplace as a battleground (see Case study 8.5). Appealing though this may be 
to some leaders, it can also be dangerous and ignores other metaphors which stress cooperation 
rather than annihilation, and win–win instead of win–lose (Clegg et al, 2011; De Wit and Meyer, 
2010). Even the two most influential writers on strategy over the past 30 years, Michael Porter 
and Henry Mintzberg, have radically different views of what strategy is, and how it can be devel-
oped and implemented, as the discussion of their work in this chapter will show (Moore, 2011).

In this chapter, we shall critically examine the development of the main approaches to 
strategy that have been put forward in the last 70 years. It will be shown that, since the 
end of the Second World War, organisations have begun to take a strategic perspective on 
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their activities. They have increasingly sought to take a long-term overview in order to 
plan for and cope with the vagaries of the future. In many respects, the development of 
strategic management has tended to mirror the development of organisational theory. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, the strategy literature considered only one aspect of an organisa-
tion’s activities – the external environment. It tended to seek rational, mathematical 
approaches to planning. With the passing of time, more intuitive and less rational 
approaches to strategic management have been developed which claim to incorporate the 
totality of organisational life.

The chapter concludes by arguing that, rather than managers being the prisoners of 
mathematical models and rational approaches to strategy development, they have consider-
able freedom of action and a wide range of options to choose from. They are still not totally 
free agents; their freedom of action is seen as being constrained or shaped by the unique set 
of organisational, environmental and societal factors faced by their particular organisation. 
Fortunately, these constraints are not immutable. As argued in Part 2, it is possible to an 
extent for managers to manipulate the situational variables they face, such as structure, size 
and environment. Similarly, managers can exert some influence over strategic constraints 
and, potentially at least, can select the approach to strategy that best suits them.

Understanding strategy: origins, definitions and approaches

the origins of strategy

It is commonly believed that our concept of strategy has been passed down to us from the 
ancient Greeks. Bracker (1980: 219) claims that the word strategy comes from the Greek 
stratego, meaning ‘to plan the destruction of one’s enemies through the effective use of 
resources’. Even today, this ‘strategy as war’ concept is still highly influential, as evidenced 
by the continuing popularity among business leaders of Karl von Clausewitz’s nineteenth-
century book On War (Witzel, 2012). However, von Clausewitz and others developed the 
concept purely in relation to the successful pursuit of victory in war. The concept remained 
a military one until the nineteenth century, when it began to be applied to the business 
world, although most writers believe the actual process by which this took place is untrace-
able (Bracker, 1980; Chandler, 1962). Chandler (1962) puts forward the view that the 
emergence of strategy in civilian organisational life resulted from an awareness of the 
opportunities and needs – created by changing population, income and technology – to 
employ existing or expanding resources more profitably.

Hoskin (1990) largely agrees with Chandler’s view of the development of modern busi-
ness strategy since the Industrial Revolution. However, he takes issue with both Chandler 
and Bracker on two crucial points. First, he argues that the modern concept of organisa-
tional strategy bears little resemblance to military strategy, at least as it existed up to the 
First World War. Secondly, he challenges the view that the origins of business strategy are 
untraceable. When investigating the emergence of modern strategy, he did find a link with 
the military world, although it was not quite the link that Bracker and Chandler proposed. 
Like Chandler, Hoskin argues that one of the most significant developments in business 
management in the nineteenth century occurred in the running of the US railways. Unlike 
Chandler, however, Hoskin gives the credit for initiating business strategy to one of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad’s executives, Herman Haupt. He states that Haupt:



 275

 Understanding strategy: origins, definitions and approaches

changes the rules of business discourse: the image in which he reconstructs business, on the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, is that of the proactive, future-oriented organization, which is man-
aged by the numbers . . . How does he do so? By importing the practices of writing, examina-
tion and grading . . . On the Pennsylvania Railroad we find for the first time the full interactive 
play of grammatocentrism [writing and recording] and calculability [mathematical analysis of 
the recorded data]. (Hoskin, 1990: 20)

This approach created the bedrock on which strategic management grew in the United 
States, especially after the Second World War. It also ensured that strategic management 
became a quantitatively orientated discipline, focused on the use of numerical analysis to 
forecast market trends in order to plan for the future. Hoskin also points out that Haupt was 
a graduate of the US Military Academy at West Point, which pioneered the techniques of 
‘writing, examination and grading’ in the military world. From there its graduates, particu-
larly Haupt, took them out into the business world – hence the link between military and 
civilian management techniques.

Thus, it is possible to see why strategic management developed in the way it did – as a 
quantitative, mathematical approach. We can also see that there are links between the mili-
tary and business worlds, but that they are not as some have claimed. Management strategy 
has not developed from the approach to military campaigns of the ancient Greeks; instead, 
it has adopted and made its own the techniques of record-keeping and analysis that were 
developed at West Point in order to measure the performance, and suitability for military 
life, of the US army’s future officer class.

The contribution of the American armed forces to the quantitative approach to strategy 
did not end with West Point or in the nineteenth century. In 1945, with the end of the 
Second World War, the United States experienced an extraordinary trading boom. 
McKiernan (1992) comments that this forced many American companies to rethink their 
business planning systems. In order to justify and implement the capacity expansion neces-
sary to cope with the boom, companies began to abandon short-term, one-year, budgeting 
cycles in favour of more long-range planning techniques. The development of this strategic 
approach to planning and investment was given a significant impetus when some of the 
people involved in the US Army Air Force’s wartime strategic planning activities returned to 
civilian life. Most notable among them was Robert McNamara, who became Chairman of 
the Ford Motor Company, Secretary of State under John F Kennedy and President of the 
World Bank (Moore, 1992). Their main vehicle for influencing business was the Harvard 
Business School’s approach to business policy teaching, which steadily moved the focus of 
management away from a preoccupation with internal organisational issues (as proposed 
by the Classical and Human Relations schools) towards an external orientation. This was 
best exemplified by the development of two important concepts: marketing, with its empha-
sis on analysing demand and tailoring products to meet it; and systems theory, with its 
emphasis not only on the interconnectedness of different parts of an organisation but also 
the links between internal and external forces.

In the intervening years, first in the United States and later across the Western world, 
these techniques and approaches have become more widely disseminated and used (Bracker, 
1980). Much credit for this must go to three key figures, Kenneth R Andrews, Alfred D 
Chandler and H Igor Ansoff, for their work in developing and fleshing out the concept of 
strategic management, and especially for demonstrating the importance of the product–
market mix. Nevertheless, in highlighting the importance of the outside world, and thus 
breaking managers’ Classical school-inspired fixation with internal structures and practices, 
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they can be criticised for not making the link between the two. So managers moved from 
believing that internal arrangements alone would bring success to believing that an exter-
nal, market focus was the key.

the rise and fall of long-range planning

In order to cope with the new and rapidly changing technological, economic and organisa-
tional developments that followed the end of the Second World War, American organisa-
tions, which were at the forefront of these developments, began to adopt long-range 
planning techniques. This necessitated first defining the organisation’s objectives, then 
establishing plans in order to achieve those objectives and, finally, allocating resources, 
through capital budgeting, in line with the plans. A key aim of this process was to reduce the 
gap that often occurred between the level of demand that a firm expected, and planned for, 
and the level of demand that actually occurred (Fox, 1975). Therefore, long-range plan-
ning was a mechanism for plotting trends and planning the actions required to achieve the 
identified growth targets, all of which were heavily biased towards financial targets and 
budgetary controls. However, this process proved incapable of accurately forecasting future 
demand, and the problem of the gap between the level of expected demand and actual 
demand remained.

Long-range planning failed for a variety of internal and external reasons (McKiernan, 
1992). Internally, many planning systems involved little more than an extrapolation of past 
sales trends. Little attention was paid to wider external economic, technological or social 
changes, or even changes in the behaviour of competitor firms. Thompson (2008: 15) cites 
Queen Victoria’s funeral as a classic example of this type of planning:

The route of her funeral procession was laid down as exactly the same route as for her uncle, 
the previous monarch. The dress rehearsal was by all accounts either hilarious or a farce, 
depending on your sense of humour. The planners had not taken into account the fact that 
London had changed considerably in the 60-odd years of Victoria’s reign. Some streets were 
no longer accessible. Many were not even there any more!

Externally, in the 1960s, the relatively comfortable conditions of high market growth 
gave way to lower levels of growth, which led to increased competition as companies tried 
to increase, or at least maintain, their market share to compensate for lower growth. One 
outcome of this was that strategic planners had to adapt to a world where growth was not 
steady; it could slow down, increase or be interrupted in an unpredictable and violent man-
ner. Also, unforeseen opportunities and threats could and did emerge. Furthermore, it 
became evident that closing the gap between the plan and what actually occurred was not 
necessarily the most critical aspect of strategy formulation. Indeed, since the early 1970s, 
volatile markets, overcapacity and resource constraints have taken over as dominant man-
agement considerations (Koch, 1995).

Long-range planning techniques could not cope with such environmental turbulence 
which, to say the least, limits forecasting accuracy. In addition, the nature of American busi-
ness had begun to change. Slower growth and increased competition led to a situation 
where large single-business firms, which in the past might have dominated a single indus-
try, were being replaced by multinational conglomerates operating in a wide range of 
increasingly competitive industries and markets. Therefore, rather than managing a single, 
unified enterprise, corporate managers found themselves managing a diverse portfolio of 
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businesses. Nestlé, in Case study 8.1, is a good example of this. An even better one is Richard 
Branson’s Virgin empire:

Virgin is a leading international investment group and one of the world’s most recognised and 
respected brands. Conceived in 1970 by Sir Richard Branson, the Virgin Group has gone on to 
grow successful businesses in sectors ranging from mobile telephony, travel, financial services, 
leisure, music, holidays and health & wellness. Across its companies, Virgin employs approxi-
mately 50,000 people, in 34 countries and global branded revenues in 2011 were around £13 
billion ($21 billion). (Virgin.com, 2013)

In response to the emergence of conglomerates and the failure of long-range plan-
ning, in the late 1960s, the concept of strategic management began to emerge. Unlike 
long-range planning, strategic management focuses on the environmental assumptions 
that underlie market trends and incorporates the possibility that changes in trends can 
and do take place, and it is not based on the assumption that adequate growth can be 
assured (Elliot and Lawrence, 1985; Mintzberg and Quinn, 1991). Consequently, stra-
tegic management focuses more closely on winning market share from competitors, 
rather than assuming that organisations can rely solely on the expansion of markets for 
their own growth (De Wit and Meyer, 2010). As Johnson and Scholes (2002: 15–16) 
comment:

Strategic management is concerned with complexity arising out of ambiguous and non- 
routine situations with organisation-wide rather than operations-specific implications. . . . Nor 
is strategic management concerned only with taking decisions about major issues facing the 
organisation. It is also concerned with ensuring that the strategy is put into effect. It can be 
thought of as having three elements within it . . . understanding the strategic position of an 
organisation, strategic choices for the future and turning strategy into action.

Strategic management sought to take a broader and more sophisticated view of an 
organisation’s environment than long-range planning. Initially at least, it was closely asso-
ciated with a number of portfolio planning techniques that also emerged in the late 1960s 
and which will be discussed later in this chapter (Hax and Majluf, 1996; McKiernan, 
1992). These and other portfolio planning techniques were developed to assist managers 
in running large, diversified enterprises operating in complex environments. Much of this 
work was sponsored and used by big American corporations, such as General Electric, in 
order to identify the market position and potential of their strategic business units (SBUs) 
and to decide on whether to develop, sell or close them down. This ‘positioning’ approach 
to strategic management, the latest variant of which is Porter’s (1980, 1985) ‘competitive 
forces model’ (see Figure 8.4), dominated the practice of strategic management from the 
1960s onwards and, to a large extent, still does (Galagan, 1997; Johnson et al, 2011; 
Moore, 2011; Rigby and Gillies, 2000). It has also led many companies to adopt a harsh, 
and to an extent unthinking, approach to business success, epitomised by the words of 
Jack Welch when he was CEO of GE: ‘We will run only businesses that are number one or 
two in their markets’ (quoted in Kay, 1993: 339). Therefore, if businesses are not, or do 
not have the potential to become, leaders in their field, they are sold off or closed down 
(Koch, 1995).

As Stacey (2010), and many others, point out, this approach to strategic management 
portrays strategy as a rational process whereby managers gather hard, quantitative data on 
their companies, and from this information come to rational decisions regarding their 
future. However, from the late 1970s onwards, the rational perspective on strategy has 
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come under increasing attack, not least by the leading management thinker of his genera-
tion, Henry Mintzberg (1976, 1978, 1983, 1987, 1994, 1998, 2001, 2007). The main criti-
cisms of the rational approach to strategy are threefold:

●	 that hard data are no more reliable or less ambiguous than qualitative data;

●	 that organisations and managers are not rational entities and do not apply a rational 
approach to decision-making; and

●	 that an organisation’s strategy is as likely to emerge from unplanned actions and their 
unintended consequences over a period of time as it is from any deliberate process of 
planning and implementation (Abdallah and Langley, 2014; Hatch, 1997; Mintzberg 
et al, 2009; Mirabeau and Maguire, 2014; Pettigrew et al, 1992; Stacey, 2010; 
Whittington, 1993).

defining strategy

As the above shows, like many other concepts in the field of management, there are many 
approaches to strategy but none are universally accepted (Stacey, 2003). Indeed, as Khalifa 
(2008: 894) comments:

The plethora of strategy concepts, theories, frameworks, and claims of superiority dazzles 
many who may not be able to see the forest for the trees. Managers and practitioners are 
overwhelmed by the flood of advice coming from different directions and each dismisses the 
other as out of date, short sighted, incomplete, inadequate, or even misleading.

Even one of the pioneers of business strategy, Igor Ansoff (1987), warned that strategy is 
an elusive and somewhat abstract concept. This must be expected when dealing with an 
area that is constantly developing. Nor should this inhibit the search for a definition, or 
definitions, because in doing so we can see how the debate on strategy is developing and 
where the main areas of dispute lie.

Rather than leading to clarity, the eclipse of long-range planning merely heralded the 
arrival of a range of different and often confusing perspectives on strategy (Kay et al, 2003). 
As early as the 1960s, two schools of thought vied with each other: the Planning school and 
the Design school (Mintzberg et al, 2009). The Planning school was based on formal proce-
dures, formal training, formal analysis and a large dose of quantification. Its underlying 
assumption was that a strategy could be put together and work in the same way as a 
machine. It led to the creation of strategic planning departments in large organisations, 
reporting directly to the chief executive; that person’s role – although notionally to be the 
architect of strategy – was to approve the planners’ plan.

The chief proponent of the Planning school was Igor Ansoff. Ansoff was a Russian-
American engineer, mathematician, military strategist and operations researcher whose 
Corporate Strategy was published in 1965 to great acclaim (Koch, 1995; Martinet, 2010). In 
this book, he assumes that the purpose of a firm is profit maximisation, and he portrays stra-
tegic management as being primarily concerned with the external, rather than internal, con-
cerns of the firm, especially the matching of products to markets (the product–market mix). 
As Figure 8.1 shows, Ansoff sought to show that organisations needed to tailor their strate-
gies to the mix of markets they were operating in or wished to operate in, and the products 
they produced or intended to produce. So, for example, looking at Quadrant 1, he argues 
that where an organisation was selling existing products into existing markets, it needed a 
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market penetration strategy aimed at enabling them to take a greater share of the market. 
However, looking at Quadrant 4, where the company wished to sell new products into new 
markets, it would need a diversification strategy. Ansoff’s book provided managers with a 
plethora of checklists and charts to enable them to derive objectives, assess synergy between 
different parts of an organisation, appraise its competence profile and decide how, where 
and in which way to expand. But, as a number of writers remark, the book, and indeed the 
precepts of the Planning school as a whole, have not aged well owing to their reliance on 
mechanistic processes and unreliable growth forecasts (Koch, 1995; Mintzberg et al, 2009).

The Design school, while sharing some features with the Planning school, adopted a less 
formal and mechanistic approach. It proposed a model of strategy that emphasises the need 
to achieve a fit between the internal capabilities of an organisation and the external possi-
bilities it faces. The foundations of the Design school lay in the work of Alfred Chandler, one 
of the most eminent and influential American economic historians of his generation. His 
main contribution to the Design school is encapsulated in his 1962 book, Strategy and 
Structure, which was based on a major study of US corporations between 1850 and 1920. In 
the book, Chandler defined strategy as the determination of the basic long-term goals and 
objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of 
resources necessary for carrying out these goals. The book also suggested three important 
precepts for running organisations which challenged the conventional wisdom of the time:

●	 First, that an organisation’s structure should flow from its strategy rather than being 
determined by some universal ‘one best way’.

●	 Second, that the ‘visible hand of management’ was more important than Adam Smith’s 
‘invisible hand of the market’ in meeting customer need.

●	 Last, that large organisations need to decentralise and divisionalise in order to remain 
competitive.

Although Chandler’s work proved very influential in shaping the strategy debate, the 
real impetus for the Design school came from the work of the General Management 
group at Harvard Business School, especially the work of Kenneth R Andrews (Mintzberg 
et al, 1998a). The model of strategy developed by Andrews and his colleagues places 
primary emphasis on the appraisal of an organisation’s external and internal situations. 

Existing products

Market development
strategy

Diversification
strategy

Market penetration
strategy

Product development
strategy

Existing markets

New products

New markets

Figure 8.1 Product–market mix
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To facilitate this, Andrews developed the now-famous SWOT technique (see Figure 8.2 
and also Chapter 12).

The purpose of a SWOT analysis is to enable an organisation to assess its internal 
Strengths and Weaknesses in the light of the Opportunities and Threats posed by the envi-
ronment in which it operates (Andrews, 1980). Based on this assessment, organisations 
then generate and evaluate a number of strategies in order to choose the best one (Johnson 
et al, 2011; Rumelt, 1997).

Like the Planning school, the Design school has attracted its fair share of criticism (see 
Mintzberg et al, 2009). In particular, Chandler’s view that structure should follow strategy 
has been heavily criticised. Tom Peters (1993: 148), for example, remarked that:

I understand Chandler’s reasoning, but I think he got it exactly wrong. For it is the structure of 
the organization that determines, over time, the choices that it makes about the markets it 
attacks [i.e. its strategy]. Give me a vertically integrated, hierarchically steep organization and 
perhaps, even today, I can do a few things well. But one thing is certain: I can’t shift course very 
rapidly! A McKinsey or EDS or CNN chooses to do what it does – i.e. continually reinvent itself, 
with apparent ease – because of its ‘structural’ shape much more than its chosen strategy.

Regardless of the criticisms levelled at it, the Design school can be seen as an advance on 
the Planning school. Whereas Ansoff and the Planning school regard strategy as almost 
exclusively concerned with the relationships between the firm and its environment, 
Chandler, Andrews and the Design school take a broader view. Its approach takes account 
of internal as well as external factors. In particular, the Design school sees issues such as 
organisational structures, production processes and technology as being essentially strate-
gic. The key point made by proponents of the Design school is that the external and internal 
cannot be separated, as the Open Systems theorists would be the first to point out (see 
Bryant, 2002; Scott, 1987; Stickland, 1998; and Chapters 1 and 3 of this text). The external 
affects the internal, and vice versa. Therefore, strategic management must encompass the 
totality of the organisational domain and must not be restricted to one aspect, such as deter-
mining the product–market mix (Andrews, 1980; De Wit and Meyer, 2010).

This brings us a little nearer to a definition but still leaves us with a hazy concept. Henry 
Mintzberg claims that it is necessary to recognise explicitly that there are multiple defini-
tions of strategy and that we need to use these to manoeuvre through this difficult field. 
According to Mintzberg et al (1998b), there are five main and interrelated definitions of 
strategy: plan, ploy, pattern, position and perspective (see Ideas and perspectives 8.1).

Strengths Weaknesses

Opportunities Threats

Internal factors

External factors

Figure 8.2 SWOt analysis
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In a manner that has a postmodernist feel to it, Mintzberg et al (1998b) do not argue that 
one definition should be preferred to the others. In some senses, they can be considered as 
alternatives or complementary approaches to strategy. Also, they are useful in adding 
important elements to the discussion of strategy. They draw our attention to the distinction 
between conscious and unconscious strategy, and between emergent and planned strategy. 
They also highlight the role of the organisation’s collective mind in developing and imple-
menting strategy.

In a similar way to Mintzberg et al, Johnson (1987) also distinguishes between different 
views of the strategic management process. As Ideas and perspectives 8.2 shows, he argues 
that there are three basic views that reflect more general distinctions in the social sciences. 
One way of considering these various definitions or views of strategy, following on from 
Morgan (1986), is as metaphors. Morgan (1986) identifies eight influential metaphors that 
are applied to organisations (see Ideas and perspectives 8.3).

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.1

Mintzberg’s five definitions of strategy
●	 Strategy as a plan. According to this view, strategy is some form of consciously intended 

course of action which is created ahead of events. This can be either a general strategy 
or a specific one. If specific, it may also constitute a ploy.

●	 Strategy as a ploy. This is where strategy is a manoeuvre to outwit an opponent. An 
example of this is when a firm threatens to lower its prices substantially to deter new 
entrants into its market. It is the threat to lower prices that is the consciously intended 
course of action, and not any actual plan to do so.

●	 Strategy as a pattern. This is where we observe, after the event, that an organisation has 
acted in a consistent manner over time, i.e. whether consciously or not, the organisation 
exhibits a consistent pattern of behaviour. We can say from this that an organisation has 
pursued a particular strategy. This may not be the strategy it intended to pursue, but it 
is the one that has emerged from the action of the organisation. Therefore, although the 
organisation’s realised strategy could be the product of a conscious and deliberate plan, 
this is often not the case.

●	 Strategy as a position. From this perspective, strategy is about positioning the organisa-
tion in order to achieve or maintain a sustainable competitive advantage. Mintzberg et 
al argue that most organisations try to avoid head-on competition. What they seek to 
achieve is a position where their competitors cannot or will not challenge them. In this 
sense, strategy is also seen as a game: groups of players circling each other, each trying 
to gain the high ground.

●	 Strategy as perspective. This definition sees strategy as a somewhat abstract concept 
that exists primarily in people’s minds. For members of an organisation, the actual details 
of its strategy, as such, are irrelevant. What is important is that everyone in the organisa-
tion shares a common view of its purpose and direction which, whether people are 
aware of it or not, informs and guides decision-making and actions. Consequently, with-
out the need for detailed plans, the organisation, through a shared understanding, pur-
sues a consistent strategy or purpose.

Source: Mintzberg et al (1998b).
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Morgan (1986: 12–13) comments:

Our theories and explanations of organizational life are based on metaphors that lead us to 
see and understand organizations in distinctive yet partial ways. . . . By using different meta-
phors to understand the complex and paradoxical character of organizational life, we are able 
to manage and design organizations in ways that we may not have thought possible before.

Like Morgan’s use of metaphors, the postmodernist viewpoint, discussed in Chapter 6, 
would see the varying definitions of strategy as competing realities which managers attempt 
to impose on their organisations. Realists would acknowledge that these are different per-
spectives that do influence organisational strategy, but they would also argue that there is a 
‘real world out there’ which has to be addressed if strategies are to be successfully realised. 
Complexity theorists would take a similar view, acknowledging that different perspectives 
do exist and are influential, but claiming that the social world, like the natural world, is 
governed by order-generating rules which organisations ignore at their peril. Therefore, 
while most would see Mintzberg et al’s and Johnson’s definitions of strategy as metaphors or 

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.2

Johnson’s three basic views of strategy
●	 The rationalistic view – which sees strategy as the outcome of a series of preplanned 

actions designed to achieve the stated goals of an organisation in an optimal fashion.

●	 The adaptive or incremental view – which sees strategy evolving through an accumula-
tion of relatively small changes over time.

●	 The interpretative view – which sees strategy as the product of individual and collective 
attempts to make sense of, i.e. interpret, past events.

 Source: Johnson (1987).

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.3

Morgan’s organisational metaphors
●	 Organisations as machines

●	 Organisations as organisms

●	 Organisations as brains

●	 Organisations as cultures

●	 Organisations as political systems

●	 Organisations as psychic prisons

●	 Organisations as flux and transformations

●	 Organisations as instruments of domination

 Source: Morgan (1986).
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alternative perspectives, some would also argue that they represent competing realities, 
while others would argue that there is only one reality (although this can and does change 
with circumstances and time).

The explicit recognition that there are multiple definitions of strategy can help us to make 
sense of the confusion of terms which litter the literature and which different writers use in 
different ways (Johnson et al, 2011). Many writers seem to treat corporate planning, long-
range planning, strategic planning and formal planning as synonymous. However, not all 
would agree. Naylor (1979), for example, defines strategic planning as long-range planning 
with a time horizon of 3–5 years. Litschert and Nicholson (1974) take the opposite view: 
they state that strategic and long-term planning are not synonymous, arguing that strategic 
planning is a process which involves making a sequence of interrelated decisions aimed at 
achieving a desirable future environment for an organisation. Andrews (1998: 51), simi-
larly, defines strategy as a:

pattern of decisions in a company that determines and reveals its objectives, purposes, or 
goals, produces the principal policies and plans for achieving those goals, and defines the 
range of business the company is to pursue, the kind of economic and human organisation it 
is, or intends to be, and the nature of the economic and non-economic contribution it intends 
to make to its shareholders, employees, customers and communities.

What is clear from the above is that, knowingly or not, writers are using different defini-
tions of strategy and thus interpreting particular terms or phrases in the light of their own 
implicit or explicit definitions, which have changed radically over the years. For example, in 
the third edition of their best-selling textbook on strategy, Johnson and Scholes (1993) 
describe strategy as:

●	 concerning the full scope of an organisation’s activities;

●	 the process of matching the organisation’s activities to its environment;

●	 the process of matching its activities to its resource capability;

●	 having major resource implications;

●	 affecting operational decisions;

●	 being affected by the values and beliefs of those who have power in an organisation; and

●	 affecting the long-term direction of an organisation.

In the ninth edition of their book, Johnson et al (2011: 21) take a broader and less uni-
tary view of strategy, arguing that it needs to be viewed through four lenses, as follows:

●	 Strategy as design. This takes the view that strategy development can be ‘designed’ 
in the abstract, as an architect might design a building using pens, rulers and  
paper. The architect designs and then hands over the plans for the builders actually 
to build. . . . Taking a design lens to a strategic problem means being systematic, ana-
lytical and logical.

●	 Strategy as experience. The experience lens recognises that the future strategy of an 
organisation is often heavily influenced by its experience and that of its managers. . . . 
The experience lens suggests that the personal experience and interests of key decision- 
makers needs to be understood. It sets low expectations of radical change.

●	 Strategy as variety. Neither of the above lenses is likely to uncover radical new 
ideas in strategy. Design approaches risk being too rigid and top-down; experience 
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builds too much on the past. . . . Somebody with a variety lens would look for future 
strategies at the bottom and periphery of organisations. They should be ready for 
surprises.

●	 Strategy as discourse. Managers spend most of their time talking, persuading and nego-
tiating. They are always using language, or what here is called ‘discourse’. The discourse 
lens points to how command of strategy discourse becomes a resource for managers by 
which to shape ‘objective’ strategic analyses to their personal views and gain influence, 
power and legitimacy. . . . The discourse lens tries to look under the surface of strategy to 
uncover the personal interests and politicking in organisations. Taking a discourse lens 
thus encourages a somewhat sceptical view.

Approaches to strategy: the Prescriptive versus the  
Analytical stream

In defining strategy, especially bearing in mind the various definitions of strategy sug-
gested by Mintzberg et al (2009) and Johnson et al (2011), there are two further issues to 
be considered:

1. Is strategy a process or the outcome of a process?

2. Is strategy an economic–rational phenomenon or is it an organisational–social phenomenon?

Taking these two questions together, it can be seen that there are two parallel, competing 
and, to an extent, interacting streams of ideas. The first, the Prescriptive stream, sees strat-
egy as a controlled, intentional, prescriptive process, based on a rational model of decision-
making, which produces complete deliberate strategies (Ansoff, 1965; Argenti, 1974; 
Steiner, 1969). The second, the Analytical stream, which is more interested in understand-
ing how organisations actually formulate strategy rather than prescribing how they should 
formulate it, argues that it is the outcome of the complex social and political processes 
involved in organisational decision-making (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989; Miles and Snow, 
1978; Mintzberg et al, 2009; Pettigrew, 1980; Quinn, 1980a).

The Prescriptive stream grew out of the long-range planning initiatives of the 1940s 
and 1950s and is aimed primarily at the practitioners of strategy. Through the work of 
the Planning and Design schools, this stream dominated the practice of strategy in the 
1960s and 1970s. They not only saw strategy as an economic–rational process but also 
considered its options and usefulness as primarily restricted to issues relating to market 
share and profit maximisation (Ansoff, 1965; Porter, 1980). However, with growing dis-
illusionment among academics and practitioners over the ability of this approach to 
deliver competitiveness, a new variant of this approach came to the fore in the 1980s: 
the Positioning school.

The Positioning school is most closely identified with Michael Porter (1980, 1985), who 
is still regarded by many as the world’s leading consultant on strategy as well as being a 
professor at the Harvard Business School (Moore, 2011; Case study 8.2 in this chapter). 
Porter’s (1980) competitive forces framework reinvigorated the Prescriptive approach and 
allowed it to maintain its dominance on the practice of strategy through to the present day 
(Johnson et al, 2011; Teece et al, 1997; Witzel, 2012). The main difference between the 
Positioning school and the earlier Planning and Design schools is that:
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Both the planning and design schools put no limits on the strategies that were possible in any 
given situation. The positioning school, in contrast, argued that only a few key strategies – as 
positions in the economic market place – are desirable in any given industry: ones that can be 
defended against existing and future competitors. Ease of defense means that firms which 
occupy these positions enjoy higher profits . . . By thereby dispensing with one key premise of 
the design school – that strategies have to be unique, tailor-made for each organization – the 
positioning school was able to create and hone a set of analytical tools dedicated to matching 
the right strategy to the conditions at hand . . . (Mintzberg et al, 1998a: 83)

CAse stUdy 8.2

the master strategist: Michael Porter

Michael Porter became famous in the 1990s as a con-
sultant on competitiveness to business and govern-
ments. In the 1980s, however, he wrote several popular 
and respected books on business strategy, introducing 
basic tools of strategic thinking such as the ‘five forces’ 
model and the value chain.

It is for this work on strategy that he is likely to be 
remembered, and his ideas have had a wide impact. In 
1999, Fortune called him the single most important 
strategist working today, and possibly of all time.

Prof. Porter was born in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in 
1947. He studied at Princeton and Harvard and joined 
the faculty at Harvard in 1973. He has also become a 
highly respected consultant, working with companies 
such as DuPont and Shell, and the US, Canadian, New 
Zealand and Swedish governments.

Prof. Porter views strategy from the standpoint of 
economics, and his ideas on how strategy should be 
implemented are based on an understanding of com-
petition and other economic forces. Strategy is not 
devised in isolation; a company’s options will always 
be limited by what is going on around it.

His famous ‘five forces’ model shows the constrain-
ing impact that competition and environment have on 
strategy.

The five forces identified by Prof. Porter are: the 
threat of new entrants and the appearance of new 
competitors; the degree of rivalry among existing 
competitors in the market; the bargaining power of 
buyers; the bargaining power of suppliers; and the 
threat of substitute products or services that could 
shrink the market.

The strength of each of these forces varies from 
industry to industry, but taken together they  determine 

long-term profitability. They help to shape the prices 
companies can charge, the costs they must pay for 
resources and the level of investment that will be 
needed to compete.

From the external environment, he turns to the 
company itself. Companies make products and deliver 
them to consumers, but they can also add value to the 
basic product in a variety of ways and through differ-
ent functions.

Value can be added directly, for example by giv-
ing a product new technology features, or indi-
rectly, through measures that allow the company to 
become more efficient. Prof. Porter argues that 
every product follows a critical path through the 
company, from its inception to its delivery as a fin-
ished article. At every stage along this path there 
are opportunities to add value. This path he calls 
the ‘value chain’.

The value chain is crucial, he says, because it dem-
onstrates that the company is more than just the sum 
of its parts and activities: all activities are connected, 
and what is done at one stage affects work at other 
stages.

The company needs to examine its value chain and 
decide where it can add value most effectively to meet 
competitive pressures in the industry.

These concepts can be applied to entire sectors and 
national economies as well as individual companies, 
and Prof. Porter went on to develop his theories of 
national competitiveness in great detail.

Source: The master strategist: Michael Porter, The Financial 
Times, 15 August 2003, p. 11 (Witzel, M), © The Financial 
Times Limited (2003b). All Rights Reserved.
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The work of Porter and the Positioning school will be discussed in more detail later in this 
chapter. However, for now, the key points to note are that the three schools that comprise 
the Prescriptive stream have dominated the practice of strategy within organisations since 
the 1960s. The reason for this is threefold:

●	 First, the proponents set out deliberately to address the needs of industry and commerce 
by providing them with a blueprint for strategy formulation and implementation.

●	 Second, they interacted closely with a number of leading consultants, notably the Boston 
Consulting Group, and business schools, notably Harvard, to promote their work and 
tailor it to the needs of organisations. By reinforcing and promoting each other, this triple 
alliance of researchers, consultants and educators created an iron orthodoxy that organi-
sations, especially large ones, felt they ignored at their peril.

●	 Last, because all three groups in this triple alliance were in effect engaged in a business 
activity, selling strategy as a product, they were able to invest in promoting and develop-
ing their product in a way that others were not.

As the following examination of the Analytical stream of strategy will show, this did not 
mean that other important perspectives on strategy were not developed or did not achieve 
acceptance by a wide audience. It did, however, mean that these alternative perspectives 
have never had the same impact on practice within organisations as those promoted by the 
Prescriptive stream.

The Analytical stream, which began to appear in the 1970s and represents a more sceptical 
and more academically orientated face of strategic management, views strategy not as a pro-
cess but as an outcome of a process. Its proponents’ emphasis is not on the construction of 
detailed plans, which in any case they believe to be a misdirected approach, but on the organ-
isational and social aspects of strategy formation. They argue that the capabilities of an organ-
isation, in terms of its structure, systems, technology and management style, restrict the range 
of strategic options the organisation can pursue. Consequently, in a very real sense, the day-
to-day stream of decisions regarding the development of its capabilities determines an organ-
isation’s strategic direction, rather than the reverse (Mintzberg, 1994; Mintzberg et al, 2009).

The key figure in the Analytical stream is Henry Mintzberg, who is widely considered as 
the leading management scholar of his day (see Case study 8.3). Mintzberg’s (1978) con-
cept of emergent strategy is seen as transforming the understanding of strategy develop-
ment (Mirabeau and Maguire, 2014; Moore, 2011). With the concept of emergent 
strategy, Mintzberg explains why an organisation’s intended strategy, the objectives it 
sets out to achieve, is rarely the same as its realised strategy, the objectives it actually 
achieves. As Figure 8.3 shows, Mintzberg maintains that organisations start out with an 
intended strategy but, due to ambiguity, unrealistic expectations or changing circum-
stances, many of the elements of this fall by the wayside (Abdallah and Langley, 2014). 
This is because organisations have to respond to unexpected events on a day-to-day basis 
and, based on the decisions taken, the strategy develops and changes with some elements 
being dropped and others emerging to take their place (Mintzberg 1994, 2007; Mirabeau 
and Maguire, 2014). In many cases, managers may not even realise the impact of such 
day-to-day decisions on strategy. As such decisions are taken in response to changing 
events, however, the intended strategy changes, with the emergent elements of strategy 
combining with the remaining deliberate elements of the intended strategy to form the 
organisation’s realised strategy.
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CAse stUdy 8.3

the great iconoclast: Henry Mintzberg

Henry Mintzberg had been called ‘the great manage-
ment iconoclast’ for his willingness to attack previ-
ously sacred concepts in business and management. 
But his commonsense approach to management prob-
lems has won him a broad following, particularly 
among students and working managers. He is best 
known for his work on business strategy, where he 
exposed the gap between academic concepts of strat-
egy and reality.

Born in Montreal in 1939, Mintzberg studied engi-
neering and worked for Canadian National Railways 
before obtaining a doctorate from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology in 1968. He joined the faculty 
of management at McGill University, Canada, where 
he has remained. Mintzberg was interested in defining 
what managers really do and how they carry out their 
tasks. He discovered a vast body of what he termed 
‘managerial folklore’: research studies that considered 
managers rational beings who made decisions based 
on careful analysis of all available information.

Experience told Mintzberg that managerial work 
was not like that. Not only was it less structured and 
ordered than assumed but its true nature was also hard 
to define. His observations of managers in action con-
firmed this. He found that decisions were made quickly, 
often on the move, usually based more on intuition and 
experience than on considered analysis. Action was 
more important than reflection. Half the daily manage-
ment tasks he observed took less than 10 minutes each 
and only 10 per cent took more than an hour.

The portrait of the manager and his task that 
emerges from Mintzberg’s work is a sympathetic one. 

Managers are constantly ‘firefighting’, dealing with 
problems under pressure. Rather than the best possi-
ble solution, they seek the best solution that can be 
implemented given the resources available. And, says 
Mintzberg, because each organisation has its own cul-
ture and needs, managers’ responses to problems will 
vary. There may be no one ‘right’ way to manage a 
business.

These affect strategy. Academic conceptions of 
strategy regarded it as the province of top manage-
ment, who consider and make strategic decisions with 
detachment. Again, Mintzberg disagrees. In the real 
world, strategy-making is ad hoc and instinctive, not 
structured and planned. The concept of ‘strategic plan-
ning’ becomes an oxymoron.

Mintzberg sees this approach to strategy as a virtue. 
‘Emergent strategy’, as he calls it, is strategy that 
evolves according to need, constantly adjusted and 
adapted. He also speaks of ‘crafting strategy’, a process 
by which managers develop strategy according to the 
needs of their organisation and environment. Here, 
strategy creation and implementation are interde-
pendent. He compares the art of strategy making to 
pottery and managers to potters sitting at a wheel 
moulding the clay and letting the shape of the object 
evolve in their hands.

Successful management is about knowing the  
business – in all its aspects and not just in specialist 
areas – and an ability to manage through discontinuity.

Source: The great iconoclast: Henry Mintzberg, The Financial 
Times, 5 August 2003, p. 11 (Witzel, M), © The Financial Times 
Limited (2003c). All Rights Reserved.

In recent years, perhaps the two starkest examples of unexpected events having a 
dramatic effect on strategy were the 2008 financial crisis and the United Kingdom’s 
Brexit decision in 2016. At the beginning of 2007, the intended strategies of most finan-
cial service organisations revolved around sales growth and increased profit. By the end 
of 2007, with the advent of the credit crunch, the realised strategies focused on coping 
with falling growth and decreased profit – in some cases, the key strategy issue was sur-
vival (Doran, 2008). Similarly, both in the United Kingdom and the rest of Europe, not 
to mention elsewhere in the global economy, companies’ pre-Brexit strategic plans had 
to be hastily redrawn, and many firms are still uncertain as to their future direction 
(Campbell and Inagaki, 2016). As 2008 showed, and 2016 may well repeat, the deci-
sions taken by each organisation in responding to a major and unexpected shock were 
influenced by their own circumstances and capabilities, which allowed some to survive 
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relatively unscathed while others went out of business or had to be rescued by competi-
tors or governments. Nor are 2008 and 2016 just two very big exceptions to the rule. 
Almost every day, the financial pages of the newspapers carry examples of major organ-
isations making large, damaging and unexpected changes to their strategies. A prime 
example recently was Tata’s indecision regarding its Port Talbot steel plant in the United 
Kingdom. After its unexpected announcement in March 2016 that the plant would close 
because it was uneconomic, it then said it would sell it as a going concern. However, in 
July 2016, it changed its mind on both options and revealed plans to save the plant by 
merging its European steel business into a joint venture with its German rival 
ThyssenKrupp (see Case study 8.4). All this was at a time when it was assumed that 
Brexit would make such pan-European mergers unattractive.

In contrast to the botched strategies of many Western companies, Japanese compa-
nies have received many plaudits over the years for their ability to establish and suc-
cessfully pursue long-term strategic goals, especially their commitment to strategic 
intent (Hirota et al, 2010). Pascale and Athos (1982) and Hamel and Prahalad (1989) 
argue that Japanese business success is based not on detailed and well-thought-out 
strategies per se, but on strategic intent – the commitment of Japanese managers to 
create and pursue a vision of their desired future. The vision is then used to bind  
an organisation together and give it a common purpose to which all can contribute. 
There is strong evidence that this type of strategic consensus has a positive effect on 
organisational performance (Kellermanns et al, 2011). A  key part of this strategic 
 consensus is the identification and development of the core competences and capabili-
ties necessary for the achievement of the organisation’s vision. As will be discussed 

Intended strategy

Unrealised
strategy

Realised strategy

Emergent
strategy

Deliberate

strategy

Figure 8.3 Emergent strategy
Source: Adapted from Patterns in strategy formation, Management Science 24(9), p. 13 (Mintzberg H, 1978), Reprinted 
by permission, Copyright (1978), The Institute for Operations Research and the Management Sciences (INFORMS), 5521 
Research Park Drive, Suite 200, Catonsville, MD 21228 USA.
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CAse stUdy 8.4

tata in new talks to save Port talbot: Joint venture with German rival 
under discussion. Future of UK units remains unclear

Tata Steel is in talks with its rival ThyssenKrupp about 
merging their European operations in a deal that 
appears to give a stay of execution to the stricken Port 
Talbot steelworks. The Indian conglomerate said last 
night that it was exploring a joint venture with its 
German competitor that would include a large part of 
its UK unit. The proposal offers a glimmer of hope to 
the 11,000 workers at the collection of British facto-
ries, put up for sale in March after years of losses that 
had ballooned to as much as £1m a day. But the 
announcement does not dispel the cloud of uncer-
tainty that has hung over the business for the past 
three months.

Tata, which said it was also talking to other unnamed 
industry players, had been expected either to sell the 
business or close it down by the summer: instead, its 
talks with Thyssen-Krupp signal the start of another 
period of uncertainty for steelworkers. Koushik 
Chatterjee, group Executive Director at Tata Steel, said 
the talks could lead to the creation of a ‘premium, world-
class strip steel business’. But he added: ‘It is too early to 
give any assurances about the success of these talks’.

The announcement provides some respite for the 
UK government, accused of inaction in the lead-up to 

the steel crisis. Ministers promised to take up to a  
25 per cent stake in Tata Steel UK and provide hun-
dreds of millions of pounds in loans to either Tata or its 
successor. They have also offered to change the law to 
cut the liabilities of the British Steel Pension Scheme, 
which has an estimated deficit of £700m and is seen as 
a burdensome liability.

Sajid Javid, Business Secretary, said the possible 
joint venture was ‘encouraging’. Mr Javid, who yes-
terday met Cyrus Mistry, Global Chairman of Tata, 
said: ‘We will continue to work closely with Tata to 
find a long-term solution’. But Adam Price, Plaid 
Cymru’s finance spokesman, called for a temporary 
nationalisation of the business. ‘Merger with the 
German steelmaker would very likely lead to the clo-
sure of the Port Talbot steelworks and the concentra-
tion of activity at Ijmuiden, and must be opposed at 
all costs’, he said.

ThyssenKrupp confirmed it was in talks with Tata 
Steel.

Source: Tata in new talks to save Port Talbot: Joint venture with 
German rival under discussion. Future of UK units remains 
unclear, The Financial Times, 9 July 2016, p. 1 (McGee, P, 
Mundy, S, Packard, J and Pooler, M).

later in this chapter, this approach to strategy is now referred to as the Resource-
Based View (RBV).

The RBV has proved attractive to many Western writers on strategy (Bartkus et al, 
2006; Bartkus and Glassman, 2008; De Wit and Meyer, 2010; Kotter and Heskett, 1992). 
Kay (1993) uses the term ‘distinctive capabilities’ rather than ‘core competences’ but is 
clearly describing the same thing. He argues that a firm’s distinctive capabilities fall under 
four headings: reputation, architecture (i.e. internal and external structures and link-
ages), innovation and strategic assets. Kay asserts that an organisation’s competitiveness 
is dependent not upon any strategic plan as such but upon the uniqueness and strength of 
its capabilities. It is these that allow an organisation to take advantage of opportunities 
and avoid threats, whether foreseeable or not. In a similar way, Stalk et al (1992) use the 
term ‘core capability’ in referring to an organisation’s practices and business routines; and 
Grant (1991a) proposes a framework for analysing a firm’s competitive advantage in 
terms of its resources and capabilities.

To an extent, the case made by Kay, Stalk et al and Grant is complementary to Mintzberg’s 
(1987) concept of emergent strategy. Based on the many Western companies he has stud-
ied, Mintzberg argues that successful companies do not start out with detailed strategic 
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plans. Instead, their strategies emerge over time from the pattern of decisions they take on 
key aspects of their activities. Mintzberg et al (1998a: 189–90) draw a distinction between 
planned or deliberate strategies and emergent ones:

Deliberate strategy focuses on control – making sure that managerial intentions are realized in 
action – while emergent strategy emphasizes learning – coming to understand through the 
taking of actions what those intentions should be in the first place. . . . The concept of 
 emergent strategy . . . opens the door to strategic learning, because it acknowledges the 
organization’s capacity to experiment. A single action can be taken, feedback can be received, 
and the process can continue until the organization converges on the pattern that becomes its 
strategy.

Mintzberg’s emergent approach to strategy has received considerable support over the years 
(Boyett and Currie, 2004; Hamel, 2009; Johnson et al, 2011; Lowe and Jones, 2004). A 
recent major longitudinal study by Mirabeau and Maguire (2014: 1124) showed:

how emergent strategy originates as autonomous strategic behaviour – projects that, despite 
dissonance with the prevailing concept of strategy, are nonetheless launched as a result of 
local problem solving.

They also show how emergent strategy links to the development of the ‘strategy-as-practice’ 
(SAP) approach, which has become increasing popular in recent years (see later in this chap-
ter for a discussion of SAP).

Clearly, there are similarities between the Japanese intent and/or competence approach 
to strategy, Mintzberg’s view of strategy and Kay, Stalk et al and Grant’s distinctive capabili-
ties. However, the Japanese consciously work out their shared vision and consciously pur-
sue it (Hirota et al, 2010), while the emergent approach, at least in its pure form, lacks the 
concept of ‘vision’ and doubts the presence of conscious intent. Even so, Mintzberg (1994: 
25) does recognise that in practice some organisations pursue:

Umbrella strategies: the broad outlines are deliberate while the details are allowed to emerge 
within them. Thus emergent strategies are not bad and deliberate ones good; effective strate-
gies mix these characteristics in ways that reflect the conditions at hand, notably the ability to 
predict as well as the need to react to unexpected events.

Kay (1993) takes a similar view. While doubting the efficacy of corporate vision per se, he 
does stress that the development of capabilities is, or at least can be, a conscious and planned 
process.

As mentioned in Chapter 6, complexity theories have had an increasing influence on 
organisation theorists over the last decade. However, their influence on the strategy litera-
ture has been limited by the fact that complexity theorists do not appear to share a common 
view of complexity and organisational strategy. For Stacey (2003: 319–20):

Strategy comes to be understood as the evolving patterns of an organisation’s identity. . . . 
Strategy as the identity of an organisation is continuously constructed and enacted in the 
interaction of organisational practice.

For MacIntosh and MacLean (2001), strategy also has an emergent dimension to it, but 
for them, a key feature of strategy is to identify and maintain the appropriateness of the 
organisation’s order-generating rules. It is the presence of appropriate order-generating 
rules that allows a consistent, and beneficial, pattern of action to emerge which forms the 
organisation’s strategy. Bechtold (1997) and Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) stress that the 
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purpose of order-generating rules is to keep an organisation operating at the edge of chaos. 
For them, the purpose of strategy is to create an organisation where self-organisation can 
take place. They see the ability to self-organise as being crucial to maintaining and/or devel-
oping appropriate order-generating rules and thus bringing about beneficial change.

Like complexity theories, population ecology is borrowed from the physical sciences. It 
is a Darwinist-type approach that focuses on how organisations adapt and evolve in order to 
survive within the general population of organisations to which they belong (Carroll, 1988; 
Morgan, 1990). Watson (1997: 273) comments that:

One way of considering the relationship of organisations to other organisations in the envi-
ronment is to regard them as involved in a process of natural selection: a fight for survival 
within the ecological system of which they are part. . . . They go through both planned and 
unplanned ‘variations’ in their form, and, largely through processes of competition, the envi-
ronment ‘selects’ the form which best suits the organisation. Organisations then ‘retain’ the 
form which best suits their particular ‘niche’ or ‘domain’.

Population ecologists do not, therefore, challenge the importance of the fit or corre-
spondence between an organisation and its environment, but they do question the extent to 
which achieving this is a conscious and planned process. In particular, as Pettigrew et al 
(1992: 25) maintain: ‘Ecologists are unimpressed by the possibility that managers can turn 
their organizations round, and instead stress organizational inertia.’ This argument echoes 
Hannan and Freeman’s (1977: 957) assertion that:

for wide classes of organizations there are very strong inertial pressures on structure arising 
from both internal arrangements (for example, internal politics) and from the environment 
(for example, public legitimation of organizational activity). To claim otherwise is to ignore the 
most obvious feature of organizational life.

Population ecologists argue that an organisation’s survival, the extent to which it achieves 
a fit with its environment, depends on a combination of the organisation’s own (planned 
and unplanned) actions, the activities of other organisations in its field and a strong ele-
ment of luck (i.e. being in the right place, with the right combination of characteristics and 
at the right time).

The stress on luck or serendipity in business life is also present in the work of writers 
such as Hamel (1996), Williamson (1991), Yukl (2013) and Weick (1979). Weick, in par-
ticular, views the world as an essentially ambiguous place in which it is unrealistic, and 
indeed impossible, to make detailed plans. Abdallah and Langley (2014) also draw atten-
tion to the constraints imposed on strategic planning by ambiguity. They point out that 
most strategic plans have a propensity towards ambiguity, which can lead to confusion, 
indecision and fragmentation of purpose when managers try to implement them. Ambiguity 
arises not just because the future is difficult to predict, but also because managers tend to 
make predictions based on what they want to occur (wishful thinking) and look for evi-
dence to support this (confirmation bias), which can result in a mishmash of conflicting 
and unsubstantiated objectives (Hartford, 2016). Abdallah and Langley (2014) also offer 
support for Mirabeau and Maguire’s (2014) notion of ‘autonomous strategic behaviour’ 
and Mintzberg’s (1978) emergent approach to strategy by showing that individual manag-
ers respond to ambiguous strategic plans by pursuing their own local strategies in order to 
cope with their own local needs.

This is clearly a strong challenge to those who emphasise the need for, and ability of, 
organisations to construct realistic and achievable plans in order to align their organisation 
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with the external environment, i.e. environmental fit or correspondence. However, Child’s 
(1972) concept of equifinality takes this challenge even further. Equifinality, according to 
Sorge (1997: 13):

quite simply means that different sorts of internal arrangements are perfectly compatible with 
identical contextual or environmental states. The principle goes against the idea of a quasi-
ideal ‘match’ which is inherent in the principle of correspondence. Whereas correspondence 
[i.e. Contingency] theory suggests that rigid and bureaucratic structures are not a good match 
for volatile and shifting product markets, equifinality theorists claim that it may very well turn 
out to be a good match but only if the level and diversity of the workforce is large and organ-
ization culture produces motivated and flexible actors.

Mintzberg et al (1998a) note in relation to equifinality that managers need to recognise 
that achieving a successful outcome is more important than imposing the method of achiev-
ing it. Therefore, in the face of an uncertain external environment and ambiguous strategic 
plans, allowing managers to pursue local autonomous strategic behaviour within an overall 
emergent strategy may be no bad thing.

Pettigrew (1985, 1987) and Child and Smith (1987), through their respective studies of 
ICI and Cadbury, also offer important insights and perspectives on approaches to strategic 
management and environmental fit. Pettigrew argues that there is a need for a change the-
ory that sees organisations and how they operate in their entirety, one that recognises the 
importance and influence of the wider environment and appreciates the dynamic and polit-
ical nature of strategy development and change. He is critical of theories which assume that 
organisations are rational entities pursuing agreed goals that reflect their best interests. 
Instead, he contends that organisations have to be understood in the context of the con-
straints and possibilities offered by the environment in which they operate and in relation to 
the self-interests of the individuals and groups that compose them.

As mentioned in Chapter 7, Pettigrew takes a processual approach to strategy, see-
ing organisations primarily as political systems in which groups and individuals, under 
the guise of rationality, seek to mobilise support for, and legitimate the pursuit of, strat-
egies and actions that promote or sustain their personal or sectional interests. Particular 
groups or individuals may achieve a position of dominance, but that dominance is 
always subject to prevailing intra-organisational and environmental conditions. 
Consequently, Pettigrew rejects the view that strategy is a rational process of deliberate 
calculation and analysis. Instead, he believes that organisational strategy – although 
often cloaked in rational and analytical terms – is in reality the outcome of a combina-
tion of internal political struggles, between groups and individuals seeking to influence 
policy in their favour, and external environmental pressures and constraints (this argu-
ment was examined in more detail in Chapter 7 and will be touched later in this chapter 
and again in Chapter 10).

Child and Smith’s (1987) firm-in-sector perspective has some similarities with 
Pettigrew’s work; however, they take a more realist perspective, arguing for a stronger 
determining link between the individual firm and the sector in which it operates, and a 
lesser role for organisational politics. As shown in Ideas and perspectives 8.4, they sug-
gest three areas of firm–sector linkage that shape and constrain the strategies organisa-
tions pursue.

Child and Smith’s (1987) view draws on economic theories of the firm and suggests that the 
sector, particularly when strongly competitive, determines the path, the trajectory, a firm must 
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take for its future success. In this respect, they take an institutional approach, i.e. they look at 
how institutional processes shape organisations. As Greenwood et al (2014: 1208) maintain:

organizations are embedded in an ‘institutional’ context of sociocultural ideas and beliefs that 
prescribe appropriate and socially legitimate ways of doing things. Organizational arrange-
ments, in this sense, are not responses solely to technical imperatives, but are outcomes of 
these more socio-cultural prescriptions, or ‘rationalized myths’.

Although not denying a role for organisational politics, they claim that, unless the strate-
gic decisions a firm takes are consistent with the institutional conditions prevailing in its 
sector, success may be jeopardised. So, although falling in the Analytical stream, Child and 
Smith appear to exhibit a greater faith in a rational and linear progression from market-
sector analysis to strategy formulation and implementation than Pettigrew and many other 
writers.

The Analytical stream also has a number of other variants, most notably those that see the 
role and personality of leaders as being the key determinants of successful strategy (Bennis 
and Nanus, 1985). Leadership will be touched on later in this chapter and covered more exten-
sively in Chapter 14; mentioning it here serves to emphasise the somewhat disparate nature of 
the Analytical stream of strategy. Proponents of this stream are united by a number of factors, 
such as their attempt to understand rather than prescribe strategy, their orientation, mainly, to 
an academic rather than a business audience and their view of organisations as complex social 
entities operating within dangerous, dynamic and unpredictable environments. Meanwhile, 
the proponents of the elements which make up the Analytical stream are divided by their 
emphasis on different aspects of strategy, such as politics, the industry sector, the general envi-
ronment, organisational and national cultures, leadership, etc. They are also divided by their 
explicit or implicit adherence to postmodernist, realist or complexity perspectives.

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.4

Child and smith’s firm-in-sector perspective
1. The ‘objective conditions’ for success. In essence, this is an argument for ‘sector or envi-

ronmental determinism’. Though each firm within a sector may pursue a different strat-
egy, these will all tend to focus on or be determined by similar success factors such as 
customer satisfaction, quality, profitability, etc. Therefore, ‘a firm’s viability depends 
upon the extent to which its behaviour is appropriate to those environmental conditions’.

2. The prevailing managerial consensus. ‘[A]t least within well-established sectors, the 
senior managers of constituent firms hold very similar constructs of the sector’s opera-
tional dynamics which effectively furnish the rules of the game for the sector.’ It follows 
that ‘the sector is the bearer of external exemplars against which a firm’s current strat-
egy and structure, and the ideology underlying these, can be compared’.

3. The collaborative networks operating in the sector. Firms do not exist in isolation from 
the rest of the sector but are joined together in patterns of cooperation and affiliation 
with other firms in the sector. Consequently, ‘a sector does not only consist of product 
competitors; it is also a network of potential and actual collaborators’. Such collabora-
tions may be with customers, suppliers, outside experts or even competitors.

 Source: Child and Smith (1987: 566–9).
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So, although it is true to say that proponents of the Japanese-inspired strategic intent 
and/or competence argument came to the fore in the 1990s, it is also true to say that they 
are challenged by the proponents of the other elements in this stream who still exert a pow-
erful influence on the debate over strategy (De Wit and Meyer, 2010; Hirota et al, 2010). It 
follows that their differences from each other are as important as their differences from pro-
ponents of the Prescriptive stream of strategy. Some of these differences will become clearer 
in the next section, where we examine the main models and tools for applying strategy.

Applying strategy

Models of strategy

There is a wide variety of differing perspectives on strategy, which in turn have generated 
an equally wide range of models or types of strategy that organisations can adopt (De Wit 
and Meyer, 2010; Johnson et al, 2011). However, in practice, these boil down to only four 
basic forms of strategy: the Competitive Forces model, the Resource-Based View, the 
Strategic Conflict model and the Strategy-as-Practice approach, with the first two being 
the most popular (Campbell et al, 2012; Lockett et al, 2009; McNeilly, 2012; Mintzberg et 
al, 2009; Suddaby et al, 2013; Teece et al, 1997; Wernerfelt, 2013; Whittington, 2010).

The Competitive Forces model: This stems from the Positioning school and, since its 
inception in the 1980s, has become the dominant approach to strategy (Johnson et al, 
2011). Its central tenet is the need to align the organisation with its environment, the key 
aspect of which is the industry or industries in which it competes. Proponents of this view 
believe that industry structure strongly influences the competitive rules of the game as well 
as the range of strategies open to the organisation. This model is most closely associated 
with the work of Michael Porter (1980, 1985) and his ‘five forces’ framework (see Figure 8.4). 
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Figure 8.4 Porter’s five competitive forces
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Porter believes that a firm’s ability to increase its profits is dependent on its ability to influ-
ence these five competitive forces in order to position a business ‘to maximize the value of 
the capabilities that distinguish it from its competitors’ (Porter, 1985: 47). In order to do 
this, Porter (1980) maintains that there are only three basic generic strategies a firm can 
adopt in order to outperform competitors: cost leadership, product differentiation and 
 specialisation by focus.

Porter’s work has had a huge influence on the practice of strategy (Campbell et al, 2012; 
Hussey and Jenster, 1999; Johnson et al, 2011; Moore, 2011), but it has also attracted con-
siderable criticism (Huggins and Izushi, 2011), such as:

●	 that the forces in the model are ambiguous and their choice appears to be arbitrary 
(O’Shaughnessy, 1984; Speed, 1996);

●	 the model is too narrow and inflexible and cannot cope with rapid and unexpected 
change (Miller, 1992);

●	 organisations need to be competitive on a range of variables and not just cost or differen-
tiation (Ghemawat, 2008);

●	 it ignores the political nature of organisations and is biased towards big businesses 
(Mintzberg et al, 2009);

●	 it lacks a longitudinal focus and underestimates the importance of core competences 
(Fleisher and Bensoussan, 2003); and

●	 the big competitive battles of the last 40 years, especially between Japanese and American 
firms, tend to have been won not by those who have defended their market position but 
by those who have used their unique resources to change the rules of the game itself 
(Acedo et al, 2006; Armstrong and Shimizu, 2007; Furrer et al, 2008; Hamel and 
Prahalad, 1989, 1994; Lockett et al, 2009; Newbert, 2007; Peteraf, 1993).

The Resource-Based View: Lockett et al (2009: 9) claim that ‘Over the last 20 years, the 
Resource-Based View (RBV) has reached a pre-eminent position among theories in the 
field of strategy’; however, as they also note, ‘debate continues as to its precise nature’. 
The focus of the RBV is on the relationship between an organisation’s resources and its 
performance (Furrer et al, 2008; Newbert, 2007; Peteraf, 1993). Its proponents argue 
that competitiveness is based on the deployment of superior or unique resources rather 
than from tactical manoeuvring or product market positioning (Acedo et al, 2006; Fahy, 
2000). Such resources include tangible assets, such as plant and equipment; intangible 
assets, such as patents and brands; and capabilities, such as the skills, knowledge and 
aptitudes of individuals and groups (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Hall, 1993; Lockett 
et al, 2009; Wernerfelt, 1995). Such resources are deeply embedded in an organisation’s 
processes and are very difficult for others to replicate (Ordanini and Rubera, 2008; 
Peteraf, 1993). The RBV grew from the work of economists who argue that no two firms 
possess exactly the same combination of resources (Chamberlin, 1933; Learned et al, 
1965; Penrose, 1959; Wernerfelt, 1984).

The RBV came to the fore initially through the work of Wernerfelt (1984), but it attracted 
attention mainly as an explanation for the rise of corporate Japan. This can be seen in 
Prahalad and Hamel’s (1990) article ‘The core competence of the corporation’, where they 
argue that Japanese companies’ competitive advantage comes from those core compe-
tences that spawn unanticipated products. The influential study of the car industry by 
Womack et  al (1990), The Machine that Changed the World, came to a similar view of 
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Japanese  competitiveness. Research on Western companies also provided support for the 
RBV (Cool and Schendel, 1988; Hax and Majluf, 1996; Kay, 1993; Rumelt, 1991; 
Wernerfelt, 2013).

The influence of the RBV has grown considerably over the last two decades (Acedo et al, 
2006; Armstrong and Shimizu, 2007; Fahy, 2000; Furrer et al, 2008; Lin and Wu, 2014; 
Lockett et al, 2009; Newbert, 2007; Ordanini and Rubera, 2008). It is now the received wis-
dom that organisations should build and exploit core competences (Data Systems 
International, 2007; Hax and Majluf, 1996; Newbert, 2007; Peteraf, 1993). Even so, there 
are criticisms of the RBV, which include the following:

●	 It lacks empirical support, has no managerial implications and provides ambiguous defi-
nitions of resources (Fleisher and Bensoussan, 2003; Kraaijenbrink et al, 2010).

●	 It is a tautology, i.e. the main method for identifying a valuable resource is that it already 
has value (Priem and Butler, 2001).

●	 Given the timescale to develop resources, in the short run, firms are stuck with the ones 
they possess. This is why population ecologists argue that, given the rapidly changing 
nature of the business environment, any beneficial match between an organisation’s 
competences and its environment is likely to be fortuitous, i.e. based on lucky decisions 
made decades earlier (Barney, 2001; Hannan and Freeman, 1988; Lockett et al, 2009).

The Strategic Conflict model: As Case study 8.5 shows, the notion of competition as war 
between rival firms, and business leaders as military commanders, is an attractive one. It 
draws on the work of military strategists such as von Clausewitz (von Clausewitz et al, 2001) 
and Sun Tzu (Michaelson, 2001), and attempts to apply their military tactics to  modern 
business organisations (Mintzberg et al, 2009). In its current manifestation, it came to prom-
inence with the publication of Carl Shapiro’s (1989) article ‘The theory of business strategy’, 

CAse stUdy 8.5

Company leaders need battlefield values

In Damian McKinney’s experience, former military 
personnel work mainly in management consultancy, 
financial services, charity, recruitment or security.  
Mr McKinney’s passion for business transformation led 
him to the first of those. But he did not leave his bat-
tlefield mindset behind: the chief executive and 
founder of McKinney Rogers, a global management 
consultancy, sees today’s workplace as a battleground 
and believes executives have much to learn from mili-
tary leaders. He has recorded lessons from his 18 years 
as a Royal Marines commando, serving on operations 
around the world, in a book The Commando Way: 
Extraordinary Business Execution. He says in the book: 
‘The word “strategy” is a military term that is at the 
centre of any business’s thinking; it comes battle- 
hardened into the business vocabulary. The potential 

lessons for the business world have been apparent 
since General von Clausewitz wrote the book On War 
nearly 200 years ago. Though the military learned, 
business is only just starting to do so.’ Mr McKinney’s 
own mentors include his grandfather who was a citi-
zen soldier, volunteering at 16 and again at 40 to serve 
his country in two world wars, before returning to 
commercial life after each. He is still driven by his 
grandfather’s advice, which he thinks equally applies 
to business: ‘Be prepared to be more frightened than 
you have ever been but show no fear. Don’t let your 
men lie down too long on the battlefield, you must 
maintain momentum and remember your duty is to 
bring all your men back alive.’

Source: Adapted from ‘Company leaders need battlefield 
values’, The Financial Times, 10 April 2013, p. 2 (Boersma, M).
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which argues that a firm can increase its profits by using influencing tactics to change the 
behaviour of its rivals. Such tactics include investment in capacity, R&D, advertising, price 
reductions, reputation building and the simultaneous use of competition and cooperation 
(Brandenburger and Nalebuff, 1996; Dixit, 1980; Ghemawat, 1991; Gilbert and Newbery, 
1982; Kreps and Wilson, 1982; Milgrom and Roberts, 1982; Schmalensee, 1983).

The main criticism of conflict-based strategies is that they are useful only in a narrow 
range of circumstances. As Teece et al (1997) note, it is likely to be more appropriate in situ-
ations where there is an even balance between rivals in an industry (e.g. Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi) rather than in situations where one organisation has a substantial competitive advan-
tage over its rivals (e.g. Amazon).

Strategy-as-Practice (SAP): This is the latest model of strategy to emerge. Its main attrib-
utes are twofold. First, it concentrates on the micro-level practices and activities that organ-
isations undertake on a day-to-day basis in order to develop and implement strategy 
(Bromiley and Rau, 2014). Second, it seeks to put actors (managers) back into the strategy 
picture by examining the interaction between strategy planning tools and those who use 
them, hence strategy-as-practice (Jarzabkowski and Whittington, 2008). In this respect, it 
fits in with Mintzberg’s (1978) view of emergent strategy discussed above. Its proponents 
argue that strategic planning tools are often not used for the purpose they were designed for 
or used appropriately. Instead, they argue, the choice and use of such tools is dependent on 
the purpose, competence, preferences and skills of those who choose and use them 
(Jarzabkowski and Kaplan, 2015).

According to Suddably et al (2013), SAP emerged from two related trends in manage-
ment research. The first was the rise of the processual approach to analysing and under-
standing organisations (see Chapter 7), which was pioneered by Pettigrew (1985, 1997) 
and has since been supported by a wide range of researchers, such as Dawson (2011), Weick 
(2000) and Whittington (1993). The processual approach will be discussed later in this 
chapter and more extensively in Chapter 10. However, in terms of SAP, its importance lies 
in the emphasis placed by processual researchers on ‘micro strategy’; the small-scale activi-
ties that managers undertake when they are actually doing strategy (Johnson et al, 2003). 
The second trend is the broader ‘practice turn’ in social science (Suddaby et al, 2013). This 
seeks to reconcile the viewpoints of ‘individualism’ and ‘societism’, where the former is seen 
as giving too much importance to individual actors and neglecting macro phenomena, 
whilst the latter focuses too much on large societal forces and ignore the micro-level devel-
opments (Whittington, 2006).

In line with these trends, Suddaby et al (2013) see strategy as comprising three interre-
lated components:

●	 Practices: These are routines of behaviour that managers use when undertaking strategy 
and include the use of formal planning tools and informal routines such as rhetoric.

●	 Praxis: This is the concrete activities and actions that are actually undertaken in pursuit 
of strategy development and implementation.

●	 Practitioners: Those who undertake strategy work and who bring their own individual 
interpretations, skills and ways of working to the practice of strategy.

Although SAP has proved a popular approach for analysing how managers and others 
actually undertake strategy, there are doubts as to what it offers to practitioners. For 
 example, Whittington and Vaara (2012) see the practical lessons for managers of SAP as 
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being (a) that analytical strategy tools need to be treated with caution, and (b) that strat-
egy arises from a ‘struggle’ between those involved. Whilst these lessons may be accurate, 
they are hardly new. Nonaka and Toyama (2007) observe that SAP is useful in identifying 
how managers improvise strategy in response to unpredictable circumstances, what Weick 
(2001) refers to as ‘just-in-time’ strategy; however, they also argue that SAP ‘stops short of 
explaining the process in which strategy actually emerges in practice’ (Nonaka and 
Toyama, 2007: 373). In essence, this highlights an ambiguity amongst the proponents of 
SAP: is it a critical concept for analysing strategy development, or is it a ‘practical’ tool for 
doing strategy? (Corradi et al, 2010). As things stand at present, it seems to be more of the 
former than the latter.

These four types or models of strategy are all currently fashionable, although Porter’s 
Competitive Forces model and the Resource-Based View tend to be more dominant. They 
are, however, very different in their emphasis and timescales:

1. The Competitive Forces model is outward-facing, is concerned with identifying and occu-
pying a defensible market position and tends to have a medium-term focus.

2. The Strategic Conflict model is also outward-facing, but it focuses on out-manoeuvring 
the opposition and has a relatively short-term focus.

3. RBV has an internal focus and concentrates on building strategic competences over the 
long term, but it may rely on luck for any eventual fit between resources and the 
 competitive environment.

4. SAP is also internally orientated and focuses on what managers and other strategists are 
doing at particular points in time and how these activities shape strategy.

Another key factor which divides these four approaches is their relationship to theory 
and practice. The first two are seen very much as practical tools for developing and imple-
menting strategy, which puts them in the Prescriptive stream of strategy. The other two are 
more focused on understanding strategy rather than offering practical advice, which puts 
them in the Analytical stream. Nevertheless, despite their differences, all of them to a 
greater or lesser extent utilise the same strategic planning tools.

strategic Planning tools

Strategic planning tools tend to have either a qualitative or, more often, a quantitative bias. 
This is largely a reflection of the types of strategy organisations adopt, and a (not unrelated) 
preference for quantification, especially in the financial arena, in the United States, where 
many of the leading strategic tools originated (Grant, 1991b; Hax and Majluf, 1996; Moore, 
1992). Other leading industrial nations, especially Japan and Germany, place less reliance 
on financial and other quantitative measures in determining strategy (Carr et al, 1991; 
Dearlove, 2011; Whittington, 1993; Williams et al, 1991). Even in the United States and the 
United Kingdom, where financial considerations appear paramount, there has been a 
 movement away from a sole reliance on quantitative techniques (Fleisher and Bensoussan, 
2003; Joyce, 2015; Rigby, 2001; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011). In part, this interest in more 
qualitative techniques is a result of the perceived failure, especially in the face of Chinese 
and Japanese competition, of more quantitative approaches (Mintzberg et al, 2009). This 
interest in qualitative techniques has also received a boost from the growing interest in the 
Strategic Conflict and Resource-Based View approaches to strategy.
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As one would expect, there are an enormous range and number of tools and techniques 
available to the strategist (Rigby and Bilodeau, 2013). Those which have perhaps attracted 
most attention are, in chronological order:

1. The PIMS (Profit Impact on Marketing Strategy) model. PIMS was developed at 
General Electric in the 1960s and since then has grown to become one of the largest pri-
vately owned databases in the world, comprising over 3000 major corporations and 
individual business units (Schoeffler, 1980). PIMS operates as a form of business club. It 
collects financial, strategic, competitive, and background data on each of its members. 
Each business is profiled in terms of 500 variables, including income, balance sheet data, 
quality and price relative to competitors, new products, market share, distribution chan-
nels, and competitive tactics (www.pimsonline.com). This information is fed into the 
PIMS database and is then used to provide individual members with answers to ques-
tions such as:

●	 What profit rate is ‘normal’ for a given business?

●	 What strategic changes are likely to improve performance?

●	 What are the likely effects on profitability, cash flow, etc., of adopting a particular 
strategy?

 The rationale underlying the PIMS model is that certain characteristics of a business 
and its markets determine profitability (McNamee, 1985; Moore, 1992; Shankar and 
Carpenter, 2012). Therefore, as Mintzberg et al (1998a: 99) observe, its emphasis is 
on ‘being there’ or ‘staying there’ rather than ‘getting there’. It follows that its prescrip-
tions may have little relevance for new, small or innovative businesses seeking to 
enter new markets.

2. The Growth-Share Matrix. This was the brainchild of the Boston Consulting Group 
(BCG) and is arguably the most famous strategic tool ever developed (Johnson et al, 
2011; Koch, 1995; Nippa et al, 2011; Srivastava and Prakash, 2011). The Growth-
Share Matrix, or ‘Boston Box’ as it is colloquially referred to, arose from two concepts 
developed by BCG: the experience curve and the sustainable growth formula 
(McKiernan, 1992). The experience curve suggests that ‘as the cumulative produc-
tion of a product doubles, the cost of producing it seems to decrease by a constant 
percentage (usually 10 to 30 per cent)’ (Mintzberg et al, 1998a: 97). From this, BCG 
developed their sustainable growth formula, which is based on the relationship 
between growth, investment and returns. It postulates that if costs fall in relation to 
production volume (i.e. experience), then cost must also be a function of market 
share. Consequently, the company with the largest market share should also have the 
largest profit margin, the highest rate of return on investments and the fastest rate of 
growth (McKiernan, 1992).

The matrix assumes that all except the smallest and simplest organisations are com-
posed of a portfolio of businesses. Using pictorial analogies (see Figure 8.5), it posits that 
businesses in an organisation’s portfolio can be classified into stars, cash-cows, dogs and 
problem children (Smith, 1985).

Stars are business units, industries or products with high growth and high market share. 
The best strategy for stars, usually, is to make the necessary investments to maintain or 
improve their competitive position.

http://www.pimsonline.com
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Cash-cows are defined as former stars whose rate of market growth is in decline. These 
businesses are cash-rich; therefore, the appropriate strategy for such businesses is to 
‘milk’ them in order to develop the rest of the organisation’s portfolio.

Dogs are businesses that have low market share and which operate in markets with low 
growth potential. It follows from this that, generally, the best strategy for dogs is to sell them.

Problem children, or question marks, as they are sometimes labelled, are regarded as 
having a high growth rate and low market share. They are so named because, most of the 
time, the appropriate strategy to adopt is not clear.

 The Growth-Share Matrix has attracted its fair share of criticisms as well as praise (Koch, 
1995; McKiernan, 1992; Mintzberg et al, 2009; Nippa et al, 2011). For example, Andrews 
(1980) describes the labels it employs for the classification of businesses a ‘vulgar and 
destructive vocabulary’, while others see such labels as too simplistic (Nippa et al, 2011). 
More importantly, Hax and Nicholson (1983) also question whether market share really 
is the major factor determining profitability, and whether industry growth is really the 
only variable that fully explains growth opportunities. Perhaps the key and most com-
mon criticism relates to the way the matrix, and other similar tools, have been used. As 
Hax and Majluf (1996: 313) observe:

Matrices tend to trivialize strategic thinking by converting it into simplistic and mechanistic 
exercises, whose final message is dubious at best. Also the matrix methodology has tended to 
take strategic analysis and, subsequently, strategic thinking away from managers and into the 
realms of planning departments.

3. The Scenario- or Vision-Building approach. In the 1970s, in response to the criti-
cisms of quantitative approaches, scenario-building techniques emerged. The use of 
scenarios is based on the assumption that, in a rapidly changing and uncertain world, 
if you cannot predict the future, then by considering a range of possible futures, an 
organisation’s  strategic horizons can be broadened, managers can be opened up to 

Figure 8.5 BCG Growth-Share Matrix
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new ideas and, perhaps, an appropriate future can be identified (O’Connell et al, 2011; 
Ringland, 1998). Scenarios allow organisations to exercise strategic choice in terms of 
whether to try shaping the future, adapting to the future or keeping their options open 
by investing in a range of products, technologies and markets (Courtney et al, 1997; 
Johnson et al, 2011). The rationale for the scenario approach is that it allows an 
organisation to carry out an intensive examination of its own unique and complex 
circumstances and needs, rather than attempting to fit itself to standard strategic plan-
ning tools such as PIMS and the Growth-Share Matrix (Johnson et al, 2011; Linneman 
and Klein, 1979; O’Connell et al, 2011).

One of the main functions of scenario-type approaches is that they enable organisa-
tions to question the very foundations of their existence, to examine the usefulness of 
their values and norms. Instead of asking how they can improve what they are doing, 
they begin to ask: Why are we doing this at all? What alternatives are there? This 
questioning of basic assumptions is alien to the quantitative tools discussed above, 
especially given that most managers do not understand the assumptions built into 
such models in the first place (Hax and Majluf, 1996; Johnson et al, 2011; Linneman 
and Klein, 1979; O’Connell et al, 2011).

Scenario-/vision-building approaches have many criticisms, the main ones being that 
they are prone to subjectivity and bias, encourage retrospection, can be time-consuming 
and expensive and often require strong visionary leaders, who are in short supply 
(Conger and Ready, 2004; Cummings and Worley, 2001; Fleisher and Bensoussan, 2003; 
Joyce, 2015; Keshavan and Rakesh, 1979; Porter, 1985; Wack, 1985; Whittington, 
1993). Despite these criticisms, the use of scenarios and visions now forms an important 
part of the managerial toolbox (Collins and Porras, 1997; Cummings and Worley, 2015; 
Hamel, 2007; Leemhuis, 1990; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011).

In describing and discussing the main strategic planning tools, it is sometimes difficult to 
get a sense of how important businesses consider them to be. Yet for those who run compa-
nies such as General Electric, buying and selling businesses, reviewing and renewing their 
portfolios, trying to assess future trends and when to move into and out of markets, lie at the 
core of what they do (Baer and Guerrera, 2008). Strategic planning is not a once-a-year 
event but a continuous process of shaping and reshaping their organisations. Nor does this 
reviewing and reshaping take place just at the corporate level: it also occurs at the business 
and functional levels.

Levels of strategy

As Ideas and perspectives 8.5 shows, there are three levels of strategic decision-making in 
organisations: corporate, business and functional/operational (Johnson et al, 2011). Each 
of these levels has its own distinct strategic concerns, and each can draw on a different bat-
tery of strategic tools, techniques and approaches to aid them. Traditionally, it has been 
assumed that the corporate level sets the direction for each of its constituent businesses, and 
in turn, these set the direction for their various functions. Although this is true for some 
organisations, it is now recognised that these three levels interact in an iterative and 
dynamic fashion (Johnson et al, 2011; Lynch, 2015; Mintzberg, 1994).

When running a diversified enterprise whose activities cut across a number of different 
areas of business, there is a tendency for senior managers to focus on corporate-level strat-
egy, what Fleisher and Bensoussan (2003) refer to as the corporate ‘game plan’, and ignore 
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or consider less strategic the concerns of the individual businesses and the functions within 
them. However, as Ideas and perspectives 8.6 shows, each level of an organisation has its 
own strategic concerns. These can be seen if we take a brief look at the types of strategy that 
are pursued at the corporate, business and functional levels.

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.5

Levels of strategic decision-making
The corporate level. Strategy at this level concerns the direction, composition and coordination 
of the various businesses and activities that comprise a large and diversified organisation, such 
as Rupert Murdoch’s News International or Richard Branson’s Virgin empire.

The business level. Strategy at this level relates to the operation and direction of each of 
the individual businesses within a group of companies, such as Nissan’s car assembly plant 
at Sunderland.

The functional/operational level. Strategy at this level concerns individual business func-
tions and processes such as finance, marketing, manufacturing, technology and human 
resources.

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.6

strategic questions
Corporate strategy is concerned with questions such as:

What is the mission of the organisation?

What are its unique attributes?

How should the business portfolio be managed?

Which existing businesses should be disposed of and which new ones acquired?

What priority and role should be given to each of the businesses in the current portfolio?

The central strategic concerns at the individual business level are:

How should the firm position itself to compete in distinct, identifiable and strategically 
relevant markets?

Which types of products should it offer to which groups of customers?

How should the firm structure and manage the internal aspects of the business in 
 support of its chosen competitive approach?

Functional-level strategy concerns itself with the following issues:

How can the strategies formulated at the corporate and business levels be translated into 
concrete operational terms in such a way that the individual organisational functions and 
processes (marketing, R&D, manufacturing, HR, finance, etc.) can pursue and achieve them?

How should the individual functions and processes of the business organise themselves 
in order not only to achieve their own aims but also to ensure that they integrate with 
the rest of the business to create synergy?
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Corporate-level strategy: Large corporations by their nature tend to comprise a wide range 
of businesses operating increasingly on a global basis and offering a diverse range of prod-
ucts and services. The purpose of corporate strategy is to decide on the composition of such 
organisations and their overall direction. Broadly speaking, there are six basic forms of 
strategy that organisations pursue at the corporate level.

●	 Stability strategy is designed to keep organisations quiet and stable (Meier et al, 2010; 
Wheelen and Hunger, 1989).

●	 Growth strategy involves either concentrating on dominating one industry (e.g. Microsoft) 
or growing by diversification across a number of industries (e.g. Virgin) (Argenti, 1974; 
Byars, 1984; Cunill, 2009).

●	 Portfolio extension focuses on growth through mergers, joint ventures or acquisitions 
(Byars, 1984; Faulkner et al, 2012; Leontiades, 1986; Little, 1984).

●	 Retrenchment strategy usually comprises a process of downsizing, i.e. cutting back on 
numbers employed and activities undertaken, or even selling off entire businesses 
(Bowman and Asch, 1985; Schoenberg et al, 2013; Thompson and Strickland, 1983).

●	 Harvesting strategy involves actions designed to reduce expenditure and maximise profits 
from a, usually, declining business area (Harrigan, 1980; Johnson et al, 2011; Kotler, 
1978; Porter, 1980).

●	 Combination strategy is where some of the above are linked together in order to address 
the particular circumstances an organisation faces (Glueck, 1978; Leitner and 
Güldenberg, 2010; Pearson, 1977).

In the 1980s and 1990s, in both America and Europe, there was a backlash against corpo-
rate strategy, or rather against the over-large corporate centres responsible for developing 
corporate strategy and which wielded so much power (Goold et al, 1994; Kanter et al, 1992; 
Koch, 1995; Peters and Waterman, 1992). The result of this was an increasing recognition 
that strategists at the corporate level need to allow space within their corporate strategies 
for business units to develop their strategies (Johnson et al, 2011).

Business-level strategy: Corporate-level strategies are mainly concerned with managing 
diversified enterprises, whereas business-level strategies relate to the different ways that an 
individual business unit can compete in its chosen market(s). This does not mean that the 
strategies are necessarily determined by the individual businesses, although in some cases 
they may be (Johnson et al, 2011). The strategies available at the business level are many 
and varied. Rather than attempt to describe them all, we shall examine the main variants by 
addressing Porter’s (1980, 1985) work in this area. As mentioned earlier when discussing 
his ‘five forces’ framework (see Figure 8.4), Porter (1985: 11) argues that there are only 
‘three generic strategies for achieving above average performance’:

●	 Cost leadership, which entails achieving lower costs than one’s competitors through 
higher sales leading to economies of scale.

●	 Product differentiation, which involves producing different and superior products and 
services compared to those of competitors. This can be accomplished through the design 
of special brand images, technology features, customer service or higher quality.

●	 Specialisation by focus, which is concerned with focusing upon niche markets, products or 
geographical areas in which to compete. According to Porter (1980: 15), niche markets 
must have certain characteristics which separate them out from the market in general, 
such as buyers with unusual needs.



Chapter 8 approaches to strategy

304

As Figure 8.6 shows, the first two of these are strategies for achieving competitive advan-
tage across an entire industry; while the third, specialisation by focus, relates to achieving 
competitive advantage in a particular segment of an industry only. Porter (1980) argues 
that these three strategies are distinct and cannot be mixed. That is to say, it is not possible 
to pursue successfully a cost leadership strategy and a product differentiation strategy at the 
same time, because each requires different organisational arrangements to be successful. 
Influential as Porter’s work is, many disagree with him on this point (Dess and Davis, 1984; 
Hlavacka et al, 2001; Mintzberg et al, 2009). Others challenge Porter’s assertion that firms 
should pursue only one strategy, pointing out that such strategic specialisation can lead to 
inflexibility and narrow an organisation’s vision (Gilbert and Strebel, 1992; Guillen, 2000; 
Johnson et al, 2011; Miller, 1992; Peng et al, 2005).

Regardless of which business-level approach to strategy organisations have followed, 
there is now recognition – prompted by the success of Japanese companies – of the impor-
tance of functional/operational-level strategies in achieving these (Hax and Majluf, 1996; 
Johnson et al, 2011; Schonberger, 1982; Slack et al, 1998).

Functional/Operational-level strategies: Organisations can construct well-thought-out 
corporate strategies and business strategies, but in order to achieve them, they need good 
functional strategies as well. For example, Dyer’s (1996) study of the reason why Toyota 
outperformed its American and Japanese rivals found that the key to its success was a better 
supply chain strategy. Similarly, in 2008, when it needed to respond to rises in world com-
modity prices, coupled with stagnant or falling demand, Toyota did not change its corpo-
rate or business strategy but instead changed its product design strategy to take cost out of 
its vehicles (Reed and Sobel, 2008). This emphasises the crucial role that functional strate-
gies play in achieving and maintaining competitive advantage.

The main functional-level strategies concern marketing, finance, R&D, technology, HR, 
manufacturing/operations and supply chain. Of the three levels of strategic decision- 
making, the functional level has probably been the most neglected by Western organisa-
tions. This is for two reasons:

1. The concentration at both the corporate and business levels on the external world, i.e. 
the market, led to a lack of interest in the internal operation of organisations. The 
assumption was that the internal world was malleable and could and should adjust to the 
priorities set by corporate and business strategists (Schonberger, 1982).

Cost leadership or
product differentiation

Specialisation
by focus

Figure 8.6 Porter’s generic strategies
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2. Key elements of functional-level strategy, especially concerning finance, marketing, R&D 
and technology, were in effect determined and constrained by corporate strategists. 
Indeed, in many organisations, even the human resource strategy was determined at the 
corporate level.

In examining the corporate, business and functional levels, one can see that organisa-
tions tend to adopt only a limited number of forms of strategy. The appropriateness of any 
of these for a particular organisation is, as will be discussed below, related to the nature of 
the societal, sector, environmental and organisational constraints it faces. These include the 
stage of product–market evolution, the competitive position the firm has, the competitive 
position it seeks and the business strategies being used by rival firms (Hax and Majluf, 1996; 
Hill and Jones, 2006; Johnson et al, 2011; Koch, 1995; Thompson and Strickland, 1983). In 
addition, generic strategies will always give rise to a host of variants and, therefore, at any 
one time, the choice of the most suitable strategy will be a highly complex task.

A major point to note, however, is that almost without exception, whatever form of strat-
egy is adopted, it will require the organisation to achieve a fit between its external environ-
ment and internal structures, culture and practices. Contrary to the views of earlier writers 
on strategy (such as Ansoff, 1965), if organisations are driven by their external environ-
ment, internal arrangements may, and usually do, need to change, often radically, in order 
to achieve the desired marketplace objectives. This once again emphasises the importance 
of functional-level strategy and shows why it should not be treated as a lesser issue. It should 
also be borne in mind, as argued in previous chapters, that the possibility does exist for 
organisations to shape their external environment to fit in with their internal arrangements. 
The fact that many do not do so may say more about the type of organisation they are than 
the constraints they face.

As Mintzberg et al (2009) and others have shown, managers tend to have a preferred 
approach to strategy which they stick to regardless (or perhaps because) of the fact that it 
tends to narrow their perspective and limit their options (Hambrick and Frederickson, 2001; 
Khalifa, 2008; Mintzberg and Lampel, 1999). This is why it is important not just to look at the 
type of strategies organisations adopt, but also the type of organisations which adopt them.

types of organisation

Miles and Snow (1978), in attempting to understand why organisations chose different 
strategies, argue that organisations can be classified as strategic types, based on the rate at 
which an organisation changes its products or markets. Miles and Snow identify four strate-
gic types (see Ideas and perspectives 8.7). Their classification has proved extremely influen-
tial for understanding both organisations and strategy (Hambrick, 2003). Nevertheless, 
although it has received empirical support from some researchers (e.g. Shortell and Zajac, 
1990), others have questioned its applicability across industries (e.g. Hambrick, 1983, 
2003). Notwithstanding this, as Waldersee and Sheather (1996) point out, there are some 
similarities between Miles and Snow’s work and Porter’s work. They argue that successful 
firms pursue one of two basic types of strategy – innovative or stability.

Covin (1991) agrees with the proposition that successful organisations pursue one of 
two forms of strategy, although he labels them ‘entrepreneurial’ and ‘conservative’. The 
former falls within Waldersee and Sheather’s innovative category, while the latter falls 
within their stability category. Covin argues that the strategy an organisation adopts 
reflects its basic nature (i.e. its culture). Therefore, for Covin, the selection and pursuit of 
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strategy is driven by managerial style and organisational culture. Waldersee and Sheather 
dispute this, arguing that different types of strategy may predispose managers to act in dif-
ferent ways (i.e. managerial style follows strategy type) rather than managers’ styles pre-
disposing them to a particular type of strategy. One could argue, however, that these 
writers are taking too narrow and deterministic a view. It might well be that, depending on 
the constraints faced by managers and their perceptions of these, in some situations strat-
egy does require managers to adopt a particular style of working, while in other situations 
managerial style does influence the nature of the strategy adopted. This discussion of the 
relationship between managerial style and organisational context will be returned to in the 
concluding chapter of this text.

Understanding strategy: choices and constraints

The above review of key themes, debates, models and approaches to strategy shows why the 
issues throws up so much controversy and presents such a confusing picture. Clearly, there 
is a distinction between those who adhere to the Prescriptive stream of strategy, which 
arose from the long-range planning approach of the 1940s and 1950s, and the Analytical 
stream as represented by, among others, the strategic intent and/or competences approach 
of the 1980s and 1990s. What is not clear, however, is the degree to which a common under-
standing and perspective exists among those collected under the Analytical umbrella. 
Certainly, a number of writers have tried to argue that a common perspective does exist. 

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.7

Miles and snow’s classification of strategic types
Defenders. These seek internal stability and efficiency by producing only a limited set of 
products, directed at a narrow but relatively stable segment of the overall market, which 
they defend aggressively. Such organisations are characterised by tight control, extensive 
division of labour and a high degree of formalisation and centralisation.

Prospectors. These are almost the opposite of defenders. They aim for internal flexibility in 
order to develop and exploit new products and markets. To operate effectively in a dynamic 
environment, they have a loose structure, low division of labour and formalisation and a 
high degree of decentralisation.

Analysers. These types of organisation seek to capitalise on the best of both the preceding 
types. They aim to minimise risk and maximise profit. They move into new markets only 
after viability has been proved by prospectors. Their internal arrangements are character-
ised by moderately centralised control, with tight control over current activities but looser 
controls over new undertakings.

Reactors. This is a residual strategy. These types of organisation exhibit inconsistent and 
unstable patterns caused by pursuing one of the other three strategies erratically. In gen-
eral, reactors respond inappropriately, perform poorly, and lack the confidence to commit 
themselves fully to a specific strategy for the future.

Source: Miles and Snow (1978).
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Brown and Jopling (1994) believe that the main distinction lies between the writers of the 
1950s and 1960s who, they argue, saw strategy as basically concerned with fitting the 
organisation to its environment; and the writers of the 1980s and 1990s who, they argue, 
saw strategy as focusing on internal issues, mainly to do with the development of core com-
petences. They base their case on a Contingency perspective. The earlier approach, they 
argue, was suitable to organisations operating in relatively stable and predictable environ-
ments, who had a limited product range and where competition was restricted. With the 
advent of greater competition and more unstable environments, this approach was no 
longer viable, and firms had to look internally at how they could organise themselves to 
cope with the new situation.

To an extent, this is an attractive analysis. However, while it is true that the earlier writers 
on strategy – such as Ansoff and company – did concentrate on product–market mix issues, it 
is also true that they later came to appreciate the link between the outside and the inside 
(Moore, 1992). Also, while Mintzberg and others have concentrated on internal capabilities, 
the Japanese approach has been to see the internal and external as two sides of the same coin, 
which is why they emphasise the importance of the strategic outward-looking vision driving 
the development of internal capabilities (De Wit and Meyer, 2010; Hirota et al, 2010).

All the same, such a simple distinction, based on one dimension of organisational life, 
cannot resolve the complex differences between and within the Prescriptive and Analytical 
streams. Mintzberg et al (2009) note that the strategy field is now more eclectic and more 
populous, in terms of different approaches, than ever before, as the four models of strategy 
discussed above show, i.e.: the Competitive Forces model, the Resource-Based View, the 
Strategic Conflict model and Strategy-as-Practice. In such a situation, attempts to fit writers 
into two camps, whether they be early and late, external and internal, are bound to fail. The 
multiple-definition view of strategy argued by Mintzberg et al (2009), and particularly their 
proposition that the various definitions of strategy are both competing and complementary, 
offers another perspective. Strategy can be considered as either a process or an outcome. It 
can also be considered as either a rational approach or a political and/or social phenome-
non. The various approaches to strategy do not reflect some underlying truth; rather, they 
are different approaches that organisations can choose (consciously or not) to adopt, 
depending on their circumstances, objectives and management (Johnson et al, 2011).

So, maybe instead of looking for a theory or approach to strategy that unifies and encom-
passes all the others, we should turn the argument on its head and ask, as we did with 
organisational theory, does there need to be a ‘one best way’ for strategy?

In approaching this question, it is valuable to return to Child’s (1972) concept of equifi-
nality. As stated earlier, Sorge (1997: 13) writes that equifinality ‘quite simply means that 
different sorts of internal arrangements are perfectly compatible with identical contextual 
or environmental states’. To paraphrase this definition, and to stretch the concept a little 
further than Child might have intended, it could be argued that different approaches to 
strategy formulation may be perfectly compatible with positive outcomes. This may espe-
cially be the case if one takes account of the growing opinion, as expressed in this and the 
previous chapters, that although organisations are constrained by their circumstances, they 
possess the ability to manipulate and influence these circumstances to their own advantage. 
If this is the case, then, as Mintzberg et al (1998a: 365) maintain, ‘the question is not 
whether there exists strategic choice, but how much’. To approach this question, we need to 
attempt to classify the various approaches to strategy in order to establish the degree to 
which they incorporate or exclude choice.
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Although the above review of approaches to strategy cannot claim to be all-embracing, it 
does cover the key protagonists in the area. While it separates the main approaches into two 
streams, however, it does not provide a classification or taxonomy of the various approaches. 
Whittington (1993) attempted to make sense of the many definitions and categories of 
strategy by identifying four generic approaches to strategy: the Classical, Evolutionary, 
Processual and Systemic (see Ideas and perspectives 8.8).

IdeAs And PersPeCtIves 8.8

Whittington’s generic approaches to strategy
●	 The Classical approach. This is the oldest and most influential approach to strategy. It 

portrays strategy as a rational process, based on analysis and quantification, and aimed 
at achieving the maximum level of profit for an organisation. It argues that, through 
rigorous analysis and planning, senior managers can predict future market trends and 
shape the organisation to take advantage of these.

●	 The Evolutionary approach. As the name implies, this uses the analogy of biological 
evolution to describe strategy development. It believes that organisations are at the 
mercy of the unpredictable and hostile vagaries of the market. Those organisations that 
survive and prosper do so not because of their ability to plan and predict, which is 
impossible, but because they have been lucky enough to hit on a winning formula. From 
this perspective, successful strategies cannot be planned, but emerge from the decisions 
managers take to align and realign their organisations to the changing environmental 
conditions.

●	 The Processual approach. This perspective concentrates on the nature of organisational 
and market processes. It views organisations and their members as shifting coalitions of 
individuals and groups with different interests, imperfect knowledge and short attention 
spans. Markets are similarly capricious and imperfect but, because of this, do not require 
organisations to achieve a perfect fit with their environment in order to prosper and 
survive. Strategy under these conditions is portrayed as a pragmatic process of trial and 
error, aimed at achieving a compromise between the needs of the market and the objec-
tives of the warring factions within the organisation.

●	 The Systemic approach. This approach sees strategy as linked to dominant features of 
the local social system within which it takes place. The core argument of this perspective 
is that strategy can be a deliberate process, and planning and predictability are possible, 
but only if the conditions within the host society are favourable. Therefore, to an extent, 
this is a contingency approach to strategy which can accommodate situations where 
firms do not seek to maximise profit or bow to market pressures. If the conditions within 
the host society are supportive, markets can be manipulated, financial considerations 
can become a secondary issue, and stability and predictability can be achieved. Also, 
under such conditions, the objectives managers seek to pursue may be related more to 
their social background, degree of patriotism or even professional pride, than to profit 
maximisation. Therefore, from the Systemic perspective, the strategy an organisation 
adopts and the interests managers pursue reflect the nature of the particular social sys-
tem within which it operates.

Source: Whittington (1993).
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Whittington’s categorisation of generic approaches to strategy is useful in making 
sense of the plethora of approaches on offer. As one would expect, it is not perfect; some 
writers, such as Mintzberg, and some approaches, such as the Resource-Based View, could 
fall under more than one heading. Nevertheless, the Classical approach, with its modern-
ist leanings, would clearly incorporate the work of the Planning, Design and Positioning 
school and Porter’s Competitive Forces model. The Evolutionary approach has links with 
both the work of the complexity theorists and population ecologists; Mintzberg’s (1994) 
work on emergent strategy might also fall under this heading, as might the Resource-
Based View. The Processual approach could also cover Mintzberg’s work, sits reasonably 
comfortably with the postmodernists and certainly includes Pettigrew’s (1985, 1987) 
work on organisational politics and the Strategy-as-Practice approach. The Systemic per-
spective, which has a realist tinge to it, clearly owes much to the Japanese approach to 
strategy as described by Hamel and Prahalad (1989). It obviously has links with Child and 
Smith’s ‘institutional’ view of strategy and could accommodate aspects of the Resource-
Based View of strategy.

Whittington (1993) also categorises these four approaches to strategy in terms of how 
they view outcomes and processes. He argues that the Classical and Evolutionary approaches 
see profit maximisation as the natural outcome of strategy. The Systemic and Processual 
approaches, meanwhile, believe other outcomes are both possible and acceptable, such as 
stability, environmental responsibility or maintenance of an organisation’s dominant man-
agement coalition. With regard to processes, the groupings change. Here, the Classical and 
Systemic approaches both agree that strategy can be a deliberate process; but the 
Evolutionists and Processualists see strategy as emerging from processes governed by 
chance and confusion.

Whittington’s four categories of strategy can be summarised as follows:

●	 Classicists see strategy as a rational process of long-term planning aimed at maximising 
profit.

●	 Evolutionists also believe that the purpose of strategy is profit maximisation, but they 
regard the future as too volatile and unpredictable to allow effective planning. Instead, 
they advise organisations to focus on maximising chances of survival today.

●	 The Processualists are equally sceptical of long-range planning and see strategy as an 
emergent process of learning and adaptation.

●	 The Systemic perspective argues that the nature and aims of strategy are dependent 
upon the particular social context in which the organisation operates.

To an extent, the four approaches to strategy have some similarity to the Western 
approaches to organisation theory discussed in Part 2. The Classical, Evolutionary and 
Processual approaches are clearly ‘one best way’ or ‘only possible way’ approaches, whereas 
the Systemic approach offers a Contingency perspective on strategy. They also share some 
common ground with organisation theory on the issue of rationality. The Classical and 
Systemic approaches argue that strategy is or can be rational and intentional in its develop-
ment and objectives. The Processualists believe that it is rational in neither aspect; the 
Evolutionists take a similar view of process but appear to adopt a rational perspective on 
outcomes, in that profit maximisation is seen as the only outcome that guarantees survival. 
In their view of the scope for managerial choice and judgment, three of these four approaches 
to strategy appear to be more flexible than much of organisation theory, which tends to see 
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little scope for managers to exercise choice. Clearly, the Classical strategy theorists leave 
little scope for either: their instruction seems to be to follow the textbook in terms of out-
comes and processes, or else! Both the Evolutionists and the Processualists emphasise the 
need for managers to be fleet of foot and percipient in making key decisions responding to 
opportunities or threats; although the Evolutionists (rather like Napoleon in his view of 
generals) appear to believe that, at the end of the day, a lucky manager may be more desir-
able than an able one. For advocates of the Systemic approach, choice and judgment are 
important but tend to be constrained by the limits and objectives of the society in which they 
are located.

It would appear, therefore, that managerial choice, preference and judgment, for all but 
the Classicists, have a role to play in determining not just an organisation’s strategy, but also 
the particular approach to strategy it adopts. In our examination of the strategy literature, 
however, it is clear that choice is constrained and can be exercised only within limits (from 
some perspectives, very narrow limits, indeed). As Figure 8.7 shows, these limits or con-
straints, which are suggested by or inferred from the literature, can be classified under four 
headings.

national objectives, practices and cultures

The case for country-specific constraints very much follows the argument of the Systemic 
perspective on strategy and is obviously aligned with institutional theory (Furusten, 
2013). This view sees the operation of organisations as strongly influenced by the social 
system in which they operate. In some cases, such as in Japan and Germany, patriotism, 
national pride and a collectivist ethos have created a business environment that supports 
the pursuit of long-term national objectives. This is reflected in the behaviour of individual 
firms and financial institutions that favour stable growth over the medium to long term, 
rather than short-term profit maximisation. In Britain and the United States, on the other 
hand, the climate is far more supportive of individual endeavour and short-term profit max-
imisation rather than the national interest per se.

The difference between these two approaches is neatly summed up in the old saying that 
‘What’s good for General Motors is good for America’. The Japanese would, of course, trans-
pose this to read ‘What is good for Japan is good for Toyota’. This view also draws support 
from the Hofstede (1980, 1990) and GLOBE (Chhokar et al, 2007; Dorfman et al, 2012; 
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Figure 8.7 Constraints on managerial choice
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Javidan and Dastmalchian, 2009) studies of national cultures discussed in Chapter 7. The 
implication, therefore, is that organisations ignore national norms at their peril: the pursuit 
of short-term profit maximisation in Japan and Germany is likely to be as difficult, and per-
haps as counterproductive, as the pursuit of a long-term strategy of growing market share, 
which ignores short-term profitability, would be in the United Kingdom or the United States. 
Nevertheless, these constraints are open to manipulation and avoidance. The move by many 
British companies – Dyson, JCB, etc. – to manufacture outside the United Kingdom and/or 
to form international alliances is an example of this, as is the Japanese trend to establish 
manufacturing plants in the United States and Europe in order to avoid high production 
costs on the one hand and import quotas on the other. Another example is the lobbying of 
governments and national and international bodies for changes in laws and regulations that 
particular organisations or industries see as operating against their interests.

Industry and sector practices and norms

This section follows from Child and Smith’s (1987) firm-in-sector perspective. As dis-
cussed earlier, they believe that the objective conditions operating in a sector, managers’ 
understanding of the dynamics of the sector and the nature and degree of inter-firm collab-
oration all combine to determine the path a firm must take for its future success, i.e. they 
take an institutional theory perspective on change (Furusten, 2013). This is especially the 
case where the sector is highly competitive. In effect, Child and Smith’s argument is that 
firms must stick to the rules of engagement in their sector or perish. They do concede that, 
where competition is less intense, then managers have a greater degree of freedom with 
regard to the selection of strategy. Indeed, the low level of competition may explain how 
Japanese companies were able to change the rules of engagement to their advantage in 
many industries in the 1960s and 1970s (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989), although it is also the 
case that Japanese companies pay less attention to sectoral constraints than to reshaping 
the rules of the game to create competitive conditions more favourable to themselves 
(Turner, 1990). Another method of overcoming sectoral constraints and conditions is by 
diversifying into new products and different sectors (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1989).

Business environment

For nearly all the approaches to strategy that we have discussed, their proponents assume, 
explicitly or implicitly, that they are operating in a particular type of environment. The 
Classical approach to strategy is clearly predicated on the existence of a relatively stable and 
predictable environment. If this exists, then predicting the future and planning accordingly 
is a much less hazardous exercise than would otherwise be the case. The Systemic view also 
seems to assume a degree of environmental stability. As the history of Japan and Germany 
shows, however, stability needs to be actively promoted by government–industry coopera-
tion rather than relying on the invisible, and often volatile, hand of the market. For 
Processualists, and even more so for Evolutionists, the environment is a hostile, unpredict-
able and uncertain place. Planning is almost impossible, and success comes either from con-
tinuously adapting to changes in the environment, or from being in the right place at the 
right time.

For three of these perspectives, the environment is a given, even if they disagree about 
exactly what is given. However, for those advocating a Systemic approach, the environment 
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is not a given: it can be changed. As this chapter and Part 2 have shown, there are strong 
supporters of this view (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006; Morgan, 1997; Stacey, 2003). Shapiro 
(1989) utilises the tools of game theory to show how firms influence the behaviour and 
actions of their competitors, and in so doing change the environment in which they operate. 
In a similar way, Teece et al (1997) argue that investments in production capacity, R&D and 
advertising can all be used to alter an organisation’s environment favourably. Weick (1979) 
takes a different perspective. He argues that the world is so complex and ambiguous that an 
organisation cannot possibly ‘know’ its environment. Instead, organisations have to ‘enact’ 
their environment; that is to say, they have to develop and act upon their own interpretation 
of their environment. This is very similar to the learning organisation and postmodernist 
perspectives, as discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, that organisations have the ability to ‘invent’ 
their own reality.

The implication from these different perspectives is that, although many companies may 
have to adjust their strategic approach to environmental conditions, some companies may 
be able to do the opposite. The UK National Health Service is a good example of this. Burnes 
and Salauroo (1995) relate that the NHS operated prior to 1990 as a typical government 
bureaucracy. The government allocated resources and gave policy direction, while the NHS 
centrally planned how resources would be allocated and policies operationalised (i.e. the 
Classical approach to strategy). This meant that there was considerable stability and pre-
dictability in its environment. However, the government of the day wanted the NHS to oper-
ate in a more cost-conscious and entrepreneurial mode. To facilitate and encourage this, it 
changed the way funds were provided and distributed. Rather than funds being given as of 
right to service providers (e.g. hospitals), they were reallocated to service purchasers (e.g. 
local doctors) who could decide what to buy and from whom. This creation of a market for 
the provision of medical services destabilised the environment and made planning and pre-
diction very hazardous exercises (thus making an Evolutionary or Processual approach to 
strategy more relevant). However, with a change of government in 1997, the pendulum 
began to swing back. While wishing to retain some of the perceived benefits of a market 
system, the new government announced that it would modify the purchaser–provider sys-
tem to create greater stability (Salauroo and Burnes, 1998). Since then, of course, succes-
sive governments have again swung the pendulum back towards market forces, something 
which has not always been wholeheartedly welcomed by staff in the NHS (Neville, 2015; 
Pickard and Plimmer, 2016; Roberts, 2008).

Normally, attempts at manipulating the environment aim to reduce uncertainty, or at 
least cope with it rather than increase it. Allaire and Firsirotu (1989) identified three ways 
of coping with uncertainty:

●	 The first of these is through predicting and planning (the Classical approach).

●	 The second is to restructure for flexibility (the Contingency approach).

●	 The third, in contrast, is to manipulate or control the environment.

In terms of the latter, Allaire and Firsirotu (1989) cite the examples of Boeing and IBM, 
which created and subsequently dominated their environments. Another major approach 
they identify is the use of cooperative strategies – collusion, market-sharing and other meth-
ods of reducing competition. An example of this in the United Kingdom was the agreement 
in the early 1990s by the main companies in the milk industry to ‘carve up the country so 
they stop competing with each other’ for doorstep sales (Cowe, 1995: 40). However, the 
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subsequent domination of the milk market by supermarkets then threatened to destroy the 
UK milk industry (Daneshkhu, 2016). Recently the German Federal Cartel Office accused 
Volkswagen, BMW and Daimler of colluding when buying steel. Perhaps the biggest case of 
this kind, the one that affected most people, was Microsoft’s attempt to dominate the mar-
ket for internet products by providing its web browser ‘free’ to everyone who bought its 
Windows operating system (Windrum, 2004).

So, there is certainly sufficient evidence to show that it is possible to change, control or 
manipulate the environment in which an organisation operates, and thus either necessitate 
or make possible a particular approach to strategy.

Organisation characteristics

Miles and Snow (1978) showed how an organisation’s characteristics could affect choice of 
strategy. Obviously, there are many organisation characteristics that act to constrain or 
facilitate managerial choice. Four appear to have particular importance: structure, culture, 
politics and managerial style. Apart from the last, these have been reviewed extensively in 
Part 2 and need only be discussed relatively briefly here. An organisation’s structure and 
culture have clear implications for managerial choice in the area of strategy. Organisations 
with organic structures and task cultures are likely to be resistant to or incapable of operat-
ing a Classical form of strategy. Similarly, organisations with mechanistic structures and 
role cultures are likely to have a somewhat hostile attitude towards Processual or 
Evolutionary approaches to strategy. Moving on to the issue of organisational politics: 
where decisions are heavily influenced by individual and/or group self-interest, as opposed 
to organisational objectives, it is unlikely that a Classical or Systemic approach to strategy 
would be successful. Yet, a Processual or Evolutionary approach would have clear  
applicability.

There remains the subject of managerial or leadership style. There has been considerable 
interest in applying Burns’s (1978) pioneering work on political leadership to leadership in 
organisations (Barker, 2001; Bass, 1995; Beatty and Lee, 1992; Burnes and James, 1995; 
Burnes et al, 2016; Gibbons, 1992; Price, 2003; Storey, 2004; Yukl, 2006). Burns identifies 
two basic organisational states:

●	 Convergent – a stable state.

●	 Divergent – where predictability and stability are absent.

For each of these states, he argues, there is an appropriate managerial style.

●	 Convergent states require managers with a transactional style – ones who are good at 
optimising the performance of the organisation within the confines of existing policy.

●	 Divergent states require managers with a transformational style – ones who challenge the 
status quo and create new visions.

It follows from this that transactional managers will prefer approaches to strategy that stress 
continuity and predictability (i.e. the Classical or, in some circumstances, Systemic approach), 
while transformational managers will be more comfortable with a Processual or Evolutionary 
type of approach. Managerial style will be further discussed in Chapters 12 and 14.

As was the case with the other three forms of constraint, organisational characteristics 
can be amended. The debate on structure and culture has been well covered already, but 
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the level of political behaviour is also open to change. As Pfeffer (1981, 1992) shows, 
although political behaviour is never absent from organisations, there are situations where 
it is likely to be more prevalent. In particular, political behaviour is likely to be most evident 
where major structural changes are taking place that affect the power distribution in organ-
isations. By recognising that this is the case, by taking steps to reduce ambiguity and by try-
ing to increase the transparency and openness of the decision-making process, the ability of 
individuals to pursue their own interests can be reduced. This is demonstrated by the 
Japanese ringi system, which promotes extensive and open debate over decisions in order to 
ensure that they fit in with the company’s objectives rather than those of sectional interests. 
As far as changing managerial styles is concerned, although there is evidence that these are 
shaped and changed by the organisations in which managers work, there is also considera-
ble evidence that senior managers tend to change organisations to fit their style (Morgan, 
1997; Yukl, 2013).

Choices and constraints: summary

It should be borne in mind that the particular mix of these four forms of constraint will 
vary from organisation to organisation, even where these operate in the same country and 
industry. Also, it needs to be recognised that these constraints are as likely to conflict with 
each other as they are to complement each other: for example, car companies operating in 
the United Kingdom may find that the culture of UK financial institutions favours short-
term profit maximisation, while the car industry appears to require long-term investment 
in building market share. This may be one reason why the UK motor industry is now 
mostly foreign-owned. In addition, it should be noted that while managers are not obliged 
to take account of the constraints they face, they may well pay a price for this in terms of 
the performance of their organisation. Successful firms are likely to be ones whose man-
agers are aware of, and can balance, the various constraints they face. This obviously 
raises the issue of managerial ability and competence, an issue we shall explore in some 
depth in Chapter 14.

Therefore, the key point to recognise from the above review is that the type of strategic 
approach adopted is a matter of managerial choice, but that choice is constrained by a 
variety of organisational, environmental, sectoral and national factors, as are the out-
comes which flow from it. As was argued in Part 2, organisations and managers may be 
able to influence or change the constraints they face. By recognising that there are real 
constraints on managerial choice, as shown in Figure 8.7, one is acknowledging that both 
the realist and complexity perspectives on organisations have much to offer. At the same 
time, by recognising that some constraints can be consciously manipulated or influenced 
and changed, one is also acknowledging that the postmodernists’ arguments should not 
be lightly dismissed.

Even so, both the case for managerial choice and the argument for manipulating con-
straints need to be taken with a pinch of salt. The fact of the matter is that in the West, as 
noted by many writers, the Classical approach to strategy, latterly through the work of the 
Positioning school, still dominates the practice of strategy (De Wit and Meyer, 2010; 
Johnson et al, 2011; Mintzberg et al, 2009; Moore, 2011). Also, as was noted in Chapter 7, 
there is a tendency for decision-makers to ‘satisfice’. That is to say, rather than undertaking 
an extensive examination of the issues involved and searching for all the possible solutions, 
decision-makers tend to accept the first satisfactory solution to a problem (Butler, 1997). 
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This equates to Argyris and Schön’s (1978) concept of single-loop learning (see Chapter 5). 
It is also similar to Cohen et al’s (1972) comment that decisions are often not taken but hap-
pen. They suggest that decisions occur when four independent streams meet: problems, 
solutions, participants and choice opportunities – the so-called Garbage Can model of  
decision-making (see Figure 8.8).

Cohen et al argue that when a problem becomes severe, it demands attention. Solutions, 
on the other hand, are answers looking for a problem. Participants are the people in the 
organisation possessing problems and/or solutions, while choice opportunities are occa-
sions when organisations are required to make a decision. When these four elements come 
together, decisions occur. Seen in this way, decision-making is not conscious, rational or 
systematic; on the contrary, decisions are haphazard, accidental and unplanned. From a 
slightly different perspective, Nelson and Winter (1982) argue that in many cases, decision-
making is an unconscious and automatic process, based on a repertoire that individuals 
develop over time of responses to particular situations. This is similar to Ashforth and Fried’s 
(1988) observation that there is a tendency in some organisations for behaviour to become 
almost mindless – employees and managers, as a result of organisational socialisation and 
experience, respond automatically to events in a programmed way. Consequently, although 
the potential for choice exists, the reality is that many managers appear not to exercise it, 
preferring instead to stick to tried-and-tested, routine, orthodox, textbook approaches – 
regardless of their suitability.

Yet, it is important to note that, in the academic world, the weight of the argument 
appears to have shifted from seeing strategy as a rational, mathematical process, to seeing it 
as the outcome of the ability of an organisation’s management to utilise its strengths and 
competences in the competitive pursuit of success. In contrast, some writers believe that in 
the business world, managers still opt for rational decision-making approaches to strategy 
based on value-maximising financial techniques and quantitative analysis of market posi-
tions (Grandori, 2013; Grant, 1991b; Levinthal, 2011; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011; Teece et 
al, 1997). Kay (1993: 357) maintains:

To observe [as the proponents of the Analytical stream of strategy do] that organizations are 
complex, that change is inevitably incremental, and that strategy is inevitably adaptive, how-
ever true, helps very little in deciding what to do. Managers wish to be told of a process which 
they can at least partially control and, whatever its weaknesses, that is what rationalist 
[Prescriptive] strategy appears to offer.

Whatever the validity or otherwise of this view, the main strategies favoured by organisations – 
as this chapter has shown – are still, though no longer exclusively, market- and quantitatively 
orientated, and certainly give greater credence to rational decision-making than to more quali-
tative approaches (De Wit and Meyer, 2010; Johnson et al, 2011; Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011).

Figure 8.8 the Garbage Can model of decision-making
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Conclusions

Strategic planning or management has moved in and out of fashion over the years and is 
once again firmly back in fashion (De Wit and Meyer, 2010; Galagan, 1997; Hill and Jones, 
2006; Johnson et al, 2014; Joyce, 2015; Kay, 1993; Lynch, 2015; Rigby and Gillies, 2000; 
Wolf and Floyd, 2013). It has developed (and fragmented) considerably since it began to be 
widely used in America in the 1950s and 1960s (Brews, 2003; Hambrick and Frederickson, 
2001). No longer is strategy purely about the external world; no longer is it solely seen as a 
rational, quantitative process. Neither is it any longer seen as a process that is geared 
towards predicting the future, but instead, it seeks to shape or create the future (Joyce, 
2015). Indeed, writers and practitioners from different backgrounds and countries, such as 
Hamel and Prahalad (1994), Mintzberg et al (2009), Ohmae (1986) and Stacey (2010), 
argue that it is not a process at all, but the outcome of a process: an outcome that is shaped 
not by mathematical models but by human creativity.

The move towards this more emergent perspective on strategy has been brought about 
by the mounting criticisms against the Classical or Prescriptive approach to strategy. The 
main criticisms are that it is mechanistic, inflexible and reliant on quantitative tools and 
techniques of dubious validity. The result is that organisations that attempt to construct 
strategies using the Classical approach fall foul of what Peters and Waterman (1982) 
describe as ‘Paralysis Through Analysis’ and ‘Irrational Rationality’. In effect, organisations 
contort themselves in a vain attempt to make the real world fit the constraints and limita-
tions of their mathematical models, rather than vice versa.

The alternative view is that organisations should move away from exclusive reliance on 
mathematical models (Stacey, 2010). Instead, human creativity should be brought into 
play. Senior managers should create a vision of the organisation’s future – establish its stra-
tegic intent (Dawson and Andriopolous, 2014). This should then be pursued relentlessly by 
the organisation. In the process of doing so, the strategy emerges from the decisions that are 
taken with regard to resource allocation, organisation structure and the other key areas of 
operation (Mintzberg, 1994). From different perspectives, a number of writers have come 
to the same conclusion (Mintzberg et al, 2009; Mirabeau and Maguire, 2014; Weick, 2000). 
For successful companies, strategy does not appear to be a preconceived and detailed set of 
steps for achieving a coherent package of concrete goals within a given timescale. Neither 
does it seem to be a rational process that is amenable to mathematical modelling. Rather, it 
is the outcome of a process of decision-making and resource allocation that is embarked 
upon in pursuit of a vision (although even here, there is disagreement about how conscious 
this process is). Such an approach is inherently irrational, inherently unplannable – it can-
not be modelled or quantified, although it can and must be pursued with rigour and deter-
mination. Needless to say, just as the rational approach to strategy sat easily with a 
modernist perspective, so the more intuitive, less rational approach sits better with the post-
modernist view of the world.

The problem is that, although we can identify two major perspectives on strategy, 
within and between them there are a great number of variants which, as Khalifa (2008) 
notes, serve to confuse managers rather than help them. In the face of this confusion, the 
tendency is for managers to limit their strategic domain and to focus on the use of one 
particular strategic tool (such as the Boston Consulting Group’s Growth-Share Matrix) 
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regardless of the drawbacks and limited applicability of such tools (Coyne and 
Subramaniam, 1996; Hambrick and Frederickson, 2001; Mintzberg and Lampel, 1999; 
Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011).

In this chapter, we have suggested a third approach to strategy, one which sides with 
neither the quantitative nor the qualitative schools of thought but which instead seeks to 
promote (rather than reduce) managerial choice. We have argued that the approach to 
strategy that organisations adopt is or can be the outcome of managerial choice and prefer-
ence. However, choice in this respect, as in most others, is constrained. The key constraints 
identified were societal, sectoral, environmental and organisational. While on the face of it 
this appears to impose severe limitations on the degree of freedom managers have with 
regard to the choice of strategy, it was also argued that managers can influence or manipu-
late the constraints they face in order to create their own preferred organisational reality. 
Therefore, while being very much in the realist and complexity camps, it does not totally 
reject the postmodernist view, either.

This follows on from Part 2, where it was claimed that managers are not the passive crea-
tures portrayed by much of organisation theory. Instead of having to adapt their organisa-
tions to the circumstances in which they find themselves, they can attempt to amend or even 
reinvent the circumstances. So, managers in organisations faced by a dynamic and unpre-
dictable environment could seek to change markets and/or products, influence the behav-
iour of competitors or change customers’ perceptions, in order to reduce uncertainty and 
increase predictability. By so doing, an organisation could still function efficiently at the 
more mechanistic end of the mechanistic–organic spectrum, if that was the type of structure 
preferred by its managers.

This argument would seem equally applicable to the constraints managers face when 
choosing an approach to strategy. Some managers might prefer an Evolutionary or 
Processual approach to strategy, either because it suits their own temperament or because 
they believe that a hostile and turbulent environment suits them better than their competi-
tors (examples of this in the United Kingdom include the move by Rupert Murdoch’s news-
papers in the 1990s to start a price-cutting war, and the ongoing supermarket price war). 
On the other hand, constraints might be manipulated or changed for ideological reasons, 
such as the attempt by most Western governments to privatise or introduce market forces 
into the public sector (Burnes, 2009a). The point is that the possibility does exist for manag-
ers to choose not only their approach to strategy but also, to an extent at least, the con-
straints they face.

To choose an approach to strategy is one thing; to implement it is an entirely differ-
ent matter. This is especially so if one recognises that the Prescriptive and Analytical 
streams of strategy have distinctly different, indeed almost opposite, perspectives on 
implementation. For the former, implementation flows from the organisation’s strategic 
plan. For the latter, the strategy emerges from and is given shape by the actions and 
decisions organisations make on a day-to-day basis to change and adapt themselves to 
their circumstances. But no matter which model of strategy one subscribes to, it is only 
when organisations implement changes that strategies come alive. This highlights the 
crucial importance of organisational change. Consequently, just as this chapter has 
reviewed the main arguments with regard to strategy, so the next three chapters will 
review the strengths, weaknesses and implications of the main approaches to managing 
change.
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test yOUr LeArnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check their learning and reflect on the topics cov-
ered in this chapter. The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on 
the length of the lecture, there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The fol-
lowing are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. How does long-range planning differ from strategic management?

2. What is the Analytical school of strategy?

3. What is Strategy-as-Practice?

4. How can managers overcome the main constraints on organisational choice?

5. Describe the main arguments of the Positioning school of strategy.

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. The real problem with strategy is that managers do not act rationally.

2. In terms of Case study 8.1, the comment that ‘Nestlé is in need of fresh legs strategically’ 
merely means that the existing management has run out of ideas.

3. Managers choose to adopt Prescriptive approaches to strategy because it saves them from 
having to think.

essay questions

1. To what extent and why do you agree with the following statement: Mintzberg’s emergent 
strategy explains what managers did in the past, but it is no use in guiding them as to what 
they should do in the future.

2. What are the main differences between Porter’s Competitive Forces model of strategy and the 
Resource-Based View, and why might an organisation choose one over the other?

3. Compare and contrast the merits of the Boston Consulting Group’s Growth-Share Matrix with 
Vision-Building as tools for strategic planning.

suggested further reading

Johnson, G, Whittington, R, Scholes, K, Angwin, D and Regnér, P (2014) Exploring Corporate 
Strategy (10th edition). Pearson: Harlow.

This is the best-selling European textbook on strategy, and rightly so.
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Mintzberg, H, Ahlstrand, B and Lampel, J (2009) Strategy Safari (2nd edition). Pearson: 
Harlow.

Almost anything with Henry Mintzberg’s name on it is worth reading, and this book is no 
exception. It provides a succinct and pertinent review of the main perspectives on strategy.

Whittington, R (2001) What Is Strategy and Does It Matter? (2nd edition). Thomson Learning: 
London.

In this short and eminently readable book, Richard Whittington challenges much of the ortho-
dox thinking on strategy.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following websites relate to the work of Henry Mintzberg and Michael Porter. In addition, 
there are many videos on www.youtube.com of them speaking about their work.

http://www.mintzberg.org/

https://www.mcgill.ca/desautels/henry-mintzberg

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6532

https://twitter.com/michaeleporter?lang=en-gb

https://www.facebook.com/Michael.E.Porter.Harvard/

The following website seeks to compare Porter and Mintzberg’s views of strategy using video 
clips of both of them.

http://www.strategies-direction.com/perspectives-on-strategy-porter-vs-mintzberg-
through-videos-clips/

The following are websites of leading strategy consultancies.

http://bain.com

https://www.bcg.com

http://www.johnkay.com

https://kpmg.com

http://www.pwc.co.uk

CAse stUdy 8.6

transformation in the automobile industry

Leading US carmakers are facing up to the race to stay 
relevant. The low-rise brick buildings on Ford Motor’s 
River Rouge site, in Dearborn, Michigan, would still be 
recognisable to Henry Ford, the company’s founder, 

who masterminded the facility that opened in 1928. A 
vast steel mill dominates the skyline, a reminder of 
Ford’s vision that the plant would take in iron ore at one 
end and disgorge Ford Model As at the other. Vehicles 
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Case study 8.6 (continued)

are still rolling out at River Rouge, where the Dearborn 
truck plant produces the hugely profitable F-150 pick-
up truck. Thousands of gleaming trucks wait on railcars 
to be shipped to auto dealers around the US.

As the busy scene at River Rouge attests, the auto 
industry in North America is doing extraordinarily 
well at selling old-fashioned, petroleum-fuelled vehi-
cles. Carmakers in the US last year sold 17.33m cars, 
trucks and sport utility vehicles, close to the all-time 
record. Ford, the US’s second-biggest carmaker, con-
sistently sells more than 60,000 F-150s – North 
America’s best-selling vehicle – a month in its home 
market. Yet, despite the success of its current way of 
doing things, the mainstream US auto industry is pre-
paring for a future that Henry Ford could scarcely have 
imagined. A short drive away from the F-150 plant, at 
Ford’s product development centre, the focus is on 
innovation. In one area, engineers are developing self-
driving cars. Elsewhere, staff are tinkering with bicy-
cles, assessing whether they might have a role in Ford’s 
product range. Most shockingly of all, Ford’s engineers 
are no longer encouraged to drive company cars 
around the campus. Instead they call up a GoRide 
shuttle bus using an app on their smartphones.

The initiatives are part of the response to a surge of 
interest in the auto industry from technology compa-
nies like Google, ride-hailing start-ups like Uber and 
electric carmakers like Tesla. All aim to transform how 
cars are driven or owned. Ford and its longtime rival, 
General Motors, the US’s top-selling carmaker, are 
determined not to find themselves outflanked in the 
battle to develop vehicles that can drive themselves, 
are connected to the internet and are electrified. 
Instead of thinking of themselves merely as car manu-
facturers, they are rebranding themselves as providers 
of all-round transport services.

‘I believe the auto industry will change more in the 
next five to 10 years than it has in the last 50,’ Mary 
Barra, General Motors’ Chief Executive, is fond of say-
ing. Yet it remains unclear whether the industry can 
change as fast as the bullish projections suggest, 
whether there is a commercial case to do so, and 
whether in the attempt to transform themselves the 
big carmakers risk neglecting the traditional market 
that still provides nearly all their sales.

Owner-driver overhaul
Raj Nair, Ford’s Head of Product Development, acknowl-
edges that the company will need new products and 

 services as it faces some long-term challenges. Among 
them is a steady decline over the past 15 years in the 
number of vehicles sold per person in the US. ‘All the 
societal trends, all the economic trends . . . are reasons 
[why] we know what we sell today and put out to the 
market today could be significantly expanded tomor-
row, he says.

Chuck Stevens, GM’s Chief Financial Officer, says 
the change to the existing business will not be rapid or 
immediate. But he predicts that, as cars take over more 
of the driving from humans and electrification and 
ride-hailing increase, traditional patterns of vehicle 
ownership will break down. ‘We do firmly believe that 
the traditional owner-driver model will change over 
time,’ he says.

Yet some sceptics, including Sean McAlinden, Chief 
Economist at the Michigan-based Center for 
Automotive Research, point out that the industry often 
hails as revolutionary technologies that later turn out 
to be less important than predicted. Ethanol and biofu-
els have previously been at the top of an industry chart 
that he calls the ‘hype cycle’. ‘Automated cars are at the 
top of the chart right now’, Mr McAlinden says.

The light blue GoRide vans that flit around Ford’s 
Technical Center illuminate the leading carmakers’ 
response to one of the biggest challenges. Ford and GM 
are experimenting with public transport services 
partly as a hedge against the gradual, long-term 
decline in the proportion of Americans owning motor 
vehicles, reflected in recent car sales figures. Even after 
strong recovery in recent years, the 17.33m vehicle 
sales in 2015 are still short of the record of 17.35m 
sales in 2000. The US population expanded 13 per 
cent over the intervening 15 years.

The decline in car use is generally attributed to fac-
tors such as the repopulation of the big US cities, 
where public transport is better, and lower earning 
power for young adults. Mark Wakefield, Head of 
Automotive for AlixPartners, the leadership consul-
tancy, says there would have been 12m more vehicles 
on US roads if the proportion of people with driving 
licences had been the same in 2014 as in 2000. 
Demand has not received the expected boost from the 
millennial generation beginning to settle down and 
have children. ‘The trend continues and then acceler-
ates,’ Mr Wakefield says.

Services similar to GoRide, inspired in part by the 
success of Uber and other ride-hailing companies, 
could help carmakers generate revenue even from 
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those who do not own a car. Many mobility experi-
ments revolve around smartphones, which some car-
makers blame for stealing young customers’ attention 
and much of their spending power. Both big US 
automakers are contemplating launching services sim-
ilar to GoRide to the general public.

Such investments have a shorter timeframe than pro-
jects involving self-driving cars, Mr Nair says. They also 
have the potential to offer consumers far cheaper 
options than car ownership. ‘The advantage in these 
mobility solutions – the reason they’re viable solutions – 
is they reduce the cost to the consumer of personal miles 
travelled,’ he says.

GM and Ford are working still harder at developing 
autonomous vehicles for use by ride-hailing services 
like Uber. According to Mike Abelson, GM’s Head of 
Strategy, such services will be among the first custom-
ers for whom autonomous vehicles make economic 
sense. Ride-hailing operators will be able to amortise 
the extra cost of the autonomous technology over far 
more journeys than a private owner could. GM in 
January made a $500m investment in Lyft, a ride- 
hailing service, to collaborate on developing self- 
driving taxis. ‘One of the reasons ride-sharing is so 
attractive is it provides an economic framework [for 
investments in autonomous cars],’ Mr Abelson says.

Going electric
Inside the battery lab at GM’s Technical Center in 
Warren, Michigan, William Wallace shows off the power 
source for the Chevrolet Bolt, a low-cost all-electric vehi-
cle that goes on sale this year. The Bolt battery is more 
than twice as heavy as the one that powered the first 
hybrid Volt in 2006. But it can deliver 60 kWh of energy, 
nearly four times the older battery’s 16 kWh. As GM’s 
Director of Global Battery Systems, Mr Wallace says 
GM’s attitudes have transformed just as much as the 
technology. Before its 2009 bankruptcy and subsequent 
restructuring, GM was mostly risk-averse and conserva-
tive, he says. The company is now investing heavily in 
the battery lab. ‘I see it as an indicator of change in the 
whole leadership mentality, in the willingness to take 
risk, attack new markets,’ Mr Wallace says.

Yet spending on electric vehicle technology is a dif-
ferent matter for Ford and GM from spending on devel-
oping autonomous vehicles and other speculative 
technologies. Federal rules introduced in 2012 oblige 
the carmakers to improve their fleets’ average fuel effi-
ciency from 27.5 miles per US gallon at the start of the 
period to 54.5 mpg when 2025 model year vehicles 
come on the market in 2024. Mr Nair says Ford has to 

offer a wide range of vehicles with a significant contri-
bution from electric power to meet the fuel economy 
targets. ‘That’s why electrification is a different pros-
pect now,’ he says.

For some other novel technologies, change is likely 
to take decades, rather than the five years or so that  
Ms Barra’s comments typically suggest. The carmak-
ers’ focus on making deals with ride-sharing compa-
nies, for example, reflects not only a desire to secure a 
potentially critical future market but also concerns 
about the limitations of the latest autonomous vehicle 
system. The shortcomings were demonstrated in late 
June when the driver of a Tesla vehicle operating on its 
‘autopilot’ semi-autonomous mode died after the tech-
nology failed to recognise the danger from a truck 
crossing its path.

The priority for carmakers, when they invest in 
more speculative technologies, is simply not to miss 
out if potential entrants such as Google, which has 
developed substantial autonomous car expertise, or 
Apple join the market. ‘You won’t want to break over 
time into that market with everybody else well estab-
lished’, Mr Abelson says. Some already regret one fail-
ure, Mr Wakefield says. No-one responded after they 
first heard of Elon Musk’s plans to sell high-end electric 
vehicles. Tesla Motors, which he founded, has a market 
capitalisation of $31.6bn after an $889m net loss for 
2015 on $4.05bn sales. The capitalisation is only a lit-
tle lower than the $45.7bn of GM, which earned 
$9.7bn in 2015 on revenue of $152bn. ‘You can call it a 
fear,’ says Mr Wakefield of what drives the traditional 
carmakers to invest in speculative new technologies. 
‘But it’s almost a fear of missing out, rather than any 
existential fear.’

delayed disruption
Yet a slower-than-expected transformation may be the 
opposite of bad news. The profitability of the new tech-
nologies remains far from certain. Vehicles such as the 
F-150 and the SUVs, whose sales have revived with the 
oil price fall, not only produce reliable profits but look 
relatively invulnerable to change. ‘Some of the funda-
mental drivers of our business in North America –  
full-size pickups and SUVs – will probably be some of 
the last segments disrupted by the idea of transporta-
tion as a service and new urban mobility concepts,’  
Mr Abelson says. Mr Wakefield agrees that change is 
likely to be gradual. He says he asks clients to imagine 
how their businesses will look in 10, 20 or 30 years. ‘A 
lot of the things that get the most press [attention] are 
the 30-year model,’ he says.

➨
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Case study 8.6 (continued)

Nevertheless, as the US auto industry prepares for 
sales to peak, the mixture of technological develop-
ments to secure their future and robust, profitable 
sales of existing technology looks to many in the indus-
try like a healthy balance. ‘We think in North America 
we’re pretty well locked with the traditional vehicle 
segments,’ Mr Abelson says. ‘At the same time we’re 
exploring what are new opportunities for the  
company.’

In the city: GM and Ford target rivals in 
urban markets
Senior figures at Ford and General Motors make no 
secret of one of the goals of their drive into innovative 
technologies – that it might help them to make inroads 
into markets in big US cities like New York, where their 
foreign competitors dominate. Yet those cities also face 
congestion problems that make it far from obvious the 
arrival of new, space-hungry cars is the solution to 
their problems. Mike Abelson, GM’s Head of Strategy, 
acknowledges the risk, saying the company has to talk 
to cities as technologies develop. ‘It’s not in our inter-
ests to pull so many people off mass transit that every-
body ends up gridlocked on the streets,’ he says.

Mark Wakefield, says ride-hailing could indeed 
pose a threat. Research from his company found that a 
single ride-hailing vehicle could displace 32 existing 
vehicles in the US car fleet, potentially sharply reduc-
ing the need for them. However, carmakers remain 
resolutely upbeat about the prospects. Raj Nair, Head 
of Product Development at Ford, predicts that, even if 

the rise of autonomous vehicles boosts their total num-
ber, the new, smarter vehicles might cause less conges-
tion than existing cars. ‘Instead of empty taxis and 
people looking for parking spots, all of those tiers 
could theoretically play into reducing congestion, par-
ticularly in urban areas,’ Mr Nair says. Mr Abelson adds 
that new technologies could boost demand for cars by 
opening their use up to disabled or elderly people who 
are presently unable to drive. He accepts, however, 
that the technologies’ effects on the industry are hard 
to fathom. ‘There are a whole range of outcomes – 
some [involve] fewer vehicles; some [involve] more,’ 
Mr Abelson says. ‘They depend on a number of these 
factors that are not well understood.’

Questions

1. Using each of the five variants of strategy listed in 
Ideas and perspectives 8.1, evaluate Ford and 
GM’s strategic options. Which variant, if any, is 
likely to prove most useful to these companies?

2. Imagine you are a strategy consultant. Basing your 
advice on Michael Porter’s view of strategy, what 
advice would you offer to Ford and GM?

3. Imagine you are a strategy consultant. Basing your 
advice on Henry Mintzberg’s view of strategy, 
what advice would you offer to Ford and GM?

Source: Adding new routes, The Financial Times, 12 July 2016, 
p. 11 (Wright, R).
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Chapter 9

Planned change and organization 
development (OD)

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 discuss the contribution of Kurt Lewin to managing change;

●	 state the core elements of Lewin’s Planned approach to change;

●	 show how Planned change provided the core of OD;

●	 be aware of the history and nature of OD;

●	 understand the key differences between Lewin’s view of Planned change and 
that promoted by OD;

●	 appreciate the benefits of Planned change and OD; and

●	 list the main criticisms and defences of Planned change and OD.

Case stuDy 9.1

Happy workplaces are the building blocks  
of success
Management, teamwork and collaboration are 
consistently linked to increases in innovation. 
Companies with a reputation for strong employee 
engagement and creating a happy workplace 
generate good publicity and cachet for their Chief  
Executives. But these companies are finding that 
what makes a great employer can also lead to 
business success.

In fact, the link between employee attitudes and 
business performance has been known for decades. 

While some have argued that successful companies 
make employees happy, not the other way round, 
academic studies have steadily discredited this view. 
One of  the most comprehensive studies on the topic 
is Gallup’s 2012 research of  192 organisations in 49 
industries and 34 countries, covering 50,000 business 
units and 1.4m employees. It found that business 
divisions scoring in the top half  of  reported employee 
engagement had nearly double the performance 
outcomes compared with those in the bottom half. 

➨



Chapter 9 Planned change and organization development (OD)

324

The authors concluded: ‘Financial performance is 
best viewed as a downstream outcome . . . Employees 
with positive attitudes toward their workplace are 
likely to carry those attitudes over to customers and 
to engage in the discretionary effort it takes to serve  
. . . at a high level.’

Yves Morieux, director for the Boston Consulting 
Group’s Institute for Organization, believes the 
debate is now over. ‘Happy employees create high-
performing organisations . . . because there are more 
opportunities to satisfy their aspirations, job security, 
chance of  promotion, career development [and] 
wages,’ he says. ‘That is obvious . . . if  the company is 
very productive but does not maintain satisfaction at 
work then in a few years performance will drop.’

But many employers have yet to cotton on. 
Employee engagement and happiness at work is in 
decline. Separate studies by the Conference Board, 
Gallup and Quantum Workplace found that 
employee engagement has been falling for the past 
decade or more. Mr Morieux attributes this to a 
‘proliferation of  cumbersome processes, systems, 
scorecards, metrics, meetings – what I call 
“complicatedness”. People spend between 40 per 
cent and 60 per cent of  their time wasting their 
time, working on less and less value-added activity.’

By contrast, best practice employers are ‘turning 
the engagement process into a lot more than an 
annual event,’ says Jim Harter, Gallup’s Chief  
Scientist for workplace management and wellbeing. 
‘They embed it in how people think about their day-
to-day work . . . education and training, development 
that focuses on the natural talents and strengths in 
the team. Helping people feel like they are the future 
of  the organisation and helping them do what they 
do best.’

Teamwork and collaboration are consistently 
linked to increases in innovation and discretionary 
effort, shaping how some companies now think 
about reward packages. ‘You must be very careful 
with reward and bonuses,’ says Mr Morieux, 
‘because if  the bonus is very significant then your 
goal becomes to earn the bonus. And then you will 
do everything you can to earn the bonus, including 
hiding, exaggerating and why not cheating? These 
strong incentives are counterproductive if  you want 
people to co-operate.’

Netflix, the digital broadcaster, pays only salary and 
not bonuses. It allows staff to choose their working 
hours. A seemingly dull set of  124 PowerPoint slides 
outlining Netflix’s employment culture has become 
a surprise viral hit, now viewed close to 14m times. 
Mr Morieux believes the Netflix model has become 
‘an archetype’. He adds: ‘The Netflix values include 
management that is about ‘context, not control’, 
creating the right environment that inspires people, 
that provides direction and transparency – as 
opposed to top-down decision making, approvals 
processes and committees.’

Lego, the Danish toy manufacturer, also credits 
employee empowerment as central to its success. 
The Lego Group Chief  Executive, Jörgen Vig 
Knudstorp, is widely quoted as saying ‘Blame is not 
for failure, it is for failing to help or to ask for help’. 
Mr Morieux says: ‘When you use this principle it 
changes everything because suddenly it becomes in 
people’s interest to be as transparent as possible 
about their real weaknesses, their real forecast, as 
opposed to hiding or protecting themselves . . . The 
way [Lego] describe it is, “don’t think less of  
yourself, but think of  yourself  less”. This is 
precisely to promote co-operation.’

Lego, along with the likes of  Google and WL Gore, a 
US manufacturing company, has a flat management 
structure. Layers of  management are effectively 
stripped out, leaving only the employees, a cadre of  
team leaders and the executive team. WL Gore’s 
10,000-plus employees are divided into self-
managing teams of  eight to 12 people who set their 
own work and pay. Staff also elect the company’s 
Chief  Executive.

What does this say, then, for the future of  managers? 
Yves Duhaldeborde, director of  organisational 
surveys and insights at consultants Towers Watson, 
argues that managers – the ones that are left, at 
least – actually become even more important in 
flatter structures. ‘What people need from managers 
is not someone they get permission from, but the 
person who coaches and gives meaningful feedback,’ 
he says. ‘Good people management is key to having 
happy people in an organisation.’ The best managers 
build ‘a sense of  trust and autonomy’ in teams, adds 
Mr Harter of  Gallup. ‘Getting that right leads to 
higher performance.’

Source: Adapted from: Happy workplaces are the building blocks of success, The Financial Times,  
27 February 2016, p. 3 (Smedley, T).
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Introduction

This chapter follows on from the discussion of strategy in the previous chapter. Chapter 8 
was essentially concerned with approaches to determining and charting an organisa-
tion’s strategic direction. Underpinning Chapter 8 was the division between the 
Prescriptive stream of strategy, whose members seek to tell organisations how they 
should formulate strategy, and the Analytical stream of strategy, whose members seek to 
understand what organisations actually do to formulate strategy. The former tend to see 
strategy as a formal, rational and pre-planned process. The latter tend to see strategy as 
a messier, less rational, emergent process. Therefore, for the Prescriptive stream, organ-
isational change flows from, and is concerned with implementing, an organisation’s 
predetermined strategy. For the Analytical stream, organisational change is not an out-
come of strategy but the process by which it is created and given form. For both streams, 
change management is vital, whether it be for strategy implementation or development. 
Indeed, the ability to manage change effectively is seen by leading organisations as one 
of their most important forms of competitive advantage (Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011, 
2013).

Consequently, the remaining chapters in Part 3 will focus on understanding and cate-
gorising the main approaches to planning and implementing change. In so doing, we 
return to the issues raised in Chapter 1, which examined how organisations can create 
the conditions for successful change. As this text has already shown, there is now a wide 
recognition that change is not a technical or quantitative exercise, but that successful 
change, and successful organisations, are dependent on what Case study 9.1 referred to 
as ‘employee engagement’ or, as Douglas McGregor (1960) referred to in the title of his 
famous book, The Human Side of Enterprise (see Chapter 3). The importance of the human 
element in the change process is hardly surprising: as Schein (1988: 12) states, ‘all 
organizational problems are fundamentally problems involving human interactions and 
processes’. Therefore, when organisations embark on a change programme, regardless of 
the terminology or the type of change involved, if the change is to be successful, indi-
viduals and groups will have to change their behaviour.

This chapter explores the work of Kurt Lewin and his development of Planned change, 
which focuses on changing the behaviour of individuals and groups in organisations. It 
shows how Lewin’s work paved the way for and provides the core of organization develop-
ment (OD). Planned change focuses on the ‘human side’ of the organisation. The chapter 
begins by reviewing Lewin’s work, especially his creation of Planned change. It then goes on 
to examine the relationship between Planned change and OD. The chapter shows that 
Lewin’s approach to change, under the umbrella of OD, dominated both the theory and 
practice of change management from the 1940s until the 1980s, when it began to face 
increasing levels of criticism, from both those questioning its suitability for organisations 
operating in dynamic and unpredictable environments, and those who believed that OD 
had lost its sense of direction and purpose.

The chapter concludes by arguing that, while some of the criticism may be unjustified, 
the Planned approach does appear to be better suited to incremental–behavioural change 
than larger-scale and more radical restructuring initiatives.
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the Planned approach: from Lewin to organization development (OD)

Kurt Lewin and Planned change

Planned change is a term first coined by Kurt Lewin to distinguish change that was con-
sciously embarked upon by an organisation, as opposed to unintended changes such as 
those that might come about by accident, by impulse, by misunderstanding or that might be 
forced on an unwilling organisation (Marrow, 1969). Therefore, ‘Planned’, in this case, 
does not mean that someone sits down in advance and writes a detailed plan stating what 
will take place and when and how it will be achieved. Rather, it means that the organisation 
pro-actively identifies an area where it believes change is required and undertakes a process 
to evaluate and, if necessary, bring about change.

Although the significance of his work for contemporary organisations was strongly ques-
tioned in the 1980s and 1990s, few social scientists have received the level of praise and 
admiration that has been heaped upon Lewin (Ash, 1992; Bargal et al, 1992; Burnes and 
Cooke, 2012, 2013; Dent and Goldberg, 1999; Dickens and Watkins, 1999; Tobach, 1994). 
As Edgar Schein (1988: 239) enthusiastically comments:

There is little question that the intellectual father of contemporary theories of applied 
 behavioral science, action research and planned change is Kurt Lewin. His seminal work on 
leadership style and the experiments on planned change which took place in World War II in 
an effort to change consumer behavior launched a whole generation of research in group 
dynamics and the implementation of change programs.

For most of his life, Lewin’s main preoccupation was the resolution of social conflict and, 
in particular, the problems of minority or disadvantaged groups (Dent, 2002). Underpinning 
this preoccupation was a strong belief that only the permeation of democratic values into all 
facets of society could prevent the worst extremes of social conflict. As his wife wrote in the 
Preface to a volume of his collected work published after his death:

Kurt Lewin was so constantly and predominantly preoccupied with the task of advancing the 
conceptual representation of the social-psychological world, and at the same time he was so filled 
with the urgent desire to use his theoretical insight for the building of a better world, that it is 
 difficult to decide which of these two sources of motivation flowed with greater energy or vigour.

(Lewin, GW, 1948b)

To a large extent, his interests and beliefs stemmed from his background as a German 
Jew. Lewin was born in 1890 and, for a Jew growing up in Germany at that time, open and 
officially approved anti-Semitism was a fact of life. Few Jews could expect to achieve a 
responsible post in the civil service or universities. Despite this, Lewin was awarded a doc-
torate at the University of Berlin in 1916 and went on to teach there. Although he was never 
awarded tenured status, Lewin achieved a growing international reputation in the 1920s as 
a leader in his field (Bargal, 2011; Lewin, 1992). However, with the rise of the Nazi Party, 
Lewin recognised that the position of Jews in Germany was increasingly threatened. The 
election of Hitler as Chancellor in 1933 was the final straw for him; he resigned from the 
University and, with great regret, moved to America (Bargal, 2011; Marrow, 1969).

In America, Lewin found a job first as a ‘refugee scholar’ at Cornell University and then, 
from 1935 to 1945, at the University of Iowa. Here, he was to embark on an ambitious 
 programme of research, which covered topics such as child–parent relations, conflict in 
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marriage, styles of leadership, worker motivation and performance, conflict in industry, 
group problem-solving, communication and attitude change, racism, anti-Semitism, dis-
crimination and prejudice, integration–segregation, peace, war and poverty (Bargal et al, 
1992; Cartwright, 1952; Lewin, 1948a). As Cooke (1999) notes, given the prevalence of 
racism and anti-Semitism in America at the time, much of this work, especially his increas-
ingly public advocacy in support of disadvantaged groups, put Lewin on the political left.

During the years of the Second World War, Lewin did much work for the American war 
effort. This included studies of the morale of front-line troops and psychological warfare, 
and his famous study aimed at persuading American housewives to buy cheaper cuts of 
meat (Lewin, 1943a; Marrow, 1969). He was also much in demand as a speaker on minority 
and inter-group relations (Smith, 2001). These activities chimed with one of his central 
preoccupations, which was how Germany’s authoritarian and racist culture could be 
replaced with one imbued with democratic values. He saw democracy, and the spread of 
democratic values throughout society, as the central bastion against authoritarianism and 
despotism. That he viewed the establishment of democracy as a major task, and avoided 
simplistic and structural recipes, can be gleaned from the following extracts from his article 
on ‘The special case of Germany’ (Lewin, 1943b):

Nazi culture . . . is deeply rooted, particularly in the youth on whom the future depends. It is a 
culture which is centred around power as the supreme value and which denounces justice and 
equality . . . (43)

To be stable, a cultural change has to penetrate more or less into all aspects of a nation’s life. 
The change must, in short, be a change in the ‘cultural atmosphere’, not merely a change of 
single items. (46)

Change in culture requires the change of leadership forms in every walk of life. At the start, 
particularly important is leadership in those social areas which are fundamental from the point 
of view of power. (55)

With the end of the War, Lewin established the Research Center for Group Dynamics at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The aim of the Center was to investigate all 
aspects of group behaviour, especially how it could be changed. At the same time, he was 
also chief architect of the Commission on Community Interrelations (CCI). Founded and 
funded by the American Jewish Congress, its aim was the eradication of discrimination 
against all minority groups. As Lewin wrote at the time:

We Jews will have to fight for ourselves and we will do so strongly and with good conscience. 
We also know that the fight of the Jews is part of the fight of all minorities for democratic 
equality of rights and opportunities. (Quoted in Marrow, 1969: 175)

In pursuing this objective, Lewin believed that his work on Group Dynamics and Action 
Research would provide the key tools for the CCI. Lewin’s work paralleled similar develop-
ments at the Tavistock Institute in the United Kingdom, and he played a key role in the 
founding of its journal, Human Relations (Jaques, 1998; Marrow, 1969).

Perhaps the most crucial event in promoting his work occurred in 1946, when the 
Connecticut State Inter-Racial Commission asked Lewin to help train leaders and conduct 
research on the most effective means of combating racial and religious prejudice in commu-
nities. This resulted in the New Britain leadership-training workshop from which emerged 
the famous (or infamous) T-group approach, which has been described as one of the most 
important, and contentious, social inventions of the twentieth century (Back, 1972; 



Chapter 9 Planned change and organization development (OD)

328

Campbell and Dunnette, 1968; Highhouse, 2002). The T-group approach is often referred 
to as sensitivity training, because it sensitises the participants to their own behaviour and 
how it affects other people. It also led to the foundation of the National Training Laboratories 
(NTL), which championed T-groups and created the basis for the emergence of OD as a 
powerful change movement. However, Lewin’s huge workload took its toll on his health, 
and on 11 February 1947, he died of a heart attack just at the point when his work on change 
was beginning to gain momentum and recognition (Burnes and Cooke, 2012; Lewin, 1992).

The key projects and events which contributed to the development of Planned change 
and laid the foundations of OD can be seen in Ideas and perspectives 9.1. This table shows 

IDeas anD PersPeCtIves 9.1

Lewin – key projects and events 1939–47

Date Study/Event Location Focus Concepts Citation

1938–9 Autocracy–
Democracy

Iowa The effects of different 
leadership styles on 
children’s behaviour

Participation and 
group decision-
making

Lewin et al 
(1939)

1939 Employee Turnover Harwood Employee retention Changing supervisory 
behaviour

Marrow (1969)

1940/1 Group Decision-
Making

Harwood Democratic participation 
and productivity

Participation and 
group decision-
making

Marrow (1969)

1941 Training in 
Democratic 
Leadership

Iowa Improving leadership 
behaviours and techniques

Sensitivity training Bavelas and 
Lewin (1942)

1942 Food Habits Iowa Changing the food-buying 
habits of housewives

Participation and 
group decision-
making

Lewin (1943a)

1942 Self-Management Harwood Increasing workers’ control 
over the pace of work

Group decision-
making

Marrow (1969)

1944/5 Leadership Training Harwood Improving the interpersonal 
skills and effectiveness of 
supervisors

Role play French (1945)

1944/5 Commission on 
Community 
Interrelations (CCI)

New York The problems and conflicts 
of group and community 
life

Action Research Marrow (1969)

1945 Research Center for 
Group Dynamics

MIT Understanding and 
changing group behaviour

Action Research Marrow (1969)

1946 Changing 
Stereotypes

Harwood Changing attitudes to older 
workers

Information gathering, 
discussion and 
reflection

Marrow (1957, 
1972)

1946 Connecticut State 
Inter-Racial 
Commission

New 
Britain, 
Con-
necticut

Leadership training Sensitivity training/
role play

Marrow (1969)

1947 National Training 
Laboratory

Bethel, 
Maine

Leadership training T-groups (sensitivity 
training/role play)

Marrow (1967, 
1969)

1947 Overcoming 
Resistance to 
Change

Harwood The impact of different 
approaches to change on 
productivity

Participative change/
Force Field Analysis

Coch and French 
(1948)

Source: Adapted from Burnes (2007).
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not just the range of studies in which Lewin was involved but also the importance of his 
work with the Harwood Manufacturing Corporation. As Dent (2002: 272) commented on 
the work conducted at Harwood:

Although this comprehensive effort is much less well-known than the Hawthorne studies, the 
research which came out of it has perhaps had a greater impact on organizations today. Harwood 
yielded important research on group decision-making processes, self-management, leadership 
development, meeting management, stereotyping and resistance to change, among others.

Burnes (2007) also shows that the Harwood studies constitute a milestone in the study of 
organisational change. Harwood (in Marion, Virginia) became the arena where Lewin 
developed, tested and proved Planned change, and as such laid the foundations of OD. In 
particular, the Harwood studies allowed Lewin to move his work from the laboratory to the 
workplace. Lewin’s Autocracy–Democracy study had shown the effectiveness of participative-
democratic management in managing and changing group behaviour under experimental 
conditions (Lewin et al, 1939). The Harwood studies showed its effectiveness in real-life 
industrial situations and laid the foundations for the rapid rise of participative management in 
the 1950s and 1960s (Cartwright, 1951; Cartwright and Zander, 1953; Likert, 1967; Marrow, 
1969; Mosley, 1987; Seashore and Bowers, 1970). What the Harwood studies showed, as did 
the parallel studies in social change (see Ideas and perspectives 9.1), was that participative 
decision-making, where groups were allowed to make their own democratic choices, was a 
far more effective way of managing and sustaining change than the unilateral imposition of 
change by management (Burnes, 2007; Burnes and Cooke, 2012, 2013). Substantial subse-
quent research has confirmed that participation and choice are central to effective and sus-
tained change, thus underlining the importance of Lewin’s Planned approach to change 
(Carpenter, 2013; Diamond, 1992; McMillan and Connor, 2005; Oreg et al, 2011; Tversky 
and Kahneman, 1981).

Planned change

Lewin was a humanitarian who believed that only by resolving social conflict, whether it be 
religious, racial, marital or industrial, could the human condition be improved. He believed 
that the key to resolving social conflict was to facilitate learning and so enable individuals to 
understand and restructure their perceptions of the world around them. In this he was much 
influenced by the Gestalt psychologists he had worked with in Berlin (Burnes and Cooke, 
2013; Smith, 2001). A central theme of much of his work is the view that ‘the group to 
which an individual belongs is the ground for his perceptions, his feelings and his actions’ 
(Allport, 1948: vii). Also, despite the fact that his work covered many subjects and fields, as 
Gold (1999: 295) states: ‘It is quite clear that Lewin thought of his professional activities as a 
piece, seamless and integrated.’ Therefore, although Planned change has four individual  
elements – Field Theory, Group Dynamics, Action Research and the Three-Step model – 
and although they are often treated as separate themes of his work, Lewin saw them as a 
unified whole with each element supporting and reinforcing the others, and all of them  
necessary to understand and bring about Planned change, whether it be at the level of the 
individual, group, organisation or even society (Bargal and Bar, 1992; Kippenberger, 
1998a, 1998b; Smith, 2001). Allport (1948: ix) states:

All of his concepts, whatever root-metaphor they employ, comprise a single well integrated system.

This can be seen by examining these four elements of his work in turn.
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Field theory
In developing Field Theory, Lewin was greatly influenced by Gestalt psychology, which 
emerged in Germany in the early part of the twentieth century (Köhler, 1967). For psycholo-
gists, a Gestalt is a perceptual pattern or configuration which is the construct of the individual 
mind. Lewin referred to the Gestalt by a number of names, the most common being ‘life space’ 
or ‘field’. Lewin’s Field Theory argues that behaviour is derived from the totality of coexisting 
and interdependent forces which impinge on a person or group and which make up the life 
space or field in which the behaviour takes place (Burnes and Cooke, 2013; Lewin, 1942). The 
field is a coherent whole which has specific properties that can neither be derived from the 
 individual elements nor be considered merely as the sum of them (Kadar and Shaw, 2000).

Based on the Gestalt perspective, Lewin argues that to understand any situation it is neces-
sary that: ‘One should view the present situation – the status quo – as being maintained by 
certain conditions or forces’ (Lewin, 1943a: 172). Consequently, as Figure 9.1 shows, Lewin 
conceived of behavioural change as movement from one part of the field to another in order to 
create a ‘new’ status quo. Within the field of forces shown in Figure 9.1, P is the individual or 
group, O represents their current situation or behaviour and G is the goal that they wish to 
achieve or the change that they wish to make. Lewin argued that in order to move from O to G, 
it is necessary to remove or ‘unfreeze’ the restraining forces in the sectors of the field which 
prevent movement, such as personal defences or group norms (Weick and Quinn, 1999).

In order to achieve this, it is first necessary to identify what these restraining forces are. 
Field Theory provides a method of mapping the totality and complexity of the field in which 
the behaviour takes place and, consequently, provides a means of identifying the forces which 
govern group behaviour and maintain the status quo (Back, 1992). As Figure 9.2 shows, the 
status quo is maintained because forces within a life space or field driving change are in bal-
ance with the forces restraining change. Lewin (1947b) postulated that group behaviour is an 
intricate set of symbolic interactions and forces that not only affects group structures but also 
modifies individual behaviour. Therefore, individual behaviour is a function of the group 
environment or field, as he termed it. Consequently, any changes in behaviour stem from 
changes, be they small or large, in the forces within the field, i.e. either an increase in the driv-
ing forces or a decrease in the restraining forces (Lewin, 1947a). He defined a field as ‘a total-
ity of coexisting facts which are conceived of as mutually interdependent’ (Lewin, 1946: 240). 
Lewin believed that a field was in a continuous state of adaptation and that ‘Change and con-
stancy are relative concepts; group life is never without change, merely differences in the 
amount and type of change exist’ (Lewin, 1947a: 199). This is why Lewin used the term ‘quasi-
stationary equilibrium’ to indicate that, while there might be a rhythm and pattern to the 

O GP

Figure 9.1 Field with person and goal
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behaviour and processes of a group, these tended to fluctuate constantly owing to changes in 
the forces or circumstances that impinge on the group.

Lewin’s view was that if one could identify, plot and establish the potency of these forces, 
then it would be possible not only to understand why individuals, groups and organisations 
behave as they do but also what forces would need to be diminished or strengthened in 
order to bring about change. A key belief of Lewin’s was that, in general, change could be 
effective only if people embarked on it of their own free will and could make informed 
choices about whether and what to change (Burnes, 2004c; Marrow, 1969). Over the years, 
researchers have found considerable support for Lewin’s view that the freedom of individu-
als and groups to accept or reject change is central to its effectiveness (Carpenter, 2013). 
Indeed, research has shown that where individuals have a choice over decisions that affect 
them, they are likely to be more than four or five times more committed to the decision than 
if the choice has been imposed on them (Bar-Hillel and Neter, 1996).

Because of the need to involve people in decision-making and change, and their need to 
consider their choices fully, Lewin saw behavioural change as a slow process; however, he 
did recognise that under certain circumstances, such as a personal, organisational or soci-
etal crisis, the various forces in the field can shift quickly and radically. In such situations, 
established routines and behaviours break down and the status quo is no longer viable; new 
patterns of activity can rapidly emerge and a new equilibrium (or quasi-stationary equilib-
rium) is formed (Lewin, 1947a; Kippenberger, 1998a).

With Lewin’s death, the interest in Field Theory waned (Back, 1992; Gold, 1992; Hendry, 
1996), but in the past three decades, it has once again begun to attract interest, especially in 
terms of understanding and overcoming resistance to change (Argyris, 1990; Burnes and Cooke, 
2013; Hirschhorn, 1988; Wheeler, 2008). However, the form which has emerged, Force Field 
Analysis, tends to focus only on identifying driving and restraining forces, as in Figure 9.2, rather 
than constructing the entire life space or field of a group or an individual. According to Hendry 
(1996), even critics of Lewin’s work have drawn on Field Theory to develop their own models of 
change (see Pettigrew et al, 1989, 1992). Indeed, parallels have even been drawn between 
Lewin’s work on Field Theory and the work of complexity theorists (Back, 1992; Kippenberger, 
1998a). Nevertheless, Field Theory is now probably the least understood element of Lewin’s 
work; yet, because of its potential to map the forces impinging on an individual, group or organ-
isation, it underpinned the other elements of his work (Burnes and Cooke, 2013).

Driving
forces

Restraining
forces

The status quo
current group behaviour

Figure 9.2 Force Field Analysis



Chapter 9 Planned change and organization development (OD)

332

Group Dynamics
The word ‘dynamics’ . . . comes from a Greek word meaning force. . . . ‘group dynamics’ refers 
to the forces operating in groups. . . . it is a study of these forces: what gives rise to them, what 
conditions modify them, what consequences they have, etc. (Cartwright, 1951: 382)

Lewin was the first psychologist to write about ‘group dynamics’ and the importance of 
the group in shaping the behaviour of its members (Allport, 1948; Bargal et al, 1992). 
Indeed, Lewin’s (1939: 165) definition of a ‘group’ is still generally accepted: ‘it is not the 
similarity or dissimilarity of individuals that constitutes a group, but interdependence of 
fate.’ As Kippenberger (1998a) notes, Lewin was addressing two questions:

●	 What is it about the nature and characteristics of a particular group that causes it to 
respond (behave) as it does to the forces which impinge on it?

●	 How can these forces be changed in order to elicit a more desirable form of behaviour?

It was to address these questions that Lewin began to develop the concept of Group 
Dynamics, which stresses that group behaviour, rather than that of individuals, should be 
the main focus of change (Bernstein, 1968; Dent and Goldberg, 1999). Lewin (1947b) 
maintained that it is fruitless to concentrate on changing the behaviour of individuals 
because the individual in isolation is constrained by group pressures to conform. 
Consequently, the focus of change must be at the group level and should concentrate on fac-
tors such as group norms, roles, interactions and socialisation processes to create ‘disequi-
librium’ and change (Schein, 1988).

Lewin’s pioneering work on Group Dynamics not only laid the foundations for our under-
standing of groups (Cooke, 1999; Dent and Goldberg, 1999; French and Bell, 1984; Marrow, 
1969; Schein, 1988) but has also been linked to complexity theories by researchers examining 
self-organising theory and non-linear systems (Tschacher and Brunner, 1995). Since Lewin’s 
day, much has been written about the nature of groups. Perhaps the best-known works are 
Belbin’s categorisation of team roles and Tuckman’s model of the stages of team development. 
Belbin’s (1996) work on team roles has been highly influential in the construction and devel-
opment of groups. Belbin maintains that individuals in groups fall into one of nine team roles – 
Plant, Resource Investigator, Coordinator, Shaper, Monitor Evaluator, Teamworker, 
Implementer, Completer Finisher and Specialist. Tuckman (1965) identifies four stages which a 
team must go through in order to grow and develop its effectiveness – Forming, Storming, 
Norming and Performing. He later added a fifth stage – Adjourning – to acknowledge that if 
the original objectives and tasks of a group have been achieved or may no longer be required, 
the group may need to disband (Tuckman and Jensen, 1977).

Lewin was perhaps the first to recognise the need to study and understand the internal 
dynamics of a group – the different roles people play and how groups need to change over 
time. However, for him, this understanding was not sufficient by itself to bring about 
change. Lewin also recognised the need to provide a process whereby group members could 
be engaged in and committed to changing their behaviour. This led Lewin to develop Action 
Research and the Three-Step model of change.

action research
This term was coined by Lewin (1946: 201) in an article entitled ‘Action Research and 
Minority Problems’, where he stated:
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In the last year and a half I have had occasion to have contact with a great variety of organiza-
tions, institutions, and individuals who came for help in the field of group relations. . . . there 
exists a great amount of good-will, of readiness to face the problem squarely and really do 
something about it. If this amount of serious good-will could be transformed into organized, 
efficient action, there would be no danger for inter-group relations in the United States. These 
eager people feel themselves to be in a fog. They feel in a fog on three counts: 1. What is the 
present situation? 2. What are the dangers? 3. And most importantly of all, what shall we do?

Lewin conceived of Action Research as a two-pronged process which would allow groups 
to address the three questions above:

●	 First, it emphasises that change requires action, and it is directed at achieving this.

●	 Second, it recognises that successful action is based on analysing the situation correctly, 
identifying all the possible alternative solutions and choosing the one most appropriate 
to the situation at hand (Bennett, 1983).

To be successful, however, there has also to be a ‘felt-need’. Felt-need is an individual’s 
inner realisation that change is necessary. If felt-need is low in the group or organisation, 
introducing change becomes problematic. However, felt-need arises only where individuals 
and groups feel they have a choice in whether to change or not, thus once again emphasis-
ing the importance of choice to the change process (Carpenter, 2013; Diamond, 1992; 
Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). The theoretical foundations of Action Research lie in Gestalt 
psychology, which stresses that change can be successfully achieved only by helping indi-
viduals to reflect on and gain new insights into the totality of their situation. Lewin (1946: 
206) stated that Action Research ‘proceeds in a spiral of steps each of which is composed of 
a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the results of the action’. As Figure 9.3 
shows, it is an iterative process whereby research leads to action, and action leads to evalu-
ation and further research. As Schein (1996: 35) comments, it was Lewin’s view that ‘one 
cannot understand an organization without trying to change it’. Indeed, Lewin’s view was 

Research Action

Evaluation

Effective
change

Figure 9.3 Action Research
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very much that the understanding and learning that this process produces for the individu-
als and groups concerned, which then promotes changed behaviour, is more important than 
any resulting change as such (Lewin, 1946).

To this end, Action Research draws on Lewin’s work on Field Theory to identify the 
forces that bear on the group to which the individual belongs. It also draws on Group 
Dynamics to understand why group members behave in the way they do when subjected 
to these forces. Lewin stressed that the routines and patterns of behaviour in a group are 
more than just the outcome of opposing forces. They have a value in themselves and have 
a positive role to play in enforcing group norms (Lewin, 1947a). Action Research stresses 
that for change to be effective, it must take place at the group level and must be a partici-
pative and collaborative process which involves all of those concerned (Allport, 1948; 
Bargal et al, 1992; Darwin et al, 2002; Dickens and Watkins, 1999; French and Bell, 1984; 
Lewin, 1947b; McNiff, 2000).

Lewin’s first Action Research project was to investigate and reduce violence between 
Catholic and Jewish teenage gangs. This was quickly followed by a project to integrate black 
and white sales staff in New York department stores (Marrow, 1969). Action Research was 
also adopted by the Tavistock Institute in Britain and used to improve managerial compe-
tence and efficiency in the newly nationalised coal industry. Since then, it has acquired 
strong adherents throughout the world (Dickens and Watkins, 1999; Eden and Huxham, 
1996; Elden and Chisholm, 1993). However, Lewin (1947a: 228) was concerned that:

A change towards a higher level of group performance is frequently short lived; after a ‘shot 
in the arm’, group life soon returns to the previous level. This indicates that it does not suffice 
to define the objective of a planned change in group performance as the reaching of a differ-
ent level. Permanency at the new level, or permanency for a desired period, should be included 
in the objective.

It was for this reason that he developed his Three-Step model of change.

three-step model
Although this is often cited as Lewin’s key contribution to organisational change, it needs to 
be recognised that when he developed his Three-Step model, Lewin was concerned at least 
as much with social as with organisational issues. Lewin’s three-step model has received a 
considerable amount of criticism, not least that it is simplistic and underdeveloped 
(Cummings et al, 2016). These points will be addressed below, but for now, three points 
need to be recognised. First, although Lewin only mentions his three-step model a few times 
in his later writings, the origins of it can be found in his writings on child psychology (e.g. 
Lewin, 1941). As a child psychologist, Lewin was concerned with how children progressed 
from one development stage to another and, particularly, the issue of ‘regression . . . a “going 
back” to a less mature state which the individual has already outgrown. . . . [it] has to be 
considered a common phenomenon which is related to many situations . . .’ (Lewin, 1941: 
87; emphasis original). Therefore, even before shifting his focus from child development to 
social and organisational change involving adults, Lewin was already seeing behavioural 
change as a development process involving moving from one stage or level of behaviour to 
another and that the ‘permanency’ of the change was not guaranteed (Lewin, 1947a).

Second, by ‘permanency’, Lewin did not mean that behaviour would stay at the new level 
for ever, but only until it ceased to be appropriate, as one would expect from someone with 
a child psychology background. This is why he used phrases such as ‘permanency for a 
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desired period’ (Lewin, 1947a: 228) and ‘Quasi-Stationary Equilibria’ (Lewin, 1946: 199). 
This is even clearer in the following quotation:

One should view the present situation – the status quo – as being maintained by certain con-
ditions or forces. A culture – for instance, the food habits of a certain group at a given time – is 
not a static affair but a live process like a river which moves but still keeps to a recognizable 
form . . . Food habits do not occur in empty space. They are part and parcel of the daily 
rhythm of being awake and asleep; of being alone and in a group; of earning a living and play-
ing; of being a member of a town, a family, a social class, a religious group . . . in a district with 
good groceries and restaurants or in an area of poor and irregular food supply. Somehow all 
these factors affect food habits at any given time. They determine the food habits of a group 
every day anew just as the amount of water supply and the nature of the river bed determine 
the flow of the river, its constancy or change. (Lewin, 1943a: 172–3)

Last, Lewin did not intend his three-step model to be seen separately from the other three 
elements which make up his Planned approach to change (i.e. Field Theory, Group Dynamics 
and Action Research). Rather, Lewin saw the four concepts as forming an integrated 
approach to analysing, understanding and bringing about change at the group, organisa-
tional and societal levels.

A successful change project, Lewin (1947a) argued, involved three steps (see Figure 9.4).

Step 1: Unfreezing. Lewin believed that the stability of human behaviour was based on a 
quasi-stationary equilibrium supported by a complex field of driving and restraining forces 
(see Figure 9.2). This can be characterised as inertia – the inability of organisations, groups or 
individuals to change as fast as the environment in which they operate (Pfeffer, 1997).  
D Miller (1993, 1994) argues that the more successful an organisation or group has been, the 
greater the inertia. This is because success tends to make organisations focus on those factors 
which are seen as having brought success and to discard those which are seen as peripheral. 
Successful organisations also tend to ignore signals which might indicate the need for 
change. The result is that they sacrifice adaptability and increase inertia. This is why Lewin 
argued that the equilibrium (the forces of inertia) needs to be destabilised (unfrozen) before 
old behaviour can be discarded (unlearnt) and new behaviour successfully adopted.

In order to identify what forces needed to be changed or modified, Lewin drew on Field 
Theory and Group Dynamics. As with other aspects of Lewin’s work, choice plays an important 
role because ‘unlearning’, letting go of the emotional attachment to current beliefs and arrange-
ments, can take place only if those involved decide of their own volition that these are no longer 
appropriate or sustainable. Given the type of issues that Lewin was addressing, he did not believe 
that change would be easy, or that the same methods could be applied in all situations:

The ‘unfreezing’ of the present level may involve quite different problems in different cases. 
Allport . . . has described the ‘catharsis’ which seems necessary before prejudice can be 
removed. To break open the shell of complacency and self-righteousness it is sometimes nec-
essary to bring about an emotional stir up. (Lewin, 1947a: 229)

MovingUnfreezing Refreezing

Figure 9.4 Lewin’s Three-Step model of change
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Enlarging on Lewin’s ideas, Schein (1996: 28) comments that the key to unfreezing:

was to see that human change, whether at the individual or group level, was a profound psy-
chological dynamic process that involved painful unlearning without loss of ego identity and 
difficult relearning as one cognitively attempted to restructure one’s thoughts, perceptions, 
feelings, and attitudes.

Schein (1996) identifies three processes necessary to achieve unfreezing: disconfirma-
tion of the validity of the status quo, the induction of guilt or survival anxiety and creating 
psychological safety. He argued that ‘unless sufficient psychological safety is created, the 
disconfirming information will be denied or in other ways defended against, no survival 
anxiety will be felt, and consequently, no change will take place’ (Schein, 1996: 30). In 
other words, those concerned have to feel safe from loss and humiliation before they can 
accept the new information and reject old behaviours.

Step 2: Moving. As Schein (1996: 32) notes, unfreezing is not an end in itself; it ‘creates 
motivation to learn but does not necessarily control or predict the direction of learning’. 
This echoes Lewin’s view that any attempt to predict or identify a specific outcome from 
Planned change is very difficult because of the complexity of the forces concerned. Instead, 
one should seek to take into account all the forces at work and identify and evaluate, on a 
trial-and-error basis, all the available options (Lewin, 1947a). This is, of course, the learn-
ing approach promoted by Action Research. This iterative approach of research, action and 
more research enables groups and individuals to move from a less acceptable to a more 
acceptable set of behaviours. However, as noted above, Lewin (1947a) recognised that, 
without reinforcement, change could be short-lived.

Step 3: Refreezing. Although Lewin seemed to prefer the term ‘freezing’ for the third step 
(Lewin, 1946: 228), ‘refreezing’ seems to have replaced it not long after his death and is now 
commonly used (Cummings et al, 2016). Therefore, for the sake of consistency, we will also 
use the term refreezing. Refreezing seeks to stabilise the group at a new quasi-stationary 
equilibrium in order to ensure that the new behaviours are relatively safe from regression. 
The main point about refreezing is that new behaviour must be, to some degree, congruent 
with the rest of the behaviour, personality and environment of the learner, or it will simply 
lead to a new round of disconfirmation (Schein, 1996). This is why Lewin saw successful 
change as a group activity, because unless group norms and routines are also transformed, 
changes to individual behaviour will not be sustained. In organisational terms, refreezing 
often requires changes to organisational culture, norms, policies and practices (Cummings 
and Huse, 1989).

Like other aspects of Lewin’s work, his Three-Step model of change started to become 
unfashionable in the 1980s (Dawson, 1994; Hatch, 1997; Kanter et al, 1992). Nevertheless, 
such is its continuing influence that, as Hendry (1996: 624) comments:

Scratch any account of creating and managing change and the idea that change is a three-
stage process which necessarily begins with a process of unfreezing will not be far below the 
surface.

Hendry’s view is supported by the work of Elrod and Tippett (2002), who reviewed a wide 
range of change models. They found that most approaches to organisational change were 
strikingly similar to Lewin’s Three-Step model. When they extended their research to other 
forms of human and organisational change, Elrod and Tippett (2002: 273) also found that:
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Models of the change process, as perceived by diverse and seemingly unrelated disciplines 
[such as bereavement theory, personal transition theory, creative processes, cultural revolu-
tions and scientific revolutions] . . . follow Lewin’s . . . three-phase model of change.

Others support this view (Levy and Merry, 1986; Zell, 2003). Carnall (2003) draws on 
these various models of change to construct a Coping Cycle (see Figure 9.5) which shows 
how people react and adjust when faced with change.

The Coping Cycle comprises five stages:

Stage 1 – Denial: When faced with the need to make or accept significant changes, the 
first reaction by many people or groups is to deny there is a need for change.

Stage 2 – Defence: Once people realise that change is taking place and they cannot stop 
it, they may feel rejected and depressed. This can turn into defensive behaviour whereby 
people will defend their past practices and behaviours and deny that the new ways are 
suitable to them and their job.

Stage 3 – Discarding: If people realise that the change will take place whether they like 
it or not, and that it does affect them and that they need to adjust to the new situation, 
they begin the process of discarding past behaviour – recognising that what was suitable 
in the past is no longer suitable for the current situation.

Stage 4 – Adaptation: No proposed change is ever likely to be 100 per cent suitable at 
the outset. Therefore, for change to be successful, not only must those affected by it adapt 
to the new ways, but the new ways must also be adapted to fit in with the existing people 
and circumstances.

Stage 5 – Internalisation: The is the stage of the Coping Cycle where change becomes 
fully operational, and new ways of working and behaving have been developed. People 
reach the point where, psychologically, they see the changes not as new but as normal – 
the way things should be.

There are four points to note about the Coping Cycle:

●	 First, individuals will often react differently when faced with the same situation, even 
though they may be members of the same group. Some will move from Denial to 
Internalisation very quickly, while others may stick at the Denial or Defence stages and 
never accept the legitimacy of the changes.

Denial Defence

Performance

Self-Esteem

Discarding Adaptation Internalisation

Time

Figure 9.5 The Coping Cycle
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●	 Second, as Figure 9.5 shows, people’s self-esteem and performance can fluctuate wildly 
as they move through the Coping Cycle. To use a somewhat hackneyed phrase, people 
can experience an emotional rollercoaster.

●	 Third, the point between Stage 3, Discarding, and Stage 4, Adaptation, where people are 
beginning to accept the need for change and embarking on a process of mutual accom-
modation, is the point where their self-esteem and performance are likely to be at their 
lowest. It is at this point, when success is almost within reach, that those driving and 
sponsoring change and those experiencing it may begin to feel that they have chosen the 
wrong course of action and should abandon it. It is important, therefore, at the outset of 
any change process to recognise the truth of the old adage: Things will get worse before 
they get better!

●	 Last, following Elrod and Tippet’s (2002) argument, if we superimpose Lewin’s Three-
Step model of change onto the Coping Cycle (see Figure 9.6), the remarkable applicabil-
ity and appropriateness of Lewin’s approach to change stands out. Step 1 of Lewin’s 
Model – Unfreezing – aligns with Stages 1 to 3 of Carnall’s Coping Cycle and provides the 
insights and tools necessary to address the issues of Denial, Defence and Discarding. 
Lewin’s Step 2 – Moving – aligns with Carnall’s Stage 4 and once again provides the 
means of dealing with the issues and obstacles that arise from Adaptation. Finally, Step 3 
of Lewin’s model, Refreezing, aligns with Stage 5 of the Coping Cycle and provides an 
approach to and the mechanisms for achieving Internalisation.

As can be seen, therefore, although Lewin’s Planned approach to change was developed 
some 70 years ago, it still appears to have much to recommend it as an approach to changing 
the behaviour of individuals and groups. Certainly, the importance he placed on participa-
tion, choice and free will have stood the test of time (Carpenter, 2013; Diamond, 1992; 
McMillan and Connor, 2005; Oreg et al, 2011; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). Also, Lewin’s 
commitment to combining rigorous theory and practical relevance has a very contemporary 
feel to it. There has been much debate in recent years concerning the need to achieve both 
rigour and relevance in organisational theory and practice (Bartunek, 2007; Polzer et al, 
2009). However, it was Lewin (1943/4: 169) who first made the case for this in his famous 
dictum, ‘There is nothing so practical as a good theory,’ which  presaged the start of the cur-
rent debate by six decades (Gulati, 2007). For Lewin, rigour and relevance are not opposing 
forces or objectives but two sides of the same coin. Thus, practice which was not underpinned 
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Figure 9.6 Three-Step model and the Coping Cycle
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by good theory was poor practice, which was limited in applicability and bound to fail. 
Similarly, theory which did not have practical relevance was poor theory.

Lewin and change: a summary

Lewin was primarily interested in resolving social conflict through behavioural change, 
whether this was within organisations or in the wider society (Dent, 2002). He identified 
two requirements for success:

1. To analyse and understand how social groupings were formed, motivated and main-
tained. To do this, he developed both Field Theory and Group Dynamics.

2. To change the behaviour of social groups. The primary methods he developed for achiev-
ing this were Action Research and the Three-Step model of change.

Underpinning Lewin’s work, as mentioned earlier, was a strong moral and ethical belief 
in the importance of democratic institutions, values and practices throughout society, 
including the workplace. Lewin believed that only by strengthening democratic participa-
tion in all aspects of life and being able to resolve social conflicts could the scourge of des-
potism, authoritarianism and racism be effectively countered. Since his death, Lewin’s 
wider social agenda has been mainly pursued under the umbrella of Action Research. For 
example, Bargal and Bar (1992) describe how, over a number of years, they used Lewin’s 
approach to address the conflict between Arab-Palestinian and Jewish youths in Israel 
through the development of inter-group workshops. The workshops were developed around 
six principles based on Lewin’s work:

(a) a recursive process of data collection to determine goals, action to implement goals and 
assessment of the action; (b) feedback of research results to trainers; (c) cooperation between 
researchers and practitioners; (d) research based on the laws of the group’s social life, on three 
stages of change – ‘unfreezing,’ ‘moving,’ and ‘refreezing’ – and on the principles of group 
decision making; (e) consideration of the values, goals and power structures of change agents 
and clients; and (f) use of research to create knowledge and/or solve problems.

(Bargal and Bar, 1992: 146)

In terms of the application of his concepts to the organisational sphere, Lewin and his 
associates had a long and fruitful relationship with the Harwood Manufacturing Corporation, 
where his approach to change was developed, applied and refined (Burnes, 2007, 2015; 
Marrow, 1969). Coch and French (1948: 512) observed that, at Harwood: ‘From the point 
of view of factory management, there were two purposes to the research: (1) Why do peo-
ple resist change so strongly? and (2) What can be done to overcome this resistance?’ 
Therefore, in both his wider social agenda and his more-limited organisational agenda, 
Lewin sought to address similar issues and apply similar concepts. Since his death, it is the 
organisational side of his work that has been given greater prominence by his followers and 
successors, mainly through the creation of the organization development (OD) movement, 
which will be discussed shortly (Cummings and Worley, 1997; French and Bell, 1999). 
However, many supporters of Planned change, while attempting to remain true to Lewin’s 
participatory philosophy and being greatly influenced by his work on Group Dynamics, tend 
to equate Planned change with Lewin’s Three-Step model rather than treating it as an inte-
grated package that also requires the use of Field Theory, Group Dynamics and Action 
Research. As a stand-alone approach to change, the Three-Step model is rather underdevel-
oped, which is why there have been a number of attempts to develop it further.
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Phases of Planned change

As Armenakis and Bedeian (1999) illustrate, there have been many attempts to elaborate 
Lewin’s Three-Step model. In so doing, writers have expanded the number of steps or 
phases. For example, Lippitt et al (1958) developed a seven-phase model of Planned change, 
while Cummings and Huse (1989), not to be outdone, produced an eight-phase model, and 
Galpin (1996) proposed a model comprising nine wedges that form a wheel. As Cummings 
and Huse (1989: 51) point out, however, ‘the concept of planned change implies that an 
organization exists in different states at different times and that planned movement can 
occur from one state to another’. Therefore, in order to understand Planned change, it is not 
sufficient merely to understand the processes that bring about change; there must also be an 
appreciation of the states that an organisation must pass through in order to move from an 
unsatisfactory present state to a more desired future state.

IDeas anD PersPeCtIves 9.2

Bullock and Batten’s four-phase model of planned change
1. Exploration phase. In this state an organisation has to explore and decide whether it 

wants to make specific changes in its operations and, if so, commit resources to planning 
the changes. The change processes involved in this phase are becoming aware of the 
need for change; searching for outside assistance (a consultant/facilitator) to assist with 
planning and implementing the changes; and establishing a contract with the consultant 
which defines each party’s responsibilities.

2. Planning phase. Once the consultant and the organisation have established a contract, 
then the next state, which involves understanding the organisation’s problem or con-
cern, begins. The change processes involved in this are collecting information in order to 
establish a correct diagnosis of the problem; establishing change goals and designing the 
appropriate actions to achieve these goals; and persuading key decision-makers to 
approve and support the proposed changes.

3. Action phase. In this state, an organisation implements the changes derived from the 
planning. The change processes involved are designed to move an organisation from its 
current state to a desired future state, and include establishing appropriate arrange-
ments to manage the change process and gaining support for the actions to be taken; 
and evaluating the implementation activities and feeding back the results so that any 
necessary adjustments or refinements can be made.

4. Integration phase. This state commences once the changes have been successfully 
implemented. It is concerned with consolidating and stabilising the changes so that they 
become part of an organisation’s normal, everyday operation and do not require special 
arrangements or encouragement to maintain them. The change processes involved are 
reinforcing new behaviours through feedback and reward systems and gradually 
decreasing reliance on the consultant; diffusing the successful aspects of the change 
process throughout the organisation; and training managers and employees to monitor 
the changes constantly and to seek to improve upon them.

 Source: Bullock and Batten (1985).
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Perhaps the most comprehensive attempt to elaborate upon Lewin’s work was by Bullock 
and Batten (1985), who developed an integrated, four-phase model of Planned change 
based on a review and synthesis of over 30 models of Planned change (see Ideas and 
 perspectives 9.2). Their model describes Planned change in terms of two major dimensions: 
change phases, which are distinct states an organisation moves through as it undertakes 
Planned change; and change processes, which are the methods used to move an organisa-
tion from one state to another.

According to Cummings and Huse (1989), this model has broad applicability to most 
change situations. It clearly incorporates key aspects of many other change models and, 
especially, it overcomes any confusion between the processes (methods) of change and the 
phases of change – the sequential states that organisations must go through to achieve suc-
cessful change.

The focus of Bullock and Batten’s model, like Lewin’s, is change at the individual and group 
level. As will be shown below, this very much chimed with the early years of OD but began to 
be seen as too narrow a focus from the 1970s onwards (French and Bell, 1995: 3–4).

the origins of OD

The term ‘organization development’ and the movement itself began to emerge in the 1950s 
in the United States. Lewin’s work, especially the various projects and events listed in Ideas 
and perspectives 9.1, provided the practical and philosophical foundations of OD. Of par-
ticular significance was the 1946 New Britain leadership-training workshop, which gave 
birth to the T-group methodology and the National Training Laboratories (NTL). It was the 
NTL’s promotion of T-groups which created the conditions for OD to flourish (Burnes and 
Cooke, 2012). Nevertheless, its central pillar is Lewin’s Planned approach to change 
(Burnes, 2004c, 2007).

According to French and Bell (1995: 1–2):

Organization development is a unique organizational improvement strategy that emerged in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s. . . . [It] has evolved into an integrated framework of theories 
and practices capable of solving or helping to solve most of the important problems confront-
ing the human side of organizations. Organization development is about people and organi-
zations and people in organizations and how they function. OD is also about planned change, 
that is getting individuals, teams and organizations to function better. Planned change involves 
common sense, hard work applied diligently over time, a systematic, goal-oriented approach, 
and valid knowledge about organizational dynamics and how to change them. Valid knowl-
edge derives from the behavioral sciences such as psychology, social psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, systems theory, and the practice of management.

Cummings and Worley (2005) relate that OD evolved from five main developments:

●	 The growth of the National Training Laboratory (NTL).

●	 Action Research/Survey Feedback.

●	 Participative Management.

●	 Quality of Working Life.

●	 Strategic Change.
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Cummings and Worley state that the first three developments derived from work by Kurt 
Lewin on Planned change in the 1940s, while the last two did not emerge until the 1960s and 
1970s. However, Lewin did not just provide OD with a range of tools, techniques and 
approaches; he also imbued it with a set of radical values. As Mirvis (2006: 77) commented: 
‘OD was birthed with utopian aspirations. Democracy and freedom were central to Lewin’s 
work.’ Consequently, underpinning OD is a set of values, assumptions and ethics that empha-
sises its humanistic orientation as well as its commitment to organisational effectiveness. 
Indeed, Wirtenberg et al (2004: 469) claim that one of OD’s major strengths is the ‘values OD 
brings to practice’. These values have been articulated by many writers over the years (Conner, 
1977; French and Bell, 1999; Gellerman et al, 1990; Warwick and Thompson, 1980). One of 
the earliest attempts was by French and Bell (1973), who identified a number of underlying 
assumptions and values which lie at the core of OD (see Ideas and perspectives 9.3).

In a survey of OD practitioners, Hurley et al (1992) found these values were clearly 
reflected in the five main approaches they used in their work:

1. Empowering employees to act.

2. Creating openness in communications.

3. Facilitating ownership of the change process and its outcomes.

4. The promotion of a culture of collaboration.

5. The promotion of continuous learning.

Within the OD field, a number of major theorists and practitioners have contributed their 
own models and techniques to its advancement (e.g. Argyris, 1962; Beckhard, 1969; Blake 
and Mouton, 1976; French and Bell, 1973). OD also shares some concepts with, and sits 
easily alongside, the Human Relations movement. This can be seen in the fact that 
McGregor’s Theory Y (see Chapter 3) takes a similar view of human nature to that of OD. 
This is not surprising, given that McGregor was a close friend and supporter of Kurt Lewin 
and, as well as being a key figure in the Human Relations movement, also played a signifi-
cant role in the early stages of OD (see McGregor, 1967). Thus, there are strong links 
between the Human Relations approach to organisational effectiveness and the Planned/
OD approach to organisational change. However, despite this, there is general agreement 
that the OD movement grew out of, and became the standard bearer for, Kurt Lewin’s 

IDeas anD PersPeCtIves 9.3

French and Bell’s core assumptions and values of OD
●	 The needs and aspirations of human beings provide the prime reasons for the existence 

of organisations within society.

●	 OD places a high value on trust and mutual learning.

●	 Change agents are committed to improving organisational effectiveness.

●	 OD is most effective in situations where organisations are committed to cooperative, 
participative change, and pursue win–win outcomes.

Source: French and Bell (1973).
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 pioneering work on behavioural science in general and his development of Planned change 
in particular (Burnes, 2007; Burnes and Cooke, 2012; Cummings and Worley, 1997).

From small beginnings in the 1950s, OD grew dramatically in 1960s America, led by the theo-
rists and idealists of the NTL and fuelled by the popularity of the T-group approach. T-groups 
promoted personal growth and emotional expression, and they challenged the efficacy of organ-
isational bureaucracy, seeking to replace it with democratic participation, all of which chimed 
with the hippy, anti-authoritarian spirit of the age as epitomised by the civil rights and peace 
movements (Highhouse, 2002; Isserman and Kazin, 2007; Thrift, 2005). Led by the popularity 
of T-groups, OD began to expand across the globe (Fagenson-Eland et al, 2004) and take on the 
characteristics of a profession with its own professional associations, such as the NTL, the OD 
Network, the OD Institute, and the International Organization Development Association. These 
bodies began to offer accreditation and training in OD tools and techniques, and to promote 
their own ethical codes of practice (Cummings and Worley, 1997). Yet, by the end of the 1960s, 
OD found itself under attack, enthusiasm for T-groups began to decline and new, organisation-
wide approaches to change began to emerge in the 1970s and 1980s.

the changing nature of OD

The original focus of OD, as described earlier, was on work groups within an organisational 
setting rather than on organisations in their entirety, and it was primarily concerned with 
the human processes and systems within organisations. However, even in the 1960s, there 
were those who saw the need for a more organisation-wide approach to change. Greiner 
(1967: 119), for example, observes:

Whereas only a few years ago the target of organization change was limited to a small work 
group or a single department, especially at lower levels, the focus is now converging on the 
organization as a whole, reaching out to include many divisions and levels at once, and even 
the top managers themselves.

OD practitioners, whether employed in academic institutions, consultancy practices or 
private and public organisations, exist to provide consultancy services. Like any profession 
or trade, unless what they provide is relevant to their customers’ needs, they will soon go 
out of business. By the 1970s, the economic, technological, organisational and workforce 
conditions were vastly different from those in the 1940s, 1950s and even 1960s (Greiner 
and Cummings, 2004; Johnson and Ouchi, 1974; Sheldrake, 1996). Large numbers of OD 
practitioners woke to the realisation that companies no longer wanted to experiment with 
novel OD ideas; they wanted value-for-money products that worked (Freedman, 1999). As 
a result, serious questions were raised about the relevance of OD for the needs of contempo-
rary organisations, and the influence of the visionary, academic wing of OD, which had 
been led by the NTL, began to fade, and the influence of its practitioner wing grew. OD 
began to be driven by entrepreneurial and pragmatic practitioners who saw the need to 
transform it into a more hard-headed, results-focused, commercial activity which catered 
for what companies wanted (Burnes, 2009a; Dent, 2002; Freedman, 1999; Greiner and 
Cummings, 2004; Krell, 1981). Thus, the bridge between academic rigour and practical 
relevance, which Lewin had done so much to build, began to crumble. This can be seen in 
Greiner’s (1972b) article ‘Red flags in organization development’, which was seen as a 
wake-up call for the OD movement (see Ideas and perspectives 9.4).
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From the 1970s onwards, the OD movement experienced a major shift of focus from the 
group to the organisation setting, and even beyond, in response to the changing organisa-
tional demands (Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; Pasmore and Fagans, 1992; Sashkin and 
Burke, 1987; Woodman, 1989). Three developments in particular caused it to broaden out 
its perspective:

●	 With the rise of the Job Design movement in the 1960s, and particularly the advent of 
Socio-Technical Systems theory (see Chapter 3), OD practitioners came to recognise that 
they could not solely concentrate on the work of groups and individuals in organisations, 

IDeas anD PersPeCtIves 9.4

Greiner’s red flags
Flag 1: ‘Individual Before the Organization’: OD practitioners tend to focus on changing 
the behaviour of individuals rather than trying to understand the context in which the 
behaviour takes place. Instead, they should adopt a more situation-centred approach that 
takes account of how the context influences behaviour.

Flag 2: ‘Informal Before Formal Organization’: Advocates of OD often over-emphasise the 
importance of the informal side of the organisation, such as values and norms, and ignore 
the influence on behaviour of the formal side of the organisation, such as structure and 
reward systems. Therefore, OD initiatives need to incorporate and focus on both the infor-
mal and formal sides of the organisation.

Flag 3: ‘Behavior Before Diagnosis’: OD promotes a model of managerial behaviour that 
concentrates on increasing participation and openness. Whilst this can improve team 
 working amongst managers, it does not necessarily give managers the intellectual tools 
necessary for analysing situations and developing appropriate solutions. Consequently, OD 
needs to give equal weight to improving the diagnostic skills managers need for problem 
solving rather than just changing managerial behaviour.

Flag 4: ‘Process Before Task’: OD practitioners emphasise the need to improve behavioural 
processes, but pay less attention to the nature of the tasks being undertaken. In many 
cases, problems may have little to do with behaviour per se, but arise from the nature of 
the task and the limitations of the technology being used. To address this shortcoming, 
they should also focus on analysing the operational issues that influence what workers do.

Flag 5: ‘Experts Before the Manager’: OD interventions are constructed by experts using 
theories and language which maybe alien to practising managers. This can result in the 
experts behaving in a patronising and superior manner when ‘telling’ managers how to 
improve their organisations. In order to overcome this, experts and managers need to work 
together to develop and share expertise.

Flag 6: ‘The Package Before the Situation’: Often, OD practitioners go into an organisation 
with a neatly designed package which they will seek to apply regardless of the needs of the 
organisation. Instead, what is required is a package that is designed specifically for the 
organisation and its problems. In order to do this, OD practitioners need to treat managers 
as equal partners, working with them to understand what is required and jointly designing 
an appropriate intervention.

Source: Greiner (1972b: 19–23).
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but that they needed to take a wider perspective. Gradually, OD has adopted an Open 
Systems perspective which allows it to look at organisations in their totality and within 
their environments.

●	 This organisation-wide perspective caused OD practitioners to broaden out their per-
spective in two interrelated ways. First, and not surprisingly, they developed an interest 
in managing organisational culture. Given that, when working with groups, OD consult-
ants have always recognised the importance of group norms and values, it is a natural 
progression to translate this into an interest in organisational culture in general. Second, 
they developed an interest in the concept of organisational learning. Once again, as 
derived from Lewin’s work, OD practitioners tend to stress that their interventions are as 
much about learning as change. Therefore, it is a natural extension to move from group 
learning to organisational learning. In both cases, these developments have tended to 
reflect and follow on from a general interest in such issues by organisations and academ-
ics rather than necessarily being generated by the OD profession itself.

●	 The increasing use of organisation-wide approaches to change (e.g. culture change pro-
grammes), coupled with increasing turbulence in the environment in which organisa-
tions operate, drew attention to the need for OD practitioners to become involved in 
transforming organisations in their totality rather than focusing only on changes to their 
constituent parts.

Therefore, in the 1970s and 1980s, OD moved away from its roots in group-based and 
Planned change and began to take a far more organization- and system-wide perspective on 
change. This created something of a dilemma for proponents of OD. As Krell (1981) pointed 
out, much of what can be conceived of as traditional OD (such as Action Research) had 
become accepted practice in many organisations by the early 1980s. Even some of the newer 
approaches, such as Job Design and self-managed work teams, had become mainstream 
practices in many organisations (Beer and Walton, 1987). By and large, these tried-and-
tested approaches still tended to focus on the group level rather than on the wider organisa-
tion level. However, the more organisation-wide transformational approaches, which were 
seen as crucial to maintaining OD’s relevance for organisations, were less clear, less well 
developed and less well accepted (Cummings and Worley, 1997; French and Bell, 1995).

Although concepts such as Weisbord’s (1987) ‘getting the whole system in the room’ are 
attractive, the practical obstacles are challenging. For example, just because all stakehold-
ers are represented does not mean that all stakeholders have an equal voice (Worley et al, 
2011). As Bunker and Alban (2006) show, some very useful approaches to large group 
interventions have been developed: nevertheless, the more that OD became focused on 
macro issues, the less it could keep in touch with all the individuals affected by its change 
programmes and offer them genuine choice and involvement, and thus the less able it was 
to promote its core humanist and democratic values.

In effect, OD seemed to be pulled in two very different directions. On the one hand, it 
recognised that ‘Organizations are being reinvented; work tasks are being reengineered; 
the rules of the marketplace are being rewritten; the fundamental nature of organizations is 
changing’ (French and Bell, 1995: 3–4). Therefore, OD had to adapt to these new conditions 
and broaden its focus out beyond individual and group behaviour in order to maintain its 
relevance. On the other hand, as Wooten and White (1999) argue, the core values of OD – 
equality, empowerment, consensus-building and horizontal relationships – were particu-
larly relevant to some of the newer perspectives on organisations that were emerging at the 
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time, especially the notion of the postmodern organisation. Under these circumstances, 
rather than loosening its ties with its traditional values in order to retain its relevance, OD 
should have been strengthening them in order to create the ‘framework for a postmodern 
OD science and practice’ (Wooten and White, 1999: 17). This tension between two seem-
ingly irreconcilable forces led even leading supporters of OD to argue that it had lost its 
sense of direction and purpose to the extent that it was no longer clear what constituted OD 
(Bradford and Burke, 2004; Burke, 1997; Greiner and Cummings, 2004; Marshak, 1993; 
Nicoll, 1998a, 1998b; Worley and Feyerhern, 2003).

In addition to its internal tensions, from the 1970s OD faced criticisms from other and 
newer perspectives on organisations. The first signs of this challenge to OD appeared in the 
1970s when academics began to take an interest in the role of power in organisations, espe-
cially in terms of organisational change (Pettigrew, 1973, 1980; Pfeffer, 1978, 1981). 
Pfeffer (1978: 11–12) takes the view that:

It is difficult to think of situations in which goals are so congruent, or the facts so clear-cut that 
judgment and compromise are not involved. What is rational from one point of view is irra-
tional from another. Organizations are political systems, coalitions of interests, and rationality 
is defined only with respect to unitary and consistent ordering of preferences.

Based on his major, longitudinal study of strategic change at ICI, Pettigrew (1985: 17) 
went on to reject OD, arguing that ‘planned change and innovation is both an inadequate 
way of theorising about what actually happens during change processes and an overtly sim-
ple guide for action’. He maintained that OD was too rational, linear, incremental and pre-
scriptive, did not pay enough attention to the need to analyse and conceptualise 
organisational change, and failed to recognise that change processes were shaped by his-
tory, culture, context and the balance of power in organisations (Pettigrew, 1985).

These criticisms of OD, and the new approaches to change they spawned, will be exam-
ined at length in the next chapter.

Planned change and OD: summary and criticisms

Planned change, as developed by Kurt Lewin, comprised four elements: Field Theory, Group 
Dynamics, Action Research and the Three-Step model. It is an iterative, cyclical, process 
involving diagnosis, action and evaluation, and further action and evaluation. It is an 
approach that recognises that once change has taken place, it must be self-sustaining (i.e. 
safe from regression). For Lewin, the key to making change self-sustaining was that those 
concerned needed to be involved in the change process and be able to make genuine choices. 
The original purpose of Planned change was to resolve social conflict in society, including 
conflict within organisations. In organisational terms, its original purpose was to focus on 
improving the effectiveness of the human side of the organisation. Central to Planned 
change in organisations is the emphasis placed on the collaborative nature of the change 
effort: the organisation, both managers and recipients of change, and the consultant jointly 
diagnose the organisation’s problem and jointly plan and design the specific changes. 
Underpinning Planned change and, indeed, the OD movement is a strong humanist and 
democratic orientation and an emphasis on organisational effectiveness. Marching hand in 
hand with this humanist and democratic orientation was the development of a host of tried-
and-tested tools and techniques for promoting group participation and change.
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Nevertheless, as OD practitioners have developed Planned change over the years, and 
moved their focus from group behaviour change to organisational transformation initia-
tives, two fundamental dilemmas have arisen (see Ideas and perspectives 9.5).

The first dilemma is that while OD practitioners are well equipped to bring about change 
in group behaviour, they are far less well equipped to achieve the same in terms of organisa-
tional transformation. The former is well understood, OD practitioners find it relatively easy 
to gain the support of those involved, and Planned change, with its host of tried-and-tested 
tools and techniques, is ideally suited to this kind of initiative. Yet OD practitioners have 
found it more difficult to apply their skills and expertise to organisational transformational 
initiatives. The process of diagnosing the need for transformational change at the organisa-
tional level and specifying what is required is much less clear than it is at the group level. 
Also, the tools and techniques for bringing about transformational change are less devel-
oped, and the process tends to be more contentious and conflict-ridden and offer fewer 
opportunities for those affected to be involved in decision-making.

The second dilemma concerns the values which underpin OD. As OD has moved more to 
address large-scale organisational transformation issues, even though the emphasis on 
organisational effectiveness has remained, a difference has emerged with regard to the par-
ticipatory and democratic nature of its approach. Although this is partly due to the numbers 
of people involved in such changes, it is largely driven by the approach of top management. 
As French and Bell (1995: 351) observe, from the 1980s onwards, there has been a growing 
tendency for top managers to focus less on people-orientated values and more on ‘the bot-
tom line and/or the price of stock . . . [consequently] some executives have a “slash and 
burn” mentality’. Clearly, this tendency is not conducive to the promotion of democratic 
and humanistic values. This ‘slash and burn’ mentality has impacted on the role of the 
change agent. Lewin stressed the need to solve problems through social action (dialogue). 
He believed that successful change could be achieved only through the active participation 
of the change adopter (the subject) in understanding the problem, selecting a solution and 

IDeas anD PersPeCtIves 9.5

OD dilemmas
Over the years, OD practitioners have sought to focus more on organisational transformation 
initiatives and less on group behaviour change. This has led to two fundamental dilemmas:

Dilemma 1: OD expertise

●	 The group behaviour focus is well understood, accepted and supported by tried-and-
tested tools and techniques.

●	 The organisational transformation focus is unclear, less developed and more contentious.

Dilemma 2: OD values

●	 The group behaviour focus is based on and promotes humanistic and democratic values 
through participative learning.

●	 The organisational transformation focus is more autocratic, less participative and less 
about individual and group learning.
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implementing it. Lewin, and the early OD practitioners, saw the change agent as a facilita-
tor, not a director or a doer. More important even than the solution to the problem, Lewin 
believed that the change agent’s real task was to develop those involved and to create a 
learning environment that would allow them to gain new insights into themselves and their 
circumstances. Only through this learning process could people willingly come to see the 
need for, and choose to, change.

Bullock and Batten’s (1985) model, as with other more recent variants of Planned 
change, gives the change agent a more directive and less developmental role. Their model 
seems to place a greater emphasis on the change agent as an equal (or even senior) partner 
rather than as a facilitator; the consultant is as free to direct and do as the others involved. 
Those involved are more dependent on the change agent, not just for his or her skills of 
analysis but also for providing solutions and helping to implement them. Therefore, the 
focus is on what the change agent can do for those involved, rather than on seeking to ena-
ble the subjects to change themselves. This tendency for change agents to have a more 
directive role, and for employees to have a less participatory one, has become even more 
pronounced as OD practitioners have shifted their focus from individuals and groups to 
organisations in their entirety.

Lewin’s approach to change was greatly influenced by the work of the Gestalt theorists, 
who believe that successful change requires a process of learning. This allows those involved 
to gain or change insights, outlooks, expectations and thought patterns. This approach 
seeks to provide change adopters with an opportunity to ‘reason out’ their situation and 
develop their own solutions (Bigge, 1982). The danger with Bullock and Batten’s approach, 
and certainly with organisational transformation initiatives, is that they appear to be mov-
ing more in the Behaviourist direction. The emphasis is on the change agent acting as a 
consultant who provides expertise that the organisation lacks. As such, their role is less to 
facilitate participative change and more to provide solutions which can be imposed in a 
rapid fashion. The risk in this situation is that the learner (the change adopter) becomes a 
passive recipient of external and, supposedly, objective data: one who has to be directed to 
the ‘correct’ solution. Reason and choice do not enter into this particular equation; those 
involved are shown the solution and motivated, through the application of positive rein-
forcement, to adopt it on a permanent basis (Skinner, 1974). This appears to be especially 
the case with the newer, organisation-wide and transformational approaches about which 
even supporters of OD admit there is some confusion (Bradford and Burke, 2004; Greiner 
and Cummings, 2004; Worley and Feyerhern, 2003).

Therefore, the move away from its original focus and area of expertise, i.e. the human 
processes involved in the functioning of individuals and groups in organisations, coupled 
with a more hostile business environment, appear to be eroding the values which Lewin and 
the early pioneers of OD saw as being central to successful change.

Although many proponents of OD see its broadening out as necessary and appropriate 
(Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; Pasmore and Fagans, 1992; Sashkin and Burke, 1987; 
Woodman, 1989), not everyone shares this view. These developments in OD, as well as 
newer perspectives on organisations, have led many to question not only particular aspects 
of the Planned approach to change but also the utility and practicality of the approach as a 
whole. The main criticisms levelled against the Planned approach to change, according to 
Burnes and Salauroo (1995), are as follows.

First, as Wooten and White (1999: 8) observe, ‘Much of the existing OD technology was 
developed specifically for, and in response to, top-down, autocratic, rigid, rule-based  
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organizations operating in a somewhat predictable and controlled environment.’ Arising from 
this is the assumption that, as Cummings and Huse (1989: 51) point out, ‘an organization 
exists in different states at different times and that planned movement can occur from one 
state to another’. An increasing number of writers, however, argue that, in the turbulent and 
chaotic world in which we live, such assumptions are increasingly tenuous and that organisa-
tional change is more a continuous and open-ended process than a set of discrete and self-
contained events (Arndt and Bigelow, 2000; Bechtold, 1997; Black, 2000; Brown and 
Eisenhardt, 1997; Garvin, 1993; IBM, 2008; Kanter et al, 1997; Peters, 1997a; Stacey, 2003).

Second, and on a similar note, a number of writers have criticised the Planned approach 
for its emphasis on incremental and isolated change and its difficulty with incorporating 
radical, transformational change (Dawson, 1994; Dunphy and Stace, 1993; Harris, 1985; 
Miller and Friesen, 1984; Pettigrew, 1990a, 1990b; Schein, 1985).

Third, the Planned change approach is seen as being based on the assumption that com-
mon agreement can be reached, and that all the parties involved in a particular change pro-
ject have a willingness and interest in doing so (Dawson, 1994; Hatch, 1997; Wilson, DC, 
1992). This assumption appears to ignore organisational conflict and politics, or at least 
assumes that problem issues can be easily identified and resolved. Given what was said of 
organisational power, politics and vested interests in Chapter 7, such a view is difficult to 
substantiate. Also, as Stace and Dunphy (1994) show, there is a wide spectrum of change 
situations, ranging from fine-tuning to corporate transformation, and an equally wide range 
of ways of managing these, from collaborative to coercive. Although Planned change may 
be suitable to some of these situations, it is clearly much less applicable to situations where 
more directive approaches may be required, such as when a crisis, requiring rapid and major 
change, does not allow scope for widespread involvement or consultation.

Fourth, the Planned approach assumes that one type of approach to change is suitable for all 
organisations, all situations and all times. Dunphy and Stace (1993: 905), however, argue that:

Turbulent times demand different responses in varied circumstances. So managers and consultants 
need a model of change that is essentially a ‘situational’ or ‘contingency model’, one that indicates 
how to vary change strategies to achieve ‘optimum fit’ with the changing environment.

In supporting and adding to this list of criticisms, many writers have drawn attention to 
the increasing frequency and magnitude of change and, while the Planned approach may be 
applicable to incremental change, it is less relevant to larger-scale and more radical trans-
formational changes that many organisations have undergone or are experiencing (Brown 
and Eisenhardt, 1997; Hayes, 2002). The same can be said in relation to the three schools of 
thought which provide the theoretical underpinnings of organisational change that were 
discussed in Chapter 1 – the Individual Perspective, Group Dynamics and Open Systems 
approaches. Planned change is certainly applicable to the individual and group contexts but 
seems less appropriate for system-wide change.

Leading OD advocates, as might be predicted, dispute these criticisms and point to the 
way that Planned change has tried to incorporate issues such as power and politics and the 
need for organisational transformation (Cummings and Worley, 2005; French and Bell, 
1999). Also, as Burnes (1998b) argues, there is a need to draw a distinction between Lewin’s 
original analytical approach to Planned change and the more prescriptive and practitioner-
orientated variants that have been developed by the OD profession subsequently. In defence 
of Lewin, Burnes (2004c) points out that Lewin did not ignore the importance of power and 
politics, nor did he fail to recognise that change could be fast and dramatic. In particular, 
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Burnes argues that while Lewin saw human behaviour, both at the individual and group 
level, as being relatively stable over time and capable of moving from one stable state to 
another (see the earlier section on Field Theory), he did not see organisations as stable and 
changeless entities. In this respect, his view was not dissimilar to that of many of his critics. 
As already mentioned, a number of proponents of complexity theory have made similar 
observations. This point will be revisited in the next chapter.

Furthermore, Lewin never saw Planned change as being applicable to all change situa-
tions, and it was certainly never meant to be used in situations where rapid, coercive and/or 
wholesale change was required. Yet from the 1970s onwards, the incremental, small-group 
view of change favoured by Lewin and his supporters began to be replaced by one which 
saw change as being more frequent and of greater magnitude.

Conclusions

This chapter has examined the origins and development of the Planned/OD approach to 
change, which dominated the theory and practice of change management from the 1940s to 
the 1980s. It was shown that the foundations of Planned change were laid by Kurt Lewin. 
After his death, it was taken up, and over time significantly modified, by the OD movement 
in the United States and elsewhere. In terms of organisational change, the Planned approach 
focused upon resolving group conflicts and improving group performance by bringing 
together managers, employees and a change agent. Through a process of learning, those 
involved gain new insights into their situation and are thus able to identify and make choices 
over more effective ways of working together. Advocates of Planned change, especially in 
the early years, believe that group learning and individual development are at least as 
important as the actual change process itself. This, in part, arises from the humanist and 
democratic values that underpin Planned change and which derive from Kurt Lewin’s back-
ground and beliefs.

Under the auspices of OD, however, the influence of these values has lessened. The focus 
of Planned change has moved from conflict resolution to performance enhancement, as OD 
has grown into a consultancy industry aimed almost exclusively at resolving problems 
within client organisations. Therefore, as was the case with the approaches to strategy dis-
cussed in Chapter 8, it is possible to draw a distinction between the two wings of OD. On the 
one hand, there are those who take a rigorous, analytical approach to change and who seek 
to hold true to Lewin’s original values and concepts, which we have referred to as the aca-
demic wing of OD. On the other hand, there are those who take a more prescriptive 
approach, especially change consultants whose livelihood depends upon the perceived rel-
evance of the products and services they are seeking to sell, which we have referred to as the 
practitioner wing of OD.

In the 1960s and 1970s, Planned change/OD, with its increasing array of tools, techniques 
and practitioners, became the dominant approach to managing organisational change. From 
the 1980s onwards, however, as the next chapter will show, Planned change faced increasing 
levels of criticism, principally relating to its perceived inability to cope with radical, coercive 
change situations or ones where power and politics are dominant. In its defence, as described 
earlier, there are proponents of Planned change and OD who would argue that these criti-
cisms are not valid, that it is a more flexible and holistic approach than its detractors would 
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acknowledge and that it is capable of incorporating transformational change (Bradford and 
Burke, 2004; Bushe, 2011; Cooperrider and Srivastava, 1987; French and Bell, 1999; Greiner 
and Cummings, 2004; McLennan, 1989; Mirvis, 1990; Worley and Feyerhern, 2003). 
However, they would acknowledge that OD as a whole does have serious issues which need to 
be addressed. There are also those who believe that many of the criticisms of Lewin’s work are 
misplaced (Burnes, 2004b, 2004c, 2007; Burnes and Cooke, 2012, 2013).

Nevertheless, partly as a consequence of these criticisms of the Planned approach, and 
partly in the context of newer perspectives on change such as the punctuated equilibrium 
and continuous transformation models discussed in Chapter 1, newer approaches to change 
have been gaining ground since the 1980s, one of which in particular has come to dominate 
the literature. Although aspects of it have been given a number of different labels, such as 
continuous improvement or organisational learning, it is more often referred to as the 
Emergent approach to change, or Emergent change. The Emergent approach tends to see 
change as driven from the bottom up rather than from the top down; it stresses that change 
is an open-ended and continuous process of adaptation to changing conditions and circum-
stances; and it also sees the process of change as a process of learning and not just a method 
of changing organisational structures and practices (Dawson, 1994; Mabey and Mayon-
White, 1993; Wilson, 1992).

The next chapter will examine the principles and merits of the Emergent approach to 
change. It will also show that in the face of newer approaches to change, Planned change/
OD appears to have rediscovered its sense of purpose.

test yOur LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check their learning and reflect on the topics cov-
ered in this chapter. The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on 
the length of the lecture, there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The fol-
lowing are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is Gestalt theory, and why did Lewin see it as important?

2. What are the main elements of the Planned approach to change?

3. Why do proponents of Planned change-OD see employee engagement and choice as crucial 
to the change process?

4. What is OD and how does it relate to Lewin’s work on change?

5. What is the relationship between Lewin’s Three-Step model and the Coping Cycle?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
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more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. Action Research is not practical because it makes the change process too long and complicated.

2. OD is applicable only to small-scale change initiatives.

3. The biggest weakness of OD-Planned change is its stress on participative management.

essay questions

1. Discuss the following statement: Lewin’s model was a simple one, with organizational change 
involving three stages; unfreezing, changing and refreezing . . . This quaintly linear and static 
conception – the organization as an ice cube – is so wildly inappropriate that it is difficult to 
see why it has not only survived but prospered (Kanter et al, 1992: 10).

2. Compare and contrast Lewin’s view of participative management with current views of 
employee engagement as exemplified in Case study 9.1.

suggested further reading

The following articles and books provide a comprehensive guide to the origins and practices of 
Planned change and OD.

Burnes, B (2004) Kurt Lewin and the planned approach to change: a re-appraisal. Journal of 
Management Studies, 41(6), 977–1002.

Burnes, B (2007) Kurt Lewin and the Harwood studies: the foundations of OD. Journal of Applied 
Behavioral Science, 43(2), 213–31.

Burnes, B and Cooke, B (2012) The past, present and future of organization development: 
 taking the long view. Human Relations, 65(11), 1395–1429.

Cummings, TG and Worley, CG (2015) Organization Development and Change (10th edition). 
Cengage: Stamford, CT.

French, WL and Bell, CH (1999) Organization Development (6th edition). Prentice-Hall: Upper 
Saddle River, NJ.

Marrow, AJ (1969) The Practical Theorist: The Life and Work of Kurt Lewin. Teachers College 
Press (1977 edition): New York.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

http://www.ntl.org
Founded in 1947, the NTL’s mission, as described on its website, is to advance Applied 
Behavioral Science (ABS) in the service of social justice, oppression-free societies, and healthy 
individuals, groups and organizations in the world.

http://www.ntl.org
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http://www.odnetwork.org
As described on its website, the Organization Development Network is an international, pro-
fessional association whose members are committed to practising organization development 
intentionally and rigorously as an applied behavioural science.

http://www.tavinstitute.org
As described on its website, the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations (TIHR) applies social 
science to contemporary issues and problems. It was established as a not-for-profit organisa-
tion with charitable purpose in 1947.

Case stuDy 9.2

the transformation of XyZ Construction: Phase 2 – change of structure

Background
XYZ Construction employs 500 staff and is part of a 
Europe-based multinational enterprise. Its main busi-
ness is the provision of specialist services to major con-
struction projects. As is typical for the construction 
industry, XYZ operates in a highly competitive and at 
times hostile and aggressive environment. In 1996 a new 
managing director was appointed. He spent much of the 
next three years developing a more participative culture 
in the organisation (see Case study 4.2, Chapter 4).  
In 1999, XYZ decided it was time to change its structure 
to reflect its new ways of working and its developing  
culture.

towards team XyZ
By 1999, the company was a much more cohesive, 
open and efficient organisation. However, its basic 
structure remained the same as when the new manag-
ing director had taken over. There was the Head Office, 
which dealt with large, national projects, and five 
regional offices that dealt with smaller, local projects. 
Each of these offices was organised on a functional 
basis; they each had separate departments for Finance, 
Estimation, Design and Engineering. In addition, the 
Head Office had a Human Resources function which 
covered the entire company. This structure gave rise to 
a number of problems: rivalry between the Head Office 
and the regional offices; and rivalry and lack of com-
munication within the various offices between depart-
ments and functions.

A particular problem was the relationship between 
Estimation and Design in the Head Office. The former 
was responsible for dealing with customers and setting 
the price for a job. The cost of a job, however, was 

based on the design provided by the Design Office. 
Although based in the same building, there was fric-
tion between the two functions, with each seeking to 
second-guess the other. The large jobs were often very 
complex, and even within the two functions of 
Estimation and Design, there could be disputes about 
the best way to carry out a job. However, there was 
much more dispute between the two functions. 
Estimation felt that Design sometimes made jobs too 
complex and costly, and Design felt that Estimation did 
not understand the technical aspects of what they 
were suggesting to customers. This caused problems 
for Engineering, which was responsible for the actual 
construction process. The engineers sometimes found 
themselves starting jobs where there were still disa-
greements between Estimation and Design over what 
had been quoted for and what was required. 
Nevertheless, the general view was that the company 
was more efficient, better run and a friendlier place 
than it had been three years earlier.

In 1999, the managing director and his deputy 
began to have discussions in the company over restruc-
turing. Their basic aim was to remove functional barri-
ers and create a more teamwork-based, process-focused 
organisation. They did not underestimate how difficult 
this would be. It would need a complete reorganisation 
within and between the offices. It would reduce the 
power of the regional managers and amalgamate the 
Head Office empires of some directors. The managing 
director recognised that such changes could and  
probably would create friction and resistance. 
Consequently, he also recognised that XYZ lacked the 
skills to plan and implement such a change. He there-
fore brought in a change consultant to assist with the 
exercise. After discussions with the consultant, a 

➨
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Case study 9.2 (continued)

 five-stage change process was agreed comprising the 
following activities:

1. Change readiness audit.

2. Evaluation and planning workshops.

3. Communication.

4. Implementation and team-building.

5. Evaluation.

Stage 1
The consultant undertook a change readiness audit to 
identify key issues and concerns which needed to be 
addressed. This consisted of face-to-face interviews 
with all senior managers, and interviews and discus-
sions with other staff from all levels of the company. It 
also involved a SWOT exercise to assess the company’s 
competitive position. Some 70 people, at all levels, 
were involved in the SWOT. The interviews showed 
that there was a general recognition of the problems 
brought about by the existing structure, but little 
agreement about any new structure, and some con-
cern over potential loss of status and career opportuni-
ties if a flatter, less functional structure was adopted, 
especially if the new structure involved multi-function 
teams and a reduced number of departments. 
However, the audit also showed that managers and 
staff alike had faith in and respect for the managing 
director. They also felt that the changes that had taken 
place over the previous three years had been positive. 
In addition, there was a strong sense of self-belief in 
the company that whatever the changes required, they 
could achieve them.

The SWOT exercise showed that there was consid-
erable agreement that the company had a strong tech-
nical base but concerns about lack of teamworking 
and entrepreneurial flair. In particular, staff in the 
regional offices felt that opportunities for new busi-
ness were being missed. They also felt that their skills 
were under-utilised by being devoted to mainly small 
jobs rather than having an opportunity to participate 
in the larger contracts. The findings from the change 
audit were used to structure and begin the second 
stage of the change process, the evaluation and plan-
ning workshops.

Stage 2
There were five one-day workshops spread over a two-
month period. The purpose of these workshops was to 

establish a set of criteria for evaluating alternative 
structures, identify what alternatives existed, test 
these against the evaluation criteria, select a preferred 
structure and develop plans for implementing it. This 
was seen as an iterative process. Even when the evalu-
ation criteria had been agreed, it was expected that 
further discussions about alternative structures and 
planning would lead to some of these being ques-
tioned, challenged and amended. Similarly, once a 
preferred structure had been agreed, it could still be 
amended if the planning process threw up issues that 
had not been considered. At the end of each workshop, 
participants had an agreed set of actions which they 
had to undertake, a key one being to go out and discuss 
what had emerged from the workshops with their col-
leagues in the rest of the company. A newsletter was 
also issued from each workshop.

The first two workshops were for the senior man-
agement team (SMT) only and the remaining three 
for the SMT plus the next layer of managers down, an 
additional 15–20 people. The results of the audit were 
presented to the first workshop, which began the pro-
cess of developing a set of evaluation criteria and gen-
erating alternative structures. At the end of Workshop 1, 
a consensus seemed to be emerging with regard to a pre-
ferred structure. At the end of Workshop 2, it was agreed 
that the new structure should be built around the three 
core activities of the company, which were labelled: Get 
Work; Do Work; and Get Paid. It was also agreed that 
while it was important to keep the regional offices, 
their staff should be merged into the new structure. In 
effect, what emerged was a process-orientated flat, 
matrix structure with staff in the regional offices 
being responsible both to the Regional Manager and 
the Process Manager in Head Office. For the Head 
Office staff, in the main, their line manager and pro-
cess manager would be the same person. As might be 
expected, this new structure did not emerge without 
much discussion, debate and in some cases soul-
searching. The SMT also recognised that this was 
probably the most radical of the proposals they had 
looked at, and the one likely to meet the most resist-
ance both from regional managers, whose power 
would be much reduced, and functional specialists in 
Estimation and Design who would have to be merged 
to create the ‘Get Work’ group. In addition, it was 
clear that some directors were not happy to see their 
own department dismantled and their own position 
threatened.
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Workshop 3 was devoted to presenting the pro-
posed structure to the new participants, testing it and 
in some cases agreeing to amend it. Workshops 4 and 5 
concentrated on the details of implementing the new 
structure. This covered everything from where people 
would sit, to whom they would report, to new job 
descriptions, to communication and team-building. 
This last exercise was seen as vital to ensuring that 
staff in the reorganised structure worked as teams and 
cooperated with other teams rather than merely creat-
ing another set of functional barriers. It was at this 
point that it was agreed that the new structure be 
named ‘Team XYZ’ to emphasise that the intention was 
to create a company where everyone felt they were 
members of one team. There was also much discussion 
and consultation between the Workshops with staff in 
the rest of the company.

At the end of Stage 2, almost all managers and 
supervisors in the company and a great number of the 
workforce had been involved in the process and by 
November 1999, the company was ready to communi-
cate the new structure both internally and externally 
(to their parent company and customers).

Stage 3
The communication stage was both short and intense. 
Members of the SMT were given the task of visiting 
all areas of the company and briefing them on the 
new structure and how it would impact on them. 
Although there were also newsletters and informa-
tion on the company’s intranet, it was these face-to-
face briefings with small groups of staff which 
generated the most debate. They also raised some 
questions, mainly of a detailed nature, which had not 
been addressed. In general, however, the new struc-
ture received a positive welcome and the imple-
mentation stage then began.

Stage 4
The new structure was rolled out over a three-month 
period. Ideally, everything would have changed over-
night, but the logistics of moving staff around from one 
group to another, physically altering office accommo-
dation, and training managers for their new roles took 
time. Also, the intention was to ensure that all manag-
ers and supervisors, including those on sites, went 
through Team XYZ team-building workshops. 
Although, as expected, there were some hiccups and 
some unanticipated problems, by the end of March 
2000, the new structure was fully up and running with 
remarkably little difficulty.

Stage 5
In April, a two-day meeting of all the company’s senior 
and middle managers was held to evaluate the change 
that had taken place, identify issues that needed to be 
addressed, and ensure that the momentum was main-
tained and that staff did not fall back into old ways of 
working. As part of this process, each manager was 
asked to identify two steps that they personally would 
take to develop the new structure further and promote 
teamworking. These were all written on flip charts and 
pinned to the walls for everyone to see. At the begin-
ning of the two days, there was something of an air of 
exhaustion about the managers; they had been 
through a period of major upheaval and, as one said, 
‘We need a period of consolidation.’ At the end of the 
two days, they left not only having agreed that the new 
structure was working remarkably well but also with a 
whole host of new changes they wanted to make to 
improve the structure further.

summary
Although the development and implementation of a 
new structure at XYZ was not without its difficulties, it 
was achieved remarkably quickly and with relatively 
little disruption. There was significant potential for 
those who might lose out from the changes to try to 
prevent, or at least slow down, their implementation. 
All the regional managers and a number of the direc-
tors saw their areas of responsibility, and thus power, 
reduced. Many of the functional specialists found 
themselves operating in multi-function teams where 
their promotion prospects depended less on their tech-
nical abilities per se and more on their ability to work 
and manage as a team player. There was also the fact 
that people who did not like each other suddenly 
found that they were working side by side.

One explanation as to why the potential dangers 
to the change process did not emerge is clearly a 
result of the way it was managed. It was an open pro-
cess that involved a great number of people either 
directly or indirectly. At some point, all the issues that 
needed to be considered, even personality issues, 
were brought out on the table and discussed, some-
times quite often. There was also a tenacity and 
momentum to the process. It was clear from the start 
that the managing director wanted to see a new 
structure and would not be fobbed off with a sub-
optimal compromise. It was also clear from the 
change audit that many other people in the company 
recognised that its structure needed changing, even if 

➨

 Case study 9.2: The transformation of XYZ Construction: Phase 2 – change of structure



Chapter 9 Planned change and organization development (OD)

356

Case study 9.2 (continued )

they were nervous about such a change. In essence, 
the company was ready for such a change, even if 
some were uncomfortable with the outcome.

Questions

1. Compare and discuss XYZ’s approach to change 
with Lewin’s Three-Step model.

2. Undertake a Force Field Analysis (Figure 9.2) of 
XYZ prior to the change of structure. Identify and 
discuss which of the forces were changed, why 
they needed to be changed and how the changes 
were achieved.

3. Use the Coping Cycle, Figure 9.5, to analyse and 
discuss why the change of structure appeared to 
be accepted with so little resistance.
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Chapter 10

Developments in change management
Emergence challenges Emergent change as OD 
strikes back

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 list the reasons for the decline in popularity of OD and the Planned approach 
to change in the 1990s;

●	 discuss the main elements of the Emergent approach to change;

●	 state the strengths and weaknesses of the Emergent approach;

●	 explain the implications of complexity theories and Emergence for 
organisational change;

●	 understand the strengths and weaknesses of Emergence as an approach to 
organisational change; and

●	 appreciate the reasons for and nature of the renaissance in OD and Planned 
change in the 2000s.

CasE stuDy 10.1

‘Great implosion’ leaves US cable groups 
reeling as Netflix gains ground
Plunging shares in Viacom and Disney reflect 
investor fears for TV sector’s viability. It is a 
golden age to watch US television – and a 
nightmare week to invest in it. On Wednesday 
alone $37bn was wiped from the market value of  

Sumner Redstone’s Viacom, Rupert Murdoch’s 
21st Century Fox, Bob Iger’s Walt Disney and five 
other big cable and broadcast groups - in what 
Bernstein analysts labelled ‘the great media 
implosion of  2015’.

➨
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Viacom, whose biggest star Jon Stewart left The 
Daily Show this week, was the worst hit stock – 
shares fell 8 per cent on Wednesday and 14 per cent 
on Thursday.

Yesterday the malaise had spread to Europe. ITV 
and ProSiebenSat. 1 – the biggest commercial 
broadcasters in the United Kingdom and Germany 
respectively – experienced share price declines of  as 
much as 6 per cent. The trigger for the declines was 
lower-than-expected quarterly revenues at some of  
the big US cable and broadcasting groups. That 
sparked a deeper fear that Netflix, YouTube and 
others may fundamentally disrupt the sector, where 
operating profit margins have exceeded 40 per cent. 
‘It comes down to one simple question,’ said Todd 
Juenger, an analyst at Bernstein. ‘Do you believe 
pay-TV [subscribers] will slowly erode, or do you 
believe they will crumble into chaos?’

In the United States, the big television groups depend 
on two main sources of  revenue: advertising and 
so-called affiliate fees from cable and satellite 
companies that carry their channels. Advertising 
revenues are in a cyclical recovery but face a 
structural threat because of  the shift away from live 
TV and the rise of  online players such as YouTube 
and Facebook. Lower audiences translate directly 
into lost ad revenue, in Viacom’s case a fall of  9 per 
cent year on year in the three months to June. That 
contrasts with the United Kingdom, where 
advertising is sold differently: as ITV’s audiences 
have fallen in recent years, ensuring consumers see 
an ad has become harder and brands have ended up 
paying more for the privilege. Viacom is particularly 
affected by the shift away from live TV, because its 
viewers tend to be young. It is far from clear that new 
audience metrics, which measure viewing on mobiles, 
‘will save the day’, said Brian Wieser, an analyst at 
Pivotal Research. Affiliate fees are a steadier source 
of  income, so long as viewers keep paying for their 
cable or satellite subscription. But if  viewers switch 
from a pay-TV bundle, costing perhaps $80 a month, 
to a Netflix subscription, costing $8.99 a month, those 
revenues automatically fall.

Disney, often seen as a case study of  how to invest in 
content over the past decade, told investors on 
Tuesday that ESPN, its flagship sports channel, had 
seen a ‘modest’ decline in subscribers. Netflix, 
meanwhile, has grown to 41m subscribers in the 
United States and 63m worldwide. Charlie Ergen, 
chairman of  satellite provider Dish Network, has 
called it ‘the most powerful content aggregator in 
the world today’. John Malone, the biggest 
shareholder in Discovery Communications, has 
admitted his companies were caught cold by Netflix 
- and challenged them to respond to the threat. 
Even so, evidence of  cord-cutting – whereby 
households cancel their pay-TV subscriptions – is 
limited. A survey by research group TDG found that 
84 per cent of  Netflix subscribers use pay-TV, 
compared with 87 per cent three years ago. In 
Europe, where most households do not pay for a 
cable or satellite subscription, cord-cutting is an 
even more distant prospect.

A moderate scenario for the United States is a shift to 
so-called ‘skinny bundles’, where consumers can 
select only certain premium channels. That would 
put affiliate fees for some channels under pressure, 
while other less desirable channels might miss out 
entirely. Disney has sought to emphasise that ESPN, 
the dominant outlet for US sports, is a ‘must have’ 
part of  any skinny bundle. Analysts at Bernstein, 
JPMorgan and Pivotal Research have also questioned 
the size of  the recent market sell-off – with the latter 
calling concerns about the long-term prospects of  
the US TV industry ‘overstated’. Bernstein said: ‘We 
may be huge pessimists on TV advertising, but we 
remain optimists on the bundle.’ Yet others see a 
comeuppance for US media companies, which have 
for years benefited from being part of  a system that 
offered high prices and low choice. ‘Most US 
consumers we talk to have hated their cable company 
for as long as we can remember,’ wrote Rich 
Greenfield, an analyst at BTIG, last month. Even as 
companies begin to respond to Netflix’s threat, ‘you 
would still be hard pressed to find consumers that 
love their current multichannel video provider’.

Source: ‘Great implosion’ leaves US cable groups reeling as Netflix gains ground: Media: Streaming challenge, The 
Financial Times, 8 August 2015, p. 8 (Mance, H).

Case study 10.1 (continued)

Introduction

As Case study 10.1 illustrates, ‘chaos’ has become a much-used term in the business press these 
days. As was discussed in Chapter 6, and as will be discussed further later in this chapter, chaos 
has a different meaning in the natural sciences as to how it is understood in plain English. For 
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scientists, chaos is portrayed as a different form of order, whereas in common speech it is usu-
ally seen as disorder, disarray, unpredictability, confusion, havoc and turmoil – in essence, 
something that is very, very unwelcome. In the business press, it tends to be used in that latter 
sense, as unwelcome turmoil brought about by unexpected and disruptive events that trans-
form the competitive landscape, such as the emergence of Netflix. As Case study 10.1 shows, 
the prevalence of the term chaos is not just another example of press hype, but instead it 
appears to reflect how those who run companies see their world.

Every two years, IBM conducts a global survey of business leaders. In 2015, this covered 
5,247 executives from 21 countries (IBM, 2015). The 2015 study showed that business leaders 
view their organisations less and less as stable and enduring institutions, and more and more as 
moving targets subject to continuous and disruptive change. This was reflected in the findings 
from the latest survey (IBM, 2015) and, especially, in the comments of those interviewed:

It’s very difficult to predict how the competitive landscape will play out. CEO of a Dutch IT 
company. (1)

Disruptive technologies could change the fundamentals of our business and cause totally 
unpredictable effects, if they become widespread. Kazuo Hirai, CEO, Sony Corporation, 
Japan. (1)

The boundaries of competition are becoming ambiguous. Yong Eum Ban, CFO, JoongAng 
Media Network, South Korea. (2)

The biggest threat is new competitors that aren’t yet classified as competitors. Piotr Ruszowski, 
CMO, Mondial Assistance, Poland. (3)

It’s really hard to predict the rapidly evolving technology environment; you don’t know what 
you don’t know but you’re still trying to stay ahead of it. Ian Cunningham, COO, Tangerine 
Bank, Canada. (6)

The app concept – that there are millions of developers who can convert mobile and  
wearable devices into completely new and innovative tools – will transform big business. 
Asher Yaqub Khan, Chief Commercial Officer, Ufone, Pakistan. (8)

The hardest thing is working out whether what’s happening is hype, trend or tsunami. Faik 
Açıkalın, CEO, Yapl Kredi Bankasl, Turkey. (13)

There are no rules or prior case studies on what we’re trying to do with our business and busi-
ness model. We feel like we’re operating on the edge of the market. Debra Hall, Director, 
Rose & Thorne, New Zealand. (25)

Chapter 1 cast doubt on the argument that all organisations face radical and continuous 
change. The IBM study does not necessarily refute this doubt, but it does show that, whether 
from day-to-day experience or some form of global CEO group-think, large numbers of senior 
managers across the globe are making decisions on the basis that they are operating in an 
unpredictable, ambiguous and hostile world where the old rules no longer hold sway and new 
rules have yet to emerge. This is why many believe that the Planned approach to change, 
reviewed in Chapter 9, is no longer fit for purpose and instead have sought to promote the 
Emergent approach. The Emergent approach starts from the assumption that change is not a 
linear process or a one-off isolated event but is a continuous, open-ended, cumulative and 
unpredictable process of aligning and re-aligning an organisation to its changing environment 
(Falconer, 2002). Weick (2000: 225) comments as follows on studies of Emergent change:

The recurring story is one of autonomous initiatives that bubble up internally; continuous 
emergent change; steady learning from both failure and success; strategy implementation that 



Chapter 10 Developments in change management

360

is replaced by strategy making; the appearance of innovations that are unplanned, unforeseen 
and unexpected; and small actions that have surprisingly large consequences.

Advocates of Emergent change argue that it is more suitable to the turbulent and contin-
ually changing environment in which firms now operate. They reject both the incremental 
approach of Planned change, which they characterise as individually separate and distinct 
change-events, and the large-scale, unexpected, discontinuous and reactive approach of 
those who espouse the punctuated equilibrium model. Instead, they argue that organisa-
tions must continually and synergistically adapt their internal practices and behaviour in 
real time to changing external conditions (Beer and Nohria, 2000). Consequently, ‘The art 
of leadership in the management field would seem to lie in the ability to shape the process 
[of change] in the long term rather than direct single episodes’ (Pettigrew and Whipp, 
1991: 143). As Orlikowski (1996: 65–6) maintains:

In this perspective, organizational transformation is not portrayed as a drama staged by delib-
erate directors with predefined scripts and choreographed moves, or the inevitable outcome 
of a technological logic, or a sudden discontinuity that fundamentally invalidates the status 
quo. Rather, organizational transformation is seen here to be an ongoing improvisation 
enacted by organizational actors trying to make sense of and act coherently in the world. . . . 
Each variation of a given form is not an abrupt or discrete event, neither is it, by itself, discon-
tinuous. Rather, through a series of ongoing and situated accommodations, adaptations, and 
alterations (that draw on previous variations and mediate future ones), sufficient modifications 
may be enacted over time that fundamental changes are achieved. There is no deliberate 
orchestration of change here, no technological inevitability, no dramatic discontinuity, just 
recurrent and reciprocal variations in practice over time. Each shift in practice creates the con-
ditions for further breakdowns, unanticipated outcomes, and innovations, which in their turn 
are responded to with more variations. And such variations are ongoing; there is no beginning 
or end point in this change process.

In a similar vein, Caldwell (2006: 77) refers to Emergent change as ‘a long-term complex 
and incremental process of shaping how change unfolds over time’. For Brown and 
Eisenhardt (1997: 28), change is ‘neither incremental nor radical’ but ‘a third kind of pro-
cess’ that lies somewhere in between. Although they may disagree with Caldwell about the 
‘size’ of change, all three would agree with a view of change as occurring continuously and 
synergistically, with each change initiative being linked to the critical path of the organisa-
tion rather than being a separate or rare event. This is why the advocates of Emergent 
change argue that it needs to be viewed holistically and contextually (Mintzberg and 
Westley, 1992). Furthermore, and just as importantly, proponents of Emergent change rec-
ognise that organisations are power systems and, consequently, change is a political process 
whereby different groups in an organisation struggle to protect or enhance their own inter-
ests (Orlikowski and Yates, 2006).

To understand the nature of Emergent change, this chapter begins by presenting the case 
against the Planned/OD approach to change and the rise of the Emergent perspective on 
change. It then examines the main arguments for, and characteristics of, Emergent change. 
This will show that, although they do not always agree with each other, the advocates of 
Emergent change are united by their antagonism towards Planned change and the emphasis 
they place on organisational structure, culture and learning, and their perspective on mana-
gerial behaviour and the role of power and politics in the change process. However, it also 
shows that, some 30 years since its inception, Emergent change still lacks the tools and tech-
niques necessary to provide a practical alternative to Planned change. Following this, the 
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chapter examines the merits of complexity-based Emergence as an approach to change. It 
goes on to relate that, despite the rumours of its demise, the Planned/OD approach to change 
appears to have staged a remarkable recovery in recent years. In conclusion, it is argued that 
despite the large body of literature devoted to the topic of change management, and the 
many tools and techniques available to change agents, there is considerable debate and little 
agreement regarding the most appropriate approach. One thing is clear: neither the 
Emergent approach nor the Planned approach is suitable for all situations and circumstances.

From Planned to Emergent change

As was shown in Chapter 9, the OD movement has ensured that the Planned approach to 
change has been, and remains, highly influential, not just in the United States but across the 
world (Burnes and Cooke, 2012; Fagenson-Eland et al, 2004; Wirtenberg et al, 2007). It is 
still far and away the best developed, documented and supported approach to change. This 
is because OD has taken Kurt Lewin’s original concept of Planned change and used it as the 
basis of a thriving consultancy industry with its own standards, accreditation procedures 
and membership (Cummings and Worley, 2015; French and Bell, 1999). In doing so, 
Lewin’s conception of Planned change as applying to small-group, human-centred change 
has been extended to include organisation-wide change initiatives (Bunker and Alban, 
2006). This more organisation-level, strategic focus has led some to confuse the term 
Planned change, as used by the OD community when referring to Lewinian-participative 
change, with the more directive–transformational planned strategy as promoted by some 
elements of the strategic planning movement (Beer and Nohria, 2000; Mintzberg et al, 
1998a, 1998b).

This section, following on from the previous chapter, is concerned with the Planned 
approach to change as promoted by Lewin and the OD movement and which, from the late 
1940s to the early 1980s, was the dominant approach to change, especially in the United 
States. As was discussed in Chapter 9, from the early 1980s onwards, it has faced increasing 
levels of criticism regarding its appropriateness and efficacy, especially in terms of its ability 
to cope with continuous change, its emphasis on incremental change, its neglect of organi-
sational conflict and politics, and its advocacy of a ‘one best way’ approach to change.

It was the rise of Japanese competitiveness and the apparent eclipse of Western industry 
in the late 1970s that precipitated the questioning of existing approaches to structuring, 
managing and changing organisations (e.g. Pascale and Athos, 1982; Peters and Waterman, 
1982). Weick (2000: 227) states that the main drawbacks of Planned change were seen as a:

high probability of relapse; uneven diffusion among units; large short-term losses that are dif-
ficult to recover; less suitability for opportunity-driven than for threat-driven alterations; unan-
ticipated consequences due to limited foresight; temptations towards hypocrisy (when people 
talk the talk of revolution but walk the talk of resistance); adoption of best practices that work 
best elsewhere because of a different context; ignorance among top management regarding 
key contingencies and capabilities at the front line; and lags in implementation that make the 
change outdated before it’s even finished.

For Wilson (1992), it is the increasingly dynamic and uncertain nature of the business envi-
ronment that undermines the case for Planned change and underlines the appropriateness of 
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the Emergent approach. He also believes that the Planned approach, by attempting to lay 
down timetables, objectives and methods in advance, relies too heavily on the role of manag-
ers and assumes (rashly) that they can fully understand the consequences of their actions and 
that their plans will be understood and accepted and can be implemented. Similarly, Buchanan 
and Storey (1997: 127) maintain that the main criticism of those who advocate Planned 
change is:

their attempt to impose an order and a linear sequence to processes that are in reality messy 
and untidy, and which unfold in an iterative fashion with much backtracking and omission.

The proponents of Culture-Excellence were perhaps the most vociferous and scathing 
critics of Planned change, arguing that:

Lewin’s model was a simple one, with organizational change involving three stages; unfreezing, 
changing and refreezing . . . This quaintly linear and static conception – the organization as an 
ice cube – is so wildly inappropriate that it is difficult to see why it has not only survived but 
prospered. . . . Suffice it to say here, first, that organizations are never frozen, much less refro-
zen, but are fluid entities with many ‘personalities’. Second, to the extent that there are stages, 
they overlap and inter-penetrate one another in important ways. (Kanter et al, 1992: 10)

The advocates of Culture-Excellence, described in Chapter 4, argued that Western organ-
isations were bureaucratic and inflexible and stifled innovation. In place of Lewin’s ‘wildly 
inappropriate’ model of change, the advocates of Culture-Excellence called for organisa-
tions to adopt cultures that promote innovation and entrepreneurship and encourage  
bottom-up, flexible, continuous and cooperative change. They also recognised that top-
down coercion, and rapid transformation, might be necessary to create the conditions in 
which this type of approach could flourish.

As mentioned in Chapter 9, at the same time, other new perspectives on organisations, 
especially concerning the role of power and politics in decision-making, were also coming 
to the fore (Pettigrew, 1973, 1980; Pfeffer, 1978, 1981). This paved the way for the devel-
opment of a processual approach to organisational change (see the next section), which 
highlights the continuous, unpredictable and political nature of change (Dawson, 1994; 
Pettigrew, 1985, 1997; Wilson, DC, 1992). Looking at Planned change versus a processual 
approach, Dawson (1994: 3–4) comments:

Although this [Lewin’s] theory has proved useful in understanding planned change under rela-
tively stable conditions, with the continuing and dynamic nature of change in today’s business 
world, it no longer makes sense to implement a planned process for ‘freezing’ changed behav-
iours. Implementing stability and reinforcing behaviour which conforms to a rigid set of proce-
dures for new work arrangements does not meet the growing requirements for employee 
flexibility and structural adaptation to the unfolding and complex nature of ongoing change 
processes. . . . The processual framework . . . adopts the view that change is a complex and 
dynamic process which should not be solidified or treated as a series of linear events. . . . cen-
tral to the development of a processual approach is the need to incorporate an analysis of the 
politics of managing change.

For the postmodernists (see Alvesson and Deetz, 1996; Foucault, 1983; Gergen, 1992), 
power is also a central feature of change, but it arises from the socially constructed nature of 
organisational life:

In a socially constructed world, responsibility for environmental conditions lies with those who do 
the constructing. . . . This suggests at least two competing scenarios for organizational change. 
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First, organization change can be a vehicle of domination for those who conspire to enact the 
world for others . . . An alternative use of social constructionism is to create a democracy of enact-
ment in which the process is made open and available to all . . . such that we create opportunities 
for freedom and innovation rather than simply for further domination. (Hatch, 1997: 367–8)

Thus, from the early 1980s, a powerful consensus built up against the Planned approach 
to change. This consensus, however, criticises Planned change from very different perspec-
tives: ranging from the free market neoliberalism of Tom Peters to the neo-Marxism of some 
of the postmodernists. Therefore, they are certainly a much less coherent group than the 
advocates of Planned change and, rather than being united by a shared belief, they tend to 
be distinguished by a common disbelief in the efficacy of Planned change. Even so, they do 
share at least two beliefs: first, instead of seeing change as a phenomenon that is linear, pre-
planned and has a finite end point, they see change as an ‘emerging’ and ongoing process of 
organisational adaptation and transformation. Second, they adopt an open systems per-
spective. That is, they see individual organisations as interdependent parts or sub-systems 
of a much larger environment, although they disagree about whether the environment is a 
concrete reality or a socially constructed phenomenon. The environment impacts upon and 
affects the actions and decisions of organisations, but they also impact on the environment. 
Proponents of the Emergent approach see change as emerging from the day-to-day actions 
and decisions of members of an organisation. In this sense, change can emerge from 
attempts by members of organisations to align the organisation with its environment, or as 
the result of different groups battling for domination, or even from attempts to construct a 
new, or challenge an old, social reality.

Having identified what separates it from the Planned approach to change, we can now 
examine the Emergent approach in more detail.

Emergent change

For proponents of the Emergent approach, change is a continuous, dynamic and contested 
process that emerges in an unpredictable and unplanned fashion. For Weick (2000: 227), 
the advantages of Emergent change include:

sensitivity to local contingencies; suitability for on-line real-time experimentation, learning, 
and sensemaking; comprehensibility and manageability; likelihood of satisfying needs for 
autonomy, control, and expression; proneness to swift implementation; resistance to unravel-
ling; ability to exploit existing tacit knowledge; and tightened and shortened feedback loops 
from results to action.

The rationale for the Emergent approach stems, according to Hayes (2002: 37), from the 
belief that:

the key decisions about matching the organisation’s resources with opportunities, constraints 
and demands in the environment evolve over time and are the outcome of cultural and politi-
cal processes in organisations.

One of the main strands of the Emergent approach is provided by processual analysts, 
deriving from the work of Andrew Pettigrew (1973, 1979, 1985, 1990a, 1990b, 1997, 
2000; Pettigrew et al, 2001). As noted in Chapter 9, Pettigrew (1985) based his work on his 
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major study of ICI, from which he argued that OD was not effective and should be replaced 
by a processual approach to change. Processualists, as the name implies, conduct process 
research in organisations. They define a process as ‘a sequence of individual and collective 
events, actions, and activities unfolding over time in context’ (Pettigrew, 1997: 338). 
Therefore, process research in organisations is the study of organisational change over time 
and in context.

Processualists reject prescriptive, recipe-driven approaches to change and are suspi-
cious of single causes or simple explanations of events. Instead, when studying change, 
they focus on the interrelatedness of individuals, groups, organisations and society 
(Dawson, 2003; Pettigrew and Whipp, 1993). In particular, they claim that the process 
of change is a complex and untidy cocktail of rational decision processes, individual 
perceptions, political struggles and coalition-building (Huczynski and Buchanan, 
2001). Within this complex and untidy cocktail, processualists recognise ‘the impor-
tance of planning for change’ and the presence of ‘processes of continuity’; they also 
recognise, however, that these are constrained and influenced by ‘the complex untidy 
and messy nature of change’ (Dawson, 2003: 25). Pettigrew and Whipp (1991: 165) 
observe:

Leading change calls for the resolution of not so much great single issues but rather a pattern 
of interwoven problems.

The elaborateness of the processualist view of change is shown by Pettigrew (1997: 340), 
who states that processualists pursue their work through five internally consistent guiding 
principles (see Ideas and perspectives 10.1).

For Pettigrew, change is never a one-off or isolated event. For him, it cuts across func-
tions, spans hierarchical divisions and has no neat starting or finishing point; instead, it is a 
‘complex analytical, political, and cultural process of challenging and changing the core 
beliefs, structure and strategy of the firm’ (Pettigrew, 1987: 650).

For these reasons, the Emergent perspective rejects both simple taxonomies of change, 
and approaches such as Total Quality Management (TQM) and Business Process 

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.1

Pettigrew’s five guiding principles of processual research
The irreducible purpose of a processual analysis remains to account for and explain the 
what, why and how of the links between context, processes and outcomes. I would like to 
conclude this statement of theory of method for conducting processual research by reaf-
firming five internally consistent guiding assumptions. They are:

1. embeddedness, studying processes across a number of levels of analysis;

2. temporal interconnectedness, studying processes in past, present and future time;

3. a role in explanation for context and action;

4. a search for holistic rather than linear explanations of process; and

5. a need to link process analysis to the location and explanation of outcomes.

Source: Pettigrew (1997: 340).
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Re-engineering, which promise success through following a series of laid-down steps and 
stages (Beer and Nohria, 2000; Collins, 1998). According to Stace and Dunphy (2001: 5):

The appealing aspect of the promises held out for these change technologies is that they can 
absolve the manager from the onerous task of critically reviewing the full range of other com-
peting approaches or devising a custom-made program. They cut through complexity. 
However, the offer is often illusory, for particular change approaches usually apply to particu-
lar situations, and simple solutions sometimes ignore the complexity of real life.

In addition, proponents of the Emergent approach argue that even when changes are 
operational, they will need to be constantly refined and developed in order to maintain their 
relevance (Dawson, 2003). Genus (1998: 51) uses an ‘interpretive’ perspective to explain 
the messy nature of organisational change, arguing that the ‘various political, symbolic and 
structural factors [involved in the change process] condition the perceptions of individuals 
or groups’. Finstad’s (1998) view of organisational change, while being consistent with the 
perspectives of Dawson and Genus, appears to adopt a realist perspective on change by 
drawing an important distinction between the concrete elements of change, such as struc-
tures and practices, and the more symbolic elements, such as people’s basic understandings 
and assumptions about their organisations. He maintains, however, that the symbolic 
aspects dominate the change process rather than the more concrete changes. The impor-
tance of symbolism and ritual in the change process is also emphasised by Schuyt and 
Schuijt (1998), who argue that the management of these not only is central to achieving 
successful change but also plays a crucial role in reducing the uncertainty which change 
generates.

Therefore, advocates of Emergent change tend to stress the developing and unpredicta-
ble nature of change. They view change as a process that unfolds through the interplay of 
multiple variables within an organisation, especially context, consultation and political 
behaviour (Dawson, 2003).

Change as a political process

Dawson (1994: 180–2) states that:

In managing these transitions practitioners need to be aware of: the importance of power 
politics within organizations as a determinant of the speed, direction and character of change; 
the enabling and constraining properties of the type and scale of change being introduced; 
and the influence of the internal and external context on the pathways and outcomes of 
change on new work arrangements. . . . [Also] . . . the management of these changes cannot 
be characterized as being composed of a linear series of phases, nor do the outcomes repre-
sent the results of objective rational decision-making on the part of managers. . . . [Nor] as a 
single reaction to adverse contingent circumstances.

In this view, therefore, successful change is less dependent on detailed plans and pro-
jections than on reaching an understanding of the intricacy of the issues concerned, 
including the central role played by power and politics in initiating and managing 
change and in identifying the range of available options (Pettigrew, 1997). The political 
dimension of change is further emphasised by the postmodernists, for whom the strug-
gle for power and domination is the central feature of change in organisations (Hassard, 
1993; Hatch, 1997). As Finstad (1998) notes, however, the difference is that, for the 
processualists, the political nature of change tends to close off options, whereas for the 
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postmodernists, the presence of conflicting interests gives people a range of new possi-
bilities and ideas to choose from.

Despite their difference in emphasis, proponents of the Emergent approach agree that 
power and politics play an important role in the process of organisational change. This is 
a major point of departure between them and proponents of Planned change. In com-
menting on the failure to incorporate the political nature of change into the traditional 
and more prescriptive literature on change, Hardy (1996) argues that this ‘aversion’ to 
discussing power has restricted our understanding of change and impeded our ability to 
manage it effectively. Pugh (1993) makes a similar point about the political nature of 
organisational life in Principle Two of his analysis of organisational change (see Ideas and 
perspectives 10.2). However, he also argues, in Principle Three, that rational and occupa-
tional systems need to be considered alongside, and not subordinate to, the political sys-
tem. This clearly conflicts with the processualists, who see the political system as being 
paramount.

the role of managers

It is because change is so complex, multifaceted and pervasive that Carnall (2003) suggests 
that mastering the challenge of change is beyond the abilities of specialist change agents, 
but an essential part of every manager’s role. This is because they are ones who best know 
their organisation, its priorities and staff, and are thus in the best position to bring about 

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.2

Pugh’s four principles for understanding change
Principle One: Organizations are organisms. They are not mechanisms which can be taken 
apart and reassembled differently as required. They can be changed, but the change must 
be approached carefully with the implications for the various groupings thought out and 
the participants convinced of the worthwhileness of their point of view.

Principle Two: Organizations are political and occupational systems as well as rational 
resource allocation ones. Every reaction to a change proposal must be interpreted not only 
in terms of rational arguments of what is best for the firm . . . The reaction must also be 
understood in relation to the occupational system . . . and the political system (how will it 
affect the power, status, prestige of the group?).

Principle Three: All members of an organization operate simultaneously in all three 
systems – the rational, the occupational and the political ones. Do not make the mistake 
of becoming cynical and thinking that the occupational and the political aspects are all 
that matter, and that rational arguments are merely rationalizations to defend a particular 
position.

Principle Four: Change is most likely to be acceptable and effective in those people or 
departments who are successful in their tasks but who are experiencing tensions or failure 
in some particular part of their work . . . They will have the two basic ingredients [for suc-
cessful change] of confidence in their ability and motivation to change.

Source: Pugh (1993: 109–10).
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change. Carnall (2003: 125–6) proposes four core managerial competences that are essen-
tial for the effective management of change:

●	 Decision-making: this includes intuition and vision, the ability to gather and utilise 
information, understanding the practical and political consequences of decisions, the 
ability to overcome resistance, the skill to understand and synthesise conflicting views 
and to be able to empathise with different groups.

●	 Coalition-building: this comprises the skills necessary to gain the support and resources 
necessary to implement decisions. These include checking the feasibility of ideas, gaining 
supporters, bargaining with other stakeholders and presenting new ideas and concepts 
in a way that wins support.

●	 Achieving action: this includes handling opposition, motivating people, providing sup-
port and building self-esteem.

●	 Maintaining momentum and effort: this involves team-building, generating owner-
ship, sharing information and problems, providing feedback, trusting people and ener-
gising staff.

Stace and Dunphy (2001) take a more contextual view of managerial competences. Their 
Change Matrix identifies a spectrum of change situations, ranging from fine-tuning to cor-
porate transformation, and a matching spectrum of styles of change management, ranging 
from cooperative to coercive. The Matrix identifies at least 16 combinations of change situ-
ations and styles of management, each of which requires a different set of managerial  
competences (see Figure 10.1).

Fine-
tuning

Collaborative

Consultative

Directive

Coercive

Incremental
adjustment

Modular
trans-

formation

Corporate
trans-

formation

Scale of change

Style of change
management

Figure 10.1 The Stace–Dunphy change matrix
Source: Stace and Dunphy (2001: 107).
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Contingency

The contingency view of change tallies with that of McCalman and Paton (1992), who sug-
gest that, to be effective in creating sustainable change, managers need an extensive and 
systemic understanding of their organisation’s environment, in order to identify the pres-
sures for change and to ensure that, by mobilising the necessary internal resources, their 
organisation responds in a timely and appropriate manner. Similarly, Dawson (1994) 
claims that change must be linked to developments in markets, work organisation, systems 
of management control and the shifting nature of organisational boundaries and relation-
ships. He emphasises that, in a dynamic business environment, one-dimensional change 
interventions are likely to generate only short-term results and heighten instability rather 
than reduce it. This is a point emphasised by many other writers (Beer and Nohria, 2000; 
Graetz et al, 2002; Hartley et al, 1997; Senior, 2002).

As can be seen, though not all state it openly, advocates of Emergent change tend to 
adopt a Contingency perspective (see Chapter 3), arguing that approaches to change need 
to be tailored to the situation of the individual organisation and the type of change it is 
undertaking (Weick, 2000). This point is central to Pettigrew’s contextualist approach to 
change, which stresses that ‘Context and action are inseparable’ (Pettigrew, 2000: 243) and 
‘Leadership [of change] requires action appropriate to its context’ (Pettigrew and Whipp, 
1991: 165).

Therefore, Pettigrew offers a very particularistic view of change whereby each change 
situation is different and must be approached and managed differently. It follows from this 
that implicit in the case for Emergent change is the assumption that if organisations oper-
ated in more stable and predictable environments, the need for change would be less, and it 
might be possible to conceive of it as a process of moving from one relatively stable state to 
another. As Dawson (1994: 3) observes:

Although [Lewin’s] theory has proven to be useful in understanding planned change under 
relatively stable conditions, with the continuing and dynamic nature of change in today’s busi-
ness world, it no longer makes sense to implement a planned process of ‘refreezing’ changed 
behaviours.

So, for advocates of Emergent change, it is the uncertainty of the environment that makes 
Planned change inappropriate and Emergent change more pertinent. This is a point empha-
sised by Stickland (1998: 14), who draws on systems theory to emphasise the way that 
organisations are separate from but connected to their environment:

A system has an identity that sets it apart from its environment and is capable of preserving 
that identity within a given range of environmental scenarios. Systems exist within a hierarchy 
of other systems. They contain subsystems and exist within some wider system. All are inter-
connected.

From this systems perspective, Stickland (1998: 76) raises a question that many of those 
studying organisational change appear not to acknowledge:

To what extent does the environment drive changes within a system [i.e. an organisation] and 
to what extent is the system in control of its own change processes?

Finstad (1998: 721) puts this issue in a wider context by arguing that ‘the organization is . . .  
the creator of its environment and the environment is the creator of the organization’. Although 
this has a postmodernist sound to it, realists would also recognise that organisations do  
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contribute to the creation or the maintenance of their environment, but they see this as a 
long-term and largely unconscious process. This reciprocal relationship between an organi-
sation and its environment clearly has profound implications for how organisations concep-
tualise and manage change. It also serves to emphasise that a key competence for 
organisations is the ability to scan the external environment in order to identify and assess 
the impact on them of trends and discontinuities and also to understand how their actions 
might affect the environment (Graetz et al, 2002; McCalman and Paton, 1992; Pettigrew and 
Whipp, 1993). This involves exploring the full range of external variables, including markets 
and customers, shareholders, legal requirements, the economy, suppliers, technology and 
social trends. As the IBM (2015) global survey of business leaders illustrates, this activity is 
made more difficult by the changing, ambiguous and arbitrary nature of organisation bounda-
ries: customers can also be competitors; suppliers may become partners; and employees can be 
transformed into customers, suppliers or even competitors for scarce resources.

To cope with these complications and uncertainties, Pettigrew and Whipp (1993) main-
tain that organisations need to become decentralised, open learning systems, with strategy 
development and change emerging from the way the company as a whole acquires, inter-
prets and processes information about its environment. Carnall (2003) and Hayes (2002) 
take a similar view, arguing that an organisation’s survival and growth depend on identify-
ing environmental and market changes quickly, and responding opportunistically. This is in 
line with the discussion on organisational learning covered in Chapter 5. However, as 
Benjamin and Mabey (1993: 181) point out:

While the primary stimulus for change remains those forces in the external environment, the pri-
mary motivator for how change is accomplished resides with the people within the organization.

Bottom-up, not top-down

Consequently, actual or potential changes in the external environment require organisa-
tions to make choices over how and when to respond. Such responses, the supporters of the 
Emergent approach state, should promote, throughout the organisation, an extensive and 
deep understanding of strategy, structure, systems, people, style and culture, and how these 
can function either as sources of inertia that can block change or, alternatively, as levers to 
encourage an effective change process (Dawson, 2003; Pettigrew, 1997; Wilson, DC, 1992). 
A concomitant development is the adoption of a ‘bottom-up’ rather than ‘top-down’ 
approach to initiating and implementing change. After all, there is little point in encourag-
ing staff to identify change opportunities unless they are also encouraged to implement 
them. The case in favour of this move is based on the view that the pace of environmental 
change is so rapid and complex that it is impossible for a small number of senior managers 
effectively to identify, plan and implement the necessary organisational responses (Peters, 
1997a). The responsibility for organisational change is therefore of necessity becoming 
more devolved. As described in Chapter 3, this is very much what the advocates of 
Contingency Theory would expect in such a situation.

The need for a bottom-up approach does not arise solely from external pressures. As 
Stickland (1998: 93) notes, organisations are continually experiencing ‘natural changes’, 
i.e. the unintended consequences of deliberate decisions and actions:

Within any organisation at a given point in time there are a number of continual shifts and 
changes playing out at various levels. These are not planned changes with a defined beginning 
and end, but rather reflect the natural dynamics which take place internally.
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Such events may present organisations with unexpected and unlooked-for opportunities, 
such as new product ideas, but may also present unwelcome threats, such as the departure 
of key staff. Given that such changes are continually happening at all levels and across all 
functions, organisations would quickly become paralysed if it was left solely to senior man-
agers to identify and resolve them. Therefore, if they are to be dealt with speedily, these 
local problems or opportunities have to be dealt with locally. As Senior (2002) comments, 
this requires organisations to empower their employees to make changes at a local level. 
This follows from Mintzberg’s (1994) assertion that it is from these local and bottom-up 
actions that the direction of the organisation emerges and is given shape.

In many ways, this is the crux of the Emergent argument – in a rapidly and unpredictably 
changing world, top-down, senior-management-imposed change does not work. What is 
required is for managers and employees, on a day-to-day basis, to have the authority to be 
able to shape and reshape their part of the organisation to deal with the threats and oppor-
tunities presented by an ever-changing environment. This is a point made in the IBM global 
leadership survey (2015: 9), which states that:

[Business leaders] acknowledge the need for more decentralized decision-making . . . They 
realize conventional hierarchical management isn’t appropriate when much of an enterprise’s 
value lies in the networks it’s formed, rather than the resources it owns. Nor will it work with 
enemies that are small, nimble and well hidden. Organizations have to get closer to the action 
and trust their partners to play their roles within the ecosystem.

Case study 3.1 in Chapter 3 shows that this is the approach many organisations are 
already taking. However, as organisational changes emerge from a host of local responses, 
if they are to have a synergistic and positive effect on the organisation, as opposed to tearing 
it apart, such changes must be guided by a common vision of the future and a shared under-
standing of the organisation’s priorities and situation.

Consequently, a bottom-up approach requires a major change in the role of senior man-
agers. Instead of controlling employees, they have to promote employee empowerment and 
engage people. Instead of directing and controlling change, they have to ensure that the 
organisation’s members are receptive to the change process, and have the necessary skills, 
motivation and power to take charge of it. There is a distinction here between those who 
take a narrow view of empowerment, seeing it mainly as devolving some limited manage-
rial responsibility, and those, à la Lewin, who see it as an emancipatory process that aims to 
create genuine organisational democracy, although it must be pointed out that even the 
former have a poor track record of success (Eccles, 1993; Foegen, 1999; Graetz et al, 2002; 
Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001; Lawler et al, 1998; Lee, 1999; Maynard et al, 2012; Pfeffer, 
1996; Stohl and Cheney, 2001; Truss et al, 2013; Wetlaufer, 1999). Nor is this just an issue 
of managers changing. DC Wilson (1992) believes that to achieve effective empowerment, 
senior managers must not only change the way they perceive and interpret the world but 
achieve a similar transformation among everyone else in the organisation as well. Pettigrew 
and Whipp (1993: 17–18) contend that the degree to which organisations can achieve such 
a difficult task, and create a climate receptive to change, is dependent on four conditioning 
factors:

1. the extent to which there are key actors within the firm who are prepared to champion 
[environmental] assessment techniques which increase the openness of the organisation 
[to its environment];

2. the structural and cultural characteristics of the company;
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3. the extent to which environmental pressures are recognised and their associated dramas 
developed; and

4. the degree to which assessment occurs as a multi-function activity which is not pursued 
as an end in itself but is then linked to the central operation of the business.

As can be seen, the advocates of Emergent change come from a wide variety of back-
grounds, and each offers their own distinct view on how organisations should and should 
not manage change. As the following section will show, there are some core similarities 
which link them.

Key features of the Emergent approach to successful change

Though the proponents of the Emergent approach reject the concept of universally applica-
ble rules for change, the guidance they do provide tends to stress five key features of organ-
isations that either promote or obstruct success (see Figure 10.2).

Organisational structure
This is seen as playing a crucial role in determining where power lies, in defining how peo-
ple relate to each other and in influencing the momentum for change (Carnall, 2003; 
Dawson, 2003; Hatch, 1997; Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001; Kotter, 1996). Crucially, as 
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Figure 10.2 The determinants of successful change
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Galbraith (2000: 154) notes: ‘The theory of organization has always identified some types 
of [organisational structures] as being more easily changeable than others.’ Morgan (1988) 
claims that there are really only four basic forms of structure which range from the very 
rigid to the very flexible, as follows: bureaucracy, matrix, project and loosely coupled 
organic network. Therefore, an appropriate organisational structure, in both its formal and 
informal elements, can be an important facilitator of change.

The case for developing more appropriate organisational structures in order to facilitate 
change very much follows the arguments of the Contingency theorists (discussed in Chapter 3) 
and the Culture-Excellence school (discussed in Chapter 4), i.e. that dynamic and chaotic envi-
ronments require organisations to adopt more flexible, less hierarchical structures. Those 
favouring an Emergent approach to change point out that the 1990s witnessed a general ten-
dency to create flatter organisational structures in order to increase responsiveness by 
devolving authority and responsibility (Senior, 2002). As Kotter (1996: 169) remarks, the 
case for such structural changes is that:

an organization with more delegation, which means a flat hierarchy, is in a far superior posi-
tion to maneuver than one with a big, change-resistant lump in the middle.

In studying innovating organisations, Brown and Eisenhardt (1997: 29) refer to such 
flexible structures as ‘semistructures’, which they claim:

are sufficiently rigid so that change can be organized, but not so rigid that it cannot occur . . . 
sustaining this semistructured state is challenging because it is a dissipative equilibrium and so 
requires constant managerial vigilance to avoid slipping into pure chaos or pure structure.

A similar point is made by Galbraith (2000: 155), who refers to the ‘reconfigurable’ 
organisation, which:

consists of a stable part and a variable part. The stable part consists of ‘homes’ for specialists 
in functions, which also host generalists on rotating assignments. . . . The variable part of the 
structure consists of integrating mechanisms and networks across the functions.

Eisenhardt (2013) and Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) claim that such structures are 
essential in high-velocity, high-competition environments for ensuring organisational sur-
vival, because they facilitate continuous innovation and improvisation and allow intensive, 
real-time communication within a structure of a few ‘simple rules’.

A common aspect of these new structures is the move by customer-obsessed leaders to 
create customer-centred organisations with structures that reflect, and are responsive to, 
different markets rather than different functions (Galbraith, 2000; Hamel and Prahalad, 
1994; IBM, 2015; Stace and Dunphy, 2001). Customer responsiveness places greater 
emphasis on effective horizontal processes and embodies the concept that, whether one is 
looking internally or externally, everyone is someone else’s customer (Dale, 2003; Jenner, 
1998).

One result of attempts to respond rapidly to changing conditions by breaking down inter-
nal and external barriers, disseminating knowledge and developing synergy across functions 
is the emergence of network organisations, often facilitated by the internet and social media 
(Choi and Burnes, 2016; Morgan, 1997; Rampersad et al, 2010; Wisdom, 2001). Network 
organisations have been defined in a number of ways and given a number of names –  
‘federal organisations’ (Handy, 1989), ‘virtual organisations’ (Robbins, 1997), ‘virtual com-
munities’ (Choi and Burnes, 2016) and ‘living human communities’ (Senge, 2000: 77).  
For Cummings and Worley (2015: 631), the benefit of networks is that they: ‘Enable  
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organizations to extend their boundaries to keep pace with highly complex and rapidly 
changing environments.’

Birchall and Lyons (1995) stress that networks can be in a constant state of flux as they 
adjust to the changing needs of their dynamic customer base. They also comment that in 
some cases, customers are even part of the network. For Snow et al (1993), a major benefit 
of network structures is that the semi-autonomous nature of each part of a network reduces 
the need for and erodes the power of centrally managed bureaucracies, which, in turn, leads 
to change and adaptation being driven from the bottom up rather than from the top down. 
They further argue that the specialisation and flexibility required to cope with globalisation, 
intense competition and rapid technological change, especially the challenge of the inter-
net, can be achieved only by loosening the central ties and controls that have characterised 
organisations in the past (Genus, 1998; Hardaker and Graham, 2001; Kanter et al, 1997; 
Kotter, 1996; Wisdom, 2001).

However, is it clear that every organisation will have to adopt such structural changes in 
order to survive? The premise that this is necessary is based on the assumption that all 
organisations experience similar levels of environmental turbulence and cannot do any-
thing other than adapt their internal arrangements to these external conditions. As argued in 
previous chapters, there are three flaws to this argument. First, environmental instability is not 
uniform; it varies from industry to industry and organisation to organisation. Second, even 
where instability is present, organisations can choose to take action to reduce it rather than 
merely having to adapt to it. Last, as Child’s concept of equifinality discussed in Chapter 8  
suggests, there are a range of internal arrangements that are compatible with external turbu-
lence, of which flattened hierarchies are only one.

A further point which needs to be recognised is that structures do not stand in isolation 
from the other elements of an organisation (Mintzberg and Westley, 1992). As Hannan et al 
(2003: 401) comment:

Organizational analysts commonly distinguish between formal architectural and informal cul-
tural features. Architecture refers to the formal (official) specifications of an organization and 
its governance. Architectural choices are reflected in the formal structures for assigning work, 
that is, constructing the units that undertake the subtransactions. The choices also specify the 
means of coordinating members and units, monitoring them, and allocating resources and 
rewards. Culture governs how work actually gets completed, how members interact, how 
decisions are actually made, which units defer to others, and so forth.

Therefore, as argued in Chapter 7, it is not sufficient to have an appropriate structure; it 
must be matched with an appropriate culture if it is to be effective.

Organisational culture
As discussed in Chapters 4 and 7, there can be few people who now doubt the important role 
culture plays in the life of organisations, especially when it comes to change (Allaire and 
Firsirotu, 1984; Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2008; Brown, 1995; Chhokar et al, 2007; 
Cummings and Worley, 2015; De Witte and van Muijen, 1999; Dorfman et al, 2012; Gilbert 
et al, 2012; Hirschhorn, 2000). Indeed, Katzenbach et al (2012) maintain that many of the 
problems organisations face can be attributed to their culture. This is perhaps why Cheyne 
(2016: 305) notes that ‘The assessment of organizational culture is an essential prerequisite 
for the design and implementation of intervention programmes.’ This echoes Johnson’s 
(1993: 64) view that the strategic management of change is ‘essentially a cultural and  
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cognitive phenomenon’ rather than an analytical, rational exercise. Clarke (1994) states that 
the essence of sustainable change is to understand the culture of the organisation that is to be 
changed. If proposed changes contradict cultural biases and traditions, it is inevitable that 
they will be difficult to embed in the organisation. Kotter (1996) takes a similar view, argu-
ing that for change to be successful, it must be anchored in the organisation’s culture.

Dawson (2003) echoes this theme. He suggests that attempts to realign internal behav-
iours with external conditions require change strategies that are culturally sensitive. 
Organisations, he points out, must be aware that the process is lengthy, is potentially dan-
gerous and demands considerable reinforcement if culture change is to be sustained against 
the inevitable tendency to regress to old behaviours. Pointing to Pirelli’s attempt to imple-
ment TQM in two of its Australian plants, Dawson (2003: 33) comments that:

Management had a plan and a timeframe for the ‘successful’ management of change, but 
they were not prepared for the very different contextual conditions and local operating cul-
tures of the two adjacent plants in South Australia. The cultural socio-political aspects of 
change turned out to be far more important and influential than had been anticipated, or 
could be accommodated for, in planning the process of change.

Likewise, Pettigrew (1997) stresses that organisational processes are embedded in an 
organisation’s context, of which culture forms an important part. Pettigrew also points out 
that, because of this embeddedness, change can be slow. Cummings and Worley (2001) 
likewise recognise that culture can hinder the speed of change, especially when it is the cul-
ture that needs to change. In such cases, they point out, it is necessary to challenge mecha-
nisms that reinforce old or inappropriate behaviour, such as reward, recruitment and 
promotion structures – all areas where resistance can be expected. In addition, if these rein-
forcement mechanisms are complemented by managerial behaviour which promotes risk 
aversion and fear of failure, it is unlikely to create a climate where people are willing to 
propose or undertake change. Accordingly, as Clarke (1994: 94) suggests, ‘Creating a cul-
ture for change means that change has to be part of the way we do things around here, it 
cannot be bolted on as an extra.’

Therefore, for many proponents of the Emergent approach, an essential factor in success-
ful change is for organisations to possess or to be able to develop an appropriate organisa-
tional culture. Yet Senior (2002) notes that many writers and researchers take a different 
view. Beer et al (1993), for example, suggest that the most effective way to promote change 
is not by directly attempting to influence organisational behaviour or culture. Instead, they 
advocate restructuring organisations in order to place people in a new organisational context 
which imposes new roles, relationships and responsibilities upon them. This, they believe, 
forces new attitudes and behaviours upon people. This view, as discussed in Chapter 4, is 
also shared by Tom Peters (1993), who advocates rapid and complete destruction of existing 
hierarchical organisation structures as a precursor to behavioural change.

In Chapter 7, we discussed the difficulty and relevance of achieving cultural change, by 
whatever means. This discussion found some support for the Beer et al and Peters position. 
It noted that what many proponents of cultural change appear to advocate are changes to 
structure, policies and norms rather than attempts to change the deeper elements of cul-
ture. It was argued that many writers are highly sceptical about seeing culture as a promoter 
of change. This view is, perhaps, best summed up by DC Wilson (1992: 91), who claims:

To effect change in an organization simply by attempting to change its culture assumes an unwar-
ranted linear connection between something called organizational culture and performance.  
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Not only is this concept of organizational culture multi-faceted, it is also not always clear precisely 
how culture and change are related, if at all, and, if so, in which direction.

Organisational learning
This was examined in Chapter 5. For advocates of the Emergent approach, learning plays a 
key role in preparing people for change and enabling them to cope with it (Bechtold, 1997; 
Rashman et al, 2009; Senge, 2000). Put simply, learning means:

the capacity of members of an organization to detect and correct errors and to seek new 
insights that would enable them to make choices that better produce outcomes that  
they seek. (Martin, 2000: 463)

A willingness to change often stems only from the feeling that there is no other option 
(Argyris, 1999; Pettigrew et al, 1992). Therefore, as DC Wilson (1992) suggests, change can 
be precipitated by encouraging dissatisfaction with current systems and procedures or mak-
ing impending crises real to everyone in the organisation. Kotter (1996) even advocates 
engineering a crisis in order to build the momentum for change. Whatever the spur for 
change, staff are unlikely to recognise the need for change unless managers create mecha-
nisms which allow them to become familiar with the company’s performance, marketplace, 
customers, competitors, legal requirements, etc. (Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Probst and Buchel, 
1997). Pettigrew and Whipp (1993: 18) also contend that ‘collective learning’ is one of the 
main preconditions for sustainable change. They argue that ‘collective learning’ ensures 
that the full implications of an organisation’s view of its environment can then inform sub-
sequent actions over the long term and, in turn, the way in which future shifts in the envi-
ronment are tackled.

Clarke (1994) and Nadler (1993) suggest that individual and organisational learning 
stem from effective top-down communication and the promotion of self-development and 
confidence. In turn, this encourages the commitment to, and shared ownership of, the 
organisation’s vision, actions and decisions that are necessary to respond to the external 
environment and take advantage of the opportunities it offers. Additionally, as Pugh (1993) 
points out, in order to generate the need and climate for change, people within organisa-
tions need to be involved in the diagnosis of problems and the development of solutions. 
Carnall (2003) takes this argument further, arguing:

The effective organization is one which encourages and supports learning from change. This 
means that an open management style, encouraging initiative and risk, is needed.

Likewise, Clarke (1994: 156) maintains that involving staff in change management deci-
sions has the effect of ‘stimulating habits of criticism and open debate’, which enables them 
to challenge existing norms and question established practices.

Clarke goes on to say that although this can create the opportunity for innovation and 
radical change, challenging the status quo is also akin to challenging managerial judgment 
and authority. As Benjamin and Mabey (1993) maintain, although the questioning of the 
status quo is the essence of bottom-up change, it also leads to a form of role reversal 
whereby, rather than managers pressuring staff to change, the reverse occurs. Therefore, a 
new, open management style can result in staff putting pressure on managers to address 
fundamental questions about the purpose and direction of the organisation which previ-
ously they might have preferred to avoid. Consequently, as Easterby-Smith et al (2000) and 
Tsang (1997) suggest, organisational learning is neither an easy nor an uncontentious 
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option for organisations. There is also a great diversity of opinion as to what it is and how it 
can be promoted, which makes organisational learning a more difficult concept to apply 
than many of its supporters acknowledge (Burnes et al, 2003; Wang and Ahmed, 2003).

Managerial behaviour
Chapter 2 showed that the traditional view of managers is that they should direct and con-
trol staff, resources and information. It sees managers as being the only ones with the exper-
tise, knowledge and legitimate authority to decide how and when change should take place. 
The Emergent approach to change, like the Culture-Excellence approach to managing 
organisations, requires a radical change in the role of managers (Dawson, 2003; Kanter, 
2008a; Kotter and Cohen, 2002; Peters, 2006; Weick, 2000). Instead of directing change 
from the top, managers are expected to operate as facilitators and coaches who, through 
their ability to span hierarchical, functional and organisational boundaries, can bring 
together and empower teams and groups to identify the need for, and achieve, change 
(Bennis, 2000; Carnall, 2003; Mabey and Mayon-White, 1993; Weick, 2000). Crucial to 
this, according to Kotter (1996), is for managers to develop leadership skills. Drawing on 
the work of Burns (1978 – see Chapter 14), Kotter (1996: 25) contrasts management and 
leadership as follows:

Management is a set of processes that can keep a complicated system of people and technol-
ogy running smoothly. The most important aspects of management include planning, budget-
ing, organizing, staffing, controlling, and problem solving. Leadership is a set of processes that 
creates organizations in the first place or adapts them to significantly changing circumstances. 
Leadership defines what the future should look like, aligns people with that vision, and inspires 
them to make it happen despite the obstacles.

Therefore, in order to be effective, managers must become leaders. They require knowl-
edge of and expertise in strategy formulation, human resource management, marketing 
and sales, negotiation and conflict resolution and much more (Beer and Nohria, 2000; 
Clarke, 1994; Hayes, 2002). But the key to success, the decisive factor in creating a focused 
agenda for organisational change is, according to many observers, managers’ own behav-
iour (Graetz et al, 2002; Kanter, 1989; Kotter, 1999; Pfeffer, 1996). If managers are to gain 
the commitment of others to change, they must first be prepared to challenge their own 
assumptions, attitudes and mind-sets so that they develop an understanding of the emo-
tional and intellectual processes involved (Buchanan and Boddy, 1992; Burns, 1978; 
Harrison, R, 2002; Sosik and Megerian, 1999).

For supporters of the Emergent approach, the essence of change is the move from the 
familiar to the unknown, from the certain to the uncertain (Jones et al, 2000). In this situa-
tion, it is essential for managers to be able to tolerate risk and cope with paradox and ambi-
guity (Stacey et al, 2002; Weick, 2000). Pugh (1993) takes the view that, in a dynamic 
environment, open and active communication with those participating in the change pro-
cess is the key to coping with such uncertainty. This underlines the view expressed by many 
that top-down, unilaterally imposed change does not work and that bottom-up change, 
based on devolved responsibility and genuine empowerment, is the way forward (Brown 
and Eisenhardt, 1997; Clarke, 1999; Falconer, 2002; Harung et al, 1999; Styhre, 2002). 
This in turn requires managers to facilitate open, organisation-wide communication via 
groups, individuals and formal and informal channels (Hayes, 2002; Kanter et al, 1992; 
Senior, 2002).
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An organisation’s ability to gather, disseminate, analyse and discuss information is cru-
cial for successful change, from the perspective of the Emergent approach. The reason for 
this, according to DC Wilson (1992), is that to effect change successfully, organisations 
need, consciously and proactively, to move forward incrementally. Large-scale change and 
more formal and integrated approaches to change (such as Total Quality Management) can 
quickly lose their sense of purpose and relevance for organisations operating in dynamic 
and uncertain environments (Hodge and Coronado, 2007). However, if organisations move 
towards their strategic vision by means of Emergent, continuous, localised and relatively 
small-scale change efforts, managers must ensure that those concerned, which could poten-
tially be the entire workforce, have access to and are able to act on all the available informa-
tion. Also, by encouraging a collective pooling of knowledge and information in this way, a 
better understanding of the pressures and possibilities for change can be achieved, which 
should enable managers to improve the quality of strategic decisions (Boddy and Buchanan, 
1992; Quinn, 1993).

Others take a slightly different view. They reject both small-scale change and large-scale 
radical-transformational change in favour of ‘a third kind’ which lies between these two and 
which is continuous and based on self-organisation at the team or group level (Brodbeck, 
2002; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt, 2013). To a certain extent, part of this dif-
ference is about terminology: how big is incremental change? Perhaps the two issues to 
concentrate on are as follows. First, there is general agreement among proponents of 
Emergent change that large-scale, top-down change programmes, while sometimes being 
necessary, rarely succeed (Beer and Nohria, 2000). Secondly, Emergent change, whether 
incremental or ‘a third kind’, is not concerned with isolated change events (whether big or 
small) but sees change as a pattern of interwoven and continuous events which play out 
over the long term (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991). This does not mean that there is not a 
crucial role for managers in identifying issues to be addressed or in developing an organisa-
tional vision which can guide Emergent change (Bennis, 2000; Dunphy, 2000). It does 
mean, however, that successful change is seen as coming from bottom-up initiatives which 
emerge from local responses to issues, threats or opportunities in the environment (Bennis, 
2000; Pettigrew, 2000). It follows that the size of such responses will vary but, because they 
are local responses, they can never be large-scale.

Whatever the scale of the change, the potential for resistance will always be present. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, resistance to change can arise from a number of sources, including 
conflicting objectives and values, and for a number of reasons ranging from different per-
spectives on what is best for the organisation to sectional or individual self-interest (Dent 
and Goldberg, 1999; Hayes, 2002; Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001). To avoid or cope effec-
tively with resistance, managers will need to acquire and develop a range of skills that ena-
bles them to ready organisations for change and deal with resistance if and when it arises 
(Boddy and Buchanan, 1992; Ford et al, 2008; Kotter, 1996). Promoting openness, reduc-
ing uncertainty, encouraging experimentation and seeing the positive side of resistance can 
be powerful mechanisms for overcoming resistance and promoting change (Ford and Ford, 
2010; Mabey and Mayon-White, 1993). In this respect, Coghlan (1993b) and McCalman 
and Paton (1992) advocated the use of OD tools and techniques (such as transactional anal-
ysis, teamwork, group problem-solving, role-playing, etc.), which have long been used in 
Planned change programmes. There is an enormous and potentially confusing array of 
these; Mayon-White (1993) and Buchanan and Boddy (1992) argue that managers have a 
crucial role to play in terms of identifying and applying the appropriate ones. The main 
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objective in deploying such tools and techniques is to encourage shared learning through 
teamwork and cooperation. It is this that provides the framework and support for the devel-
opment of creative and innovative solutions and encourages a sense of involvement, com-
mitment and ownership of the change process (Carnall, 2003; Kanter et al, 1997; McCalman 
and Paton, 1992; Peters, 1997a).

Nevertheless, it would be naïve to assume that everyone will want to work, or be able to 
function effectively, in such situations. The cognitive and behavioural changes necessary for 
organisational survival may be too large for many people, especially managers (Ghoshal 
and Bartlett, 2000). An important managerial task will be to identify sources of inertia, 
assess the skill mix within their organisation and, most of all, consider whether their own 
managerial attitudes and styles are appropriate. It also needs to be recognised that there are 
different types of change, and that these often require different approaches (Stace and 
Dunphy, 2001). Proponents of Emergent change tend to see the world from one perspective 
but, as will be discussed in Chapter 11, there are other ways of viewing change and other 
ways of bringing it about (Beer and Nohria, 2000).

Organisational power and politics
As mentioned earlier in this chapter:

Change and politics are inexorably linked . . . This means that at the top, middle, and lower 
reaches of the organization, campaigning, lobbying, coalition building, and the sharing of 
information, rewards, and recognition are all fateful for change through all the various unpre-
dictable stages and loops of the innovation journey. (Pettigrew, 2000: 250)

The importance of power and politics in organisational life, especially change situations, 
was explored in Chapter 7. Although the advocates of Emergent change tend to view power 
and politics from differing perspectives, they recognise their importance and that they have 
to be managed if change is to be effective. Dawson (1994: 176), for example, concludes 
that:

The central argument is that it is important to try and gain the support of senior management, 
local management, supervisors, trade unions and workplace employees.

According to Weick (2000: 236), gaining support requires ‘considerable linguistic skills 
to capture and label the flow of events [and] resequence and relabel that sequence’. The 
postmodernists also argue that managers manipulate and use language and symbols to cre-
ate a new organisational reality (Hatch, 1997). Pettigrew et al (1992: 293) take a similar 
view, stating that:

The significance of political language at the front end of change processes needs emphasizing. 
Closures can be labelled as redevelopments. Problems can be re-coded into opportunities with 
. . . broad positive visions being articulated to build early coalitions.

Kanter et al (1992: 508) argue that the first step to implementing change is coalition-
building: ‘involve those whose involvement really matters . . . Specifically, seek support 
from two general groups: (1) power sources and (2) stakeholders.’ In a similar vein, Nadler 
(1993) advocates the need to shape the political dynamics of change so that power centres 
develop that support the change rather than block it. Senior (2002), drawing on the work of 
Nadler (1988), proposes four steps that organisations need to take to manage the political 
dynamics of change (see Ideas and perspectives 10.3).
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Important though power and politics are in the change process, Hendry (1996) and Pugh 
(1993) remind us that they are not the be-all and end-all of change and that it is important 
not to focus on these to the exclusion of other factors. Nevertheless, the focus placed on the 
political dynamics of change does serve to highlight the need for those who manage change 
to be aware of and control this dimension of the change process. To this end, Carnall (2003: 
133) offers a model of the political skills that can be utilised to manage change, which iden-
tifies three basic types of political skill: the ability to utilise resources, such as formal author-
ity and information; the aptitude to understand and manage political processes, such as 
negotiation and mobilising support; and the capacity to recognise and engage in the various 
forms of political activity, such as battles over budgets and organisational structures (see 
Table 10.1). Carnall’s argument is not that one individual will possess all these skills, but 
that those managing change will have to gain the support of those who do.

As can be seen, there are a number of core issues on which the advocates of Emergent 
change share similar views. Having identified the beliefs which distinguish them as a group, 
it is equally important to understand what advice they offer for putting their approach into 
practice.

The five features of organisations discussed above – structure, culture, learning, manage-
rial behaviour and power and politics – help explain why the advocates of the Emergent 
approach see change as an enormously complex process. However, perhaps for this reason, 
the advocates do not offer detailed guidance on how to manage change, but instead offer 
only very broad statements and generalisations. The next section will address this issue.

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.3

Managing the political dynamics of change
Step 1 Ensure or develop the support of key power groups.

Step 2 Use leader behaviour to generate support for the proposed change.

Step 3 Use symbols and language to encourage and show support for the change.

Step 4 Build in stability by using power to ensure that some things remain the same.

Source: Senior (2002).

table 10.1 Political skills and the management of change

Resources Process Form

Formal authority Negotiation Politics of:

Control of resources Influencing Budgets

Control of information Mobilising support Careers

Control of agenda Mobilising bias Succession

Control of access symbols Use of emotion Information

Ceremony and rituals Organisational structures

Professional ‘mystery’ Appraisal

Source: Carnall (2003: 133).
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recipes for Emergent change

Pettigrew and Whipp (1993: 6) maintain that there are no universal rules with regard to 
leading change; rather, it involves ‘linking action by people at all levels of the business’. 
However, this has not prevented most of the advocates of Emergent change from suggesting 
broad and general sequences of actions which organisations should follow. Pettigrew and 
Whipp (1993), for example, propose a model for successfully managing strategic and oper-
ational change that involves five interrelated factors (see Ideas and perspectives 10.4).

For his part, not to be outdone by Pettigrew and Whipp’s five factors, Dawson (1994: 
179) puts forward 15 ‘major practical guidelines which can be drawn from a processual 
analysis of managing organizational transitions’. These guidelines range from the need to 
maintain an overview of the dynamics and long-term process of change, to the need to take 
a total organisational approach to managing transitions. On the way, he makes the case for 
understanding and communicating the context and objectives of change, and ensuring 
managerial and employee commitment. DC Wilson (1992: 122) also draws attention to the 
complex and long-term nature of change, writing that:

This book has deliberately taken a particular stance towards the question of organizational 
change. The argument has largely been against skill-based approaches, ready-made models of 
good organizational practice (for example, the ‘excellence’ models) and reliance upon analys-
ing change as primarily the outcome-oriented pursuit of great and charismatic individuals. The 
arguments have, rather, favoured the potency of organizational structures, of economic  
determinism, of institutionalization within which the manager must operate. To operate suc-
cessfully (and in the long term) he or she must understand and learn from the wider context 
or organization. This is not to say that individual skills are unimportant, only that they cannot 
be considered in isolation from the wider factors of strategic change.

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.4

Pettigrew and Whipp’s five central factors for managing 
change
●	 Environmental assessment – organisations, at all levels, need to develop the ability to 

collect and utilise information about their external and internal environments.

●	 Leading change – this requires the creation of a positive climate for change, the identifi-
cation of future directions and the linking together of action by people at all levels in the 
organisation.

●	 Linking strategic and operational change – this is a two-way process of ensuring that 
intentional strategic decisions lead to operational changes and that emergent opera-
tional changes influence strategic decisions.

●	 Human resources as assets and liabilities – just as the pool of knowledge, skills and 
attitudes possessed by an organisation is crucial to its success, it can also be a threat to 
the organisation’s success if the combination is inappropriate or poorly managed.

●	 Coherence of purpose – this concerns the need to ensure that the decisions and actions 
that flow from the above four factors complement and reinforce each other.

Source: Pettigrew and Whipp (1993).
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Unfortunately, the problem with much of the advice for managing change offered by advo-
cates of the Emergent approach, or at least those who come from the more processualist– 
analytical camp, such as Dawson and Pettigrew, is that it tends to be too general or cursory in 
nature and thus difficult to apply. It can sometimes also appear almost as an afterthought 
(Caldwell, 2006). However, those from the more prescriptive camp, as described below, do 
offer much substantial guidance to managers. Unlike the analytical camp, they are more con-
cerned with telling organisations what they should do than in providing detailed analyses of 
what they actually do. The two leading exponents of change in this respect are Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter and John P Kotter. Kanter’s work has already been discussed extensively in Chapter 4, 
but to recap briefly, as shown in Ideas and perspectives 10.5, she proposes ‘Ten Commandments 
for Executing Change’ (Kanter et al, 1992).

Looking at approaches to change, Kanter et al (1992) distinguished between ‘Bold 
Strokes’ and ‘Long Marches’. The former relate to major strategic decisions or economic 
initiatives, usually of a structural or technological nature. These, they argue, can have a 
clear and rapid impact on an organisation, but they rarely lead to any long-term change in 
habits or culture. The Long March approach, on the other hand, favours a host of relatively 
small-scale and operationally focused initiatives, each of which can be quickly implemented 
but whose full benefits are achieved in the long term rather than the short term. The Long 
March approach can, over time, lead to a change of culture. Bold Strokes are initiatives 
taken by a few senior managers, sometimes only one; they do not rely on the support of the 
rest of the organisation for their success. In contrast, the Long March approach requires 
widespread commitment throughout an organisation. Without the involvement and com-
mitment of the majority of the workforce, Kanter et al (1992) argue, such initiatives cannot 
succeed. They do maintain that Bold Strokes and Long Marches can be complementary, 
rather than alternative, approaches to change; although in practice, companies appear to 
favour one or the other. Companies may need both if they are to succeed in transforming 
themselves. Therefore, even though Kanter appears to prefer the Emergent approach of the 

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.5

ten commandments for executing change
 1. Analyse the organisation and its need for change.

 2. Create a shared vision and a common direction.

 3. Separate from the past.

 4. Create a sense of urgency.

 5. Support a strong leader role.

 6. Line up political sponsorship.

 7. Craft an implementation plan.

 8. Develop enabling structures.

 9. Communicate, involve people and be honest.

10. Reinforce and institutionalise change.

Source: Kanter et al (1992: 382–3).
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Long March, she does see situations where Bold Strokes may be a necessary precursor, or 
adjunct, to the Long March.

Like Kanter, Kotter is a professor at the Harvard Business School and runs his own suc-
cessful consultancy – Kotter International. He is the author of a wide range of books and 
articles on management and change, including his highly influential 1995 Harvard Business 
Review article, ‘Leading change: why transformation efforts fail’. This article immediately 
jumped to first place among the thousands of reprints sold by the Review, which, consider-
ing the quality of the articles in its reprint base, is a considerable achievement. Spurred on 
by the reception of his views on change, Kotter went on to write his 1996 book, Leading 
Change. This elaborates and expands on the ideas in his Harvard Business Review article. The 
book begins by identifying eight key errors that Kotter believes cause transformation efforts 
to fail and then proceeds to identify eight corresponding steps to successful change (see 
Ideas and perspectives 10.6).

Kotter (1996: 16) maintains that the consequences of the eight errors are:

●	 New strategies are not implemented well.

●	 Acquisitions do not achieve expected synergies.

●	 Reengineering takes too long and costs too much.

●	 Downsizing does not get costs under control.

●	 Quality programmes do not deliver hoped-for results.

It is in order to eliminate these errors that Kotter advocates his eight-step process for suc-
cessful organisational transformation, as shown in Ideas and perspectives 10.6. Kotter 
(1996: 23) stresses that his eight steps are a process and not a checklist, and that ‘Successful 
change of any magnitude goes through all eight stages . . . skipping even a single step or get-
ting too far ahead without a solid base almost always creates problems.’ He also points out 
that most major change efforts comprise a host of small and medium-sized change projects 

IDEas anD PErsPECtIvEs 10.6

Kotter (1996) – Leading Change

Why change initiatives fail Eight steps to successful change

Error 1 Allowing too much complacency.
Error 2  Failing to create a sufficiently 

powerful guiding coalition.
Error 3 Underestimating the power of vision.
Error 4  Undercommunicating the vision by a 

factor of 10 (or 100 or even 1000).
Error 5  Permitting obstacles to block the  

new vision.
Error 6 Failing to create short-term wins.
Error 7 Declaring victory too soon.
Error 8  Neglecting to anchor changes firmly 

in the corporate culture.

Step 1 Establishing a sense of urgency.
Step 2 Creating a guiding coalition.

Step 3 Developing a vision and strategy.
Step 4 Communicating the change vision.

Step 5 Empowering broad-based action.

Step 6 Generating short-term wins.
Step 7  Consolidating gains and producing more change.
Step 8 Anchoring new approaches in the culture.
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which, at any one point in time, can be at different points in the process. Kotter (1996: 
24–5) cites the example of a telecommunications company where:

The overall effort, designed to significantly increase the firm’s competitive position, took six 
years. By the third year, the transformation was centered in steps 5, 6 and 7. One relatively 
small reengineering project was nearing the end of stage 8. A restructuring of corporate staff 
groups was just beginning with most of the effort in steps 1 and 2. A quality program was 
moving along, but behind schedule, while a few small initiatives hadn’t even been launched 
yet. Early results were visible at six to twelve months, but the biggest payoff didn’t come until 
near the end of the overall effort.

As can be seen, there is a reassuring similarity between Kanter et al’s Ten Commandments 
and Kotter’s Eight-Step Process. Taken together, they provide general guidance for imple-
menting change. However, this does not mean that the Emergent approach is without seri-
ous criticism.

Emergent change: summary and criticisms

The proponents of Emergent change are a somewhat broad group who seem to be united 
more by their scepticism regarding Planned change than by a well-focused and com-
monly agreed alternative. Indeed, some might argue that any label which spans the pre-
scriptive, consultant-orientated views of Kotter and Kanter and the analytical–processual 
views of Pettigrew and Dawson is too broad; certainly, this is Dawson’s (2003) view. This 
would ignore two crucial points. First, Planned change is an equally broad church. It 
ranges from those who see it as applicable only to behavioural change in small groups to 
those who see it as an approach for transforming entire organisations (Armenakis and 
Bedeian, 1999; Burnes, 2004c; Burnes and Cooke, 2012; Greiner and Cummings, 2004; 
Worley and Feyerhern, 2003). Second, any approach to change which seeks to be appli-
cable beyond the classroom or have validity wider than the management consultancy 
needs to incorporate both the prescriptive practitioner and the analytical academic. The 
issue is not how broad the church is, but whether what unites them is greater than what 
divides them.

In the former respect, there does seem to be some agreement regarding the main tenets 
of Emergent change, which are as follows:

●	 Organisational change is not a linear process or a one-off isolated event but is a continu-
ous, open-ended, cumulative and unpredictable process of experimentation and adapta-
tion aimed at matching an organisation’s resources and capabilities to the opportunities, 
constraints and demands of a dynamic and uncertain environment.

●	 This is best achieved through an interwoven pattern of (mainly) small- to medium-scale 
continuous changes which, over time, can lead to a major re-configuration and transfor-
mation of an organisation.

●	 Change is a multi-level, cross-organisation process that unfolds in an iterative and messy 
fashion over a period of years and comprises a series of interlocking projects.

●	 Change is not an analytical–rational process. Instead, key change decisions evolve over 
time and are the outcome of political and cultural processes in organisations.
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●	 The role of managers is not to plan or implement change per se, but to shape the long-
term process of change by creating or fostering an organisational structure and climate 
which encourages and sustains experimentation, learning and risk-taking, and to develop 
a workforce that has the freedom and motivation to take responsibility for identifying the 
need for change and implementing it.

●	 Although managers are expected to become facilitators rather than doers, they also have 
the prime responsibility for developing a collective vision or common purpose that gives 
direction to their organisation, and within which the appropriateness of any proposed 
change can be judged.

●	 The key organisational activities that allow these elements to operate successfully are:

●	 information-gathering – about the external environment and internal objectives and 
capabilities;

●	 communication – the transmission, analysis and discussion of information;

●	 learning – the ability individually and collectively to develop new skills, identify 
appropriate responses and draw knowledge from their own and others’ past and pre-
sent actions.

Although not always stated openly, the case for the Emergent approach to change is 
based on the assumption that the environment in which organisations operate is changing 
rapidly, radically and unpredictably and will continue to do so (see Case study 10.1). Just as 
advocates of Planned change assume that stability, at least in terms of behaviour, is the 
natural or preferred state for organisations, so proponents of Emergent change assume the 
natural or preferred state for organisations is turbulence and unpredictability (Brown and 
Eisenhardt, 1997; Orlikowski, 1996). Consequently, if the external world is changing in a 
rapid, uncertain and continuous way, organisations need to change in a continuous, appro-
priate and timely manner if they are to remain competitive. It is because they view change 
as a continuous and open-ended process that proponents of Emergent change see the 
Planned approach to change as inappropriate. To be successful, changes need to emerge 
locally and (relatively) incrementally in order to counter environmental threats and take 
advantage of opportunities.

Presented in this manner, there is an apparent coherence and validity to the Emergent 
approach. However, it is a fragile coherence and a challengeable validity. As far as coherence 
is concerned, some proponents of Emergent change, especially Pettigrew (1997) and Dawson 
(2003), clearly approach it from the processual perspective on organisations. However, it is 
not clear that Buchanan and Boddy (1992) and Wilson (1992) would fully subscribe to this 
view. In the case of Carnall (2003), Clarke (1994), Kanter et al (1992) and Kotter (1996), it 
is clear that they do not take a processual perspective. They do not doubt the importance of 
power and politics in the change process, but for them the issue is one of legitimacy and prag-
matism. Managers and change agents have the legitimate right to introduce changes, but to 
do so they must use political skills in a pragmatic way to build support and overcome or avoid 
resistance. For the processualists, like the postmodernists, change is about dominant coali-
tions, and smaller groupings, trying to impose their will on all or part of an organisation in 
order to maintain or improve their position. Partly, this is explained by the fact that some of 
these writers (especially Dawson, 2003; Pettigrew, 1997; Wilson, DC, 1992) are attempting 
to understand and analyse change from a critical perspective, while others (notably Kanter  
et al, 1992; Kotter, 1996) are more concerned with prescribing recipes and checklists for  
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successful change. In addition to these apparent tensions, as Caldwell (2006) notes, there 
are some open disagreements among advocates of the Emergent approach. For example, 
Pettigrew’s processual stance has been criticised by both the practitioner wing and proces-
sual wing for its lack of practicality (Buchanan and Boddy, 1992; Dawson, 2003). So, 
although the advocates of Emergent change have a number of common bonds, their differing 
objectives and perspectives cast doubt on the coherence of their approach.

In terms of the validity or general applicability of the Emergent approach to change, this 
depends largely on whether or not one subscribes to the twin assumptions that (a) environ-
mental instability and unpredictability is the natural or preferred state for organisations and 
that (b) the best way for organisations to cope with this is through a continuous process of 
small-to-medium-sized changes which emerge from the bottom up and not the top down. 
As IBM (2015) argues, and the consequences from the 2008 financial crisis have demon-
strated (Elliott, 2013), there is much evidence that organisations face an increasingly hos-
tile, rapidly changing and unpredictable environment. However, as was discussed in 
Chapter 1, it is debatable whether all organisations operate in ‘high-velocity environments’ 
(Eisenhardt, 2013: 809) and, even where they do, whether such environments impact on all 
organisations in the same way or whether they should respond with the same approach. 
This is a point that Pettigrew and Whipp (1991: 165) acknowledge when they state that: 
‘Leadership [of change] requires action appropriate to its context.’

If one considers the history of organisations over the past 100 years, there have been 
many disruptive economic, political and military events which have required rapid, major 
responses by organisations which could not be coped with or anticipated by the Emergent 
approach. Indeed, since the year 2000, there have been at least three major global shocks 
which have disrupted global markets and caused turmoil in organisations, namely the dot-
com collapse, the attacks of 9–11 and the 2008 credit crunch. Arguably, the United 
Kingdom’s decision to exit the EU (Brexit) may have a similar impact. Therefore, while one 
might accept that the preferred environmental state, at least for advocates of Emergent 
change, is one that is amenable to being dealt with by Emergent change, it is difficult to 
accept that this is necessarily the natural state of affairs, or at least not for all organisations. 
For some, Emergent change may be appropriate; for others, the Planned approach may be 
more appropriate; while in some organisations and in some situations, directive or coercive 
change may be used. Also, as the example of XYZ shows (Case studies 4.2 and 9.2 in 
Chapters 4 and 9, respectively), Emergent and Planned change are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, but can be used in tandem (Burnes, 2004a).

Obviously, the issues above raise questions over the universal applicability of the 
Emergent approach; even without reservations regarding its coherence and validity, how-
ever, there would still be serious criticisms of this approach. For example, many of its sup-
porters seem to advocate the same approach to organisations as the Culture-Excellence 
school and are, therefore, open to the same criticisms (see Chapter 4). Given this link to 
Culture-Excellence, not surprisingly, a great deal of emphasis is placed on the need for 
appropriate organisational cultures. Yet, as the writers on Emergent change seem to sway 
between advocating the need for culture change (Kanter et al, 1992) and advocating the 
need to work with existing cultures (Pettigrew, 1997), it is not clear what they perceive the 
role of culture to be. In any case, as was noted in Chapter 7, the whole issue of the role and 
the manipulability of organisational culture is a veritable minefield. Indeed, as also men-
tioned in Chapter 7, even DC Wilson (1992), who supports the Emergent perspective, is 
sceptical about the case for culture change.
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Similar points can be made regarding the ‘learning organisation’ approach. As 
Whittington (1993: 130) comments:

The danger of the purely ‘learning’ approach to change, therefore, is that . . . managers [and 
others] may actually recognize the need for change, yet still refuse to ‘learn’ because they 
understand perfectly well the implications for their power and status. Resistance to change may 
not be ‘stupid’ . . . but based on a very shrewd appreciation of the personal consequences.

A variant of this criticism relates to the impact of success on managerial learning. Miller 
(1993: 119) observes that, while managers generally start out by attempting to learn all 
they can about their organisation’s environment, over time and as they gain experience, 
they ‘form quite definite opinions of what works and why’ and as a consequence tend to 
limit their search for information and knowledge. So, experience, especially where it is 
based on success, may actually be a barrier to learning in that it shapes the cognitive struc-
tures by which managers, and everyone else, see and interpret the world. Nystrom and 
Starbuck (1984: 55) observe that:

What people see, predict, understand, depends on their cognitive structures . . . [which] man-
ifest themselves in perceptual frameworks, expectations, world views, plans, goals . . . myths, 
rituals, symbols . . . and jargon.

This brings us neatly to the topic of the role of managers. Although this will be discussed 
extensively in Chapter 14, for now it should be noted that managers are the people who 
appear to have to make the greatest change in their behaviour. As the above quotations indi-
cate, however, they may neither welcome nor accept such a change, especially where it 
requires them to challenge and change their own beliefs, and where it runs counter to their 
experience of ‘what works and why’. Also, if the possibility exists (as mentioned above) to 
manipulate environmental variables and constraints rather than having to change their 
behaviour, managers may perceive this as a more attractive or viable option.

Although the above reservations regarding the validity of the Emergent approach are 
fairly significant, there are five further criticisms that are perhaps more serious. The first 
relates to the difference between that approach and the Planned approach. The Planned 
approach is attacked because of its reliance on Lewin’s Three-Step model of unfreezing, 
moving and refreezing. It is argued that in a turbulent environment, organisations are in a 
constant state of change and that, therefore, to speak of unfreezing and refreezing is non-
sense (Kanter et al, 1992). However, if one examines the process of change advocated by, 
for example, Dawson (1994), Kotter (1996) and Pettigrew et al (1992), even though they 
argue to the contrary, they do speak of change as a ‘transition’ process with a beginning, 
middle and end. Indeed, the last of Kanter et al’s Ten Commandments for Executing Change 
(see Ideas and perspectives 10.5) is to ‘Reinforce and institutionalise change’, which sounds 
very much like the ‘refreezing’ stage of Lewin’s Three-Step model. This is rather ironic given 
that it appears in the same book in which they strongly criticise Lewin’s model claiming 
that: ‘organizations are never frozen, much less refrozen’ (Kanter et al, 1992: 10). In addi-
tion, Dawson (2011) has advocated the use of action research techniques, one of the core 
elements of Planned change, to bring about processual change. All this, of course, provides 
support for Hendry’s (1996: 624) comment which was quoted in Chapter 9:

Scratch any account of creating and managing change and the idea that change is a three-
stage process which necessarily begins with a process of unfreezing will not be far below the 
surface.
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There are others who strongly support Hendry’s view that the Three-Step model has 
greater validity and wider usage than its critics acknowledge (Burnes, 2004b, 2004c; Elrod 
and Tippett, 2002).

The second criticism of the Emergent approach concerns the emphasis placed on the 
power and politics aspects of change. Advocates of this approach have undoubtedly pro-
vided a valuable contribution to our understanding of change by highlighting the neglect of 
these important issues in the past. However, in doing so, as Hendry (1996: 621) argues, ‘the 
management of change has become . . . overfocused on the political aspects of change’. 
Similarly, Collins (1998: 100), voicing concerns of his own and of other researchers, argues:

In reacting to the problems and critiques of [the Planned approach], managers and practitioners 
have swung from a dependence on under-socialized models and explanations of change and 
instead have become committed to the arguments of, what might be called, over-socialized 
[political] models of change.

This concurs with those who take a realist perspective on organisations. They argue that 
while the social world, including organisations, is a product of human action, it is not neces-
sarily a product of conscious human design, but exists independently of human beings and, 
therefore, an overreliance on a political perspective on organisations can be misleading 
(Connelly, 2000; Easton, 2000).

The third criticism is that, as Burnes and By (2012: 249) observe:

Though not explicitly stated, the practice of Emergent change, based as it is on the use of 
power and manipulation, revealed that its underlying values undermined rather than sup-
ported ethical outcomes.

In addition, as Burnes (2009b) argues, its advocates do not always appear to understand 
or even acknowledge the ethical issues involved in the use of power and politics. It is one 
thing to acknowledge their importance; it is quite another to advocate, either by omission or 
commission, their use either in an unethical fashion or to achieve unethical ends.

Fourth, although the Emergent approach undoubtedly raises key issues and offers valu-
able insights and guidance, it does not appear to be as universally applicable as its advocates 
imply. As Kanter et al (1992) and Dawson (2003) note, there are clearly many situations 
where managers find it more appropriate to push change through in a rapid and confronta-
tional manner (see also Andrews and Boyne, 2012; Edwardes, 1983; Franklin, 1997; French 
and Bell, 1995; Grinyer et al, 1988; Kim et al, 2013; Stace and Dunphy, 2001). In Chapter 1, 
we identified three different perspectives on change – the individual, group and system  
perspectives – and three categories of change – incremental, punctuated equilibrium and 
continuous transformation. The Emergent approach is specifically founded on the assump-
tion that organisations operate in a dynamic environment where they have to transform 
themselves continuously in order to survive. The focus of Emergent change is continuous, 
synergistic, interconnected change which, although small- or medium-sized in nature, 
affects the organisation and its major sub-systems. Consequently, it is by its own definition 
not applicable to organisations operating in environments which require isolated incremen-
tal change at the individual and/or group levels, or punctuated equilibrium change initia-
tives at the organisation level.

It is also the case that advocates of the Emergent approach seem unclear regarding the 
degree to which change should be viewed as cooperative and voluntary. On the one hand, 
great play is made of change being driven from the bottom up by motivated and empowered 
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employees. On the other hand, change is seen as a battle for power, and change agents are 
expected to have the political skills to manipulate those involved.

The fifth criticism of Emergent change is that it is strong on analysis and weak on practice 
(Buchanan and Boddy, 1992; Collins, 1998; Morsing, 1997). Certainly, if one looks at the 
foregoing examination of Emergent change, it does appear to be very global and lacking in 
the many specific and practical tools and techniques for its application which can be found 
in most OD textbooks (see, for example, Cummings and Worley, 2001; French and Bell, 
1999). This is a point acknowledged by Dawson (2011: 128), one of the major figures in the 
development of the processual approach, who states that the problem with such research is:

on the one hand, the inability of this type of study to produce anything of ‘practical’ value (in 
the form of systematic predictive capabilities) and. on the other hand, the tendency for studies 
to produce guidelines that undermine their theoretical foundations through outlining rather 
banal lists of ingredients on how best to manage change.

In effect, to use the terminology of the rigour-relevance debate (Bartunek, 2007; Polzer 
et al, 2009), the Emergent approach is theoretically rigorous but lacks practical relevance, 
and its attempts to address this weakness have tended both to be simplistic and to under-
mine its theoretical strength. This is why some now see Emergent change as having failed in 
its attempts to supplant Planned change as the dominant approach to organisational change 
(Burnes, 2011b). In its place, a very different perspective on organisations and change has 
attracted much attention and interest among those who study and practice change, one 
which goes under the heading of Emergence.

Emergence

As discussed in Chapter 6, drawing on the impact of complexity theories in the natural sci-
ences, a wide range of organisational theorists and practitioners have argued that organisa-
tions can also be seen as complex, non-linear systems in which change ‘emerges’ through a 
process of spontaneous self-organisation, which is underpinned by a set of simple order-
generating rules (Arndt and Bigelow, 2000; Bechtold, 1997; Black, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2002a; 
MacIntosh et al, 2006; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). Although organisational scholars started 
out using the terms chaos and complexity interchangeably to describe self-organisation in 
social systems, as they began to understand complexity theories better, ‘Emergence’ seems 
to have become the preferred term. Though the term has been in use for around 100 years 
to describe complex physical systems, it is a somewhat difficult concept to define (Goldstein, 
1999; Seel, 2006). One of the main reasons for this is that it has its roots in a number of 
mathematically based advanced scientific disciplines, such as meteorology, biology, physics 
and chemistry, and uses a plethora of strange and exotic terms, such as autocatalytic change, 
fitness landscapes, non-linearity, bifurcation, Feigenbaum constants, Mandelbrot sets and 
strange attractors (Burnes, 2005).

In essence, Emergence is ‘the unexpected development of order from disorder’ and is 
considered one of the defining properties of complex physical and social systems (Boje and 
Wakefield, 2011: 172). Emergence departs from traditional perspectives on organisations 
by focussing on non-linear relationships instead of linear ones, on dynamic networks instead 
of stable ones, and by promoting a more holistic explanation of how organisations operate, 
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change and survive (Begun, 1994; Goldspink and Kay, 2010). Thus, Emergence explains 
how patterns of behaviour arise within social systems and global-level structures, such as 
societies and markets. Emergence shows that such behaviours and structures do not arise 
from intention or planning, and cannot even be predicted from the local rules of behaviour 
(Mihata, 1997; Stacey, 1996; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). Emergent social systems are seen 
as developing dynamically over time, exhibiting radical novelty and having global-level 
coherence, which arises from the interaction of local-level processes and agents (people) 
freely pursuing their own self-interest within a framework of simple order-generating rules 
(Eisenhardt, 2013; Gershenson and Heylighen, 2003; Goldstein, 1999; Ison, 2008; Mihata, 
1997; Seel, 2006; Stacey and Mowles, 2016). Consequently, as Boje and Wakefield (2011: 
171) maintain, Emergence ‘is the visible product of an underlying process at work. Emergent 
phenomena occur unpredictably, but consistently exhibit familiar patterns’. Examples of 
such phenomena include stock market trends, traffic jams, cultural trends such as the ‘selfie’, 
and cooperation between multi-national corporations and nongovernmental organisations 
on social and environmental issues (Boje and Wakefield, 2011; de Lange et al, 2015).

The terms Emergence and Emergent change are, unfortunately, confusingly similar, and 
one has to be very careful not to get the two mixed up. This is not always easy as Emergence 
has some similarities with the concept of Emergent change, especially in terms of empower-
ment and bottom-up change (Burnes, 2005). However, Emergence’s origins in the natural 
sciences and its argument that successful organisations have appropriate underlying order-
generating rules make it a very different approach to change. Also, although both Emergence 
and Emergent change see change as a multi-level, cross-organisation process that unfolds in 
an iterative and messy fashion over a period of years, they differ significantly on the degree 
to which it can be intentionally influenced. For proponents of Emergence, the presence of 
underlying order-generating rules offers a means of intentionally influencing the process 
and outcome of change by identifying and modifying these rules (MacIntosh and MacLean, 
2001; Macintosh et al, 2006). This is something that proponents of Emergent change would 
seriously challenge. Therefore, in its philosophy and practice, Emergence does offer a sig-
nificantly different approach to change. This approach, as Google Scholar shows and as 
many writers claim, now appears to be attracting more attention and support than Emergent 
change (Boje and Wakefield, 2011; Easton and Solow, 2016; Letiche et al, 2011; Prokopenko, 
2016; Stacey and Mowles, 2016).

Emergence theorists argue that the best-run companies survive because they operate at 
the edge of chaos by relentlessly pursuing a path of continuous innovation brought about by 
a process that resembles self-organisation in nature (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; 
Eisenhardt, 2013; Frederick, 1998; Jenner, 1998; Macintosh et al, 2006). However, Beeson 
and Davis (2000) make the point that while it might be fruitful to see organisations as non-
linear systems, to do so will require a fundamental shift in the role of management. Like 
many others (e.g. Boje, 2000; Stacey et al, 2002; Sullivan, 1999; Tetenbaum, 1998; 
Wheatley, 1992b), they point out that self-organising principles explicitly reject cause-and-
effect, top-down, command-and-control styles of management. Brodbeck (2002) suggests 
that the belief by managers that order and control are essential to achieve their objectives 
should be rejected. For Tetenbaum (1998), the move to self-organisation will require man-
agers to destabilise their organisations and develop the skill of managing order and disorder 
at the same time. Managers will need to encourage experimentation and divergent views, 
even allowing rule-breaking, and recognise that ‘people need the freedom to own their own 
power, think innovatively, and operate in new patterns’ (Bechtold, 1997: 198). Beeson and 
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Davis (2000) echo this point and argue that, in such situations, change becomes an every-
day event undertaken by all in the organisation.

The implication of this for Bechtold (1997) is that organisations seeking to adopt an 
Emergence approach will need to have a balanced distribution of power, strong customer 
focus and a strategy of continuous learning. A further strand in this argument is provided by 
Kiel (1994), who claims that because small actions can have large and unpredictable conse-
quences, individual human activity assumes great importance. Similarly, Jenner (1998) 
claims that for self-organisation to work, authority must be delegated to those who have 
access to the broadest channels of information that relate to the issue or problem concerned.

As can be seen, Emergence claims to offer a rigorous, theoretical approach to under-
standing change in organisational life. However, in its current state of development, it has 
much less to offer on the practical side of the rigour-relevance divide – even less than the 
Emergent approach. Nevertheless, its origins in the natural sciences do allow it to avoid 
some of the ethical pitfalls awaiting those proponents of Emergent change who advocate 
unethical approaches to change through the misuse of power and politics (Burnes and By, 
2012). Another advantage owing to its origins is that, not having arisen in opposition to 
Planned change, it is able to draw on Lewinian OD change tools and techniques to manage 
change under conditions of Emergence. For example, Boje and Rosile (2010) draw on 
Lewin’s Field Theory, MacIntosh and MacLean (2001) advocate the use of the Three-Step 
approach to identify and change order-generating rules, and Seel (2006) suggests that 
newer variants of OD, such as Appreciative Inquiry, can be used to influence the general 
direction of Emergence in organisations. Furthermore, Goldstein (1999: 52) points out that 
the concept of Gestalt, which is fundamental to Lewin’s formulation of Field Theory, 
strongly resembles a description of Emergence, in its claim that: ‘perception takes place 
through recognizing whole patterns’ and that ‘the whole is greater than the sum of the 
parts’. However, he goes on to argue that Gestalt is a static concept while Emergence is a 
dynamic one. Yet, this ignores the fact that in formulating Field Theory, Lewin showed that 
Gestalt could be used as a dynamic approach to understanding and managing change 
(Burnes and Cooke, 2013). Finally, it may be noted that a number of Lewin/OD supporters 
are among proponents of the complexity approach to change (Back, 1992; Olson and 
Eoyang, 2001; Tschacher and Brunner, 1995; Worley and Feyerherm, 2003). So, one can 
agree with Holman (2010) that there are interesting and perhaps mutually beneficial simi-
larities between Emergence and OD.

In terms of its influence on the study of organisations, the proponents of Emergence 
maintain that the self-organising and participative nature of Emergence offers the opportu-
nity to promote the sort of informal structures, leadership and networks that are seen as 
more suited to the nature of the modern world than what they consider to be the outmoded 
and rigid command-and-control systems that grew out of the Industrial Revolution (Boje 
and Wakefield, 2011; Eisenhardt, 2013; Goldstein, 1999; Macintosh et al, 2006; Stacey and 
Mowles, 2016). Its influence is also demonstrated by the fact that it has generated a number 
of dedicated research centres, such as the Complexity and Management Centre at the 
University of Hertfordshire; consultancy organisations, such as New Paradigm Organisation 
Consulting; and even its own journal – Emergence: Complexity & Organization (E:CO). 
Therefore, despite the fact that as a concept it is still difficult to understand and, in many 
ways vague, there is strong evidence that Emergence may be supplanting Emergent change 
as the main alternative to Planned change and OD. At the same time, the mutual interest 
between supporters of Emergence and OD is also offering new insights into and support for 
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the Lewinian stance on organisational change. This is one of the reasons why, along with 
the failure of the Emergent approach to provide a practical alternative, there has been a 
resurgence of interest in OD over the last decade or so.

the renaissance of OD

For OD, the 1980s and 1990s were difficult times; the OD community itself became 
embroiled in a turmoil of soul-searching, debate and dispute over the nature and future of 
OD and its Lewinian heritage (Bennis, 2000; Burke, 1997; Farias and Johnson, 2000; 
Hornstein, 2001; Marshak, 1993; Worley and Feyerherm, 2003). Many commentators were 
asking if OD had lost its sense of direction or even still existed (Greiner and Cummings, 
2004; Wirtenberg et al, 2004), and many managers considered it ‘an out-of-date fad’ (Porras 
and Bradford, 2004: 401).

Yet, despite the torrent of criticism and self-doubt, the 1990s saw two major develop-
ments which led to renewed support for Lewin and OD. First, a new generation of schol-
ars started to take a critical and surprisingly supportive interest in the work of Kurt 
Lewin. In 1992, the Journal of Social Issues (48, 2) published a special issue to mark 
(belatedly) the centenary of Lewin’s birth in 1890. This brought Lewin’s work to a new 
generation and argued that it was still highly relevant to the needs of organisations and 
society at large, claiming that: ‘psychology as a field has moved much closer to Lewin’s 
worldview than it was during his lifetime’ (Bargal et al, 1992: 4). Other writers have also 
made claims for the continuing relevance of Lewin’s work (Boje et al, 2011; Burnes, 
2004b, 2007, 2009b, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c; Burnes and By, 2012; Burnes and Cooke, 
2012, 2013; Coghlan and Jacobs, 2005). Burnes (2004c), in a reappraisal of planned 
change, also observed that many of Lewin’s critics appear to have misread, or perhaps 
even not read, his work, which has generated a simplistic and misleading picture of 
Lewin’s contribution to the field. Therefore, while many in the OD community were busy 
questioning its purpose and values, other scholars, often from outside the community, 
were rehabilitating Lewin and OD.

The second development – or, rather, continuing development – was that OD did not stand 
still. OD practices were increasingly being incorporated into HRM and HRD, creating strong 
overlaps between the three areas (Grieves and Redman, 1999; Ruona and Gibson, 2004), and 
the internationalisation of OD continued apace (Cummings and Worley, 2009; French and 
Bell, 1999; Mirvis, 2006; Piotrowski and Armstrong, 2005; Wirtenberg et al, 2004, 2007). 
Long-standing OD bodies, such as the OD Network, the OD Institute, the International 
Organization Development Association and the NTL Institute, became increasingly interna-
tional in their membership and outlook; and newer bodies have been created, including the 
Asia OD Network. Some, however, have questioned whether OD is still growing in its tradi-
tional markets (Alban, 2003). However, the issue here may be that while some organisations, 
especially the big consultancies, have shied away from the term OD, they have not necessarily 
shied away from its practice (see, for example, Human Synergistics International’s ‘Planned 
Culture Change’ programme which appears to draw on core OD practices (Jones et al, 2006)). 
One can also see this rebadging with some scholar-practitioners who use labels such as ‘Long 
March’ (Kanter et al, 1992) and ‘Theory O’ (Beer and Nohria, 2000) for approaches which 
have a distinctly OD flavour.
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In addition, just as different varieties of OD emerged in the United States and Europe to 
reflect differing social and economic conditions, so is the case now in the many other coun-
tries in which OD is active (Neumann et al, 2009; Paquin et al, 2007). Just as importantly, 
new approaches to OD, often incorporating newer perspectives on the nature of organisa-
tional life, such as social constructionism-postmodernism and complexity theories, continue 
to emerge and be well received (Bushe, 2011; Freedman, 1999; Oswick and Marshak, 2011). 
It may seem strange that OD, which in the 1980s and 1990s was under attack from social 
constructionist-postmodernist critics (Hatch, 1997), should itself attempt to incorporate 
these perspectives (Oswick, 2009). However, a number of leading OD scholars see social 
constructionism as a way of providing OD with a more coherent theoretical underpinning 
(Cummings and Worley, 2009; Marshak and Grant, 2008; Worley and Feyerherm, 2003). As 
Van Nistelrooij and Sminia (2010) maintain, dialogue is one of the primary methods whereby 
a plurality of perspectives is created, sustained and revealed, and dialogue is central to many 
OD techniques. A related area in which supporters of OD have shown an interest is that of 
organisational storytelling (Rhodes, 2011), which has links with both dialogic OD and social 
constructionism (Bryant and Wolfram Cox, 2011). Storytelling is seen as enabling the explo-
ration of the dialogic nature of organisations in which the organisation is seen as a ‘multiplic-
ity of discourses’ which reflect different perspectives on reality (Grant et al, 1998: 7). 
Furthermore, storytelling shares much common ground with sensemaking, which has also 
found favour among proponents of OD (Werkman, 2010). Similarly, one of the most promi-
nent ‘new’ approaches in OD is Appreciative Inquiry (AI), which is based on dialogic OD and 
social constructionist theory (Bushe, 2011; Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987).

Therefore, as can be seen, while the Emergent approach has been losing ground and 
Emergence has yet to establish itself as a practical approach to change, OD has been experi-
encing something of a renaissance.

Conclusions

Organisations come in all shapes and sizes, provide a vast variety of products and services, and 
face an enormous array of challenges. Perhaps the only factor common to all organisations is 
change. Organisations never stand still, although the speed and magnitude of change does vary 
from organisation to organisation and over time. It is now generally accepted that the ability to 
manage change effectively is a crucial component of an organisation’s ability to compete suc-
cessfully. As Chapter 9 demonstrated, for many years, the Planned/OD approach was consid-
ered to be the best way of managing change. However, as was shown at the beginning of this 
chapter, from the early 1980s onwards, the Planned/OD approach faced a torrent of criticisms as 
to its suitability in a world of rapid and unpredictable change. In particular, its detractors claim 
that the notion that organisations operate in stable environments and can move from one fixed 
state to another is, to quote Kanter et al (1992: 10), ‘quaintly linear’ and ‘wildly inappropriate’.

In the light of these criticisms of the Planned approach, the chapter went on to examine 
the Emergent approach and its claim of being the best way to manage change. The Emergent 
approach sees organisational change as an ongoing process of adaptation to an unpredicta-
ble and ever-changing environment. For proponents of this view, change is a messy, unpre-
dictable, open-ended and political affair. In such a situation, it is impossible for a few 
managers at the top of an organisation to identify and implement all the changes necessary 
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to keep the organisation aligned with its environment. Consequently, successful change is a 
bottom-up, emergent, response to events.

However, just as the Planned approach to change can be criticised as limited and flawed, 
similar criticisms can be made of the Emergent approach. In particular, it may be less a coher-
ent approach to change and more a label for a collection of approaches critical of Planned 
change. In addition, questions have been raised about key elements of Emergent change 
such as its perception of culture, organisational learning and the role of managers. The 
Emergent approach has also been criticised for its overemphasis on the political dimension of 
change and its view that all organisations operate in a dynamic and unpredictable environ-
ment. However, the most telling criticism is that after being around for some 30 years, it still 
has not provided a practical approach to managing change, which is why it appears to be 
falling out of favour. Complexity-based Emergence appears to be taking its place. Though it 
also suffers from the lack of a practical base, there is evidence that its supporters are address-
ing this shortcoming in a more effective manner than those of the Emergent approach. In 
addition, and perhaps surprisingly, the Planned/OD approach of Lewin has experienced 
something of a renaissance and once again looks to be the dominant approach to change.

Nevertheless, even a resurgent OD cannot claim to cover the full extent of the broad spectrum 
of change events organisations encounter. In order to address this, the next chapter will exam-
ine the change situations faced by organisations, and will construct a framework for change that 
identifies the range of change situations and a matching range of approaches to change.

tEst yOur LEarnIng

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics in this chapter. The 
discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, 
there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested 
topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. Why does the processual approach give such prominence to the role of power and politics in 
the change process?

2. What are the main strengths of the Emergent approach to change?

3. What are the main weaknesses of the Emergent approach to change?

4. Why do proponents of Emergence attribute so much importance to ‘simple order generating 
rules’?

5. How useful are Pugh’s ‘Four Principles for Understanding Change’?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
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more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. Emergent change is very useful in showing organisations how they mismanaged past change 
initiatives, but pretty useless at offering practical guidance as to how they can manage change 
successfully in the future.

2. Emergence has proved so popular because the elaborate mathematics on which it is based 
provides it with a spurious air of authority.

3. The resurgence of OD is based on the failure of alternative approaches to change rather than 
any improvements in OD itself.

Essay questions

1. Analyse Case study 10.1 using both Emergent change and Emergence. Which approach is 
likely to prove most useful to managers in the established TV industry seeking to understand 
and combat the threat of Netflix and similar new entrants?

2. Discuss the following statement: ‘With the continuing and dynamic nature of change in 
today’s business world, it no longer makes sense to implement a planned process of “refreez-
ing” changed behaviours’ (Dawson, 1994: 3).

suggested further reading

Burnes, B and Cooke, B (2012) The past, present and future of organization development: tak-
ing the long view. Human Relations, 65(11), 1395–1429.

This comprehensive review of OD explains why it has experienced a renaissance in recent 
years.

Dawson, P (2003) Organizational Change: A Processual Approach. Routledge: London.
Patrick Dawson’s book is an excellent guide to the processual approach to change which raises 
some important questions about both Planned and Emergent change.

Kotter, JP (1996) Leading Change. Harvard Business School Press: Boston, MA.
John Kotter’s work represents the more prescriptive and pragmatic wing of Emergent change.

Stacey, RD and Mowles, C (2016) Strategic Management and Organisational Dynamics: The 
Challenge of Complexity to Ways of Thinking about Organisations (7th edition). Pearson Prentice 
Hall: Harlow.

Ralph Stacey has been studying complexity and organisations for nearly three decades. This book, 
which is in its seventh edition, is one of the best and most comprehensive guides to the subject.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.



 395

The following are the websites of leading thinkers and organisations in the areas covered by 
this chapter. In addition, there are many videos on www.youtube.com of the leading thinkers 
speaking about their work.

http://davidboje.com/vita/

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/business/profiles/p.dawson – Professor Patrick Dawson

http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter

http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Six-Keys-to-Leading-Positive-Ch – Professor Rosabeth 
Moss Kanter

http://www.kotterinternational.com – Professor John Kotter

http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/community/people/andrew-pettigrew – Professor Andrew 
Pettigrew

http://www.santafe.edu/about/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2465602/

http://necsi.edu/guide/concepts/chaoscomplex.html

http://www.societyforchaostheory.org/resources/

CasE stuDy 10.2

Oticon – the disorganised organisation

Background
Oticon, a Danish company founded in 1904, was the 
first hearing instrument company in the world. In the 
1970s, it was the world’s number one manufacturer of 
‘behind-the-ear’ hearing aids. However, as the market 
for ‘in-the-ear’ products grew in the 1970s and 1980s, 
its competitiveness plummeted and it lost money and 
market share. The following case study describes the 
drastic changes that took place at Octagon and which 
restored its fortunes (see www.Oticon.com for details 
of the company’s current activities).

The story begins with the appointment of Lars 
Kolind as president of the company in 1988. In order to 
revitalise the company, Kolind resolved to ‘think the 
unthinkable’: ‘Maybe we could design a new way of 
running a business that could be significantly more 
creative, faster and more cost-effective than the big 
players, and maybe that could compensate for our 
lack of technological excellence, our lack of capital 
and our general lack of resources’. The vision was to 
create a knowledge-based organisation. Kolind real-
ised that the industry was totally technology-focused, 
but he thought this was short-sighted. He believed 
Oticon was not in the hearing-aid business per se; they 

were in the business of ‘making people smile’ – restor-
ing the enjoyment of life that hearing impairment can 
destroy. To this end, the company adopted a new  
mission statement:

To help people with hearing difficulties to live life as 
they wish, with the hearing they have.

Kolind had the vision for Oticon’s role in meeting 
customers’ needs, but he still had to find a way of 
implementing it. He believed the key lay in the mix 
of expertise necessary to provide each customer with 
an effective hearing aid: micro-mechanics, micro-
chip design, audiology, psychology, marketing, man-
ufacturing, logistics and all-round service capability. 
If Oticon were to move away from merely making 
hearing aids and instead provide a total package of 
support for people with hearing difficulties, it would 
have to develop a whole new concept in hearing-aid 
service. In short, they would have to move from 
being a technology-based manufacturing company 
to a knowledge-based service business. They had to 
build a learning organisation where experts put 
aside their expertise and work as a team to ‘make 
people smile’.

➨
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http://www.Oticon.com
http://www.societyforchaostheory.org/resources
http://necsi.edu/guide/concepts/chaoscomplex.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2465602
http://www.santafe.edu/about
http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/community/people/andrew-pettigrew
http://www.kotterinternational.com
http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Six-Keys-to-Leading-Positive-Ch
http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/business/profiles/p.dawson
http://davidboje.com/vita
http://www.youtube.com
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Case study 10.2 (continued)

For Kolind, a knowledge-based or learning organisa-
tion: ‘should not work like a machine, it should work like 
a brain. Brains do not know hierarchies – no boxes – no 
job descriptions; there is a very chaotic set of thousands 
of relationships tangled in with each other based on cer-
tain knowledge centres, with an interaction which may 
seem chaotic. It is the reflection of the brain into the 
organisation that creates companies that are able to 
manage that knowledge process’.

Kolind began by redefining his role as CEO. Instead of 
seeing himself as the captain that steers the ship, he saw 
himself as the naval architect who designs it. He believed 
that it was more important to design the organisation to 
act in a clever and responsible way than to control every 
action. On this basis, he drafted plans for the company’s 
future which he first presented in April 1990. He wanted 
to create ‘the spaghetti organisation’ – a chaotic tangle of 
relationships and interactions that would force the aban-
donment of preconceived ideas and barriers to innova-
tion and competitiveness.

the strategy
Having identified the vision for the organisation, the 
next step was to set about fleshing out and implement-
ing his strategy for change. Beginning with the Head 
Office, which comprised the finance, management, 
marketing and product development functions, he 
decided to abandon the concept of a formal organisa-
tion; instead he wanted to create a ‘disorganised 
organisation’. Formal structures, job descriptions and 
policies were seen as creating barriers to cooperation, 
innovation and teamwork rather than facilitating it. 
Kolind’s new disorganised organisation would be 
founded on four principles:

●	 Departments and job titles would disappear and all 
activities would become projects initiated and pur-
sued informally by groupings of interested people.

●	 Jobs would be redesigned into fluid and unique 
combinations of functions to suit each employee’s 
needs and capabilities.

●	 All vestiges of the formal office would be eradicated 
and replaced by open space filled with workstations 
that anyone could use.

●	 Informal, face-to-face dialogue would replace memos 
as the acceptable mode of communication.

Therefore, Oticon got rid of departments, depart-
mental heads and other managerial and supervisory 

positions. Job descriptions and titles and anything else 
that created a barrier between one member of staff and 
another were also eliminated. The company wanted to 
get rid of everything associated with traditional organi-
sations, including budgets. The intent was to see what 
happened when staff were ‘liberated’ to do what they 
thought best. Kolind wanted everyone in the organisa-
tion, from secretaries to technical experts, to work 
much more closely together to make things happen 
more creatively, faster and more cost-effectively.

Implementing the strategy
The ‘new’ Oticon operates on a project basis. Anyone 
can start a project, provided they have the permission 
of one of five senior managers. Some projects are also 
initiated by management. Whomsoever the idea comes 
from, the main criterion for acceptance is that a pro-
ject is customer-focused. Anyone can join a project, 
provided they have the agreement of the project 
leader. The basic idea, going back to the concept that 
Oticon treats everyone as an adult, is that it is the indi-
vidual’s responsibility to fill their day usefully. If peo-
ple do not have anything to do, it is their job to find 
something useful to do – either by starting a project or 
by joining one.

Kolind’s view of Oticon would send shivers down 
the spine of most traditional CEOs: ‘Hearing aids are 
not the core of what this company is about. It’s about 
something more fundamental. It’s about the way peo-
ple perceive work. We give people the freedom to do 
what they want.’ This is perhaps why, as well as the 
100 or so ‘authorised’ projects, as Kolind comments, 
‘We have a lot of skunk work going on that’s not in any 
official priority.’ There is a saying in Oticon that ‘It’s 
easier to be forgiven than to get permission.’ Basically, 
this means, ‘If in doubt do it. If it works, fine. If it 
doesn’t, we forgive you.’

The physical embodiment of this new ‘structure-
less’ structure is the workplace. Gone are individual 
offices, gone are corridors – all the walls were taken 
out and everyone works in the same open-plan office. 
Staff gather where they wish to work. Instead of indi-
vidual offices, everyone has a little filing cabinet on 
wheels. Staff come in each morning, pick up their 
mobile office and trundle it to where they are working 
that day. Oticon is also a genuinely ‘paperless office’. 
All incoming mail is scanned into the computer and 
then shredded. The reason for this is simple: Oticon 
wants staff to move around from project group to  
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project group as work requires. It does not want this 
process hindered by staff having to transport masses 
of paper as happens in most offices – the solution is to 
get rid of the paper.

This requires everyone to have access to and to be 
able to use a computer. However, the emphasis at 
Oticon is on face-to-face, informal communication 
(although, for example, e-mail is used but not exten-
sively). This is why the office is littered with stand-up 
coffee bars to encourage small, informal (but short) 
meetings. Three or four people will meet to discuss an 
issue or exchange ideas and information and then 
return to where they are working that day and follow 
up ideas and suggestions. These are usually fed 
straight into the computer and are available to every-
body else. There is also an expectation not only that all 
information is open to staff in this manner but that 
staff actually want to know the information. Therefore, 
rather than putting up barriers or operating on a need-
to-know basis, Oticon tries to be transparent about all 
aspects of its business, whether it be new products, 
staff salaries or finance in general. The view is that the 
more a person knows, the more valuable they are to 
the company.

Staff did not take to this radically new way of work-
ing overnight. This is perhaps not surprising. Staff 
were not originally recruited for their teamworking 
and project management skills, and some found it 
hard to come to terms with these new arrangements. 
Nor did they welcome the loss of routine and clear 
authority relationships or find the resultant uncer-
tainty easy to adjust to. This was especially the case 
with managers for whom the loss of their power base, 
information monopoly and status symbols was diffi-
cult to accept.

In addition, under the new arrangement, managers 
were reclassified as project leaders and had to compete 
for the best staff, rather than having their own dedi-
cated subordinates. Some groups of staff also found it 
difficult to find a role in the project team environment; 
for some time, receptionists, for instance, still answered 
the telephone.

The biggest boost to the new arrangements came 
when staff could see they actually worked better than 
the old ones. One immediate benefit was that Oticon 
‘found’ that it had already developed the industry’s 
first automatic, self-adjusting hearing aid in the 1980s. 
However, owing to technical problems (the solution to 
which was given a very low priority), lack of communi-
cation between the R&D and sales staff and a lack of 
imagination, nobody seemed to have realised that they 

had developed a potentially world-beating product. In 
the transformed Oticon, this new type of hearing aid 
quickly resurfaced, the technical problems were rap-
idly ironed out and the MultiFocus hearing aid, as it 
became known, was launched in late 1991. In the next 
two years, three more powerful variants of the 
MultiFocus were developed and its size reduced  
by half.

Where next?
The changes to – or rather the transformation of – 
Oticon started at 8 am on 8 August 1991. At the begin-
ning, all was chaos. It took months before everyone 
understood their new roles, and for the organisation to 
cast off its old ways and begin to operate in the manner 
Kolind had envisaged. By 1994, however, the results 
were impressive:

●	 Fifteen new products had been launched (twice as 
many as the company had previously).

●	 New product lead time had been halved.

●	 The company’s sales were growing at 20 per cent 
per year, after a period of 10 years without real 
growth and at a time when the market had begun 
shrinking by 5 per cent per year.

●	 Oticon’s market share increased from 8 per cent to 
12 per cent in the two years following the changes.

Nor did the progress stop there. In 1995, Oticon 
launched the world’s first digital hearing aid, the 
DigiFocus. This is, in effect, a four-gram computer 
that fits in the ear but has the processing power of a 
desk-top machine. Not only was this a technological 
breakthrough for which Oticon won a number of 
major innovation awards but it also allowed Oticon to 
regain its position as one of the world’s top three 
hearing aid producers. Also, by 1995 turnover had 
increased by 100 per cent on 1990 and profits had 
increased tenfold.

For some, this would have been a time to sit back 
and feel satisfied. Yet Kolind was becoming increas-
ingly dissatisfied. The launch of the DigiFocus had 
dominated 1995 and the long-standing project teams 
created to develop and launch the product had taken 
on an air of permanency. He believed the company was 
in danger of slipping back into a traditional depart-
mental organisational form.

Further details of the changes at Oticon can be 
found in: Foss, N (2001) Selective Intervention and 
Internal Hybrids: Interpreting and Learning from the 
Rise and Decline of the Oticon Spaghetti Organization. 

 Case study 10.2: Oticon – the disorganised organisation

➨
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Case study 10.2 (continued)

DRUID Working Paper No 01-16, Danish Research Unit 
for Industrial Dynamics, Denmark, available at http://
www3.druid.dk/wp/20010016.pdf

Questions

1. To what extent and how does the Oticon example 
support the case for Emergent change?

2. To what extent and how does the Oticon example 
support the case for Emergence?

3. Imagine that you are an outside consultant 
brought in to advise Lars Kolind:

a. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
adopting an Emergent change approach to the 
next phase of the company’s development?

b. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
adopting an Emergence approach to the next 
phase of the company’s development?

http://www3.druid.dk/wp/20010016.pdf
http://www3.druid.dk/wp/20010016.pdf
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Chapter 11

A framework for change
Approaches and choices

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 recognise that, even taken together, the Planned and Emergent approaches 
do not cover all change situations;

●	 list the range of change situations that organisations face;

●	 appreciate the variety of approaches to change;

●	 understand the situations in which the various approaches to change are most 
appropriately used; and

●	 describe how organisations can increase their degree of choice when 
undertaking change.

CAse study 11.1

John Lewis: A Rather Civil Partnership
UK politicians are drawn to the John Lewis 
Partnership – owned by its staff and managed on 
democratic principles – as a model for economic and 
organisational reform. From the US, where California 
has just enshrined in law new forms of  socially 
aware “flexible purpose” and “benefit” corporations, 
to Spain, where the UN year of  the co-operative has 
refocused attention on the Mondragon network of  
worker-led businesses, the leaders of  crisis-hit 
economies are on a global shopping expedition. They 
are hunting for successful businesses run outside 

listed-company lines to help reinvent, rebalance and 
revive capitalism.

Nowhere does this urge to refurbish the economy 
seem more urgent than in the United Kingdom, 
where the influence of  the shareholder-owned joint 
stock company is stronger and the dominance of  
financial capitalism greater than almost anywhere 
else. From local council services to the Royal Mail, 
UK politicians have settled on John Lewis as the 
model for reorganisation. It seems an odd choice of  

➨
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political touchstone and an idiosyncratic model for 
modern management. In retailing terms, the shops 
fall somewhere between Bloomingdale’s and Macy’s 
in the United States, and have parallels with Spain’s 
El Corte Ingles or La Rinascente in Italy. But the 
partnership operates barely three-dozen department 
stores, in the UK only, as well as Waitrose, a high-end 
supermarket chain, and a successful online arm.

In other respects, however, John Lewis represents a 
Utopia encapsulating the ambitions of  the main 
political parties. It is a haven for middle-class 
inhabitants of  Britain’s heartland. Its sugary 
commercials have captured the public imagination 
better than most election advertising campaigns. 
But does it make sense for Britain to fetch a new 
economic model off the shelf, in the same way a 
consumer would drop into a department store to 
replace a faulty coffee-maker, a threadbare rug or a 
worn-out jacket? Even if  it does, is John Lewis the 
right choice?

John Spedan Lewis, son of  the retailer’s original 
founder, put his idealism into lasting action, 
pioneering a model of  co-ownership that was, and 
remains, radical. In two chunks, in 1929 and 1950, he 
transferred his shares in the business to a trust. The 
company has an executive chairman and is governed 
under a set of  principles and a constitution, with 
policy influenced by an elected council that 
represents the staff or “partners”. Spedan Lewis 
ensured that all staff would benefit from an annual 
share of  profits, and that pay would be regulated 
according to a ratio. The highest paid staff member 
cannot earn more than 75 times the average wage of  
the shop-floor salesperson. Staff are encouraged to 
air their concerns in the weekly Gazette, and senior 
managers are expected to respond. Generous 
pensions and holiday amenities are available for 
partners. ‘Spedan’s “big idea” was a simple one – 
employees work better if  they feel they have a stake 
in their company,’ says Peter Cox, who wrote a 
history of  the group after retiring from Waitrose in 
2003. ‘In the John Lewis case, they know that no 
nameless shareholders are taking a cut before they 
get their bonus. Unless a business distributes its 
profits to its employees, that subliminal 
motivational benefit is not replicable. But the 
knowledge that they can appoint their own 
representatives, that they can complain and be 
listened to, is still a major advantage.’

It helps, of  course, that John Lewis and Waitrose 
continue to demonstrate commercial success. But 
even advocates of  the John Lewis model point out 
that the form is no guarantee of  success. A periodic 
accusation is that the management system tends 
towards bureaucracy, while employee-ownership 
impedes expansion and hinders productivity 
improvements. Charlie Mayfield, a suave former 
McKinsey consultant who is the group’s executive 
chairman, says managers have to demonstrate 
their accountability to staff  – the council can 
dismiss him if  he fails in his duties – because the 
trust structure means employees cannot sell their 
shares. Low staff turnover improves the return on 
investment in training and encourages better 
service. But it takes work: ‘It doesn’t just happen. 
You don’t have to go back that many years to find a 
time when this ownership model wasn’t performing 
as well as it is now.’

Mr Mayfield, too, says John Lewis principles cannot 
be cherry-picked. The constitution states that the 
purpose of  the group is to ensure ‘the happiness of  
all its members, through their worthwhile and 
satisfying employment in a successful business’. 
But he sometimes has to explain that this does not 
mean managers should avoid action – such as job 
reductions – that upset members but help sustain 
commercial success. Mr Cox, the company historian, 
adds that the ownership structure is nothing 
without consistent application of  Spedan Lewis’s 
trading principles – value, assortment, service and 
honesty – that keep customers coming back, as 
embodied in the enduring slogan he devised: Never 
knowingly undersold.

Politicians’ good intentions could still founder on 
the reefs of  tax codes and the UK’s engrained 
corporate culture. A change in the tax code to 
make it easier for entrepreneurs to transfer shares 
to staff  would run up against the Treasury, 
traditionally a staunch backer of  the shareholder-
owned publicly listed company model, according to 
critics of  the existing system. As one politician 
puts it: ‘The Treasury’s full of  very clever, 
neoclassical economists who think the PLC was 
divinely created and handed down on tablets of  
stone to Moses.’ What is clear is that politicians’ 
idealistic rhetoric about alternative models will 
not on its own dismantle barriers to wider 
employee ownership.

Case study 11.1 (continued)

Source: Adapted from: A rather civil partnership, The Financial Times, 21 January 2012, p. 9 (Bounds, A and Hill, A).
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Introduction

Since the Industrial Revolution, the conventional wisdom has been that the private sector is 
the leader in terms of efficiency and customer responsiveness and the public sector is the lag-
gard (van der Mandele and van Witteloostuijn, 2013). This view is based on the belief that 
only free-market competition will drive organisations and individuals to innovate, change and 
deliver value-for-money products and services on time and within budget. This perspective 
has intensified since the 1970s with the rise of neoliberal economics, which puts profit above 
all else. Consequently, over the last 40 years, the public sector in the United Kingdom and 
many other countries has not only taken on board private-sector ideas and techniques but has 
also recruited private-sector managers (Burnes, 2009a). Yet, as Chapter 5 argued, the case for 
neoliberalism is weakening and, as the John Lewis example in Case study 11.1 also shows, 
there are leading private-sector organisations that operate on radically different principles.

Even the often-maligned public sector can provide many examples of where it has outper-
formed and out-innovated the private sector (Bloch and Bugge, 2013; De Vries et al, 2016). A 
very public example of this was the 2012 London Olympic Games, where the government had 
to bring in the military when G4S failed to deliver on its contract to provide the 10,400 secu-
rity guards. Not only was this seen as a ‘humiliating shambles’ for an organisation that prided 
itself that it could run (outsourced) public services better and cheaper than the public sector, 
but it was also a triumph for the self-same public sector (Plimmer et al, 2012). This came as 
something of a shock to those members of the UK government who came into office believing 
that all things private were good and all things public were bad. As Philip Hammond, then 
Minister of Defence and now Chancellor of the Exchequer, commented:

I came into the [Ministry of Defence – MoD] with a prejudice that we have to look at the way 
the private sector does things to know how we should do things in government,” Mr 
Hammond told the Independent newspaper. “But the story of G4S and the military rescue is 
quite informative.” He added: “I’m learning that the application of the lean commercial model 
does have relevance in areas of the MoD but, equally, you can’t look at a warship and say, 
‘How can I bring a lean management model to this?’ – because it’s doing different things with 
different levels of resilience that are not generally required in the private sector.

(Warrell, 2012: 2)

Actually, this should not have come as such a surprise to Mr Hammond, as successive 
governments in the United Kingdom and elsewhere have put considerable pressure on their 
respective public sectors to deliver more cost-effective and more customer-responsive ser-
vices (Buchanan et al, 2006; Burnes, 2009a; By and Macleod, 2009; Radnor and Johnston, 
2013). The notion that the private sector is always the leader and the other sectors always 
the followers when it comes to developing, managing and changing organisations is some-
thing of a misconception (Bloch and Bugge, 2013; De Vries et al, 2016). All the same, 
although the public sector may have something to teach the private sector when it comes to 
delivering value-for-money services and products, the real lesson is that while different sec-
tors and different organisations can learn from each other, they can also face widely differ-
ing challenges, and what is appropriate for one organisation or sector is not necessarily 
appropriate for another. Consequently, a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach is unlikely to work, 
whether based on private- or public-sector experiences. This is particularly the case when 
considering organisational change. As Stickland (1998: 14) remarks:
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The problem with studying change is that it parades across many subject domains under 
numerous guises, such as transformation, development, metamorphosis, transmutation, evo-
lution, regeneration, innovation, revolution and transition to name but a few.

The last two chapters have reviewed the Planned and Emergent approaches to change, 
examining their strengths and weaknesses and the situations they are designed to address. 
Although the Planned approach seemed to have been eclipsed by the Emergent approach, in 
recent years it has been experiencing a renaissance; while the Emergent approach itself is 
being challenged by the relatively new concept of Emergence. Nevertheless, the Planned 
and Emergent approaches still dominate the change literature, despite the fact that – even 
taken together – they do not cover the broad spectrum of change events that organisations 
encounter, as the rise of Emergence, for example, shows. Pettigrew (2000: 245–6) observes:

There is a long tradition in the social sciences and in management and organization theory of 
using bipolar modes of thinking: dichotomies, paradoxes, contradictions and dualities. . . . The 
duality of planned versus emergent change has served us well as an attention director but may 
well now be ready for retirement.

Although both Planned and Emergent change have made important contributions to our 
understanding of change, their dominance of the change literature has led to a neglect of 
other approaches. In order to address this neglect, this chapter will seek to identify the 
range of change situations organisations face and match these to a wider group of 
approaches. This will enable a framework to be constructed which will allow different 
change situations to be matched to appropriate approaches to managing change. It will then 
be argued that, by manipulating key variables in this framework, it is possible for organisa-
tions to have genuine choices in what to change, how to change and when to change.

Varieties of change

Chapter 1 explained that types of change can be categorised as to whether their primary 
focus applies to individuals, groups, or systems and sub-systems. As far as models or theo-
ries of change are concerned, once again as noted in Chapter 1, the three main ones are the 
incremental model, the punctuated equilibrium model and the continuous transformation 
model. Figure 11.1 brings these together to create a change matrix that appears to cover 
most situations, as the examples illustrate.

However, there are other types, models and forms of change that expand on, cut across 
or are not included in this matrix. Senior (2002), drawing on the work of Grundy (1993), 
identifies three categories of change:

●	  smooth incremental, covering slow, systematic, evolutionary change;

●	  bumpy incremental, pertaining to periods where the smooth flow of change accelerates;

●	  discontinuous change, which is similar to the punctuated equilibrium model.

As discussed in Chapter 10, Kanter et al (1992), in addressing the issue of transforma-
tional change, argued that it can be achieved either by:

●	 a Bold Stroke approach – rapid overall change; or

●	 a Long March approach – incremental change leading to transformation over an 
extended period of time.
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In a similar vein, Beer and Nohria (2000) identify two basic archetypes or theories of 
change:

●	 Theory E: This is similar to Kanter et al’s Bold Stroke. The main objective of this approach 
is to maximise shareholder value. It is applied in situations where an organisation’s per-
formance has diminished to such an extent that its main shareholders demand major and 
rapid change to improve the organisation’s financial performance. Typically, this is a 
‘hard’ approach based on downsizing, divestment of non-core or low-performing busi-
nesses and the heavy use of financial incentives.

●	 Theory O: This is similar to Kanter et al’s Long March. Theory O is also aimed at improv-
ing an organisation’s performance, but this is more a ‘soft’ approach based on a slow 
incremental development of the organisation’s culture and its human capabilities, and 
promoting organisational learning.

Beer and Nohria (2000) believe that these are both valid models of change but that both 
have their flaws. Theory E can achieve short-term financial gains but at the cost of denuding 
an organisation of the human capabilities and organisational culture necessary for long-
term survival. Theory O, while focusing on people and culture, falls into the trap of not 
restructuring to concentrate on core activities, thus failing to deliver shareholder value. To 
achieve the gains of both these approaches, while avoiding the pitfalls, Beer and Nohria 
advocate using these in tandem by focusing on the rapid restructuring elements of Theory E 
but following this with the slow human capability development offered by Theory O.

Cummings and Worley (2015: 30) identify ‘a continuum ranging from incremental changes 
that involve fine-tuning the organization to fundamental changes that entail radically altering 
how it operates’. Beech and MacIntosh (2012) identify a comparable spectrum, which ranges 
from ‘fix and maintain’ (small-scale change) to ‘liberating and recreating’ (transformational 
change). Stace and Dunphy (2001), in a similar but more detailed way, put forward a four-
stage change continuum that comprises the following: fine-tuning, incremental adjustment, 
modular transformation and corporate transformation (see Figure 10.1 in Chapter 10). 
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Figure 11.1 Varieties of change
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Looking at the last of these, Stace and Dunphy argue that corporate transformations can take 
four forms: developmental transitions, task-focused transitions, charismatic transformations 
and turnarounds. For Peters (1989), rapid, disruptive and continuous change is the only 
appropriate form of change there is. With echoes of Peters, Quinn (1996) differentiates 
between incremental change, which he sees as leading to slow death, and deep, radical change 
leading to irreversible transformation. Pettigrew et al (1992) distinguish between types of 
change by their scale and importance. Their change continuum spans:

●	 operational change – small-scale, relatively unimportant;

●	 strategic change – major and important structural changes.

Mirvis (2006: 47–8) uses terms such as ‘evolutionary’, ‘fine-tuning’, revolutionary’ and 
‘discontinuous’ to cover the same ground as Pettigrew et al, whilst Buchanan and Boddy 
(1992) use a similar spectrum but focus on two dimensions:

●	 Incremental change to radical change.

●	 Changes that are of central importance to the organisation to those that are peripheral to 
its purpose.

Kotter (1996) ignores the notion of a continuum of change as such and, instead, argues 
that organisations need to be continuously transforming themselves through a series of 
large and small interlinked change projects spanning different levels and functions and hav-
ing different timescales.

One could, of course, extend this review further by including other writers (e.g. Carnall 
and By, 2014; Dawson and Andriopolous, 2014; Stickland, 1998); however, the end prod-
uct would be the same: change can be viewed as running along a continuum from incre-
mental to transformational. Incremental or fine-tuning forms of change are geared more to 
changing the activities, performance, behaviour and/or attitudes of individuals and groups, 
whereas transformational change is geared towards the processes, structures and culture of 
the entire organisation. Obviously, there are differences in how these writers construe these 
concepts. Some writers see fine-tuning or incremental change as being relatively isolated 
and/or relatively unimportant (i.e. Cummings and Worley, 2015; Stace and Dunphy, 2001; 
Pettigrew et al, 1992), while others see it as being part of an overall plan to transform an 
organisation (e.g. Kanter et al, 1992; Senior and Swailes, 2010). In contrast, all seem to 
view transformational change as being strategic and important; although there are those 
who see it as being a relatively slow process (Kotter, 1996), those who see it as being a rela-
tively rapid one (Peters, 1989) and those who argue that it can take both forms (Cummings 
and Worley, 2015; Beer and Nohria, 2000; Kanter et al, 1992; Stace and Dunphy, 2001).

Regardless of these differences, the overall view as shown by Figure 11.2 is that change 
can be seen as running along a continuum from small-scale incremental change to large-
scale transformational change. This, of course, is no surprise; intuitively, one would expect 
change to range from small-scale to large-scale and from operational to strategic. The 
important consideration is perhaps not the type of change but how it should be conceived 
and managed. Implicit in the arguments of the Emergent approach is the view that Planned 
change stands at the left-hand end of this spectrum and Emergent change at the right-hand 
end, and that what separates them is the nature of the environment (see Figure 11.3).

Chapter 9 argued that Lewin saw Planned change as being effective for changing the 
behaviour of individuals and groups, which does tend to be relatively stable over time. On 
the other hand, the proponents of Emergent change, discussed in Chapter 10, see it as better 
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suited to more turbulent, organisation-wide environments. Therefore, as argued in Chapters 9 
and 10, neither approach can be considered effective for all situations and types of change. For 
example, the Planned approach tends to stress collaborative and consultative change. However, 
Stace and Dunphy’s (2001) four approaches to managing change effectively are based on the 
degree to which employees are involved in planning and executing change (see Figure 10.1 in 
Chapter 10). They take the collaborative and consultative approaches of Planned change and 
add directive and coercive change, which they consider to be widely used. They argue that 
consultative and directive approaches are the most popular forms of change, but that more 
coercive approaches tend to be seen as effective for situations where rapid organisational 
transformations are required. Kotter (1996) takes a different view, considering these 
approaches not as alternatives but as complementary. Kotter believes that the overall direc-
tion of change is decided in a directive-coercive manner by senior managers, and its imple-
mentation is played out in a collaborative-consultative manner by empowered managers 
and employees at all levels.

Burnes and Jackson (2011) relate the effectiveness of change approaches to organisa-
tional culture (see Case study 13.5 in Chapter 13). They argue that organisations with par-
ticipative cultures will find collaborative and consultative approaches more effective, while 
those with command-and-control cultures will find directive and coercive approaches more 
effective. Boddy and Buchanan (1992) believe that the choice of approach will vary depend-
ing on whether the change is viewed as central or peripheral to the organisation’s purpose. 
Davenport’s (1993) perspective on change seems to incorporate both the cultural and 
importance dimensions. He identifies five principal factors that influence how a project will 
be managed: the scale of change, the level of uncertainty about the outcome, the breadth of 
change across the organisation, the magnitude of change in terms of attitudes and behav-
iour and the timescale for implementation. Storey (1992), taking a slightly different tack, 
begins by identifying two key dimensions:

●	 The degree of collaboration between the parties concerned: varying from change that is 
unilaterally constructed by management, to change brought about by some form of joint 
agreement with those involved.

Stable

Planned

Turbulent

Emergent

Environment

Figure 11.3 Approaches to change

Small scale

Incremental

Large scale

Transformational

Figure 11.2 Change continuum
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●	 The form that change takes, ranging from change that is introduced as a complete pack-
age, to change comprising a sequence of individual initiatives.

From these two dimensions, Storey constructs a fourfold typology of change:

1. Top-down systemic change aimed at transforming the organisation.

2. Piecemeal initiatives devised and implemented by departments or sections in an uncon-
nected fashion.

3. Bargaining for change where a series of targets are jointly agreed between managers 
and workers but are pursued in a piecemeal fashion.

4. Systemic jointism where managers and workers agree a total package of changes 
designed to achieve organisational transformation.

As was the case with the earlier review of the varieties of change, in order to make sense 
of this review of the nature of change and how it should be managed, we need to find a way 
of categorising and tabulating the various viewpoints. However, this is far from being a 
straightforward exercise. Stace and Dunphy’s (2001) fourfold categorisation of approaches 
to change, ranging from cooperative to coercive, is useful in that it appears to cover most of 
the managerial approaches on offer.

However, the circumstances in which each of these might best be used are perhaps of 
greatest concern. Boddy and Buchanan’s categorisation of central–peripheral is interesting 
but, in most instances, this appears to boil down to an issue of project size. By definition, 
almost all major projects can be considered as central by virtue of their size and, for a similar 
reason, most smaller projects are, relatively speaking, peripheral. Davenport’s five factors 
are perhaps more useful in helping us to categorise change, especially those concerning 
uncertainty, behaviour and attitudes, and timescale. As we have noted frequently in this 
text, uncertainty tends to be present when the environment is changing in a rapid and 
unpredictable fashion. This requires organisations to respond quickly; advocates of the 
Emergent approach believe this is best done by small- to medium-scale local or cross- 
functional or process changes. The ability to do this is dependent on having appropriate 
structures, attitudes and cultures in place. If this is not the case, then change will be delayed 
or not quick enough and, as Stace and Dunphy (2001) showed, will be likely to require 
rapid transformational change undertaken in a directive or coercive fashion. Yet, both Kanter 
et al (1992) and Beer and Nohria (2000), as well as the review of culture in Chapter 7, argue 
that changes in attitudes and culture cannot be achieved in a rapid and coercive manner. 
That type of approach tends to be effective in changing structures and processes, but achiev-
ing attitudinal and/or cultural change is a much slower process.

A framework for change

If we summarise the above views, we can create yet another change continuum (see Figure 
11.4). At one end is slow change, where the focus is on behavioural and cultural change. At 
the other end of the continuum is rapid change, where the focus is on major changes in 
structures and processes.

If we merge Figure 11.4 (putting it along the horizontal axis) with Figures 11.2 and 11.3 
(putting them along the vertical axis), what we get, as Figure 11.5 shows, are four quad-
rants, each of which has a distinct focus in terms of change.
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The top half of Figure 11.5, Quadrants 1 and 2, represents situations where organisations 
need to make large-scale, organisation-wide changes to either their culture or structure. These 
changes may be required because the organisation’s structure/culture, although appropriate 
in the past, is inappropriate for the turbulent environment in which it finds itself operating. 
The bottom half of the figure, Quadrants 3 and 4, represents situations where organisations 
need to make relatively small-scale, localised adjustments to the attitudes and behaviours or 
tasks and procedures of individuals and groups. Such changes must be sustained and, there-
fore, it is crucial to ensure that the post-change environment is stable.

The left-hand side of the figure, Quadrants 1 and 4, represents situations where the main 
focus of change is the human side of the organisation, i.e. cultural and attitudinal and/or 
behavioural change. As argued above, these sorts of changes are likely to be best achieved 
through a relatively slow, participative approach rather than a rapid and directive or coer-
cive one. The right-hand side of Figure 11.5, Quadrants 2 and 3, represents situations where 
the primary focus is on achieving changes to the technical side of the organisation, i.e. struc-
tures, processes, tasks and procedures. These types of changes tend to be less participative 
in nature and relatively rapid in their execution.

Let’s take each of the quadrants in turn. Quadrant 1 identifies situations where the 
 culture of an organisation operating in a turbulent environment is no longer appropriate. 
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Large-scale transformation
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Stable environment

Slow transformation
Slow change

Rapid transformation
Rapid change

Level:
Focus:
Approach:

The organisation
Culture
Emergent change

Level:
Focus:
Approach:

Individual/Group
Attitudes/Behaviour
Planned change

Q1

Q4

Q2

Q3

Level:
Focus:
Approach:

The organisation
Structures and processes
Bold Stroke

Level:
Focus:
Approach:

Individual/Group
Tasks and procedures
Tayloristic or Kaizen

Figure 11.5 A framework for change

Slow
change/transformation

Behaviour and culture

Rapid
change/transformation

Structures and processes

Figure 11.4 Speed and focus of change



Chapter 11 A framework for change

408

For such relatively large-scale initiatives, where the main focus is culture change at the level 
of the entire organisation or large parts of it, the Emergent approach (e.g. Kanter et al’s Long 
March), which emphasises both the collaborative and political dimensions of change, may 
be appropriate. A growing number of researchers also maintain that Emergence, discussed 
in Chapter 10, with its emphasis on participative self-organisation, may be appropriate. 
Both have their supporters because, as described in Chapter 7, successful culture change is 
less likely to be the product of a top-down, deliberate process and more likely to ‘emerge’ 
from a host of initiatives that arise in response to changes in the environment. This does not 
necessarily exclude some elements of deliberation and guidance from senior managers. 
Although the organisation may be operating in a turbulent environment and, therefore, 
individual elements of the cultural change may be rapid, the overall cultural transformation 
is likely to be a slow process.

Quadrant 2 relates to situations where the focus is on achieving major changes in struc-
tures and processes at the level of the entire organisation (e.g. Kanter et al’s Bold Stroke). 
Situations where such changes are required arise for a variety of reasons. It may be that an 
organisation finds itself in serious trouble and needs to respond quickly to realign itself with 
its environment (e.g. financial institutions responding to the credit crunch). Alternatively, it 
may be that an organisation is not experiencing a crisis, but that it perceives that it will face 
one unless it restructures itself to achieve a better fit with its environment. In such cases, it 
may not be possible or advisable to change the structure slowly or on a piecemeal basis and, 
therefore, a major and rapid reorganisation is necessary. Because it involves the entire organi-
sation or major components of it, this is likely to be driven by the centre and to be the focus of 
a political struggle, given that major structural changes are usually accompanied by major 
shifts in the distribution of power. Therefore, the new structure will be imposed from the top 
in a directive or even coercive way, depending on the balance between winners and losers.

Quadrant 3 presents a different picture. This represents situations where change is aimed 
at the individual and group level rather than at the level of the entire organisation. The aim 
is to improve the performance of the areas involved through changes to the technical side of 
the organisation. Such changes tend to be relatively small-scale and piecemeal and with few 
(if any) implications for behaviour and attitudes. A key objective is to ensure the predicta-
bility and stability of the performance of the areas involved but at a higher level. How these 
changes are managed will depend on the culture of the organisation. In a traditional, 
bureaucratic organisation, a Tayloristic approach may be adopted, i.e. specialist managers 
and engineers will identify the ‘best way of working’ and impose it. In a more participative 
culture, such as a Japanese company, a more collaborative approach may be appropriate, 
such as a Kaizen initiative that brings together a team comprising workers and specialists. 
But either is possible, and both can be achieved in a relatively speedy fashion.

Finally, Quadrant 4 covers relatively small-scale initiatives whose main objective is per-
formance improvement through attitudinal and behavioural change at the individual and 
group level. As was the case in Quadrant 3, a key objective is to ensure the predictability and 
stability of the performance of the people involved but at a higher level. In such situations, 
Planned change, with its emphasis on collaboration and participation, is likely to be the 
more appropriate approach. However, because of the focus on behavioural and attitudinal 
change, the process may be relatively slow.

Of course, it could be argued that, at the organisational level, it is difficult to identify situa-
tions that involve solely cultural changes or solely structural changes. A similar comment 
could be made with regard to attitudinal and/or behavioural change and changes to tasks and 
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procedures at the individual or group level. Such comments are valid to an extent, but the real 
issue is to identify the main focus of the change. Chapter 4 examined the work of the Culture-
Excellence approach. Here, it was shown that writers like Tom Peters and Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter argued for structural change in order to promote the values and behaviours necessary 
for organisations to survive in an increasingly complex world. Therefore, although significant 
structural changes are recommended, these are part of the process of culture change and not 
an end in themselves. Kotter, as noted in the previous chapter, advocates the need for organi-
sations to restructure themselves on a continuous basis in order to meet the challenges of the 
future. At different times and in different areas, he believes that this can involve all of the 
types of change shown in Figure 11.1. There are also many cases, according to Kotter, where 
an organisation already has an appropriate culture and where changes to its overall structure, 
and piecemeal changes to its component parts, are seen as working with and reinforcing the 
existing organisational culture rather than leading to its replacement.

Therefore, the question of whether changes can be labelled as mainly structure-orien-
tated or mainly people-orientated is partly a matter of sequencing: what does the organisa-
tion need to do first? It is also partly concerned with the extent to which environmental 
turbulence has a uniform effect across an organisation. As shown in Chapter 3, in the 1960s, 
James Thompson (1967) identified that different sections of an organisation, by accident or 
design, could experience different levels of uncertainty. On this basis, it would be perfectly 
feasible for some parts of an organisation to be experiencing relatively low levels of uncer-
tainty and concentrating on small-scale, piecemeal changes, while at the same time, the 
overall organisation was going through a process of rapid transformation.

Where does this leave us? Drawing on the work of Davenport (1993), we need to distin-
guish between initiatives that focus on fundamental attitudinal change and those aimed at 
fundamental structural change. It was argued in Chapter 7 that there is a strong relationship 
between organisational structures and organisational cultures, and so changes in one may 
require corresponding changes in the other (Allaire and Firsirotu, 1984). It was also argued 
earlier, however, that it is much easier and quicker to change structures than to change cul-
tures. Consequently, we need to take into account the timescale for change. Culture change, 
to be effective, is likely to be slow and involves incremental changes to the human side of the 
organisation; also, because of its nature, it is likely to be participative and collaborative. Rapid 
change is likely to be effective or necessary only where the main changes are to structure, or 
where the organisation is in such trouble that delay is not an option (e.g. the many and rapid 
bank mergers and takeovers which followed the 2008 credit crunch). In the case of structural 
change, this may involve some consultation but is likely to have a large element of direction 
from the centre. In the latter case, where the organisation is in trouble because of the urgency 
of the situation, change is likely to be directive and, probably, coercive.

There is one further point that needs to be noted, and that relates to how these various 
approaches can be used in combination. In a manner reminiscent of Mintzberg’s (1994) 
definition of ‘umbrella’ strategies, Pettigrew et al (1992: 297) write of instances where 
change is both ‘intentional and emergent’. Storey (1992) identifies the need for change pro-
jects whose outlines are decided at corporate level with little or no consultation, but whose 
implementation comprises an interrelated series of change initiatives, some or all of which 
could be the product of local cooperation and consultation. Kotter (1996) takes a similar 
perspective. He sees strategic change as comprising a series of large and small projects 
aimed at achieving the same overall objectives but which are begun at different times, which 
can be managed differently and which vary in nature. Buchanan and Storey (1997) also 
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hint at this when criticising Planned change for attempting to impose order and a linear 
sequence to processes that are untidy, messy, multi-level and multi-function, and that 
develop in an iterative and backtracking manner. This is also identified by Kanter et al 
(1992) when speaking of Long Marches and Bold Strokes. They argue that Bold Strokes 
often have to be followed by a whole series of smaller-scale changes over a more extended 
timescale in order to embed the changes brought about by the Bold Stroke. Beer and Nohria 
(2000) are even more explicit in arguing for the use of Theory E and Theory O in tandem. 
Similarly, Burnes (2004a) also shows that major change projects that involve both struc-
tural and cultural change can successfully utilise both Planned and Emergent approaches. 
Consequently, when considering major change projects, one should not see them as being 
managed solely in a cooperative fashion or solely in a coercive fashion. Instead, they may 
have elements of both but at different levels, at different times and managed by different 
people. They may also, indeed probably will, unfold in an unexpected way which will 
require rethinking and backtracking from time to time.

A framework for employee involvement

Figure 11.5 can also be seen as a framework for employee involvement, given that the types 
of change in each quadrant appear to require different degrees of involvement if they are to 
be achieved successfully. Certainly, the received wisdom in the literature on organisational 
change is that employee involvement is crucial to successful change, especially in situations 
that require changes to attitudes and values (Burnes and Cooke, 2012; Oreg et al, 2011). 
There is considerable support for the view that cultural and behavioural change (Quadrants 1 
and 4) require greater levels of employee involvement than those that focus on restructuring 
tasks or even entire organisations (Quadrants 2 and 3). The implication of this is that rapid 
organisational transformations can succeed only if they focus on structural as opposed to cul-
tural change. As Chapters 9 and 10 showed, this conclusion can certainly find plenty of sup-
port in the literature on both Planned and Emergent change. It is also supported by Kanter  
et al (1992), who believe that an organisation’s structure can be changed relatively quickly 
through a ‘Bold Stroke’ but that cultural change can be achieved only by a ‘Long March’ 
requiring extensive participation over time. Beer and Nohria (2000) make a similar point 
with their Theory E and Theory O approach to change, and the two XYZ studies provides an 
illustration of this (see Case studies 4.2 and 9.2 in Chapters 4 and 9). However, this is not 
always the case. Sometimes, cultural change can be relatively swift and employee involve-
ment relatively low. To understand why this should be so, it is necessary to revisit the dis-
cussion of resistance to change in Chapter 1.

In that discussion, it was stressed that the degree of resistance, which is clearly related to 
the need for employee involvement and speed of change, arises from two factors: the type of 
change and the context within which the change takes place. In terms of the type of change, 
the depth of intervention theory stressed that the level of involvement required in any 
change project is dependent on the impact of the change on the people concerned. The 
greater the depth of the intervention, the more it impacts on the psychological make-up and 
personality of the individual, and the greater the need for the full involvement of individu-
als if they are to accept the change. Cultural and behavioural change would normally be 
expected to have a greater psychological impact than changes to structure or tasks. However, 
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the other three theories examined in the discussion of resistance tend to modify this view by 
drawing attention to contextual factors.

If we consider the theory of dispositional resistance, for example, this maintains that 
individuals’ reactions to change vary. In organisations where employees have very low lev-
els of dispositional resistance, the level of involvement required to achieve cultural or 
behavioural change would be much lower than in an organisation where dispositional 
resistance was higher, even though the type of change might be the same. There is a similar 
argument when we consider cognitive dissonance and the psychological contract. In both 
cases, the level of involvement required would be moderated by the degree to which the 
type of change aligned with or challenged existing values, practices and expectations.

Consequently, it is necessary to treat the issue of employee involvement with some cau-
tion. In general, we can say that cultural and behavioural changes, i.e. the left-hand side of 
Figure 11.5, are likely to require greater levels of employee involvement than the more 
structural changes of the right-hand side of Figure 11.5. However, if we draw on the four 
complementary theories of dispositional resistance, depth of intervention, cognitive disso-
nance and the psychological contract, we see that this general rule of involvement has to 
take account of the context of the change situation and how it is managed, rather than just 
the type of change being proposed. In many cases, it will be necessary to convince staff, 
through a process of constructive engagement, of the need to challenge their existing 
beliefs, behaviours and expectations and to renegotiate their unwritten ‘contracts’ with the 
organisation. in some instances, the legitimacy of existing beliefs, behaviours and expecta-
tions may already have been undermined because the organisation is experiencing a crisis 
(see, for example, the case of Oticon, discussed at the end of Chapter 10). In such situations, 
it might be that cultural and behavioural change can be achieved relatively quickly, without 
the need for extensive involvement procedures, because those concerned can see that the 
old attitudes and ways of behaving are no longer appropriate and, unless major or radical 
changes are made, their jobs or even the entire organisation may cease to exist. Of course, 
the reverse may also be the case. Organisations seeking to bring about small changes to 
structures or tasks might find they meet greater resistance than they expected because they 
underestimate the psychological and symbolic importance employees attach to these exist-
ing arrangements. Therefore, approaches to change, including the level of employee 
involvement, have to be tailored to the change context rather than being applied in an 
unthinking fashion. The next section explores the possibility of influencing the change con-
text to make it more amenable to particular approaches to change.

A framework for choice

As can be seen from Figure 11.5, what appears to be on offer is a menu approach to change 
whereby organisations, or more accurately those who manage them, can choose the 
approach which fits their circumstances. This conception of a multiplicity of approaches is 
in line with the call by Dunphy and Stace (1993: 905) for ‘a model of change that is essen-
tially a “situational” or “contingency model”, one that indicates how to vary strategies to 
achieve “optimum fit” with the changing environment’. If we were to stop at this point, it 
might be considered that we had indeed made significant progress in our understanding of 
change. Yet, one essential question would still be outstanding: what about choice? We have 
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identified situations where these various approaches seem appropriate or not, but does that 
mean they cannot be used in other situations, and does that mean that the context cannot be 
changed? Supposing organisations whose management prefers a cooperative approach find 
themselves seriously out of alignment with their environment: is their only option rapid and 
coercive structural change? Or, alternatively, where managers prefer a more directive, less 
participative style, are they compelled to adopt a more participative style and culture?

These questions revolve around two issues. The first issue concerns the extent to which 
an organisation can influence the forces driving it to change. If we accept that the speed and 
nature of the changes that organisations are required to make are dependent upon the 
nature of the environment in which they are operating, then choice will relate to the extent 
that organisations can influence, manipulate or recreate their environment to suit their pre-
ferred way of working. This subject has been examined a number of times so far, especially 
in Chapters 7 and 8, and will be touched on again in Chapters 12 and 13. The conclusion 
reached was that organisations could influence their environment, either to stabilise or to 
destabilise it. If this is the case, then the important question is not just how organisations 
can do this, but whether, finding themselves in trouble, they have the time to influence their 
environment.

This leads on to the second issue: to what extent and for how long can an organisation 
operate with structures, practices and cultures that are out of line with its environment? 
The answer to this question draws on Child’s (1972) concept of equifinality. Discussed in 
Chapter 8, equifinality ‘quite simply means that different sorts of internal arrangements are 
perfectly compatible with identical contextual or environmental states’ (Sorge, 1997: 13). 
This does not imply that any structure is suitable for any environment. What it does suggest, 
however, is that total alignment between structure and environment is not always necessary. 
The duration for which this non-alignment is sustainable will clearly vary with the degree of 
non-alignment and the circumstances of the organisation in question; at the very least, how-
ever, it does offer organisations the potential to stave off realignment for some time during 
which they can influence or change their circumstances. Indeed, this is exactly what Nissan 
did when they first established their Sunderland plant in the 1980s. Its partnership-based 
supply chain structures and practices were out of alignment with the United Kingdom’s 
antagonistic customer–supplier relationships (Lloyd et al, 1994). Nevertheless, instead of 
changing its own structures and practices, it worked to change the practices of its suppliers to 
align them with its preferred way of working. Given the possibility that organisations can 
change their environment, it follows that Figure 11.5 depicts not only a framework for 
change but also a framework for choice.

In summary, therefore, we can see, as Pettigrew (2000) suggests and as the previous 
chapter showed, that the debate between Planned change and Emergent change is too nar-
row. It is too narrow in the sense that there are other approaches to change that organisa-
tions have available to them; in particular, it tends to ignore the more coercive and directive 
approaches to change that, in many organisations, may be more prevalent than cooperative 
ones. It is also too narrow in the sense that it assumes that the impetus for change can come 
from only one direction, i.e. it is driven by the environment. Organisations do have the 
opportunity to make choices about what to change, how to change and when to change. 
This does not mean that all organisations will exercise such choices or that those which do 
will be successful. Nor, as Chapter 8 argued, does it mean that choice is not severely con-
strained. What it does mean is that those who do not recognise that choice exists may be 
putting themselves in a worse competitive position than those who do.
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Conclusions

The previous two chapters focused primarily, though not exclusively, on the Planned and 
Emergent approaches to change, which have dominated the theory and, to a large extent, 
the practice of organisational change over the past 70 years. Chapter 9 was devoted to the 
Planned approach to change. It was argued that, although still appropriate for changing the 
behaviour of groups in organisations, attempts by OD practitioners to apply it to organisa-
tion-wide change initiatives have led to confusion and a loss of direction. In the increasingly 
dynamic and unpredictable business environment of the 1980s, writers began to question 
the appropriateness of a top-down approach that saw the process of change primarily in 
terms of a ‘beginning, middle and end’ framework. In place of the Planned approach, as was 
shown in Chapter 10, the Emergent approach began to gain support. With its emphasis on 
bottom-up and open-ended change, it appeared to offer a more appropriate method of 
accomplishing the stream of adaptations organisations believed they needed to make in 
order to bring themselves back into line with their environment. However, Chapter 10 also 
showed that Emergent change has many shortcomings, not least its failure to develop the 
tools, techniques and practitioner base which would have allowed it to provide a practical 
alternative to Planned change. This is why, as Chapter 10 concluded, Emergent change 
found itself under threat from both the complexity-based Emergence and a resurgent OD.

Nevertheless, this should not blind us to the fact that Planned change and Emergent 
change appear to have some important similarities, especially the emphasis they place on 
change as a learning process. They also share a common, and major, difficulty, which is that 
while both the extended form of Planned change represented by OD and Emergent change 
claim to be universally applicable, they were developed with particular change situations, 
organisation types and environments in mind. Originally, the Planned approach was devel-
oped to focus on behaviour change in small groups. It is based on the assumption that group 
behaviour is relatively stable and predictable. It also assumes that managers can identify 
where change is required and that change is about moving from one stable mode of behav-
iour to another more appropriate, but no less stable, mode of behaviour, and that the steps 
or phases in between are relatively well understood and achievable. Later OD elaborations, 
such as Appreciative Inquiry, have sought to apply this approach to entire organisations 
(Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987). The Planned approach is also based on the assumption 
that organisations, managers and employees are open and frank, they welcome involve-
ment and are willing to change, or that these attributes can be achieved with the application 
of the appropriate tools and techniques.

The Emergent approach assumes that organisations are open and fluid systems that oper-
ate in unpredictable and uncertain conditions over which they have little control. It further 
assumes that change is a continuous process of adaptation and transformation which, 
because of its speed and frequency, managers can neither fully identify nor effectively con-
trol centrally. Therefore, from the Emergent perspective, identifying and managing change 
has to be the responsibility of everyone in the organisation. This view portrays managers, 
who are assumed to be highly competent and adaptable, as capable of changing themselves 
from outmoded controllers and coordinators to new-style facilitators and partners; and 
employees are assumed to be willing to take responsibility for identifying deficiencies and 
implementing change. Above all, and perhaps somewhat contradictorily, change is seen as 
being a political process whereby different groups and individuals strive to protect or 
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enhance their power and position. It is on this last point – the overriding importance of 
power and politics in the change process – that postmodernists are most in agreement with 
the Emergent approach and realists most in disagreement.

Chapter 9 demonstrated that the Planned approach has had a considerable impact on 
organisation practice since its inception in the 1940s. However, despite its undoubted mer-
its, it does appear limited in terms of the situations in which it can successfully be applied. In 
particular, the Planned approach has been criticised for its lack of suitability to situations 
requiring large-scale change and/or those where political and power considerations are 
prevalent. Nonetheless, Chapter 10 demonstrated that the Emergent approach also has 
drawbacks in terms of its applicability to large-scale and abrupt change programmes, pre-
ferring a continuous programme of small- to medium-sized changes, and the lack of practi-
cal guidance, tools and techniques which allow it to be implemented. In addition, criticisms 
have been raised over its heavy emphasis on the political dimension of change and its con-
tradictory tendency, both implicitly and explicitly, to characterise change as a slow and 
cooperative process. Consequently, even taken together, the Planned and Emergent 
approaches do not cover all change situations. In particular, neither approach seems suita-
ble for situations where the primary focus is rapid and radical structural change.

Instead of portraying the argument regarding the most appropriate approach to change 
as a contest between the merits of the Planned and Emergent approaches, the framework 
for change (Figure 11.5) provides an overview of the range of change situations organisa-
tions face, the approaches available to them and the types of situations in which they can 
best be applied.

Although this Contingency-type approach to change appears to have some merit, it is sub-
ject to the same sort of criticisms levelled at Contingency Theory in Chapter 3. But this chap-
ter has also argued that, if we adopt the perspective developed in previous chapters and see 
the environment and other organisational constraints as potentially subject to manipulation 
or managerial choice, many of these criticisms can be answered and new possibilities opened 
up. One must recognise that there is dispute between the realists and postmodernists as to 
what can be manipulated and the degree of choice which exists. This is a matter of degree; 
both acknowledge the existence of choice. Some organisations will find that the organisa-
tional adjustments required to accommodate their position on the environmental continuum 
coincide with the dominant view in the organisation of how it should operate. In that case, 
whether the approach to change adopted is Planned or Emergent, directive or cooperative, it 
will fit in with both how the organisation wishes to operate and the needs of the environ-
ment. On the other hand, some organisations will find that the dominant view internally of 
how they should operate is out of step with what is required to align or realign them with 
their environment. Such organisations face a number of choices ranging from whether to 
attempt to change their structure, culture or style of management to accommodate the envi-
ronment, or whether to attempt to manipulate the environment and other constraints so as to 
align them more closely with the dominant view within the organisation of how it should 
operate. Still further, other organisations will face severe problems either because they failed 
to respond quickly enough or in an appropriate manner to changes in their environment, or 
because the environment moved too rapidly for an incremental approach to respond ade-
quately. Nevertheless, by showing that a more conducive environment can be brought about, 
the framework also provides those who wish to promote more cooperative approaches to 
change with the means to argue their case in situations where previously more directive and 
coercive measures appeared to be the only option.
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 Test your learning

The concept of a framework for change that allows approaches to change to be matched 
to environmental conditions and organisational constraints is clearly attractive. The fact 
that it incorporates the potential for managers, and others, to exercise some choice or influ-
ence over their environment and other constraints allows the model to move beyond the 
limitations of mechanistic and rational perspectives on organisations, and into the heart-
land of organisational reality. In addition, although not by accident, it is in harmony with 
the approach to strategy developed in Chapter 8.

Although such a model of change has its attractions, its usefulness depends on two main 
factors. First, it depends on its ability to incorporate the wide range of change methodolo-
gies available to organisations, including ones not specifically designed to address organisa-
tional issues. In this respect, Case study 11.2 below, which shows how the United Kingdom’s 
NHS applied a ‘social movement’ or ‘social mobilising’ approach to change, is of particular 
interest. The social movement approach has its origins in the Peace and Civil Rights move-
ments of the 1960s. Since then, it has been used in a wide range of countries to address and 
bring about radical social change. Yet, until the NHS adopted it in 2011, rarely had it been 
applied to organisations (Bibby et al, 2009; Boyd et al, 2013). It should also be noted that in 
its self-organising properties, it bears some resemblance to the concept of Emergence as 
discussed in the previous chapter. Second, the usefulness of this approach to change 
depends on how well it accommodates the reality of organisational life. This will be 
addressed in the remaining chapters of the text.

test your LeArnIng

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check their learning and reflect on the topics cov-
ered in this chapter. The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on 
the length of the lecture, there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The fol-
lowing are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What are the differences between and the benefits of Beer and Nohria’s Theory E and Theory O?

2. What does Kotter mean by continuous transformation, and would it be suitable for all 
 organisations?

3. Give specific examples of the types of changes that would fit into each of the quadrants of the 
framework for change shown in Figure 11.5.

4. What do Boddy and Buchanan mean by ‘central’ change and ‘peripheral’ change? Is this just 
another way of saying large and small change?

5. What factors should managers take into account when choosing an approach to change?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
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class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. The case for Emergent change sounds very convincing until you try to implement it.

2. All change initiatives are really aimed at modifying people’s behaviour.

3. The danger of bottom-up (employee-led) change is that it is fragmentary and might tear an 
organisation apart.

essay questions

1. ‘The duality of planned versus emergent change has served us well as an attention director but 
may well now be ready for retirement’ (Pettigrew, 2000: 245–6).

2. Use the framework for change, Figure 11.5, to analyse change in one of the case studies 
which appear in this text or in a case of your own choosing. In particular, identify the type of 
change or changes involved, the selection and suitability of the approach to change and the 
degree to which the approach was aligned with the management style of the organisation.

suggested further reading

Beer, M and Nohria, N (eds) (2000) Breaking the Code of Change. Harvard Business School 
Press: Boston, MA.

This edited collection contains contributions by many of the leading thinkers on organisational 
change. It covers the main approaches to change, including the Planned and Emergent approaches.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following are the websites of the leading thinkers on change whose work has been  
covered in this chapter. In addition, there are many videos on www.youtube.com of these people 
speaking about their work.

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6421 – Professor Michael Beer

http://www.som.cranfield.ac.uk/som/p1445/people/faculty/emeritus-professors/  
david-buchanan

http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=owU5aTNPJbs

http://www.kotterinternational.com – Professor John Kotter

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6523 – Professor Nitin Nohria

http://www.open.ac.uk/people/js56#tab3 – Professor John Storey

http://www.open.ac.uk/people/js56#tab3
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6523
http://www.kotterinternational.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=owU5aTNPJbs
http://www.twitter.com/RosabethKanter
http://www.som.cranfield.ac.uk/som/p1445/people/faculty/emeritus-professors/�david-buchanan
http://www.som.cranfield.ac.uk/som/p1445/people/faculty/emeritus-professors/�david-buchanan
http://www.som.cranfield.ac.uk/som/p1445/people/faculty/emeritus-professors/�david-buchanan
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6421
http://www.youtube.com
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CAse study 11.2

Large-scale change in the nHs: the social Mobilising Approach

Background
The NHS employs some 1.3m million people in some 
10,000 different units and has an annual budget of around 
£120bn (NHS Confederation, 2016). It deals with every 
disease, injury and medical condition imaginable. One of 
the most difficult conditions it faces is dementia. There are 
over 800,000 dementia sufferers in the UK, 180,000 of 
whom have been prescribed anti-psychotic drugs to treat 
adverse behavioural and psychological symptoms. In 
2009, the Banerjee Report found that such drugs can 
cause significant harm to people with dementia and that 
they may be of benefit to only some 20 per cent of patients. 
In response, the UK government committed itself to trans-
forming dementia care. However, transformational 
change, even where a clearly intolerable situation exists, is 
very difficult to achieve, especially in an organisation as 
big as the NHS. Merely instructing staff across the NHS to 
change was seen as unrealistic.

This case study describes how the NHS adopted a 
social mobilising approach to persuade doctors, phar-
macists and care homes to review dementia patients’ 
prescriptions and, in most cases, to offer alternative 
non-pharmaceutical therapies. This involved changing 
the prescribing habits of tens of thousands of doctors 
and pharmacists, as well as developing/extending 
alternative therapies. Even before the Banerjee Report, 
the issue had been recognised by clinicians, patients 
and their carers for many years, yet little had been 
done due to the sheer scale of the task. The NHS’s 
existing approaches to change could not transform 
dementia care at the speed and scale required, which 
is why it decided to adopt social mobilising.

social Mobilising
This refers to the creation of social movements by indi-
viduals who are motivated to come together voluntar-
ily to change an ‘intolerable’ situation which challenges 
their deeply held values. Classic examples of social 
movements include the Civil Rights and Anti-War 
movements in 1960s America. More recent examples 
are its use in Barack Obama’s 2008 Presidential elec-
tion campaign, the various ‘uprisings’ that comprised 
the ‘Arab Spring’ and the many ‘climate change’ cam-
paigns that have sprung up across that globe. As name 
implies, ‘social’ mobilising tends to address social 
rather than organisational issues and there are few 

examples of its use in organisations. Therefore, the 
NHS was going where very few had gone before.

In using social mobilising, the NHS drew on the work 
of Marshall Ganz at Harvard University. The NHS saw it 
as a mechanism for reconnecting with the values and 
emotions of the relevant stakeholders within the health 
service and, as such, providing a means of motivating 
and engaging them to work together to achieve transfor-
mational change. Ganz argues that social movements:

emerge as a result of the efforts of purposeful actors  
. . . to assert new public values, form new relationships 
rooted in those values and mobilise the political, 
economic and cultural power to translate those values 
into action (quoted in Boyd et al, 2013: 17).

Ganz identifies four key components of social mobi-
lising and organising:

Framing: Developing a shared understanding of 
the intolerable situation and agreeing what actions 
to take and why. It involves connecting with indi-
viduals’ ideals, values, needs and aspirations in 
order to create a frame that is positive, optimistic, 
aligned with the desired action and relevant to the 
target audience.

Public Narrative: This is the ‘story’ of the intolerable 
situation that needs to change. In organisations, it 
has to be the employee’s own story, so that they are 
not passive recipients of management messages, but 
active sense makers. Though the story may derive 
from a sense of injustice, to promote action, it must 
also convey a sense of hope and a belief that change 
can be achieved. A public narrative is about turning 
personal values into action and has three elements: a 
story of self – who am I, what do I believe, what chal-
lenges have I faced and how have I overcome these?; 
a story of us – what are our shared values, what chal-
lenges have we faced and overcome in the past?; and 
a story of now – what intolerable challenge do we 
face, what is our vision for the future, what actions 
can we take to overcome the intolerable situation 
and achieve our vision?

Mobilising: This involves building a critical mass of 
committed individuals and teams. Mobilisation 
involves bringing supporters together and harnessing 
their passion, energy and personal commitment in 

➨
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Case study 11.2 (continued )

order to take action. Mobilising moves people along a 
continuum that ranges from engagement to commit-
ment to the development of a full scale movement.

Organising: This is the process of developing the 
structures and practices that transform intent into 
effective action. Leadership is crucial to this process 
because it embodies the structures and practices that 
enable individuals and teams to take action in the face 
of uncertainty and adversity. Leadership is distributed 
at a number of levels, e.g. core team, extended team 
and local organisers, and is characterised by its focus 
upon enabling groups to achieve change.

Social Mobilising in the NHS
On the 9 June 2011, under the banner of ‘The Right 
Prescription: A Call to Action on the use of antipsychotic 
drugs for people with dementia’, the NHS launched a 
social movement to review the prescriptions of all demen-
tia patients by 31 March 2012. Social movements tradi-
tionally operate against organisations and hierarchies, so 
that it was challenging for one to operate within an 
organisational hierarchy, especially one as big and 
diverse as the NHS. The following briefly describes the 
key issues and events involved in the NHS’s use of social 
mobilising. Though the description is structured around 
Ganz’s four key components of social mobilising, it needs 
to be remembered that such initiatives are messy, itera-
tive and are unlikely ever to fit neatly into any framework.

Framing: In January 2011, prior to the official 
launch of the Call to Action, the NHS initiated a num-
ber of small, local pilots to test the approach. In 
February 2011, the NHS also undertook to train 500 
senior ‘community organisers’ to provide the spark to 
ignite action across the NHS. Key lessons were learnt 
from these activities, especially the need to:

●	 link the Call for Action objectives to the 
organisational objectives

●	 achieve high-level support and recognise 
importance of respected role models.

●	 align campaigning work with people’s day job.

●	 be clear about what was required of those 
involved.

●	 be aware that some people were uncomfortable 
with the emotional language used and the 
reliance on American examples.

●	 celebrate success.

The official launch in June attracted considerable 
media attention, and within 48 hours over 700 
healthcare professionals had volunteered to take 
part. Three important elements of the Call to Action 
were that it was led by a broad-based leadership 
team; that it identified the key constituencies whose 
support and participation were necessary, including 
patients, carers, care homes and relevant NHS lead-
ers and staff; and the need to build a community of 
leaders who could accept responsibility for enabling 
others to achieve the aims of the Call for Action.

Public Narrative: This is the personal story of each 
individual taking part in the Call to Action; it is why 
they feel the situation is intolerable. As one partici-
pant put it:

 public narrative is about really understanding your story 
and how that articulates your own values, and then 
having the skill to understand who’s in my audience and 
how do I reach out to them and get them to connect 
with my values in a way that will make the sense of 
urgency that I feel suddenly become their sense of 
urgency (quoted in Boyd et al, 2013: 45).

Some people felt anxious about baring their soul in 
public, especially within the dispassionate, clinical 
culture of the NHS. Therefore, coaching was pro-
vided to help them deliver their public narrative in 
a language they felt comfortable with, and using 
examples that meant something to them and their 
audience. Also, patient and carer stories were used 
to enhance the message and give voice to those who 
had previously felt ignored, which increased the 
impact of the overall message that the current situ-
ation was intolerable and must change.

The public narrative allowed the Call to Action to be 
rapidly rolled out exponentially across the NHS. 
Starting with only a few people speaking to a few 
separate audiences, members of these audiences 
then told their own stories to other audiences, and 
so on. What began as a few committed people 
quickly became a movement comprising thousands, 
each committed to achieving the Call for Action.

Mobilising: A key element of this was developing 
the resources necessary to support the individuals 
and teams involved. The main resources produced 
were as follows:

●	 Education support programmes on the 
appropriate use of anti-psychotics for all those 
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involved in prescribing such drugs to patients 
with dementia. This included GPs, junior doctors 
and hospital teams, and psychiatrists and mental 
health teams.

●	 Bringing together leaders of the major care 
homes to share information about improving 
practice.

●	 Involving Directors of Nursing and Medical 
Directors.

●	 Involving people with dementia and their 
families.

●	 Working with the Royal Pharmaceutical Society 
to train pharmacists to be able to challenge the 
prescribing decision of GPs.

Organising: The core of this was the creation of six 
leadership practices. Leadership in social move-
ments is distributed, and aims to enable local teams 
to identify their own goals and achieve these. The 
leadership practices were as follows:

1. Building relationships committed to a common 
purpose.

2. Translating values into sources of motivation 
through public narratives.

3. Strategising: identifying and obtaining the re-
sources necessary to create a structure for action.

4. Structuring: enabling vague intent to be trans-
lated into actionable purpose. Structure is built 
around teams rather than individuals, and lead-
ership capacity is developed within the team so 
that the skills developed are directly relevant to 
the task of the team.

5. Action: This is the process whereby leadership 
translates emotion into measurable results. 
Leaders create a feeling of feeling of belonging 
or solidarity to overcome the powerlessness of 
isolation that an individual can feel when faced 
with an enormous challenge.

6. Coaching: This involved enabling individuals and 
teams to achieve successful action. Coaching 
allowed them to develop and deliver their own 
public narrative and to identify their own sphere 
of action.

The Outcome: By March 2012, most dementia 
patients had had their prescriptions reviewed, and 
the use of antipsychotic drugs was reduced by 
51.8%. Though it is not possible to say that all this 
was achieved through social mobilisation, there is a 
belief that it was an important factor. No single 
approach is suitable for all change situations, but in 
large organisations where change needs to be made 
quickly, social mobilising may have its advantages. 
However, as Boyd et al (2013) noted in their review 
of this initiative, the successful use of social move-
ments depends on the context and approach 
adopted. In particular, there needs to be:

●	 a clear, intolerable, situation, which galvanises 
people towards taking action.

●	 intensive preparatory work to align the initiative 
with existing performance levers and drivers, to 
identify role models and to gain high level 
support.

●	 flexibility to allow the approach to evolve in 
response to the context.

●	 a pool of participants drawn from a wide variety 
of areas and professions within and from outside 
the organisation through a process of iterative 
reflection.

Questions

1. Critically evaluate the NHS’s use of social mobilis-
ing in this case.

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
using social mobilising to change an organisation’s 
culture?

3. Compare and contrast social mobilising with 
Emergence as effective approaches to large-scale 
change.

Source: This case study is based on Boyd, A; Burnes, B; Clark, E; 
and Nelson, A (2013) Mobilising and organising for large scale 
change in healthcare. ‘The Right Prescription: A Call to Action on 
the use of antipsychotic drugs for people with dementia’. NHS 
Improving Quality: Leeds, available from http://www.nhsiq.nhs.uk/
media/2414209/dementia_report_nov_2013.pdf

http://www.nhsiq.nhs.uk/media/2414209/dementia_report_nov_2013.pdf
http://www.nhsiq.nhs.uk/media/2414209/dementia_report_nov_2013.pdf
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Chapter 12

Organisational change and  
managerial choice
Part 1: The choice process and the trajectory process

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the rationale underlying the Choice Management–Change 
Management model;

●	 discuss the three organisational processes which make up the Choice–Change 
model;

●	 describe the choice process;

●	 describe the trajectory process;

●	 identify the range of choices that organisations have when considering change; and

●	 appreciate how organisations can influence their circumstances to align them 
with their preferred way of working.

Case sTudy 12.1

Manufacturers face a bumpy road to electric 
success
At last October’s Tokyo Motor Show, Nissan – 
Japan’s second-biggest automaker and cumulatively 
the world’s biggest seller of  electric vehicles – 
launched its showcase concept car with a frank 
admission: millennials do not love cars the way their 
parents did. To win their custom, Nissan says, will 

require an all-electric concept vehicle that keeps its 
passengers in a constant state of  ‘online connectivity, 
creativity and shared experience’. Such slogans are 
vague but Nissan’s message is not: the cars that 
inspire the next generation of  drivers to be buyers 
will be battery-powered electric vehicles (EVs).

➨
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By the time the Auto China show opened its doors in 
Beijing in April, carmakers were desperate to 
illustrate that they had an electric, plug-in hybrid or 
fuel cell strategy in place, even if  tricky questions 
of  fundamental design, battery efficiency, battery 
pricing and driving range remained unresolved.

The global auto industry’s uncoordinated approach 
to a battery-driven future has given brokerages 
such as Asia’s CLSA the chance to produce rankings 
that rate the strength and future prospects of  each 
company’s EV strategy. The disrupters, such as 
Tesla, Apple and Google, are coming to the industry 
with new rules and threats. Companies that have 
not yet laid out their electric car strategies or who, 
like Toyota, have gone for an alternative fuel cell 
technology, are looking exposed to such rivals. The 
problem, as Nissan has discovered, is that there still 
remains a difference between making an electric car 
people will buy and making money.

Right now, say analysts, it makes sense for the giants 
to exploit their existing supply chain and the 
significant cost savings these produce. ‘Among the 
volume automakers right now, if  you want to develop 
an EV you are going to be taking a combustion engine 
chassis and working around that,’ says Christopher 
Richter, an autos analyst at CLSA in Tokyo. ‘That’s 
what Nissan did with the Leaf, and cost issues 
continue to dictate that.’ So incumbent carmakers 
base EVs on a chassis and other features that already 
exist for their combustion engine marques. This is 
what has allowed Nissan to bring the price of  its all-
electric Leaf  down to $21,500 from the 2011 price of  
$35,430. Despite this, Nissan’s global EV sales, which 
were overwhelmingly driven by the Leaf, were down 
9.8 per cent in 2015.

However, sticking to this route, the same analysts 
say, could potentially sacrifice substantial efficiencies 
that may be achieved by redesigning electric cars 
from scratch. The dilemma facing battery EV 
carmakers, and the time it will take to resolve, could 
even provide a chance for costly hydrogen fuel cell 
vehicles (FCEVs) to establish a foothold. ‘Recently 
there has been an increasing focus on battery electric 
vehicles and battery technology but FCEVs could 
also play a key role in zero-carbon mobility,’ says Ben 
Scott, senior analyst with IHS Automotive. ‘We are 
now in the third wave of  FCEVs . . . more hydrogen 
refuelling infrastructure is beginning to be rolled 
out. This could be a ‘now or never’ situation for 
FCEVs in mass-market mobility.’

Mr Richter says sales volumes and the incentive to 
design electric cars from new fundamental 
principles are linked. Until electric car sales 
increase considerably, mass-market automakers 
face a choice between competing technologies 
(battery electric, plug-in hybrid, and fuel cell) and 
competing design strategies. The most important 
catalyst for achieving the necessary sales volumes, 
say engineers from both the battery and the 
incumbent auto industry, will be the point at which 
a 60 kW per hour battery can be made small enough 
and produced at a cost low enough to put the overall 
price of  the car at about $30,000. When an electric or 
a fuel cell car sells about 250,000 units worldwide a 
year, Mr Richter says, ‘that is when things start to 
get very interesting in terms of  the major carmakers 
taking a ground-up approach to the chassis and 
other aspects of  an electric vehicle’.

However, a handful of  carmakers, such as Kyoto-
based start-up GLM, which casts itself  as Japan’s 
answer to Tesla, has devised ways to adapt no matter 
what the technology outcomes. This is by creating 
interchangeable vehicle ‘platforms’ that can be 
tweaked to support whatever buyers finally want. 
GLM, which makes a high-performance electric 
sports car and is planning an initial public offering 
this year, does not see the market in the same way  
as the analysts do. The company takes the view that 
the next generation of  cars must be designed from 
the battery or fuel cell up. Doing so, say its founders, 
allows the company to use any powertrain 
technology – which connects the engine to axles – 
while the market decides which it likes best.

Sota Nagano, GLM’s chief  financial officer and 
co-founder, does not see a direct correlation between 
falling battery prices and a general lowering of  the 
entry threshold to rivals from Silicon Valley, China 
and elsewhere. They will, he says, enter the market 
anyway because the whole concept of  how cars are 
built and supply chains are established is effectively 
up for grabs. The car GLM has in the showrooms of  
Kyoto and Osaka, he says, is mostly a showcase for 
the creation of  vehicle-making platforms that will 
allow multiple varieties of  powertrains and other 
technologies to be used in its vehicles. These,  
Mr Nagano believes, will turn its car into a magnet 
for innovation. ‘Do we start with the battery or the 
fuel cell, or do we start with a chassis? Neither, you 
start with the vision,’ says Mr Nagano. ‘That is what 
the big car companies are slowly realising.’

Case study 12.1 (continued )

Source: The future of the car: manufacturers face a bumpy road to electric success, The Financial Times, 11 May 2016,  
p. 2 (Lewis, L).
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Introduction

As Case study 12.1 shows, even where an organisation’s trajectory is clear, i.e. that car compa-
nies need to develop electric vehicles, there will be considerable debate as to how to get there. 
To a large extent, the debate appears to revolve around the influence on current thinking of 
an organisation’s past success, current situation and future desires. For Nissan, as a very suc-
cessful vehicle producer, it makes sense to build on past success and current chassis designs 
and supplier networks when designing electric cars. New entrants into the market take a very 
different view: they believe that ‘the whole concept of how cars are built and supply chains 
are established is effectively up for grabs’. Instead of taking a design that was originally built 
around a petrol engine and putting a battery in it, they design an entirely new vehicle that is 
built around the battery or fuel cell. The issue is whether you look back to where you have 
been, or you ‘start with the vision’ of where you want to be; and your choice may depend on 
where you have been and where you are rather than just where you want to be.

Kay (2012b) argues that organisations such as Apple, with its iPod, and Amazon, with its 
online bookstore, succeeded for two main reasons. First, their leaders had an ambitious, 
compelling and achievable vision of the future of their industries. Second, they were outsid-
ers with no history in these industries or with these products. Therefore, they were starting 
from scratch, without any preconceptions. Others, such as AOL and Royal Bank of Scotland, 
who also had seemingly compelling visions, failed because their vision was faulty and so not 
achievable. However, Kay draws attention to a third group of organisations, such as Sony, 
whose vision was good but who failed to achieve it. Kay argues that such organisations 
appear to fail for two basic reasons. The first is that their history of success makes it difficult 
for them to overturn what they are and change radically. In effect, their forward trajectory is 
overly influenced by their trajectory to date. The second reason is that their ability to plan 
and manage change lets them down. They know where they want to be, but they just do not 
have the ability to get there. Obviously, the ability to identify and realise a sustainable future 
is crucial to any organisation’s survival. It is equally obvious that it is not a simple or easily 
achieved process. The purpose of this and the next chapter is to examine how organisations 
can create visions, develop trajectories and implement change successfully.

As previous chapters have shown, while organisational change can be a complex, ambig-
uous and open-ended phenomenon, it can also be relatively straightforward with under-
standable and limited objectives. This in itself is not a new or radical finding – anyone who 
works in or studies organisations will have noted that change comes in a wide variety of 
shapes and sizes. It was argued in Chapter 11, however, that in order to cope with the wide 
variety of types of change, there is a need for a corresponding variety of approaches to strat-
egy development and change management.

This point – the need to match types of change with appropriate approaches to managing 
change – is not as prominent in the literature on organisational change and behaviour as one 
might expect (Burnes and Jackson, 2011). As Part 3 of this text showed, despite the wide-
spread influence of Contingency Theory, the majority of writers and practitioners are com-
mitted to a ‘one best way’ approach to strategy and change. The call by Dunphy and Stace 
(1993) for a situational or contextual approach to these issues has been taken up by few oth-
ers. Although there are writers on strategy, such as Mintzberg et al (1998a) and Whittington 
(1993), who identify the various approaches to strategy, in most cases they tend, eventually, 
to opt for one as their preferred approach. This is even more pronounced in the change  
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literature, where there is a clear distinction between those who support the Planned approach 
(such as Cummings and Worley, 2015; Gallos, 2006) and those who adhere to a more 
Emergent approach (such as Dawson, 2011; Pettigrew, 1997; Weick, 2000).

Many of those arguing for their own favoured approach to strategy and change do so, 
either explicitly or implicitly, on the basis of their perception of the nature of the environ-
ment in which organisations operate. Those arguing for a Planned approach to strategy 
and/or change appear to assume that the environment is, or can be made, relatively stable, 
predictable and controllable. Those who take a more Emergent approach seem to operate 
on the assumption that the environment is turbulent, unpredictable and uncontrollable.

Furthermore, most writers seem to assume that the principal role of managers and the ulti-
mate objective of strategy and change is to align or realign an organisation with its environment. 
In the preceding chapters, a case has been built for rejecting this argument and adopting a dif-
ferent stance. Rather than accepting the view that managers are prisoners of the circumstances 
in which their organisations operate or find themselves, it was argued that managers can and do 
exercise a considerable degree of choice. Even so, the scope and nature of the choices managers 
face and make are constrained by a range of external factors (national characteristics, the busi-
ness environment and industry norms) and internal organisational characteristics (especially 
structure, culture, politics and managerial style). This argument goes much further than many 
by challenging the assumption that managers are in some way the passive agents of forces 
beyond their control, but it still leaves them as prisoners of circumstances – although the prison 
in this case is much roomier than many of the writers we have discussed would acknowledge.

The arguments in Chapters 7, 8 and 11 challenged even this definition of managerial choice. 
It was suggested that many of the constraints on choice are themselves amenable to manage-
rial actions – in effect, organisations can influence or change the constraints under which they 
operate. This possibility was first suggested when examining Contingency Theory in Chapter 3; 
it was further developed in subsequent chapters and shown to be more than a possibility. In 
particular, some managers are even capable of reinventing their organisations or, as the post-
modernists would have it, creating a preferable reality for them. As the case studies in previous 
chapters have illustrated, although some organisations do try to align and realign themselves 
with their environment, some also attempt to influence and restructure the environment and 
other constraints in their favour. This is one reason why organisations such as Apple and Dyson 
spend so much money on protecting their patents and – like McDonald’s and Virgin – on pro-
moting their brands. Sometimes, by accident or design, success results in a reconfiguration of 
the accepted rules by which the industry in which they operate competes: Dyson’s cyclone tech-
nology for its vacuum cleaners is a prime example. In other instances, such as Virgin, brand rec-
ognition provides a significant competitive advantage over rivals. At XYZ (see Case studies 4.2 
and 9.2 in Chapters 4 and 9), the new managing director sought to change the internal con-
straints in the company, in terms of its culture, management style and structure, in order to 
improve its performance and align it with the changing nature of the construction industry and 
the desires of its parent company. In essence, the new managing director was attempting to rein-
vent the company, based on more cooperative internal relationships, in order to create more 
stable relationships with customers and establish a less uncertain external environment.

So, as the case studies show, organisations can and do influence and change the con-
straints under which they operate. On the other hand, the case studies give some support to 
those, such as proponents of the realist perspective discussed in Chapter 6, who maintain 
that there are some types of constraint that are not amenable to change. This is illustrated 
by the Marconi example at the end of this chapter, where no amount of effort on behalf of its 
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management could alter the situation that they had borrowed too much money to buy over-
priced assets at the top of the dotcom boom that, when the demand for telecoms equipment 
went into freefall, were found to be virtually worthless.

Therefore, we can see that organisations do have considerably more freedom of choice 
than many commentators on strategy and change would acknowledge, even if there are some 
constraints that appear beyond the scope of individual organisations to change. The implica-
tions of this wider perspective on managerial choice for the nature and focus of change man-
agement are significant. Change management need not be seen as a mechanism for achieving 
a specified and predicted outcome (the Planned approach). Nor need it be conceived of as a 
continuing process of aligning and realigning the organisation with its environment (the 
Emergent approach). Instead, as this chapter will explain, by linking managerial choice to 
the management of change, organisations can open up a much wider spectrum of options. 
These range from focusing on achieving radical internal change to align an organisation with 
its external constraints, doing the same in an attempt to restructure such constraints, to influ-
encing or changing external constraints in order to avoid internal upheavals. In such a situa-
tion, not only are managers trying to make sense of their situation for themselves and others, 
but they are also seeking to construct a more favourable environment as well.

Building on this insight into managerial choice, the next section in this chapter will pre-
sent an overview of the Choice Management–Change Management model for understanding 
and implementing organisational change. This is followed by a detailed description of two of 
the three processes in the model: the choice process and the trajectory process, with the third 
component of the model, the change process, being discussed in detail in the next chapter.

The Choice Management–Change Management model

The Choice Management–Change Management model in Figure 12.1 demonstrates that 
organisational change can be viewed as the product of three organisational processes:

●	 The choice process – which is concerned with the nature, scope and focus of organisa-
tional decision-making.

●	 The trajectory process – which relates to an organisation’s past and future direction and 
is seen as the outcome of its vision, purpose and future objectives.

●	 The change process – which covers approaches to, mechanisms for achieving, and 
 outcomes of change.

Figure 12.1 the Choice Management–Change Management model
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These processes are interdependent and iterative: as Figure 12.2 shows, the change pro-
cess is an integral part of the trajectory process and this, in turn, is a vital part of the choice 
process. Also, within each of these processes there are a group of elements, or forces, which 
interact, clash with and influence each other in subtle and complex ways. For example, after 
careful consideration of the information available to them (which may be limited or even 
misleading), the senior managers of an organisation may make choices which shape its stra-
tegic priorities. These priorities will shape its ‘deliberate’ strategy, which will identify and 
require the organisation to make certain specified changes if the strategy is to be realised. 
However, as explained in Chapter 8, Mintzberg (1978) argues that day-to-day responses to 
unexpected events will lead to ‘emergent’ changes that were not part of the organisation’s 
deliberate strategy, which will reshape the strategy, sometimes very significantly. In turn, 
this will influence the choices senior managers face.

This is why these three processes are both interdependent and iterative. None of these 
three processes exists in isolation or independently from the others, and just as choices made 
by senior managers will affect intended changes, so the actual changes that take place may 
require senior managers to review and alter their original choices. It is this interaction of ele-
ments or forces, especially the clash between the ‘deliberate’ change it wants to make and the 
‘emergent’ changes it does make, which prevents decision-making and change management 
from being a totally, or even predominantly, rational–mechanical process, and ensures that 
they are based on subjective and imperfect judgment. In the oft-quoted words of the famous 
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Figure 12.2 the choice and change processes



 the Choice Management–Change Management model

 429

nineteenth-century German general Helmuth von Moltke, ‘No battle plan  survives contact 
with the enemy’, which is to say, once a plan starts to be implemented, it starts to change.

Chapter 11 presented the framework for change, which shows the main forms of change 
and how they relate to the main approaches to change. What it did not show is how organi-
sations choose between the different forms and approaches to change. Figure 12.3 addresses 
this issue by relating the Choice Management–Change Management model to the frame-
work for change. This shows that the choices regarding which type of changes to make and 
which approaches to change to adopt are influenced by all three of the processes shown in 
the Choice Management–Change Management model.

For example, an organisation operating in a rapidly changing context, where old ways of 
working are no longer seen as appropriate, is likely to focus on transformational change 
(Quadrants 1 and 2 of the framework). Whether it chooses to change its culture or its struc-
ture, and how these changes might be undertaken, will depend on other aspects of its con-
text, such as its financial position, the pressure from stakeholders to change, its readiness 
for change and its preferred managerial style. These choices would also be influenced by the 
organisation’s trajectory, both in terms of the radical nature of its future ambitions and the 
success of past attempts to make large-scale and radical changes, and its current change 
capabilities, especially its preferred approach to change.
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Furthermore, because the relationship between choice and change is not one-way but 
reciprocal, the framework for change will also influence the choices an organisation makes. 
For example, even though it might want to change its culture, an organisation might decide 
that the timescale, complexity and the way it would have to be managed are beyond its capa-
bilities and instead opt for the smaller scale and relatively quicker changes of Quadrants 3 
and 4. Even here, managers might base their choice of whether to opt for Quadrant 3 change 
or Quadrant 4 change on the degree to which their organisation’s underlying values align 
with their own managerial beliefs and values rather than what the context would ideally 
require. Consequently, although the organisation’s circumstances might indicate that 
Quadrant 1 or 2 forms of radical change might be needed, the difficulty of achieving these, 
and thus the relative attractiveness of Quadrant 3 and 4 approaches, might incline them to 
choose more small-scale forms of change.

Having clarified the relationship between the framework for change and the Choice 
Management–Change Management model, we will now discuss the three processes in the 
model in greater detail. This will not only show their complexity and interdependence but 
also provide a guide to putting the model into practice. The description of the change pro-
cess in the next chapter will pay particular attention to the steps necessary to accomplish 
change successfully.

The choice process

As can be seen from Figure 12.4, the choice process comprises three elements:

●	 organisational context;

●	 focus of choice; and

●	 organisational trajectory.

Organisational context
One of the standard prescriptions for successful organisations is that they should know their 
own strengths and weaknesses, their customers’ needs and the nature of the environment in 
which they operate, in order to understand the options open to them. As the case studies 
show, however, many organisations appear only to begin collecting this sort of information 
when they are in trouble.

No one would suggest that assembling information on past, present and anticipated 
future performance is easy or that understanding the nature of the constraints faced by an 
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process
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Figure 12.4 the choice process
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organisation is simple. However, there are relatively well-established methods for  
benchmarking an organisation’s performance against a range of internal and external com-
parators (Camp, 1989; Krishnamoorthy and D’Lima, 2014). There are also a number of 
tried-and-tested tools that organisations can use for gathering information on and evaluat-
ing the main internal constraints, such as structure, culture, politics and management style, 
and the main external constraints, such as national characteristics, industry and sector 
norms and the business environment. Ideas and perspectives 12.1 and 12.2 show two of the 
tools most widely used by organisations for this purpose: the SWOT analysis and the PESTEL 
framework (Johnson et al, 2011; Lynch, 2006).

As in Phase 2 of XYZ’s transformation (see Case study 9.2 in Chapter 9), one advantage of 
adopting such well-understood tools, which are easily explained and do not require expert 
assistance, is that organisations can use them to promote openness and reduce, though 
probably not eliminate, political behaviour and conflict. Even so, some organisations will 
find that owing to the context in which they operate, teamwork, cooperation and openness 
are very difficult to achieve without first changing those factors which hinder or prevent 
these. Perhaps the prime consideration in this respect is the prevalent style of management. 
The issue of management style will be discussed in Chapter 14; however, as Ideas and 
 perspectives 12.3 shows, different styles of management can have significantly different 
implications for the way managers see, run and change their organisations.

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.1

sWOT analysis

What is a SWOT analysis? What does it do?

SWOT stands for:
Strengths (internal)
Weaknesses (internal)
Opportunities (external)
Threats (external)

A SWOT analysis enables managers to identify the key internal 
and external issues they need to take into account in order to 
understand the context in which the organisation operates.
Also, by identifying key issues, it begins to focus managers on  
the areas where they need to make choices, and helps to identify 
some of the constraints and risks involved.

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.2

PesTeL framework

What is the PESTEL  
framework?

What does it do?

PESTEL stands for:
Political
Economic
Sociocultural
Technological
Environmental
Legal

The PESTEL framework is a strategic planning tool that enables  
an organisation to identify and understand the main external 
environmental factors which can have a significant effect on it,  
but that are outside of its direct control. Like the SWOT analysis,  
it plays a role in focusing organisations on the choices open to 
them and the constraints and risks involved in these choices.
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Although others can exert pressure, managers are really the only group who can initiate 
change but will rarely (as a group) voluntarily adopt changes which adversely affect them 
(Pfeffer, 1992, 2015). It follows that, faced with a mismatch between their organisation and 
its environment rather than pursuing an internal reorganisation that may involve changes 
in management style and personnel, some managers will ignore the pressures for change 
while others will seek realignment by influencing the environment.

An organisation’s management style will also influence how and by whom information is 
gathered and discussed. If an accurate picture of an organisation’s context is to be con-
structed, it will require the involvement of a wide range of people. Not only should this 
provide a robust basis for decision-making, it can also develop a sense of teamwork, coop-
eration and mutual understanding among those concerned. If only a few managers are 
involved, it is likely to result in a skewed and biased picture of the organisation. It should 
also be recognised that no matter how rigorously information is collected, analysed and 
argued over, there will always be a large element of subjectivity in this process. This is why, 
as a number of writers have commented, one of the key tasks managers perform is ‘sense-
making’ (Weick, 1995). As Weick (1995: 13) explains:

Sensemaking is about the ways people generate what they interpret. Jury deliberations, for 
example, result in a verdict. Once jurors have that verdict in hand, they look back to construct 
a plausible account of how they got there.

For managers in organisations, sensemaking is about understanding, interpreting and 
explaining their organisation’s world for themselves and others in such a way that it  provides 
a rationale and justification for past, present and future actions. Sensemaking is also the 

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.3

styles of management

Strengths Weaknesses

Traditionalist management
•	 Practical common sense
• Attentive to facts
• Systems focus
• Steady worker
• Super-dependable
• Realistic about timescales

• Makes snap decisions
• Lacks responsibility for change
• Poor at relationships
• Concerned with difficulties

Catalyst management
• Charisma and commitment to staff
• Communicates well
• Comfortable with changing environment
• Comfortable with diversity

 
• Can be drawn into pleasing others
• Has difficulties with rules and conventions
• May spend too long on issues
• Takes over problems and responsibilities

Visionary management
• Strong on intellectual vision
• Creative and progressive
• Enjoys problem-solving
• Outspoken

 
• May be insensitive to others
• Devalues others who are not intellectual
• Expects too much of people
• Restless and easily bored

Source: From Maddock (1999: 40), based on Vinnecombe (1987)
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process by which managers may attempt or can attempt to impose their view of reality on 
others. Oticon (see Case study 10.2 in Chapter 10) is a prime example of where a CEO first 
made sense of the world for himself and then imposed this sense on others in such a way 
that it allowed the organisation to move successfully forwards. The Marconi case study at 
the end of this chapter is another example where a senior manager attempted to impose his 
‘sense’ on others in order to justify and guide actions. In this case, however, the outcome 
was far from successful. Grint (2005: 1470–1) suggests:

The context or situation is actively constructed by the leader, leaders, and/or decision-makers. In 
effect, leadership involves the social construction of the context that both legitimates a particular 
form of action and constitutes the world in the process. If that rendering of the context is  
successful – for there are usually contending and competing renditions – the newly constituted 
context then limits the alternatives available such that those involved begin to act differently.

Focus of choice
Many organisations can find themselves in a situation where they appear to be constantly 
reacting to events and indulging in ‘fire-fighting’ rather than being proactive. Certainly, this 
seems to be the current position in the music industry, as Case study 6.2 in Chapter 6 shows. 
One of the characteristics of successful sensemaking (i.e. context construction) is that, as 
Grint remarks, it ‘limits the alternatives available’ and focuses managers’ attention on a nar-
row range of short-, medium- and long-term issues. Some of these will relate to the organisa-
tion’s performance, while others may be more concerned with building or developing 
particular competences or technologies. In some instances, the issues may be of passing inter-
est only, while in other instances, they may be fundamental to the organisation’s survival. 
Certainly, in most situations, organisations will in one way or another focus on aligning 
themselves with or even influencing or changing the constraints under which they operate.

How an organisation decides upon which issues to focus, and whether this is done in a col-
laborative and coordinated way (as was the case at XYZ; see Case studies 4.2 and 9.2 in 
Chapters 4 and 9), or in a disjointed and fractious way, is a fundamental factor in any organi-
sation’s decision-making process. Certainly, the received wisdom is that a concerted and coor-
dinated approach, which focuses upon a small number of issues at any one time, is more 
effective than a fragmented one (Hutchins, 2008; Kay, 1993; Senge, 1990). It is interesting to 
note that Weick (1995) appears to consider the Japanese approach to decision-making as an 
example of sensemaking in action. This may explain why Japanese organisations are particu-
larly good at identifying the key aspects of their strategy on which they need to focus.

The technique many Japanese companies use is called Hoshin Kanri (see Ideas and per-
spectives 12.4). Hoshin Kanri, or Policy Deployment as it is often termed in the West, was 
developed in Japan to communicate a company’s policy, goals and objectives throughout its 
hierarchy in a structured and consistent fashion (Hutchins, 2008; Lee and Dale, 2003). One 
of its main benefits is that it focuses attention on key activities for success. It is a process that 
is undertaken annually to ensure that everyone in the company is conscious of and address-
ing the same objectives, and that these inform actions and decision-making at all levels in 
the organisation (Akao, 1991).

Organisational trajectory
As can be seen from Case study 12.1, an organisation’s trajectory or direction is shaped 
by  its past actions and future objectives and strategies. As such it provides a guide or 
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 framework within which to judge the acceptability, relevance or urgency of issues, concerns 
and proposed actions. The trajectory process encompasses the determination of and inter-
play between an organisation’s vision, strategies and approach to change.

The concept of trajectory comprises not only an organisation’s ‘memory’ of past events 
but also its intent in terms of future ones. For some organisations, such as Nissan (see Case 
study 2.2 in Chapter 2) with its commitment to partnership working, the trajectory will be 
clear and unambiguous, unless there is some major disturbance which throws into question 
past practice. In others, like the Marconi case study at the end of this chapter, making sense 
of past events and agreeing proposals for future actions can be the subject of much dispute, 
uncertainty and bitterness. Certainly, after its crash, one would assume that there was much 
rewriting of history in the Marconi boardroom, especially with regard to the supposed fail-
ure of GEC and the attractiveness of telecoms. Similarly, in the light of the 2008 banking 
crisis, one might assume that many financial service organisations, and their shareholders, 
have encountered a great deal of trouble and differences of opinion in trying to make sense 
of their past, present and future direction. As Case study 12.1 shows, when it comes to the 
future of the car industry, there is a clear disagreement between those who seek to design 
electric vehicles based on existing, successful car designs and those who ‘start with the 
vision’. Or, to put it another way, there are those who look to where they have been and 
those who look to where they want to be.

Some organisations will deliberately and consciously attempt to plot their future trajectory 
in minute detail, as advocated by leading strategists such as Michael Porter (see Chapter 8); 
while others, as exemplified by the Oticon case study in Chapter 10, may adopt a more 
global and distant set of objectives from which their trajectory emerges. Whatever the 
approach, as Mintzberg (1994: 25) observes:

Few, if any, strategies can be purely deliberate, and few can be purely emergent. One sug-
gests no learning, the other, no control. All real-world strategies need to mix these in some 
way – to attempt to control without stopping the learning.

So, an organisation’s trajectory can be seen as a blend of, or clash between, the deliberate 
and emergent elements of its strategy (see Figure 12.5). Whether or not this blend or clash 
produces the intended or expected outcomes for the organisation appears to depend partly 
on the quality of its sensemaking and partly on the degree of control it can exert, or chooses 
to exert, over events. Furthermore, as the case studies show, it is also dependent on an 
organisation’s ability to learn from, deal with and take advantage of unexpected events as 

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.4

Hoshin Kanri
The word hoshin can be broken into two parts. The literal translation of ho is direction. The 
literal translation of shin is needle, so the word hoshin could translate into direction needle 
or the English equivalent of compass. The word kanri can also be broken into two parts. 
The first part, kan, translates into control or channeling. The second part, ri, translates into 
reason or logic. Taken altogether, hoshin kanri means management and control of the 
organization’s direction needle or focus.

 Source: Total Quality Engineering Inc (2003).
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they emerge. For Oticon and XYZ, the ability to learn and successfully move on was crucial. 
For Marconi, the inability to do so was disastrous. It is the interplay between the interpreta-
tion of past actions and future intent coupled to the ability of organisations to shape devel-
oping events to their advantage that makes decision-making so complex.

Each of the three elements of the choice process, context, focus and trajectory, is complex 
in itself, but they also interact with each other in an intricate and unpredictable way. An 
organisation’s trajectory, whether it is seen as successful or not, can influence both the focus 
of its decision-making and the context within which the organisation operates. Likewise, 
the context provides a framework within which the trajectory is developed. Similarly, the 
focus of choice will influence which aspect of the organisation’s context its trajectory will be 
directed towards, not only in the short term but also in the medium and long term.

Decision-making is a complex and multifaceted process. One reason for this is the type of 
decisions that have to be addressed when organisations deal with major questions. Rollinson 
(2002) maintains that decisions can be classed on a spectrum that runs from ‘bounded’ to 
‘unbounded’ (see Figure 12.6). Bounded decisions are usually small, have relatively easily 
defined parameters and tend to be relatively separable from the environment or context in 
which they arise. A typical example might be the purchase of a smartphone. In a relatively 
speedy and accurate manner, a purchaser can determine what they want from a smartphone, 
calculate how much they can afford to spend, gather information on competing products and 
choose the one that best meets their needs for the price they are prepared to pay.

However, unbounded decisions usually concern large and important issues, have diffi-
cult-to-define parameters, are ambiguous and are intertwined with other issues and factors 
in the environment or context in which they arise. These are often referred to as ‘wicked 

Trajectory

Emergent
strategy

Deliberate

strategy

Figure 12.5 Organisational trajectory
Source: Adapted from: Patterns in strategy formation, Management Science 24(9), p. 13 (Mintzberg H, 1978), Reprinted 
by permission, Copyright (1978), The Institute for Operations Research and the Management Sciences (INFORMS), 5521 
Research Park Drive, Suite 200, Catonsville, MD 21228 USA.
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problems’ because, important as they usually are, there is often no optimum solution to 
them, only a ‘least bad’ solution (Head and Alford, 2015). An obvious example of an 
unbounded decision is the question of climate change. Even getting key stakeholders such 
as governments and large corporations to admit that there was a question to be addressed 
has been a major problem. More problematic still is getting agreement on how to tackle it, 
what the priorities are, what the timescale for action is and who should pay. Similarly, the 
complexity of the European Union’s economic woes, and its ‘glacial decision-making pro-
cess’, arise from the fact that it comprises 27 very different countries each with its own very 
different economic, political and cultural concerns (Buiter, 2013: 24). Throw into this mix 
the management and consequences of Brexit, and it can be seen why policy-makers find it so 
difficult to build a consensus regarding the future of the EU (Hartford, 2016). They face the 
herculean task of identifying and exploring all the factors which need to be taken into 
account, not to mention the competing needs and demands of all the countries concerned. 
Although most of the major strategic issues facing an organisation are not on the same scale 
as climate change or the future of the European Union, they do tend to lie at the unbounded 
(wicked) rather than bounded end of the spectrum.

Given the unbounded nature of strategic decisions, it is not surprising, as the models of 
decision-making described in Ideas and perspectives 12.5 illustrate, that managers are less 
rational and more haphazard in their approach to decision-making than they themselves 
would often openly acknowledge. As the case studies in this text show, and as writers have 
pointed out for many years, there is a tendency for managers to ‘muddle through’ rather 
than attempt an exhaustive and exhausting examination of all the available options 
(Lindblom, 1968). Nor is it surprising that some managers prefer ‘fire-fighting’ to tackling 
fundamental issues (Burnes, 1991) – at least the objective is immediate and clear, and a 
favourable outcome can be achieved (although it is often short-lived).

Appreciating the complexity of decision-making also casts the Japanese ringi system 
(discussed in Chapter 5) in a favourable light. Only by an exhaustive analysis of the issue 
concerned and the options available is the most appropriate decision likely to be arrived 
at. Moreover, the ringi system is usually carried out within the framework of a strong cor-
porate vision, clear strategies for its pursuit and Hoshin Kanri-generated focused objec-
tives, rendering decisions less ‘unbounded’ and thus making it easier to identify which 
choices and actions are appropriate. According to Heath and Heath (2013), the basis of 
good decision-making is to ensure that decisions are framed in such a way that they are 

Bounded Unbounded

Small
Less serious
Short term
Clearly defined
Available solutions
Unconnected
Involves few people

Large and multiple problems
Very serious

Long term
Difficult to define

No known solution
Interconnected

Multiple and competing stakeholders

Figure 12.6 types of decision
Source: Adapted from Rollinson (2002: 254).
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wide enough to include information or options that need to be considered, but not so 
wide that decision-makers become paralysed in the face of an avalanche of information. 
Japanese companies achieve this delicate balance by creating a strategic frame of refer-
ence which allows them to explore only those possibilities and issues which are in har-
mony with their vision, strategy and intent. In this way, the entire choice process is 
simplified and made more achievable.

Japanese companies have shown themselves to be masters of developing visions and 
strategies that not only make them successful but also, and not incidentally, reduce the 
uncertainty in their environment, alter the basis of competition in their favour and nar-
row the focus of decision-making (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995; Nonaka and Toyama, 2007). The result is that, though the choice process remains 
complex, not only does it have a greater degree of consistency between the elements 
and people involved, but it is also more focused in the range of issues and decisions 
required.

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.5

decision-making models

Model Assumptions

The Rational  
Choice model of 
decision-making

• Decision-makers have knowledge of all possible alternative solutions.
•  They have complete knowledge of the consequences of all these 

alternatives.
• They have a robust set of criteria for evaluating these alternatives.
• They have unlimited resources, including time, money and abilities.
• They follow a systematic and orderly sequence of decision steps.

The Bounded 
Rationality model  
of decision-making

•  Decision-makers do not have complete knowledge. They rely on hunches 
and intuition.

• Decision-makers do not have fixed and consistent preferences.
• Decision-makers do not have unlimited resources.
• An optimal solution may not exist or even be necessary.
•  Decision-makers do not optimise or seek a solution that maximises the 

expected benefits.
•  They ‘satisfice’ – seek a solution or decision option which is ‘good enough’ 

rather than ideal.
• Nevertheless, they do follow a systematic and orderly sequence of steps.

The Garbage Can 
model of decision-
making

•  Decisions involve four elements: problems, solutions, participants and choice 
opportunities.

• Some decisions will be made only when all four elements come together.
• Political motives can lead to these elements being manipulated.
•  Decision-making is volume-sensitive – managers cannot be everywhere at 

once or deal with all issues at once.
• As the number of problems increases, decision opportunities decrease.
• Novel problems are likely to attract more attention than mundane ones.
• Decision-makers do not follow an orderly sequence of steps.
• Chance plays a large part in what decisions get made and when.

Source: Adapted from Rollinson (2002).
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It is clear that while the choice process is uncertain, complex and time-consuming, there 
are approaches that do reduce these factors and can make the process more transparent and 
effective. Even so, the degree of transparency and the efficacy of the choice process are 
heavily influenced by an organisation’s ability to turn choices into workable strategies and 
to turn strategies into successful actions. The success of these, in turn, will influence future 
choices. In order to understand the choice process further, we shall now examine the trajec-
tory process, followed in the next chapter by the change process.

The trajectory process

As shown by Figure 12.7, like the choice process, the trajectory process comprises three  
elements:

●	 organisational vision;

●	 organisational strategy; and

●	 organisational change.

vision
As mentioned in Chapter 8, a great many organisations now use scenario-building and 
‘visioning’ techniques (Rigby and Bilodeau, 2011, 2013). The purpose of these tech-
niques is to generate different organisational futures, or realities, in order to select the 
one that seems most favourable or appropriate. The example of Konnopke’s Imbiss 
(Case study 1.1 in Chapter 1) shows that not all organisations have or need visions, and 
not all visions lead to success, as the case of Marconi at the end of this chapter shows. 
Nevertheless, the concept of organisations driving themselves forward by creating an 
ambitious vision (or intent or scenario) of where they wish to be in the long term has 
become ‘one of the most popular yet least understood practices in management’ 
(Cummings and Worley, 2015: 184). Its ubiquitousness has also provoked increasing lev-
els of cynicism (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012; Collins, 1998; Watson, 1994). The argument, 
in brief, for visions is that previous attempts to plan the future have either fallen foul of 
the difficulty of accurately translating past trends into future projections, or have not 
been ambitious enough because they have allowed future plans to be constrained by pre-
sent resources (Collins and Porras, 1997; Hamel and Prahalad, 1989; Murphy and Torre, 
2015). The process of developing an organisation’s vision attempts to overcome this by 
encouraging senior managers to think freely, without considering present resource 

Vision

Strategy Change

Trajectory
process

Figure 12.7 the trajectory process
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 constraints, about possible futures for their organisation in the long term. In a review of 
the literature, O’Connell et al (2011: 103) conclude:

Vision impacts organizational performance, group effectiveness and growth in entrepreneurial 
firms. It can create the spark that lifts organizations beyond the mundane and can build both 
staff and customer satisfaction.

Vision-building can help organisations to produce very ambitious objectives, such as 
Honda’s declaration in the 1960s (when it was barely more than a motorcycle producer little 
known outside Japan) that it wanted ‘to become the second Ford’. As the Marconi case shows, 
however, the possession of an ambitious vision is, by itself, no guarantee of success, although 
the rigour with which a vision is developed may help to overcome or avoid some of the more 
obvious pitfalls. Though vision statements vary enormously, O’Connell et al (2011) found 
that they tend to have three common attributes: they are goal-orientated; they describe how 
the organisation intends to conduct its business; and they identify the type of environment 
that would best enable staff to achieve the vision. These attributes can be seen in Cummings 
and Huse’s (1989) guidelines for constructing a vision (Ideas and perspectives 12.6).

Vision-building is almost always led by senior managers, whose personal values play a 
key role in shaping the vision. Certainly, this was the case with Oticon (Chapter 10). But 
they cannot build the vision alone; they have to ‘negotiate’ with other stakeholders in order 
to create a shared view of the future (Murphy and Torre, 2015; Zaccaro and Banks, 2001). 
This process can, and in some cases does, eventually encompass everyone in the organisation. 

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 12.6

Constructing a vision
The four elements of a vision
1. Mission. This states the organisation’s major strategic purpose or reason for existing. It 

can indicate such factors as products, markets and core competencies.

2. Valued outcomes. Visions about desired futures often include specific performance and 
human outcomes the organisation would like to achieve. These can include types of 
behaviour and levels of skill as well as more traditional outcomes such as turnover and 
profit. These valued outcomes can serve as goals for the change process and standards 
for assessing progress.

3. Valued conditions. This element of creating a vision involves specifying what the organ-
isation should look like to achieve the valued outcomes. These valued conditions help to 
define a desired future state towards which change activity should move. Valued condi-
tions can include issues relating to structure, culture, openness and managerial style as 
well as external issues such as relations with customers and suppliers.

4. Mid-point goals. Mission and vision statements are by nature quite general and usually 
need to be fleshed out by identifying more concrete mid-point goals. These represent 
desirable organisational conditions but lie between the current state and the desired 
future state. Mid-point goals are clearer and more detailed than desired future states, 
and thus, they provide more concrete and manageable steps and benchmarks for change.

 Source: Cummings and Huse (1989).
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This co-creation perspective sees ‘the emergence of vision as a dance among multiple part-
ners with senior leaders playing a key role in the choreography’ (O’Connell et al, 2011: 
106). To sum up, the creation of visions is an iterative and negotiated process whereby 
options are identified, an initial vision is created and the gap between this and the present 
circumstances is identified. Then the organisation considers its strategic options to bridge 
the gap, and in so doing refines the vision. This refining process serves partly to ensure that 
the vision is discussed widely within the organisation and also to gain employees’ commit-
ment to its objectives, thus using the vision as a motivating and guiding force for the organ-
isation. Over time, by this process of revisiting and refining the vision, loose and intangible 
ideas develop into an achievable vision with concrete medium-term goals that people can 
relate to and pursue. In terms of achievability, Baum et al (1998) identify seven attributes of 
effective visions: brevity; clarity; abstractness; challenge; future orientation; stability; and 
desirability or the ability to inspire.

The organisational vision can best be described as a beacon shining from a faraway hill-
side at night that guides travellers to their destination. Travellers can usually see only a few 
feet ahead but are prevented from getting lost by the beacon. Occasionally, the traveller will 
have to make a detour or sometimes even reverse course, but this is done in the certain 
knowledge that they still know where it is that they are travelling to. The concept of the bea-
con is a useful analogy, in that it highlights one of the main differences between vision-
building and other forms of long-range planning. Normally, it is only the leadership of an 
organisation that has a clear view of where the organisation is going in the long term. The 
vision, like the beacon, should shine clearly for everyone in the organisation to see, so that 
they can all know where they are heading for, and use it to judge the appropriateness of 
their actions.

By constructing a vision in this manner, the organisation not only has a picture of what it 
wishes to become but also some concrete targets to aim for (Murphy and Torre, 2015). At Oticon 
(Chapter 10), its vision of becoming a knowledge-based organisation sprang from the mind of 
its CEO, Lars Kolind. But to give it flesh and to be able to construct his ‘disorganised organisa-
tion’ required the involvement of everyone else in the organisation. It was an iterative process of 
trial and error. Above all, it was a process of experimentation. He and they knew how they 
wanted to operate, what they wanted to achieve, but the actual details had to be worked out.

As the Marconi case at the end of this chapter shows, some visions both start and end 
with only a few senior managers. In the Marconi example, the two managers fail even to 
recognise the need to involve or gain the commitment and understanding of the rest of the 
organisation. Also, unlike Kolind, they seemed unable to adapt their strategy to save their 
vision. When the downturn in demand for telecoms equipment became evident to other 
companies, which took action to protect themselves, Marconi did not. Instead, it continued 
its strategy of selling profitable companies and borrowing money to buy ones which fitted 
its vision but whose viability diminished with the decline in demand for telecoms equip-
ment. The point is that visions (and components of visions) identify the intent, and mid-
point goals, or ‘stakes in the ground’, are then needed to help identify a way forward 
(Murphy and Torre, 2015). As the vision is implemented, these goals will periodically have 
to be renewed and revisited in the light of changing circumstances, usually within the con-
text of the vision, as was the case with Oticon. As the Marconi example shows, however, the 
possibility always exists that changing circumstances, or the process of implementation, can 
raise serious questions about the viability of the vision itself. It is through the development 
of strategy that visions are implemented, brought to life and, if necessary, changed.



 441

strategy
In the context of a vision, strategy can be defined as a coherent or consistent stream of 
actions which an organisation takes or has taken to move towards its vision (see Chapter 8). 
This stream of actions can be centrally planned and driven, they can be delegated and  
distributed throughout the organisation and can be either conscious actions in pursuit of 
the vision, or unconscious or emergent ones resulting from past patterns of decisions or 
resource allocations, or from current responses to problems and opportunities. In reality, 
as Figure 12.5 illustrates, an organisation’s strategy tends to be a combination of, and be 
pursued through, a mixture of formal and informal plans and planned and unplanned 
actions.

Chapter 8 showed that formal strategies usually cover marketing, product development, 
manufacturing, HR, purchasing, finance, information technology and quality. The charac-
teristics of conscious strategies are that they generally look five years or more ahead but 
contain firm and detailed plans for only the next 12–18 months (because changing circum-
stances usually prevent most companies from being firm about their intentions for any 
longer than this). These strategies are put together in one strategic plan that is, usually, 
formally reviewed annually but is frequently reviewed informally and when major and 
unexpected events occur. Because strategies are not ends in themselves but means to an end 
(the vision), they should by necessity be both flexible and pragmatic. They should be con-
structed and pursued only to the extent that they facilitate the achievement of the vision. 
Indeed, even when their strategies appear to fail, the more successful organisations seem to 
have an innate ability to turn failure into success. Pascale (1984) documented the disas-
trous entry of Honda into the US motorcycle market in 1959. It tried to sell the wrong bikes, 
to the wrong customers at the wrong time of year; yet by 1966, it had 63 per cent of the 
market. How did it do this? It learned fast, was not afraid to change a losing strategy and 
acted fast.

We can see something similar to the Honda experience in Case study 12.2. In 1995, 
Microsoft launched MSN in order to become an internet content provider. It quickly saw 
that this was not where its core competences lay, but it also saw that MSN gave it a direct 
link to an enormous customer base. The original strategy of adding content provision to its 
software activities was abandoned in favour of a much more ambitious strategy of deliver-
ing its services over the internet directly to customers. It also contributes directly to 
Microsoft’s vision of remaining the world’s dominant software company.

Strategy is not an end in itself; its purpose is to allow an organisation to pursue and 
achieve its vision, which is the ultimate measure of whether a strategy is working or not. 
If not, then, following the examples of Honda and Microsoft, successful companies 
change their strategies. Unfortunately, when companies – like Marconi – continue to 
pursue a failing strategy, the results can be disastrous. One of the strengths of anchoring 
a strategy to an overarching vision is that the vision creates a general awareness of how 
to act or respond to opportunities and threats, or successes and failures. Honda’s vision 
was to establish a dominant presence in the US motorcycle market, not to sell a particu-
lar type of bike. Microsoft’s intention was to use the internet to reinforce its position as 
the world’s dominant software company, rather than see it as a money-generating ven-
ture per se.

From this perspective, one way of viewing strategy is to see it as a series of links in a 
chain which stretch from the present to the indeterminate future where the vision lies. 

 the Choice Management–Change Management model



Chapter 12 Organisational change and managerial choice 

442

Case sTudy 12.2

The development of Msn

Microsoft’s direct connection to the 
customer
Sometimes it seems that even when Microsoft loses, it 
wins. . . . Take MSN, the company’s internet portal. 
This unit of Microsoft has lost money ever since it was 
set up . . . But to Microsoft that does not really matter. 
The real point of MSN is not to make money at all. 
Instead, the division serves a peculiar mixture of pur-
poses including research and development, testing the 
company’s software, advertising its services and even 
product distribution. What is more, these capabilities 
set Microsoft apart from its rivals.

In the next phase of Microsoft’s plans, its .Net vision, 
in which software becomes a service delivered over the 
internet – a vision on which Bill Gates admits he has 
‘bet the company’ – the site will become even more 
vital. MSN is quietly emerging as the centrepiece of the 
whole .Net strategy. This is a far cry from the original 
MSN, named for the Microsoft Network. The website 
was initially set up as a media player in 1995, the early 
days of the dotcom boom. It produced content includ-
ing news and sport, horoscopes, and e-commerce 
offers. For a while it looked as if Microsoft had serious 
ambitions in media.

That phase did not last long. The career of Geoff 
Sutton, now Managing Director of MSN in the UK, 
illustrates the change of heart. Mr Sutton was origi-
nally brought into the company in 1997 to run a team 
of journalists writing news for the portal. In 1998, the 
news team was scrapped and Mr Sutton found himself 
working in a software company.

‘It quickly became apparent that Microsoft 
shouldn’t try to be a content player,’ he says. Judy 
Gibbons, vice-president of MSN for EMEA [Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa], agrees: ‘Microsoft is a soft-
ware company, that’s what we do, and we shouldn’t 
stray away from our core competences.’

With its foray into content, however, Microsoft had 
managed to gather up something very useful: an audi-
ence. Through MSN, Microsoft found it had a direct 

line with consumers that it had never experienced 
before. People visited the site regularly . . . in the pro-
cess being exposed to Microsoft branding and services. 
Today, MSN is one of the world’s top three internet 
destinations.

Once this kind of connection with customers was in 
place, all kinds of things became possible. Microsoft 
could start marketing services to its customers direct. It 
could even start giving them software direct, over the 
internet. This interactive and instant relationship with 
customers even gave Microsoft a testing ground for new 
software products, as people could be asked to down-
load beta software, software still in the process of devel-
opment, from the site for comments and suggestions.

The .Net strategy neatly takes advantage of all 
these aspects of Microsoft’s portal. Users will plug 
into a web of services running across a wide variety of 
devices, including PCs, handheld computers, phones, 
television sets, and even games consoles. ‘MSN will 
provide the entry point for consumers to .Net services, 
as you will be able to go up to the site and sign on and 
get access to all the pieces you want,’ says Ms Gibbons.

Microsoft estimates that the market for such ser-
vices could run into trillions of dollars by 2010, in what 
it terms the ‘digital decade’. No other internet portal 
can yet offer anything similar. And no other software 
company boasts its own internet portal through which 
to dispense rival versions of these web services. The 
huge MSN user base forms a ready-made audience to 
which Microsoft can market its services with ease. The 
fact that all the visitors attracted to the portal by this 
range of services can be ‘monetised’ by charging adver-
tisers to market them is just the icing on the cake. If 
MSN can reach break-even from these advertising dol-
lars, so much the better, if not, it scarcely matters.

Source: Microsoft’s direct connection to the customer, The 
Financial Times, 31 December 2001, p. 7 (Harvey, F). For a  
fuller and more up-to-date review on history of MSN, see 
Passmore, E (2016) Migrating Large-Scale Services to Azure. 
Springer: New York, NY.

Each link in the chain represents particular strategies or groups of decisions that organi-
sations pursue to move themselves forward, in the light of both their eventual target and 
the prevailing circumstances of the time. The links (strategies) are continually having to 
be forged and reforged (or to use Mintzberg’s (1987) term, ‘crafted’) over time as events 
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develop and circumstances change. For Microsoft, MSN was a link forged for one pur-
pose which became reforged for another purpose but with the same end in sight: to  
bolster Microsoft’s dominance of the software market. So, an organisation’s strategy is 
likely to comprise both deliberate (planned) and emergent (unplanned) elements – the 
exact balance being determined by the circumstances of the particular organisation in 
question rather than any intrinsic merit of either the deliberate or emergent approaches 
to strategy.

One final point: it follows from this that organisations do not need to be able to see all the 
links in the strategic chain: merely those that will guide them over the next few years. Nor 
do they need to dictate centrally or identify in detail what should be done and when. Instead, 
they need to establish both a climate of understanding and a general willingness to pursue 
certain courses of action, as the opportunity arises or circumstances necessitate. Only when 
a course of action is pursued, however, do organisations begin to change and move towards 
their vision.

Change
Just as an organisation’s trajectory is both an important element of the choice process and 
a process in its own right, the same applies to change. The change process is discussed 
extensively in the next chapter, but in the context of the trajectory process, it is necessary to 
note that, although visions and strategies can be crucial in shaping the life of organisations, 
it is only when some facet of the organisation is changed or changes that visions and strate-
gies advance from being mere possibilities to become reality. This is also a two-way street. 
On the one hand, visions and strategies shape and direct change; they indicate what needs 
to change and where. They also create the conditions and climate within which change 
takes place. On the other hand, because visions and strategies become reality only through 
the actions of the organisation, it is these changes, these actions, which shape visions and 
strategies.

In summary, we can see that the trajectory process, while playing a key role in shaping 
choice, is also itself a complex process comprising vision, strategy and change. Although it is 
difficult to conceive of any organisation that does not possess some elements of all three, the 
degree to which they are held in common or are consistent with each other or are part of a 
conscious effort clearly varies. Partly this relates to the circumstances of the organisation. 
Under conditions of stability and predictability, even without prompting from senior man-
agers, it is much easier for people to make sense of their situation and develop a common 
view of how their organisation should operate, what its future should be and what changes 
need to be made. In rapidly changing circumstances, however, where certainties and fixed 
points of reference are few and far between, a common understanding is unlikely to arise 
automatically. Even if a common understanding does exist in such situations, it is likely to 
be outmoded and inappropriate. In such cases, one of the key roles of senior managers is to 
make sense of the situation for themselves and others by constructing a new vision which 
can unite the organisation in a common cause. Such a vision should reduce uncertainty, 
make sense of what is happening and create a broad understanding of what needs doing 
and how. For many organisations, the merit of this approach is not only that it makes change 
easier but that it also allows staff to judge for themselves what changes need to be made and 
what approach to adopt. In order to explore this further, the next chapter examines the 
change process itself.
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Conclusions

In presenting the Choice Management–Change Management model, this chapter has 
sought to merge the theory and practice of strategy development and change management 
as presented in Chapters 8–11. In doing so, it has also drawn on many of the arguments 
and insights into the behaviour, operation and rationality of organisations presented in 
Chapters 1–7. The Choice Management–Change Management model comprises three 
interrelated organisational processes: the choice process, the trajectory process and the 
change process (see Figure 12.2). It was also shown how this model relates to the frame-
work for change presented in Chapter 11 (see Figure 12.3).

In examining the choice process, it was argued that choice is an uncertain, complex and 
time-consuming process, but that there are approaches that do reduce these factors and can 
make the process more transparent and effective. Even so, the degree of transparency and the 
efficacy of the choice process are heavily influenced by an organisation’s ability to turn choices 
into workable strategies and to turn strategies into successful actions. This led to the discus-
sion of the trajectory process which, while playing a key role in shaping choice, is also itself a 
complex process comprising vision, strategy and change. A key factor in the alignment of 
these is the last of these factors – change. Although change is driven by an organisation’s vision 
and strategy, change also helps to shape these. Indeed, it is only when change takes place that 
decisions mean anything, visions cease to be words on paper and strategies start to be enacted. 
This will be explored in detail in the next chapter, which is devoted to the change process.

TesT yOur LearnIng

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics covered in this chapter. 
The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, 
there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested 
topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is sensemaking, and what role does it play in the choice process?

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the SWOT analysis and the PESTEL analysis?

3. What are the main elements of the trajectory process?

4. What are the key factors an organisation needs to take into account when constructing a 
vision for itself?

5. How does Hoshin Kanri help to simplify decision-making?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side 
of the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
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class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. An organisation’s choice process is really just a reflection of its style of management.

2. If, as Mintzberg argues, strategy is emergent, there is no point in an organisation spending 
valuable management time developing a strategy.

3. Instead of organisations concentrating so much on the future, they need to focus on giving 
customers what they want today.

essay questions

1. In Case study 12.1, Mr Nagano argues that to be a successful innovator, you have to break 
with the past and ‘start with the vision’. How does this compare with the Resource-Based 
View of innovation discussed in Chapter 8?

2. Use the Choice–Change model to assess one of the case studies in this text or another organ-
isation of your choice.

suggested further reading

Baum, JR, Locke, EA and Kirkpatrick, SA (1998) A longitudinal study of the relation of vision 
and vision communication to venture growth in entrepreneurial firms. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 83(1), 43–54.

Murphy, J and Torre, D (2015) Vision: Essential scaffolding. Educational Management 
Administration & Leadership, 43(2), 177–97.

O’Connell, D, Hickerson, K and Pillutla, A (2011) Organizational visioning: an integrative 
review. Group & Organization Management, 36(1), 103–25.

Wilson, I (1992) Realising the power of strategic vision. Long Range Planning, 25(5), 18–28.
These four articles provide a good review of the theory and practice of vision-building.

Rollinson, D (2008) Organisational Behaviour and Analysis (4th edition). Financial Times 
Pearson: Harlow.

Rollinson’s book provides a good review of the different approaches to decision-making.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following are the websites of leading consultancies who work with organisations to 
develop strategic vision. In addition, there are many videos on www.youtube.com of leading 
academics and practitioner speaking about vision building.

http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-mission-and-vision- 
statements.aspx

http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-mission-and-vision-statements.aspx
http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-mission-and-vision-statements.aspx
http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-mission-and-vision-statements.aspx
http://www.youtube.com
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Case sTudy 12.3

The rise and fall of Marconi

Background
There can be few in the business world who are not 
aware of the spectacular crash of Marconi, which, in 
the space of two years, went from a share value of 
£12.50 to under 2p, a stock market valuation of £35 
billion to just a few million pounds, and a profit of 
£750 million to a loss of some £5.6 billion, one of the 
biggest in UK corporate history.

Marconi grew out of GEC, the giant industrial con-
glomerate built by Arnold Weinstock. In a period when 
the United Kingdom’s industrial competitiveness, and 
its base, declined, GEC was one of the United 
Kingdom’s leading and most successful industrial 
enterprises. Weinstock, who died in 2002 at the age of 
77, created GEC and was the UK’s leading industrialist 
for over 30 years.

Weinstock had a knack for running businesses prof-
itably where others had failed. This was down to his 
famously intimidating management style, which pro-
duced profits and, in the early years at least, gained 
him much praise from financial markets. For their 
time, his methods were revolutionary, at least in the 
United Kingdom. He was legendary for tight control of 
cash and focus on financial measures. He moved cash 
out of the separate GEC businesses and held it in the 
centre. He drove and monitored each business on its 
financial performance. Budgets became key growth 
mechanisms that put managers under enormous pres-
sure to deliver on their forecasts. By ruthlessly cutting 
out overheads, introducing tight financial controls and 
forcing managers to think intelligently about their 
businesses, GEC grew in size and increased share-
holder value.

Throughout his period in charge, GEC profits 
grew. Indeed, in 1990–2, when the UK economy was 
undergoing one of its worst recessions, GEC broke 

the £1  billion profit barrier. Despite this, however, 
in the 1990s, GEC and particularly Weinstock 
became increasingly unpopular with investors in the 
City of London. Two of the City of London’s main 
ways of making money are to lend it or to charge for 
their services in mergers and takeovers. GEC’s stock-
pile of cash meant it did not need to borrow money, 
and Weinstock’s insistence that he would not buy 
companies that were either overpriced or did not fit 
into GEC’s portfolio appeared to enrage the City 
money men. There was also a common view in the 
City that GEC had missed the high-tech boat and 
that it was stuck in the ‘old economy’ when the 
smart money was moving into the ‘new economy’ 
(Heller, 2002).

Having passed the age of 70, Weinstock was finally 
pressured into resigning as GEC’s managing director in 
1996 and became its president emeritus. Under pres-
sure, he recruited George Simpson as a replacement 
but regarded this as an interim measure until his son 
Simon was ready to take over. Simon Weinstock’s sud-
den death in late 1996 changed these plans and 
George Simpson became undisputed head of GEC. 
Simpson had run and sold both Rover and Lucas, was 
much admired in the City of London, and was consid-
ered to have the entrepreneurial qualities needed to 
reinvigorate GEC.

Whatever criticisms there were of Weinstock in his 
later years, his legacy was huge. Not only had he built 
an enormously successful industrial conglomerate in a 
period when British industry was in decline but also, 
as Brummer (2002: 1) comments:

The fact that Britain is still a leading player in the global 
power industry, and has a world-class research-based 
defence industry, can largely be attributed to his 
 precocious skills.

http://www.bcg.com/en-gb/expertise/capabilities/transformation/default.aspx

http://www.kineticconsulting.com

http://www.launchengineering.com/MissionVision.htm

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/ 
developing-a-customer-experience-vision

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/developing-a-customer-experience-vision
http://www.launchengineering.com/MissionVision.htm
http://www.kineticconsulting.com
http://www.bcg.com/en-gb/expertise/capabilities/transformation/default.aspx
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The rise of Marconi
Simpson bought into the popular view that GEC 
needed to get out of the old economy, characterised by 
its involvement in defence and heavy engineering, and 
into the new, high-tech world of telecoms and the 
internet. He believed it also needed to stop being a UK/
European company and become a global player. As he 
later said:

What else were we going to do? The old GEC had had it 
and everyone told us that focus was what was needed. 
Telecoms was the obvious industry to expand into.

(Quoted in Harrison, M, 2002: 24)

He began to bring in his own people, notably John 
Mayo as finance director. Mayo had been an invest-
ment banker before moving to Zeneca as Finance 
Director, from where he was recruited by Simpson. It 
was Simpson and Mayo who charted GEC’s push into 
the new dotcom economy through a whirlwind series 
of sales and acquisitions. The crucial period was 1999 
to 2001. In 1999, GEC divested itself of its defence 
business to BAe. This halved the size of GEC and sold 
off its most consistently profitable elements. To mark 
this momentous step, GEC was renamed Marconi to 
signal its intention to become a leading telecoms com-
pany, and began a process of acquiring new businesses 
in the then growing international market for high-
capacity telecoms networks. Simpson and Mayo 
believed, like many more, that the future lay with dot-
com companies, and they wanted a big share of it. Not 
only did they spend the proceeds from selling busi-
nesses they did not want and the money that Weinstock 
bequeathed them, but they borrowed over £4 billion as 
well. In the three years up to the middle of 2001, they 
sold off almost all of Marconi’s non-telecoms business, 
i.e. the vast majority of the old GEC, and purchased 
over 20 telecoms businesses, for prices ranging from a 
few hundred million to a few billion pounds. Mayo 
stated that:

The common theme between our [new] core busi-
nesses is the ability to securely capture, manage and 
communicate enormous amounts of data. The ‘data 
wave’ is turning into a tidal wave and we have posi-
tioned ourselves to ride the wave.

(Quoted in Gow, 1999c: 25)

At another time, the speed of Marconi’s transforma-
tion into a rapidly growing telecoms equipment pro-
vider might have been a cause for concern. But this 
was taking place at the height of the dotcom bubble.  

It seemed that everyone wanted to have a slice of the  
telecoms/internet cake and was not too concerned 
how much they paid. Rather than worrying the finan-
cial markets, Marconi’s splurge of buying, selling and 
borrowing seemed to please them enormously. The 
share price soared to £12.50 and Marconi was the dar-
ling of the financial markets.

The fall of Marconi
Marconi’s popularity with the stock market was to 
prove short-lived. By late 2000, while Simpson and 
Mayo were still issuing optimistic forecasts of what 
was to come, other telecoms companies such as 
Nortel, Alcatel, Nokia and Ericsson began issuing 
sales and profit warnings as the telecoms recession, 
and the dotcom collapse, began to bite. Almost to the 
last, Marconi denied there were any problems, but in 
July 2001 it asked for its shares to be suspended ahead 
of a profits warning, a highly unusual move for a FTSE 
100 company.

Though Marconi’s profits warning was clearly going 
to damage the company’s standing, the lateness and 
severity of the warning led to a disastrous fall in the 
share price, a rapid exit from the Board of senior staff 
and the virtual destruction of the company. Indeed, 
such was the concern for the way the Board handled 
the profits warning that the UK financial watchdog, 
the Financial Services Authority (FSA), conducted a 
lengthy investigation into it, and issued its report in 
April 2003. The FSA pointed out that the company had 
a legal obligation to keep the market informed of price-
sensitive information in a timely manner, and that in 
this instance it had not, and had therefore broken the 
FSA’s rules. Treanor and Wray (2003) reconstructed 
the events leading up to and just after the profits warn-
ing, as follows:

17 May 2011 Marconi says the first six months of 2001 
are unlikely to show an improvement on 
the previous year’s figures.

12 June Trading figures show a 10 per cent 
decline for April and May. No public 
statement is made.

21 June Accounts for April and May show a loss 
of £180 million, £156 million more than 
the previous year. No public statement 
is made.

26 June The financial forecast for the six months 
to September 2001 show a loss of £47 
million, as opposed to the £320 million 
profits that analysts had predicted. The 
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Case study 12.3 (continued)

forecast also shows that profits for the 
year to March 2002 will be £491 million 
as against the predicted £807 million. 
The Board disputes these figures and 
asks for them to be recalculated. No 
public statement is made.

28 June A Board meeting is called for 4 July.

30 June The revised financial forecasts are even 
worse than those presented to the 
Board on June 26. Full-year profits are 
projected to be only £272 million, and 
half-year losses have risen to £121 
million. No public statement is made.

4 July At 7.40 am, Marconi asks for its shares 
to be suspended pending a meeting of 
the Board at 4 pm. At 6.41 pm, the 
Board issues a statement saying that 
profits are likely to halve, with sales 
down 15 per cent.

5 July When the markets open, Marconi’s 
shares fall by nearly 50 per cent. John 
Mayo tells investors that business will 
recover in 2002 when the telecom 
networks ‘will be running so hot they’ll 
fall over’ and that there will be no 
change in Marconi’s management. 
Marconi’s share price continues to 
collapse. At 9.40 pm John Mayo resigns.

Two months later, George Simpson also resigned. 
Both men received substantial payoffs. As a Leader in 
the Financial Times (2003: 20) stated, ‘we can only 
speculate whether more could have been saved had 
directors been quicker to acknowledge that their head-
long rush into telecoms oblivion was f lawed’. 
Regardless of this, the events of June and July meant 
that, for Marconi, the dotcom bubble had burst with a 
vengeance. From then on, it was downhill all the way. 
In May 2002, Marconi announced one of the biggest 
yearly losses in UK corporate history: some £5.6 billion. 
Its share price plunged to below 2p, making the com-
pany in effect bankrupt and its shares worthless. It then 
began a long process of trying to stay alive by negotiat-
ing with its creditors. In May 2003, Marconi finally 
agreed a debt restructuring deal with its creditors. In 
return for writing off over 90 per cent of the approxi-
mately £4.5 billion they were owed, Marconi’s credi-
tors received 99.5 per cent of the company’s equity. 
The refinanced company would be valued at just over 
£600 million. The previous shareholders would own 

just 0.5 per cent, thus reducing the value of their 
holding to £3 million from £35 billion at its peak, 
always assuming that anyone would want to buy the 
shares.

summary
Simpson and Mayo argued that they were taking GEC 
through a much-overdue reinvention. However, there 
is a world of difference between reinventing a com-
pany around its core business and spending billions to 
construct a new one from scratch. What Simpson and 
Mayo did was to sell off most of what was GEC and to 
use the money from the sale, and much more besides, 
to create a new telecoms company that could rival 
established companies such as Alcatel, Siemens and 
Lucent. Unfortunately for them, their vision of creat-
ing a leading telecoms company came at a time when 
the dotcom bubble was about to burst. Even taking 
this into account, they made three classic business 
mistakes.

First, they bought at the top of the market. In the 
space of three years they bought some two dozen 
companies for billions of pounds that very quickly 
became almost worthless as their markets collapsed. 
The US company Fore Industries is a prime example of 
this. Marconi bought the company for £2.8 billion in 
1999. In 2002, a financial analyst commented: ‘The 
business has very little value. If Marconi tried to dis-
pose of it, there may even be costs associated with it’ 
(quoted in Hirst, 2002: 1). Marconi was brought low 
by the combination of massive overcapacity in the 
industry, a world-wide economic slowdown and the 
enormous financial drain on telecom operators of 
paying for third-generation mobile phone licences. 
This led Marconi’s customers, especially its biggest 
customer, BT, to cut their purchasing of telecoms 
equipment quickly and savagely. In effect, Marconi’s 
market collapsed.

Second, Simpson and Mayo knew little of the busi-
nesses they were buying or the industry they were 
moving into. Simpson had made his reputation on 
running, and selling, Rover and Lucas, both firmly 
established in the ‘old economy’. Mayo was an invest-
ment banker turned finance director. They were both 
deal-makers who had never worked in the telecoms 
industry. As Weinstock commented, ‘They knew 
nothing about the business they were in, and nothing 
about the businesses they were buying’ (quoted in 
Aris, 2002: 8).
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Lastly, they lost financial control of the business. 
GEC under Weinstock was legendary for its tight finan-
cial controls. The corner-stone of these controls was 
Weinstock’s Eight Business Ratios which formed the 
framework of the monthly reports that had to be sub-
mitted to Weinstock by the managing director of each 
of the GEC businesses. These financial controls were 
discarded under the new regime with an almost fanati-
cal belief that they constituted old-fashioned thinking. 
The result was that, as the events of June and July 
2001 show, the Marconi Board seemed unaware until 
the very last minute that the company was in deep 
financial trouble.

It is difficult to exaggerate the disaster that hap-
pened at Marconi. Whatever the criticisms of the old 
GEC, when Weinstock handed over power in 1996, it 
was a strong and profitable company. The parts that 
were sold off by Simpson and Mayo still appeared 
profitable. On the other hand, by 2002, the new 
Marconi was bankrupt and worthless. When he 
stepped down, Weinstock was the biggest private 
investor in GEC, with some 45 million shares valued at 
over £400 million. At the time of his death in 2002, 

these were practically worthless. Simpson and Mayo, 
who were both forced out, received handsome pay-
offs, and appeared not to accept that they bore any 
personal responsibility for the Marconi debacle, pre-
ferring to cite bad luck, poor timing and other people 
for the collapse of Marconi (Harrison, M, 2002; Hirst, 
2002). Hardly surprising, therefore, that Weinstock 
commented: ‘I’d like to string them up from a high tree 
and let them swing there for a long time’ (quoted in 
Aris, 2002: 8).

Questions

1. Using the material covered in this chapter, analyse 
GEC/Marconi’s trajectory and discuss the reasons 
for its collapse.

2. Evaluate the arguments for and against the 
following statement: Marconi had a sound vision 
but was the victim of poor timing.

3. Use the Choice Process (Figure 12.4) to compare 
and contrast the approach to decision-making of 
Arnold Weinstock and George Simpson.

 Case study 12.3: the rise and fall of Marconi
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Chapter 13

Organisational change and  
managerial choice
Part 2: The change process

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 understand the change process element of the Choice Management–Change 
Management model;

●	 appreciate how the change process relates to the choice and trajectory 
processes;

●	 understand the importance of behavioural change in achieving successful 
organisational change; and

●	 establish objectives and outcomes, plan change and manage the people side 
of the change process.

Case sTudy 13.1

Revolution hits the Rolls-Royce factory floor
Visitors to Rolls-Royce’s new fan and turbine disc 
facility in the north-east of  England will notice 
the revolution under way in the UK engineering 
group’s factories long before walking on to the 
shop floor. Out in the car park, all the employees’ 
vehicles have been reverse parked. ‘It’s about the 
guys coming into work, starting their shift, 
taking pride in everything we will do,’ says 
Derek  Allan, manufacturing manager at the 

Washington disc factory. ‘It is about everyone 
thinking the same way.’

Rolls-Royce has been accused of  group think before, 
in particular its past refusal to recognise the 
headwinds in defence, marine and civil aerospace 
that resulted in five profit warnings from the 
aerospace engine and power systems manufacturer 
over the past two years. But this is group think of  a 
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different sort. It is about transforming Rolls-Royce’s 
manufacturing operations from labour-intensive 
laboratories into a lean network of  state of  the art 
facilities, where processes and products are 
replicated consistently at the lowest cost. The 
company’s high expenses have been a key reason 
that its profit margins lag behind rivals led by 
General Electric.

Modernising Rolls-Royce’s manufacturing 
operation, which spans 80 sites in 26 countries, is a 
priority. The world’s second largest aero-engine 
maker, and the leader in turbines for long-haul jets, 
faces the biggest acceleration in production since 
the Second World War. Over the next decade some 
4,000 of  its Trent jet engines will be made in its 
factories, against just 1,600 in the previous 10 years. 
Since 2009, the company has invested £1.1bn on the 
transformation of  its civil aerospace business to 
prepare for the ramp up in production. That 
investment has gone into new facilities, notably a 
factory in Singapore, as well as updating and 
extending factories in Germany, the United Kingdom 
and the United States. About two-thirds was spent in 
the United Kingdom, says the company. But progress 
in delivering results has been slow. Rolls-Royce has 
had to carry the dual costs of  running old and new 
facilities while it implements the transformation – 
expenses that amount to between £100m and £200m 
in 2015 alone. That burden will continue to offset 
benefits until about 2020.

But a visit to Rolls-Royce’s facilities, such as its fan 
and turbine disc factory in Washington, Tyne and 
Wear, shows a quiet revolution is taking place 
behind the headlines. Just over £100m was spent on 
building and kitting out this new 18,000 sq m 
factory to replace the company’s 60-year-old Pallion 
site a few miles away. Due to become fully 
operational in 2016, the factory will each year make 
2,500 of  the discs that hold an engine’s internal 
blades in place. Deep changes in manufacturing 
processes have cut the time of  making the complex 
nickel alloy discs by half.

Two hours due south is Rolls-Royce’s advanced 
blade casting site in Rotherham. This facility, 
due  to be fully operational in 2017, will be 
churning out 100,000 highly sophisticated turbine 
blades a year at peak production, with just 150 
people on site. Designed to operate at 200 
degrees  above their melting point, the single-
crystal blade is a miracle of  engineering. But the 
cost of  making these blades, and their quality, is 

being transformed. The time it takes to make a 
blade has been cut in half, says Rolls-Royce, and 
there is a ‘step-change’ in product performance, in 
part because the human factor has been 
significantly reduced. ‘Even one-hundredth of  an 
inch difference or one-thousandth will give you 
performance deterioration,’ says Hamid Mughal, 
Rolls-Royce’s manufacturing director. ‘So you 
have to be absolutely precise.’

Getting to this stage has taken years, admits  
Mr Mughal. The latest drive to modernise Rolls-
Royce’s manufacturing began in 2009 and has 
involved experimentation with universities and 
publicly funded research centres, standardising 
processes on even the most minor components, and 
then applying them throughout the business in 
preparation for the ramp up in production. ‘We are 
engaged on a multiyear transformation of  the 
business,’ says Mr Mughal. ‘That’s why we use a lot 
of  innovation and put a lot of  science into our work. 
If  it’s based on physics it’s bound to be good, 
because it will work every time.’

Rolls-Royce managers insist that modernising its 
factories is not just about technology and 
equipment. The change requires investment in 
employees, who have to learn to think differently 
about what they do. Dave Harris is a typical Rolls-
Royce employee. Fascinated by engineering, he 
began his career at the company on the shop floor 
of  one of  Rolls-Royce’s oldest factories, the 60-year-
old Pallion site in Sunderland. Now he works as a 
machine operator at the new Washington fan and 
turbine disc factory, where automation has taken 
over many of  the manual tasks. Although this 
means that the factory needs fewer workers to 
produce the same number of  discs, he is not too 
nostalgic. ‘I was very satisfied with working with 
my hands in the old traditional method,’ he says. 
‘But I feel less tired and more involved mentally.’ 
He can plan his work more carefully, he says, and 
spot new ways of  making it more efficient. ‘There 
are opportunities to get involved with the engineers 
in the office so we can make changes. I can offer 
more to help them understand what happens on 
the machine. It’s a bridge.’ ‘We have taken guys 
from quite manual processes . . . and we have 
brought them to a state of  the art factory,’ says 
Derek Allen, Washington’s manufacturing 
manager. ‘But we are not going to ask them to take 
their brains out at the gate. We are going to get 
them engaged in another way.’

Source: Adapted from Revolution hits the Rolls-Royce factory floor, The Financial Times, 10 February 2016, p. 15 
(Hollinger, P).
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Introduction

The previous chapter introduced the Choice Management–Change Management model 
and discussed the decision process and the trajectory process components of the model. 
This chapter will complete the examination of the model by examining the change process 
element. In so doing, particular attention is paid to the behavioural, people, aspects of 
change because, recalling Schein’s (1988: 12) comments quoted in Chapter 1, ‘all organi-
zational problems are fundamentally problems involving human interactions and  
processes’. The chapter concludes by arguing that, although organisations may choose to 
restructure their internal operations and practices in order to align them with the exter-
nal circumstances they face, they can also choose to change or modify external and inter-
nal conditions and constraints in order to avoid extensive internal upheaval and/or to 
bring the constraints into line with their preferred modus operandi. Whatever choices are 
made, it is the role of managers consciously to explore and identify all the available 
options, however improbable they seem, rather than assume that they have no, or only 
limited, choice in the matter.

We live in an age where more and more attention is focused on technology, whether 
this be in terms of factory automation, home appliances, virtual reality systems or the 
fabled ‘internet of things’. In so doing, we are in danger of ignoring the human element. 
As Case study 13.1 shows, this is not something that Rolls-Royce can be accused of. In 
transforming their factories, they may have brought in smart machines, and they may 
have reduced the numbers employed, but they recognise that: ‘It’s about the guys coming 
into work, starting their shift, taking pride in everything we will do’. The success of the 
technological changes that Rolls-Royce have introduced ‘requires investment in employ-
ees, who have to learn to think differently about what they do’. In essence, technological 
change is dependent on behavioural change. This was a point made by the Tavistock 
Institute in the 1960s, with its development of Socio-Technical Systems theory (see 
Chapter 3). It was also central to Handy’s (1989) concept of the Shamrock organization, 
which he saw as comprising smart machines and smart people working in tandem (see 
Chapter 4).

Modern organisations may contain fewer people and more technology than their 
predecessors, but they are still the same cooperative social systems that Chester 
Barnard and his associates in the Human Relations movement wrote about from the 
1930s onwards (see Chapter 3). This is why successful organisational change is so 
dependent on achieving the appropriate behavioural change. It may seem like an exag-
geration to say that the success or failure of any or all change initiatives depend on 
achieving the required behavioural change, but this does seem to be the case. Consider 
the nine types of change shown in Figure 11.1 in Chapter 11. These range from changes 
aimed at individuals, such as IT training, to changes aimed at the entire system, such 
as organisational restructuring. An example of the former would be an organisation 
upgrading from Windows 8 to Windows 10 and providing staff with training to use the 
new operating system. The success of the IT training, and the upgrade itself, would be 
judged by how many people changed their behaviour to stop using Windows 8 and 
started using Windows 10. Many people would see this as straightforward technical 
change; after all, once Windows 8 has been removed from a person’s computer and 
replaced with Windows 10, they have no alternative but to use it. However, this is not 
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the case. It is possible in Windows 10 to change the user interface to be more like 
Windows 8. If people choose to do this, the full benefits of Windows 10 will not be real-
ised, and the organisation would have wasted its money in upgrading its computer sys-
tem. The lesson from this is that IT training should not be treated merely as a technical 
exercise of showing people how to use the new system, but as a process of behavioural 
change that convinces users to adopt the new system.

With IT training, its purpose clearly is to persuade the individuals to change their behav-
iour, and it is clear what this change involves – to stop using Windows 8 and to start using 
Windows 10. However, can the same perspective be applied to organisational restructur-
ing? Take the case of an organisation that has a bureaucratic structure and wants to move to 
a loosely coupled organic network. As Morgan (1989: 64) points out, with a bureaucratic 
structure: ‘The organization has tried to codify all important operational principles, and is 
run in accordance with these principles.’ The behaviour expected of staff is to obey the rules 
and procedures without question or deviation. In contrast, an organic network, according to 
Morgan (1989: 67):

changes from month to month as different ideas and products come on line, and as the core 
organization experiments with different partners. The firm is really a system of firms – an 
open-ended system of ideas and activities, rather than an entity with a clear structure and 
definable boundary.

The behaviour expected of staff in such an organisation is to do what is necessary to 
get the job done, which is likely to be different from day to day and from situation to 
situation.

If an organisation decides to move from a bureaucratic to an organic structure, redrawing 
its organisation chart is relatively easy, as might be moving staff into new groups and issuing 
new job descriptions. However, changing staff behaviour from obeying the rules with no 
discretion to making up the rules up as they go along is a very different issue. As Makin and 
Cox (2004: 34) put it, we are motivated to behave as we do at work because we receive a 
combination of rewards and punishments:

1. We receive something nice.

2. Something nasty is taken away.

3. Something nice is taken away.

4. We receive something nasty.

For example, we tend to report for work each day because we receive something nice – a 
salary. We tend not to stay at home all day because we would receive something nasty –  
dismissal from our job.

When organisations attempt to change staff behaviour, however, they do not always iden-
tify or seek to modify the ‘nice-nasty’ combination of motivators. For example, if an organi-
sation wants to move from individual to team working, it needs to understand the factors 
which promoted individual rather than group effort. These might be a combination of a 
bonus scheme which rewarded individual effort and initiative, career development, praise 
from managers and admiration/envy from colleagues. If, under the teamwork regime, all 
that changes is that managers praise group effort rather than individual effort and other 
motivators remain unchanged, it should come as no surprise that staff resist teamwork. The 
source of the resistance does not lie with the individual but stems from the organisation’s 
formal and informal reward systems. In effect, as was argued in Chapter 1, resistance tends 
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to arise from a lack of alignment between the behaviours/changes the organisation wishes 
to promote and the combination ‘nice-nasty’ signals it sends to staff. Nonetheless, McMillan 
and Connor (2005: 231) also point out:

Individuals are motivated to change by a wide variety of factors. Being aware of the poten-
tially negative consequences of behavior is not enough to prevent that behavior being per-
formed and being aware of the potential beneficial consequences of a behavior is not enough 
to ensure action. . . . Self-empowerment techniques, which include participatory learning . . . 
are more likely to succeed as they encourage individuals to become personally involved and 
develop self-regulatory strategies to increase their likelihood of success.

Therefore, in examining the change process, special attention will be paid to approaches 
and techniques for understanding and changing behaviour.

The change process

Change can be viewed as a one-off event, an exception to the normal running of an organi-
sation and, therefore, something to be dealt with on an issue-by-issue basis as it arises. On 
the other hand, some organisations see change not as an exception but as the norm, a con-
tinuous process that forms part of the organisation’s day-to-day activities. As the case stud-
ies in this text have shown, where change is seen as the exception, such as Midshires College 
(Chapter 14), organisations tend to have difficulty in choosing the most appropriate 
approach, and there also tends to be no structured, or even informal, procedure for captur-
ing the lessons from one change project and making them available for future projects. Each 
change is seen as a unique event and seems to involve an element of reinventing the wheel 
as the organisation struggles to determine how best to deal with it. Yet, in organisations 
where change is seen as a continuous process, such as XYZ (Chapters 4 and 9), they appear 
to be able not only to treat each project as a learning opportunity but to capture this learn-
ing and pass it on. This allows them to select the most appropriate approach for each situa-
tion. In such organisations, not only is change seen as an everyday event, but the 
management of it is also seen as a core capability that needs to be developed and in which 
all staff need to become competent.

As Figure 13.1 shows, the change process itself, like the choice and trajectory processes, 
comprises three interlinked elements:

●	 objectives and outcomes;

●	 planning the change; and

●	 people.

Objectives and outcomes

It is a widely held view that some 70 per cent of change efforts end in failure (Beer and 
Nohria, 2000; Burnes, 2011a; Rogers et al, 2006; Senturia et al, 2008). Many reasons for this 
have been given, including complacency, poor communication, weak leadership, lack of 
value alignment, inappropriate culture and political infighting (Burnes and Jackson, 2011; 
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Hoag et al, 2002; Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001; Kotter, 1996). To pick up this last point, 
the detrimental effect of political behaviour was highlighted in Chapter 7. Because change 
often affects the distribution of power and resources in an organisation, it is, therefore, an 
inherently political process which can be undermined by sectional interests rather than 
driven by organisational needs.

Although it is difficult to envisage a situation where political interests are not present, 
Burnes (1988) suggests an approach to assessing the need for and type of change that 
attempts to make the process of establishing objectives and outcomes more rigorous and 
open. Openness and rigour not only make it more difficult to disguise political considera-
tions, they also allow assumptions regarding the merits (or lack of them) of particular 
options to be tested. Burnes’s approach has four elements – the trigger, the remit, the assess-
ment team and the assessment.

The trigger

In Chapter 1, it was argued that the only legitimate reason why an organisation should 
embark upon change is to improve its effectiveness. Organisations should only investigate 
change (other than relatively minor projects that can be easily accommodated) for one of 
the following reasons:

●	 The company’s vision or strategy highlights the need for change or improved  
performance.

●	 Current performance or operation indicates that severe problems or concerns exist, or, 
because of changing circumstances, are likely to arise in the future.

●	 Suggestions or opportunities arise (either from the area concerned or elsewhere) that 
potentially offer significant benefits to the organisation.

If one or more of the above arises, then this should trigger the organisation to assess the 
case for change, which leads to the next phase.

The remit

This should state clearly the reasons for the assessment, its objectives and timescale, and 
who should be involved and consulted. The remit should stress the need to focus as much on 
the behavioural aspects of the change process as the technical and financial considerations 

Change
process

Objectives

Planning People

Figure 13.1 The change process
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involved. In addition, it must make clear that those who will carry out the assessment must 
look at all options rather than merely considering one or two alternatives. Unfortunately, 
many projects do not have clear remits or stable assessment teams and are bedevilled with 
uncertainty (Allen, 2014; Burnes and Weekes, 1989; Renedo et al, 2015). Indeed, in some 
cases it is not even clear who is responsible for drawing up such remits and who has the final 
say on the assessment team’s recommendations. In traditional organisations, this responsi-
bility would lie with senior managers. In many of today’s organisations, the responsibility for 
such activities is often devolved, although there is usually a requirement to inform senior 
managers of change; and certain types of major change remain the responsibility of senior 
managers. Also, where change affects more than one area or activity, coordination between 
areas will be essential. The important point is that there must be clarity and agreement about 
who has the responsibility and authority to initiate change before an assessment begins.

The assessment team

These are the people who will assess the need for change. In most cases, this should be done 
by a multi-disciplinary team consisting of representatives from the area or areas affected 
(both managers and staff), specialist staff (e.g. finance, technical and HR) and, where 
appropriate, a change specialist, either an internal facilitator or an external consultant who 
is a specialist in organisational change. It may also require the involvement of senior man-
agers. Furthermore, just as it is important to have the appropriate blend of skills and author-
ity, it is also important to have the appropriate blend of personalities, or what Belbin (1996) 
refers to as ‘team roles’ (see Ideas and perspectives 13.1). Although one might not necessar-
ily expect to see all these roles represented in an assessment team, it is important for the 
team not to be unbalanced. For example, completer finishers are crucial to ensuring that an 
assessment team completes its task. However, a team composed of only completer finishers 
would lack creativity, enthusiasm and coordination and would be likely to take too narrow 
and detailed a perspective on its remit. Consequently, in assembling the assessment team, it 
is important to pay attention to personalities as well as other attributes. To this end, as well 
as identifying the nine roles, Belbin (1996) also develops a ‘self-perception inventory’ ques-
tionnaire, which is designed to allow individuals to identify their team roles.

The assessment

The first task of the assessment team is to review and if necessary clarify or amend its remit. 
Only then can it begin the assessment, which should comprise the following four steps.

1. Clarification of the problem or opportunity. This is achieved by gathering informa-
tion, especially from those involved. In some situations it might be found that the prob-
lem or opportunity is redefined, or does not exist, or can be dealt with easily by those 
most closely concerned. If so, this is reported back, and probably no further action needs 
to be taken. If the clarification reveals that a significant problem or opportunity does 
exist, then the remaining steps need to be completed. The change readiness audit carried 
out at XYZ was aimed at clarifying whether the proposed restructuring of the organisa-
tion would deliver the benefits senior managers expected (see Case study 9.2, Chapter 9). 
The outcome of this was that staff felt that re-organisation would be beneficial, which 
allowed XYZ to move onto the next stage – appraising alternative solutions.
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2. Investigate alternative solutions. A wide-ranging examination should take place to 
establish the range of possible solutions. These should be tested against an agreed list 
of criteria covering costs and benefits, in order to eliminate those solutions that are 
clearly inapplicable and to highlight those that appear to offer the greatest benefit. 
Companies will usually seek to define benefits in monetary terms. It should be recog-
nised, however, that not all changes, particularly those of a behavioural or strategic 
nature, like Oticon’s restructuring and XYZ’s move to teamworking, can be assessed on 
purely financial criteria. In any case, changes rarely have single benefits. For example, 
a change in technology that brings financial benefits may also offer opportunities to 
increase teamworking and to develop the skill and knowledge base of the organisation. 
Therefore, organisations need to find ways of defining and assessing non-monetary 
benefits. Also, where there are benefits, there are usually disbenefits. Where new skills 
are gained, old ones are discarded. For example, Nissan’s partnership approach to cus-
tomer–supplier relations has many benefits, but it can also lead to a loss of negotiating 
and bargaining skills (see Chapter 2). Similarly, moves to greater teamworking, such as 
at XYZ, can undermine the authority of line managers and middle managers. If such 
disbenefits are to result from change, it is better to recognise this in advance and pre-
pare for them rather than finding out later when the damage is done. This then leads 
on to the next step.

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 13.1

Belbin’s nine team roles
●	 Plant – creative, imaginative, unorthodox. Solves difficult problems but can be a poor 

communicator.

●	 Resource investigator – extrovert, enthusiastic, exploratory. Explores opportunities. 
Develops contacts but can lose focus.

●	 Coordinator – mature, confident, a good chairperson. Clarifies goals, promotes decision-
making. Can end up delegating everything.

●	 Shaper – dynamic, challenging. Has drive and courage to overcome obstacles. Too many 
shapers lead to conflict.

●	 Monitor evaluator – sober, strategic, discerning. Sees all options. Can become cynical 
and demotivating.

●	 Teamworker – cooperative, mild, perceptive, diplomatic. Listens, builds, averts friction. 
Can lack decisiveness.

●	 Implementer – disciplined, reliable, conservative. Turns ideas into practical action. Can 
become locked into a particular trajectory.

●	 Completer Finisher – painstaking, conscientious, anxious. Searches out errors and omis-
sions, delivers on time. Not good at delegating and can become fixated on minor details.

●	 Specialist – single-minded, self-starting, dedicated. Provides knowledge and skill in rare 
supply. Can become disinterested in anything outside their area of expertise.

Source: Belbin (1996).
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3. Feedback. The definition of the problem or opportunity and the range of possible solu-
tions should be discussed with interested or affected parties, particularly those from 
whom information was collected in the first place. This helps to counter the tendency to 
fit solutions to problems; it makes it more difficult for people to promote their favoured 
solution regardless of its suitability; and it helps to prepare people for any changes that 
do take place. In addition, the response to feedback can provide an important source of 
information on the advantages and disadvantages of the possible solutions on offer and, 
thus, it helps to establish the criteria for selecting the preferred solution or solutions. 
Evidence of the effectiveness of this approach can be seen in Stages 2 and 3 of the XYZ 
case (see Case study 9.2 in Chapter 9). In the XYZ case, not only did this help managers 
to test and improve their preferred option, it also helped to prepare staff for the change 
of structure.

4. Recommendations and decision. The team should present their recommendations in a 
form that clearly defines the problem or opportunity, identifies the range of solutions, 
establishes the criteria for selection and makes recommendations. These recommenda-
tions should include not only the type of change but also the mechanics and timescale for 
making such changes and the resource implications, as well as performance targets for 
the new operation. Crucially, they should identify the nature of any behavioural change 
and the importance of it for success.

This then leaves those responsible for making the final decision in a position to assess, 
modify, defer or reject the assessment team’s recommendations in the light of the vision and 
strategic objectives of the organisation.

Indeed, some change programmes and projects are so complex that it is possible to judge 
their worth only in relation to an organisation’s long-term intent. For example, in the 1990s, 
one of the largest UK biscuit makers established an assessment team to determine whether 
the company should build a new factory solely dedicated to the production of chocolate 
biscuits (the biggest growth area for the company). The team recommended that one should 
be built next door to an existing factory in the north of England. The Board accepted the 
recommendation for the new factory but decided, because of its long-term ambitions to 
develop in Europe, to locate the new factory in France. This decision could be justified as 
being in the long-term interests of the company, but even so, such decisions are more an act 
of faith than a guarantee of success, although managers may choose to present them as 
closer to the latter in order to garner support. For example, the biscuit company were 
assuming the strategic advantage of location would outweigh the inevitable operational 
issues of setting up what was, in effect, a new business in a country with a different lan-
guage, different culture and different employment laws and practices, not to mention differ-
ent supply chains.

Once an organisation has accepted the case for change, it is for senior managers to ensure 
that the goal or objective of the change is specified as clearly as possible. Goal-setting theory 
is relatively new, having emerged in the 1960s from the ‘management by objectives’ move-
ment. There is substantial evidence of the benefits both to organisations and employees of 
adopting a rigorous and systematic approach to setting their change objectives (Day and 
Tosey, 2011; Locke and Latham, 2006). One of the most widely used approaches to goal-
setting is the SMART framework (see Figure 13.2). SMART has become a popular approach 
for establishing clear and attainable objectives for organisations, groups and individuals 
(Day and Tosey, 2011). Ideas and perspectives 13.2 shows how SMART can be applied to 
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becoming healthier. From this we can see why some change initiatives might be flawed 
from the start. If an organisation decided it wanted to change its culture, it would need to 
specify what new behaviours it wanted from staff. If it did not or could not do this, then it 
would fail the SMART test and would be likely to fail.

Although a robust goal is the foundation for any change initiative, the change still has to 
be planned and implemented.

Planning the change

Whether the need for change is driven by an organisation’s strategy or emerges from its day-
to-day activities, once it has been established that it should take place and what form it 
should take, it is then necessary to plan the change. Just as assessing the need for change 
and setting goals are iterative processes, so too is planning. It is rarely a straightforward, 
step-by-step process, and those involved will find it necessary occasionally to backtrack and 
check or change earlier decisions, or even question the original goal. As the Japanese have 
shown, time spent getting it right at the planning stage saves far more time at the imple-
mentation stage (see the Nissan case in Chapter 2 and the section on Japan in Chapter 5).

Specific

Time-
bound

Measurable

Relevant

Specific A clear and unambiguous goal, which explains what is expected and why.

The goal has to be worthwhile; it has to be relevant to the purpose of the
organisation.

The goal has to have a timescale and deadline; otherwise it will be
overtaken by ‘urgent’ day-to-day activities and problems.

A goal has to be realistic, which does not mean that it cannot also be
ambitious. People have to feel that it can be achieved, even if it does
involve a lot of hard work.

The goal has to be formulated in such a way that progress towards its
achievement can be measured and that it is possible to know when it has
been achieved.

Measurable

Attainable

Relevant

Time-bound

Achievable

SMART

Figure 13.2 The SMART framework for goal-setting
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Ideas and PersPeCTIves 13.2

The sMarT way to improving your health
Consider a person who decides as their New Year’s resolution to become healthier. If they 
were to apply the SMART framework to this goal, they would find that ‘healthier’ is not 
Specific – it is not a clear and unambiguous goal. Therefore, it fails the SMART test; if it is 
not Specific, it is not Measurable, and if it cannot be measured, how can they tell if they 
have attained their objective or not? What is required is to reformulate the objective in such 
a way that it passes the SMART test.

For an increasing number of people, the key health issue is to lose weight. In order to 
decide how much weight they need to lose, they might use the Body Mass Index (BMI), 
which looks at a person’s weight in relation to their height. A BMI of less than 18.5 is con-
sidered to be underweight, 18.5–24.9 indicates a healthy weight, 25–29.9 is overweight 
and 30 or more is obese. There are many websites which provide BMI weight calculators 
(see www.nhs.uk, for example), so finding your BMI is straightforward. Once this has been 
obtained, the next step is to calculate how much weight needs to be lost to achieve a 
healthy BMI, which gives the person a weight loss goal. We can now apply the SMART 
framework test to the goal:

Specific The goal is to lose a quantifiable amount of weight. Therefore, it is specific.

Measurable All that is required is a pair of scales and for the person to stand on them 
every day. Therefore, the goal is measurable.

Achievable Although the goal may be specific and measurable, it may not be achieva-
ble. Supposing a person is 20 kilos overweight and decides to set a weight loss target of 
1 kilo per month. They may find that this is too little over too long a period of time for 
them to see any appreciable benefit. The result might be that their motivation ebbs and 
the weight loss regime fails. Similarly, if they decide they want to lose all the 20 kilos in 
six months, this may be too ambitious and, once again, the weight loss regime fails. This 
is why it is important to check the initial goal against all elements of the SMART frame-
work, to ensure that it is not just specific, but also achievable. This also illustrates the 
iterative nature of the SMART framework.

Relevant If a person is concerned about their health and feels that losing weight will 
address that concern, then they will see it as worthwhile. However, if they see it as 
something that is imposed on them by someone else, say a doctor, or feel pressured by 
social norms to look thin, they may feel less committed to a weight loss regime.

Time-bound As noted when considering achievability, the timescale is important; too 
short, and it may be impossible to achieve; too long, and it loses any sense of urgency. 
The time factor also covers the issue of when to start. It is probably not a good idea to 
try to diet while one is on holiday or during Christmas or other festivals.

What this illustrates is that the SMART framework provides a useful way of way of 
checking the robustness of goals.

A key factor which impacts on planning is the approach to change adopted. Chapter 11 
showed that there are many different approaches to change and that their appropriateness 
depends on what is to be changed, and the management style and culture of the organisa-
tion. For example, an organisation with a bureaucratic culture and a directive management 

http://www.nhs.uk
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style is unlikely to find it easy to adopt a participative approach to change; an organisation 
with a collaborative culture and management style may find a directive approach difficult to 
undertake (see Case study 13.5 at the end of this chapter). Such issues have, of course, to be 
balanced against what are seen as the most appropriate ways of managing specific types of 
change, as was discussed in Chapter 11.

Small-scale and relatively technical or structural changes can usually be planned and 
executed relatively quickly, and they may not require extensive consultation or the 
involvement of the staff affected. Similarly, changes which are isolated to one part of the 
organisation and seen as ‘inevitable’ may also be relatively straightforward. However, 
unless the need for radical change is already accepted, as it was at Oticon, to adopt a 
rapid-change, low-involvement approach to larger-scale changes, particularly where 
people’s attitudes and behaviours are the prime object of the change process, can bring 
with it a high risk of failure. Therefore, as the two XYZ examples show (Chapters 4 and 
9), planning and execution, and consequent development, in such cases can be exten-
sive, span hierarchical levels and horizontal processes and include a high degree of 
involvement. For these reasons, the success of large-scale change will depend, to a sig-
nificant extent, on the involvement and commitment of all those concerned with and 
affected by the change.

Consequently, the range of change situations and approaches, and the nature of the 
organisation embarking upon them, need to be borne in mind when considering the follow-
ing six interrelated activities that make up the planning and change process.

1 establishing a change management team
In order to maintain continuity, the team should include some, if not all, of those responsi-
ble for the original assessment of the need for change. It will usually also have a greater user 
input, especially at the implementation stage. For example, in 1997, the UK government 
asked the Inland Revenue to undertake a review as to whether the Contributions Agency, 
then a semi-autonomous body, should become part of the Inland Revenue. The man who 
led the assessment team, and who recommended that the Contributions Agency should 
become part of the Inland Revenue, was also made responsible for leading the change man-
agement team that had to implement his recommendation. Similarly, in the case of Phase 2 
of the changes at XYZ (Chapter 9), all the original assessment team became members of the 
change management team, along with a much wider spectrum of middle and line manag-
ers. For large change projects, it is usual to establish sub-groups responsible for discrete 
elements of the change programme. These will generally comprise those most closely 
affected by the changes, both managers and staff. Their role is to handle the day-to-day 
implementation issues.

It must be recognised that all the people in the change management team, and its sub-
groups, are in effect ‘change agents’. In addition, as was the case at XYZ, change specialists 
should be involved, i.e. people whose primary input is their experience in managing change. 
The role of change agents – discussed in Chapter 1 – is not just a technical one concerned 
with establishing plans and ordering their implementation. Change agents need a wide 
range of skills, not least of which is what Buchanan and Boddy (1992: 27) refer to as the 
ability to deploy ‘backstage activity’:

‘Backstaging’ is concerned with the exercise of ‘power skills’, with ‘intervening in political and 
cultural systems’, with influencing and negotiating and selling, and with ‘managing meaning’.
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Change agents also need the ability to deal with unanticipated events. ‘Expect the unex-
pected’ might well be the motto of most change agents. In discussing the role of change 
agents in Chapter 1, attention was drawn to Lichtenstein’s (1997) view that while a struc-
tured approach to change is necessary, it is often, by itself, not sufficient to ensure success. 
Success, Lichtenstein (1997: 393) argues, also requires change agents to have the ability 
and experience to recognise and take advantage of ‘intuitive, unexpected, and serendipi-
tous’ situations. So, in choosing members of the change management team, it is necessary to 
have the right blend of skills for the change being undertaken, including the ability to deal 
with the unexpected. It should also have the right blend of personalities, as discussed above.

2 Management structures
Because larger change projects, especially organisational transitions, are wide-ranging, 
have multiple objectives and can involve a high degree of uncertainty, existing control and 
reporting systems are unlikely to be adequate for managing them. For example, the more 
that a change project challenges existing power relations and resource allocation proce-
dures, the more it is likely to encounter managerial resistance. In such cases, unless the 
change management team has a direct line to senior managers or the CEO, and their public 
support, the change process is likely to become bogged down or even abandoned. For exam-
ple, one of the main reasons why regional managers did not block the organisational 
changes at XYZ was because the managing director was closely involved in the change pro-
cess. He was aware that the regional managers might try to block changes that threatened 
their interests and standing; he was prepared to take action if they did so, and he made sure 
the regional managers knew this. Where senior managers are less directly involved, effec-
tive reporting and management structures need to be put in place in advance in order to 
provide direction, support, resources and, where necessary, decisive interventions.

The Midshires case in Chapter 14 shows that serious problems, threatening the entire 
change project, can arise when a change agent is in effect abandoned by senior managers.

3 activity planning
Beckhard and Harris (1987: 70–1) refer to this as a process of ‘getting from here to there’. 
They state: ‘The activity plan is the road map for the change effort, so it is critical that it is 
realistic, effective and clear.’ Ideas and perspectives 13.3 describes Beckhard and Harris’s 
five key characteristics of an effective activity plan.

Activity planning involves constructing a schedule for the change programme, citing the 
main activities and events that must occur if the transition is to be successful. In establishing 
the first two elements of an activity plan, i.e. relevance and specificity, those involved might 
find it helpful to use the SMART approach, described earlier. It must be recognised, however, 
that not all the elements of a large change programme can be planned in detail in advance.

Such programmes are by their nature multi-level, multi-stage, can stretch over an 
extended time-frame and can involve elements of backtracking and rethinking. Nonetheless, 
as a change programme proceeds, it becomes possible for successive levels and stages to 
become clearer and for plans to become more detailed. It follows that, in order to stay on 
course, activity planning should clearly identify and integrate key change events and stages 
and ensure they are linked to the organisation’s change goals and priorities.

Activity planning should also gain top-management approval, should be cost-effective, 
and should remain adaptable as feedback is received during the change process. Activity 
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planning therefore includes the final and intermediate objectives and ensures that, where 
and when possible, these are tied to a specific timetable in order to avoid uncertainty among 
those who have to carry out the changes.

4 Commitment planning
This involves identifying key people and groups whose commitment is needed, and decid-
ing how to gain their support. Beckhard and Harris (1987: 92) observe:

In any complex change process, there is a critical mass of individuals or groups whose active 
commitment is necessary to provide the energy for change to occur.

Designating someone as a key person is concerned less with their nominal position or 
level of authority in an organisation than with their ability to block or promote particular 
changes. This may be because they have power to dispense or withhold specific resources or 
information, or because, as Case study 13.2 shows, others look to them for guidance or lead-
ership, even though they may have no formal role in this respect. The Midshires case in 
Chapter 14 is a graphic example of a change agent failing to obtain commitment or perhaps 
even to recognise the need for it. The case of XYZ (Chapters 4 and 9), meanwhile, is an 
example where the company recognised it needed to gain the commitment of key staff in 
planning and implementing change.

Ideas and perspectives 13.4 shows the main steps in developing a commitment plan. 
Beckhard and Harris (1987) note that even where the commitment of an individual or 
group is needed, it is not necessary to gain the same level of commitment from all. They 
identify three kinds of commitment:

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 13.3

Beckhard and Harris’s approach to activity planning
The five characteristics of an effective activity plan:

●	 Relevance – activities are clearly linked to the change goals and priorities.

●	 Specificity – activities are clearly identified rather than broadly generalised.

●	 Integration – the parts are closely connected.

●	 Chronology – there is a logical sequence of events.

●	 Adaptability – there are contingency plans for adjusting to unexpected forces.

Source: Beckhard and Harris (1987: 72).

Case sTudy 13.2

The importance of commitment

Getting rid of the bonus
Northern Engineering is a very efficient and progres-
sive manufacturing company which has successfully 
introduced many Japanese techniques for improving 

its business. However, it did operate a shopfloor bonus 
system based on individual output. It recognised  
that this was detrimental to quality but felt that the 
workforce would strongly resist any effort to change it. 

➨
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Let it happen – i.e. do not obstruct the change.
Help it happen – i.e. participate in the change process.
Make it happen – i.e. drive the change.

For most kinds of change, success depends on winning the commitment of key staff. 
Without this support, it will be impossible to mobilise the energy necessary to start the 
change process and keep it moving to a successful conclusion. However, while most man-
agers, with some encouragement, might be able to identify the critical mass, many would 
lack the skills and motivation to win them over. This is why the participation of experi-
enced change agents, with the necessary ‘backstage’ expertise, is crucial to the change 
process.

Ideas and PersPeCTIves 13.4

Beckhard and Harris’s approach to commitment planning
A commitment plan is a strategy, described in a series of action steps, devised to secure the 
support of those [individuals and groups] who are vital to the change effort. The steps in 
developing a commitment plan are as follows:

1. Identify target individuals or groups whose commitment is necessary.

2. Define the critical mass needed to ensure the effectiveness of the change.

3. Develop a plan for gaining the commitment of critical mass.

4. Develop a monitoring system to assess the progress.

Source: Beckhard and Harris (1987: 93).

Case study 13.2 (continued)

Eventually, however, the company decided it would 
offer the workforce a very tempting financial package 
to buy out the bonus. The operations director was the 
man responsible for selling the idea to the workforce. 
He did this through a series of presentations, to each of 
the company’s three shifts.

The group he was most concerned about were the 
night shift. These were the people he seldom met and 
who had shown the least commitment to change in the 
past. The operations director described his experience 
with the night shift:

They work ten to six, four nights a week. I went to 
brief them at the beginning of their shift. The 
presentation took about 20 minutes and then I opened 
it up for questions. All through my presentation, this 
big bloke on the front row had been staring at me 
with a disgruntled look on his face. When I finished he 

stood up and everybody looked at him in an expectant 
fashion. When he began talking, I thought, ‘I’m sunk’. 
He said, ‘It’s the same as usual. You only see the 
bosses when they want to take something off you.’ 
Others on the shift nodded in agreement at this. He 
then went on, ‘Once they take the bonus off us, we 
won’t get it back. Some might be OK, but others’ll 
lose money. But, this is not a bad company, so I think 
we should give them a chance.’ He sat down, nobody 
else said anything, and it was agreed, the bonus 
would go. I was totally flummoxed. The bloke’s body 
language, his tone, his first words, all indicated that he 
was against it. I was very, very lucky; if he’d gone 
against the idea, I could see that everybody would 
have gone with him. What I learned that night was a 
very valuable lesson. The next time I have to talk to 
the night shift, I’ll get hold of that bloke first and win 
him over.
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5 audits and post-audits
It is important to monitor progress and see to what extent objectives are being met. This 
allows plans to be modified in the light of experience. It also allows for opportunities to 
improve on the original objective to be identified or created. The more uncertain and 
unclear the change process, the greater the need for periodic review. After the change, 
or when a particular milestone has been passed, an audit or post-audit should be carried 
out (a) to establish that the objectives have really been met, and (b) to ascertain what 
lessons can be learned for future projects. In addition, periodic reviews give senior man-
agers the chance to praise, support and encourage those carrying out the change.

One very useful tool in this respect is the Deming Cycle, also known as the PDCA Cycle 
(see Figure 13.3). This was developed by the American quality guru Edward Deming but 
was first taken up and is now used extensively by the Japanese (see Chapter 5), and it is one 
of the key components of their continuous improvement philosophy (Slack et al, 1998). At 
one level, it is a structured way of checking how much progress has been made and what 
more needs to be done. However, when linked to the Japanese view that improvement is 
always possible, no matter how well something appears to be working, it becomes a power-
ful means of countering complacency and encouraging staff to further development.

Although the auditing process can appear straightforward, it rarely is. Large projects, in 
particular, are collections of a number of smaller sub-projects and, as Kotter (1996: 25) 
remarks, ‘Because we are talking about multiple steps and multiple projects, the end result 
is often complex, dynamic, messy, and scary.’ These ‘multiple projects’ start at different 
times and operate at different levels and in different areas of an organisation. Some of 
these sub-projects will run concurrently, some consecutively, and a few may even be 
largely free-standing. By their nature, they will also be geared to different sub-objectives, 
which may need to be monitored and measured in different ways. Seen in this way, it 
becomes easier to understand why conducting audits and post-audits, and even day-to-day 
monitoring of progress, can be exceedingly difficult but is also exceedingly necessary. If 
progress is not rigorously monitored, the end result (or lack of) can come as a nasty shock.

When an audit shows that a project is running late, there is a tendency to throw more 
resources at it in the hope that it will then be brought back on schedule. Unfortunately, as 

PLAN: Collect and analyse
data in order to design or
revise business process
components to improve results

CHECK: Assess the
measurements and
identify any shortcomings
or opportunities for
improvement

ACT: Decide on and
implement the changes
needed to improve the process

DO: Implement the plan and
measure its performance ACT PLAN

CHECK DO

Figure 13.3 The Deming/PDCA Cycle
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Fred Brooks found when he led the team that developed the operating system for IBM’s 360 
range of computers, this can be a misleading idea:

This was probably the largest non-military software project ever mounted, and it was of vital 
strategic importance to IBM, which then completely dominated the computer business. It also 
turned out to be vastly more complex than anyone – including Fred – anticipated, and it rap-
idly metamorphosed into a kind of death march. The project fell further and further behind 
schedule. But because IBM was a rich company and OS/360 was so important, it was able to 
throw more and more resources (ie programmers) at the task. But as it did so, the problems 
got worse, not better. At which point Fred Brooks had his epiphany: he realised that every 
time he added a programmer to the team the project fell further behind. . . . Why? Basically 
because a big software project involves two kinds of work: the actual writing of computer 
code; and coordinating the work of the dozens – or maybe hundreds – of programmers work-
ing on different parts of the overall system. Coordination represents an essential but unpro-
ductive overhead: and the more programmers you have, the bigger that overhead becomes. 
Hence Brooks’s law: adding manpower to a late software project makes it later.

(Naughton, 2013).

Many large change projects resemble the IBM experience: they are expensive, vital and 
complex. When they fall behind schedule, adding more staff merely makes them more com-
plex to manage and slows them down even further. So, if a change project is running late, 
those responsible need to understand why, and what options they have. Sometimes, living 
with the overrun and perhaps slowing down associated projects may be more effective than 
trying to bring the project back on schedule. It is also worth bearing in mind that a vital ele-
ment of good planning is to identify potential problems before they arise, or at least to have 
contingency plans in place for that eventuality.

Even when a change programme has been completed, the post-audit should not be 
treated as the end of the line: a chance for people to rest on their laurels. It can be another 
opportunity for improvement. The post-audit at XYZ (Chapter 9) was turned into an oppor-
tunity for continuing to drive the change process forward, by the simple expedient of asking 
each manager to identify two initiatives they would personally take to reinforce and enhance 
the benefits from the company’s new organisational structure. This is an example of what 
Kotter (1996: 21) refers to as ‘consolidating gains and producing more change’.

6 Training and development
This is a key part of any change project and takes a number of forms. The obvious one relates 
to new skills and competences that might be necessary. Furthermore, as the case studies in 
this text show, training and development can have a number of other purposes. They may aim 
to give staff the skills to undertake the change themselves. It may be the intention to leave 
them with the ability to pursue continuous improvement, once the change has been substan-
tially achieved, or training and development may be intended to make them aware of the need 
for change and to win them over. There is also a need to give general awareness training to 
those in the organisation who might be indirectly affected. Even where the primary objective 
is to enhance skills, training can also contribute to other objectives, such as culture change and 
commitment, by structuring it in such a way that training promotes teamworking, inter-
departmental cooperation or greater understanding of the reasons for the change. To ensure 
that the various types of training are targeted at the right people or groups, a training  
programme – starting before implementation and continuing after completion – should be 
established, showing who needs training, the form of the training and when it will take place.
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Looking wider than just individual change projects and programmes, as Burnes (2003) 
argues, there are many benefits to linking an organisation’s overall management and staff 
development programme formally with its various change initiatives. Burnes comments 
that many of the skills and competences that organisations wish to develop in staff and man-
agers are the same ones necessary for bringing about successful change. Therefore, man-
agement and staff development programmes can provide the human resources necessary 
for managing change, and change projects can provide the real learning opportunities that 
staff and managers need to develop their skills and competences. We will return to the link 
between management development and change in Chapter 14.

There is often a tendency to portray the planning element of change as a technical exer-
cise involved with timetabling and resource allocation. Although planning change is in 
some ways a ‘technical’ issue, it is also very much about the people concerned, both those 
who are managing change and those who are on the receiving end, as the above six activi-
ties illustrate. The success of any change effort is always likely to hinge on an organisation’s 
ability to involve and motivate the people concerned and win over those whose support is 
necessary.

People

Chapter 11 showed that organisational change takes many forms. But, whatever form it 
takes, its success depends on eliciting the appropriate behavioural response, even if that is 
just a matter of using Windows 10 instead of Windows 8. Change can be of a predominantly 
structural or technical nature which requires little of individuals in terms of behavioural or 
attitudinal change, but if that little is not forthcoming, and users prefer to continue with 
Windows 8, the change has failed. Increasingly, however, as the case studies in this text 
show, the objective of change is explicitly to modify the attitudes and behaviours of indi-
viduals and groups, sometimes radically so. People are being required to reconsider their 
attitudes towards how work is performed, towards their colleagues internally and towards 
their counterparts externally.

In attempting to change the behaviour of their staff, managers often fall into a trap: 
assuming that it is other people’s behaviour that needs to change and that managers’ own 
behaviour can remain the same.

Case study 13.3 examines how an MSc student working part-time in a bar went about 
changing the aggressive behaviour of her customers. It reveals that, sometimes, before you 
can change other people’s behaviour, you have to change your own. Lewin et al’s (1939) 
autocracy-democracy studies first drew attention to this phenomenon. They found that if a 
team leader wanted to improve the performance of his or her team, they needed to look at 
how their own behaviour was influencing and reinforcing others’ behaviour. This discovery 
was highlighted by the New Britain leadership-training workshop (see Chapter 9) which 
also showed that leaders often needed to understand and change their own behaviour 
before they could change other people’s behaviour. Since then, this has been demonstrated 
in many other studies (Makin and Cox, 2004).

Therefore, whether managers are involved in planning change or executing it, or have to 
manage the situation once the change has taken place, they need to ask how appropriate their 
own behaviour is for achieving the desired outcome. This should be borne in mind as we exam-
ine three key people-related activities that need to be undertaken in order to manage change 
successfully: creating a willingness to change, involving people and sustaining the momentum.
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Case sTudy 13.3

Changing customers’ behaviour

2. Tell them their place in the queue, e.g. ‘you’re third 
in line’ or ‘there are six people in front of you’.

3. Always serve them in that order.

At first she found this quite an awkward procedure 
to follow and was not confident it would work, but if 
it did not, she knew she would have to leave the job. 
After a few days, though, she found that some people 
responded favourably to it. As soon as they knew 
where they were in the queue, they stopped pushing 
forward and shouting to be served and were happy to 
wait their turn. After a week she was much more con-
fident and found that most people were happy to 
queue; the ones who still tried to jump the queue 
were usually spoken to by other customers rather 
than her needing to intervene. After ten days, the 
queue system was working well, her stress levels were 
down, and she was enjoying the job. As an added, and 
unexpected, bonus, her tips tripled, whereas previ-
ously they had been about the same level as the other 
staff in the bar.

What this example shows is that through the con-
sistent and fair application of a few simple rules, you 
can change other people’s behaviour, but that in order 
to do so, sometimes you have to change your own 
behaviour first.

Some years ago, a student studying for an MSc in 
Psychology took a job working behind the bar in a very 
busy city-centre pub. She had worked in pubs before, 
but none had been as large and busy as this one, nor had 
she ever encountered customers who were quite so vol-
ubly aggressive. She was one of five people serving 
behind the bar and, at most times on her shift, she 
would have 10 or 15 customers clamouring to be served, 
sometimes even more. With all the shouting and push-
ing, it was difficult for anyone, including her, to see who 
should be served next. Both she and the customers 
found this frustrating, and those who felt they had been 
passed over, which seemed to be most of the customers, 
got very aggressive about it. In turn, she found herself 
responding in an aggressive manner. After two weeks, 
she was on the verge of quitting the job; she needed the 
money, but she could not cope with the stress.

In response to a question from one of her lecturers 
about why she was looking so tired and stressed, she 
explained the situation to him. He pointed out that 
what she needed to do was to modify the behaviour of 
her customers. At the moment, she was responding to 
their aggressive behaviour; instead she needed to take 
charge by establishing a ‘virtual’ queue and letting eve-
ryone know where they were in the queue and when 
they would be served. The lecturer suggested the fol-
lowing procedure:

1. Make eye contact with people when they came to 
the bar and wave to them to let them know she had 
seen them.

Source: Adapted from Changing Behaviour at Work, Routledge: 
Abingdon (Makin, P and Cox, C), Copyright (© 2004), 
Routledge. Reproduced by permission of Taylor & Francis 
Books UK.

Creating a willingness to change

Even where change is purely of a technical or structural form, there has to be willingness 
among those concerned to change. In an ideal world, organisations would want everyone to 
buy into a change project. More realistically, as mentioned above, the important issue is to 
win over what Beckhard and Harris (1987: 92) refer to as the ‘critical mass of individuals or 
groups whose active commitment is necessary to provide the energy for change to occur’. 
Some organisations put a great deal of effort into creating a climate where change is 
accepted as the norm and the critical mass is already present or needs little effort to assem-
ble. The cases of Oticon and the second phase of XYZ’s change programme are examples of 
this. Most organisations, however, are still at the stage where they have to convince staff of 
the need for change. This is especially the case in those organisations, such as Midshires 
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College (Chapter 14), where each change project is perceived to be a one-off event, almost 
an exception to the ‘normal’ flow of organisational life.

For many people, organisational change involves moving from the known to the 
unknown, with the possibility of loss as well as gain. In such situations, it is often the case 
that those who fear they will lose out will vociferously oppose any change, while those who 
believe they will gain from the change will keep quiet for fear of antagonising the losers. 
This was a point most famously made by Niccolo Machiavelli (1515: Chapter VI, p. 1):

And it ought to be remembered that there is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more 
perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction 
of a new order of things. Because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well 
under the old conditions, and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new.

So, in seeking to create a willingness and a readiness for change, organisations need to 
be aware that stressing the positive aspects of any proposed change may have much less 
impact than they might imagine. This point was recognised by Lewin (1947a) when he 
argued that the status quo needs to be destabilised before old behaviour can be discarded 
(unlearnt) and new behaviour successfully adopted. He referred to this process as ‘unfreez-
ing’ (see Chapter 9). Drawing on his work on Field Theory, Lewin recognised that the status 
quo (which he referred to as the quasi-stationary equilibrium) occurred when the forces 
driving change and the forces resisting were equal (see Figure 13.4). To bring about 
change, one had to increase the strength of the former and reduce that of the latter. Like 
Machiavelli, he also recognised that it is often easier to create a readiness for change by 
making people dissatisfied with their current situation (decreasing the forces resisting 
change), and thus prepared to consider alternatives, than to try to paint a rosy picture of 
the future (increasing the driving forces for change). Kotter (1996: 36) echoes this point 
when he states that: ‘Establishing a sense of urgency is crucial to gaining needed coopera-
tion.’ To do this, as Kotter (1996: 42) argues, managers need to change their behaviour:

Increasing urgency demands that you remove sources of complacency or minimize their impact: 
for instance, eliminating such signs of excess as a big corporate air force; setting higher stand-
ards both formally in the planning process and informally in day-to-day interactions; changing 
internal measurement systems that focus on the wrong indexes; vastly increasing the amount 
of external performance feedback everyone gets; rewarding both honest talk in meetings and 
people who are willing to confront problems; and stopping baseless happy talk from the top.

Figure 13.4 Force Field Analysis

Driving
forces

Restraining
forces

The status quo
current behaviour
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In order to create a willingness for change, a sense of urgency, a feeling of dissatisfaction 
with the present, an organisation needs to take four steps.

1. Make people aware of the pressures for change. The organisation should inform 
employees on a continuous basis of its plans for the future, the competitive and/or mar-
ket pressures it faces, customer requirements and the performance of its key competitors. 
This should be a participative process where staff have opportunity to question, make 
comments and make suggestions. Many companies now encourage staff at all levels to 
spend time meeting and working with customers.

Customers are also increasingly being invited to come and give direct feedback to staff 
and managers. The aim is to make staff aware of what customers want and do not want 
and, particularly, to highlight the organisation’s shortcomings. This seems to be a devel-
opment that is common to both private- and public-sector organisations (Crawford et al, 
2003; Kotter, 1996; Rigby, 2013). Obviously, promoting the vision and explaining the 
strategic plan are also vital components in this. Through this approach, members of the 
organisation come to appreciate that change is not only inevitable but is being under-
taken to safeguard rather than threaten their future. It is also necessary to use informal as 
well as formal channels of communication.

In any organisation, department or team, there are individuals who are opinion-form-
ers: people to whom others look for guidance. They may not hold any position of power 
or authority in the organisation’s management structure but, as Case study 13.2 illus-
trates, they do have influence. To get the message across successfully, managers must 
identify who these people are and seek to ensure that they not only understand the mes-
sage being transmitted but will also pass a favourable judgment on it.

2. Give regular feedback on the performance of individual processes and areas of 
activity within the organisation. This allows a company to draw attention to any discrep-
ancy between actual performance and desired present and future performance. The feed-
back has to be in a form that people can relate to and act on. Telling a team that it is losing 
money is less useful than giving them feedback on productivity and quality. Feedback also 
has to be timely. Discussing yesterday’s performance is useful in getting staff to identify and 
address problems; discussing last year’s performance is rarely so. Also, giving people the 
skills and authority to undertake improvement activities, as XYZ did with its Kaizen initia-
tives (Chapter 4), is likely to make people more receptive to feedback because they can do 
something to improve the situation. In addition, it makes a difference who provides and 
delivers the feedback. A quarterly or annual meeting led by the CEO may have little impact. 
However, as mentioned above, direct and timely feedback from customers and product 
and service users, whether internal or external, is likely to have a much greater impact. 
Once again, the form of this and the recipient’s ability to act upon it is also important.

Feedback can encourage those concerned to begin to think about how their perfor-
mance can be improved, and prepare them for the need for change. In looking at the case 
study companies in this text, it is noticeable that there was a greater readiness to change 
in those organisations where management was open about its objectives and the compa-
ny’s or function’s current performance than in those organisations where information 
was guarded. This can clearly be seen in the Nissan, Oticon and XYZ cases. Conversely, in 
the Midshires case, suspicion over and opposition to the Project Leader’s plans, and polit-
ical behaviour by members of the Steering Committee and Project Board, led to confu-
sion over and resistance to change.
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3. Understand people’s fears and concerns. In Chapter 9, we discussed the Coping 
Cycle. This shows that, when undertaking change, individuals go through five psycho-
logical states – denial, defence, discarding, adaptation and internalisation. In moving 
through these states, their performance tends to suffer as they move from something 
they understand well to trying to adapt to something new, with which they lack com-
petence. Because of this, their self-esteem, their belief in their own abilities, also falls. 
One of the major mistakes change agents can make when introducing change is to fail 
to recognise that people react to it emotionally; what can seem a small change from a 
proposer’s point of view may feel like a career-threatening event when viewed by 
those at the receiving end. Though people’s concerns tend to focus on the proposed 
change, they will also be strongly influenced by the outcome of previous change ini-
tiatives. If their past experience of change has been negative, this will tend to increase 
their normal level of dispositional resistance, but if it has been good, it will tend to 
reduce it.

In the company in Case study 13.2, the success of past changes appeared to act to 
reduce concerns over its move to a new bonus system. Yet, given that the majority of 
change initiatives appear to fail (Beer and Nohria, 2000), the past experience of change 
for many people is not a positive one. Consequently, organisations need to recognise that 
change does create uncertainty and that some individuals and groups may resist, or may 
not fully cooperate with it, if they fear the consequences or if their views and concerns 
are ignored. In this respect, resistance can be seen as a signal that there is something 
wrong with the change process or its objectives rather than with those who are opposing 
or questioning it. From this perspective, resistance can be viewed as positive: it reminds 
the organisation that it has not considered all the consequences of its actions, or is send-
ing mixed messages, and forces it to review its plans.

It follows that those championing change need to pay special attention to the potential 
for resistance, both in terms of the adverse consequences it can bring and the underlying 
problems it may indicate. They also need to pay close attention to the organisation’s his-
tory of change and the extent to which this reduces or enhances people’s fears and con-
cerns. In addition, as mentioned when considering resistance to change in Chapter 1, the 
way change is managed by the change agent can reduce or increase employees’ concerns 
about and receptiveness to change.

4. Publicise successful change. In order to reduce fears and create a positive attitude 
towards change, companies should publicise the projects that are seen as models of how 
to undertake change, and the positive effects change can have for employees. This does 
not mean that mistakes should be hidden or poor outcomes ignored; these should be 
examined and explained and lessons should be learned. Staff should be encouraged to 
expect and set credible and positive outcomes for change programmes. Once again, the 
experience of the case study companies illustrates this point. Nissan has a long history of 
successfully developing new products and entering new markets. This has produced a 
positive attitude towards change by employees and managers alike. When Nissan began 
making cars in the United Kingdom in the 1980s, it knew it faced significant challenges, 
especially in terms of changing the practices and behaviours of its suppliers, but it had 
confidence in its own abilities to achieve successful change. As Chapter 2 showed, 
although there was some suspicion amongst suppliers that Nissan’s SDT team were there 
to spy on them, the SDT soon convinced them that their only purpose was to help them 
to develop their business.
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As the above four steps show, in order to create a willingness for change, an effective 
two-way flow of information is vital. Even where this is the case, however, organisations 
should not take for granted the willingness of staff and managers to undertake every 
change that is proposed. It is noticeable that even after XYZ had spent a number of years 
creating a willingness for change, it undertook a change readiness audit before embark-
ing on the project to change its organisation structure. Not only did this allow it to esti-
mate the degree of readiness for change, but it also formed part of the second 
people-related activity, involving people in the change project.

Involving people

Chapter 1 reviewed the main theories which explain why people react to change as they do, 
which were as follows: cognitive dissonance, the ‘depth’ of intervention, the psychological 
contract and dispositional resistance. In summary, the argument from these theories is that, 
although the level of receptivity to change varies from person to person, the more a change 
challenges a person or group’s existing norms of behaviour, beliefs or assumptions, the 
more resistance it is likely to meet.

It follows from this that the appropriateness of an involvement strategy needs to be 
judged less by the type of change being considered and more by how people will react to it. 
Changes that may readily be accepted in some organisations may be strongly resisted in oth-
ers. Likewise, some major changes may meet with much less reaction than much smaller 
ones. For example, over the last two decades, it has become the norm for staff in public ser-
vices to give their name on the telephone and wear name badges when meeting members of 
the public. Previously, staff were not required or even encouraged to do this. When this new 
policy was first introduced, it was met with a strong emotional reaction by staff, which 
appeared to be greatly out of proportion to what was being suggested. The reason for this 
was that many staff felt threatened, exposed to public scrutiny, by having to give their name. 
It was also the case that the change was imposed on them without consultation and without 
their being offered a choice in the matter. As was mentioned in Chapters 1 and 9, research 
has shown that change is likely to prove more effective and commitment will be higher in 
instances where individuals and groups are offered a choice over whether to accept or reject 
change (Carpenter, 2013).

In developing an involvement strategy, it is also important to remember Beckhard and 
Harris’s (1987) advice regarding levels of commitment (see Ideas and perspectives 13.4). 
They argue that the key objective is for organisations to gain the active support of the critical 
mass of people necessary to bring about the change. This is not all, or even necessarily a 
majority, of those affected, but it does require key groups and individuals to be identified 
and won over. Although it can sometimes be difficult to gain their commitment, it can some-
times be surprisingly easy: as Case study 13.4 shows, an occasional cup of tea may be all 
that is necessary to create an ally.

An involvement strategy needs to take account of the size and duration of the proposed 
change project. Although some change projects can be short-lived and, possibly, easily 
achieved, many are not. In some cases, achieving a successful change can be a long and 
complex task. There will be difficult obstacles to overcome, not all of which can be antici-
pated in advance. To gain and maintain the active involvement of the critical mass, and to 
develop the momentum necessary to ensure that the project is successful, is not a one-off 
occurrence but an ongoing activity stretching over the lifetime of the change project. There 
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are two main activities that help secure and maintain this level of involvement: communica-
tion and responsibility.

 Communication. As well as being key to gaining people’s involvement, communication is an 
essential element of all the above change activities. In terms of involvement, the establish-
ment of a regular and effective communication process can significantly reduce people’s lev-
els of uncertainty. In turn, this eliminates one of the major obstacles to people’s willingness to 
get involved in the change process. The purpose of communication is not just to inform staff 
that change is being considered, but by drawing them into the discussions and debates about 
the need for and form of the change, and allowing them the freedom to discuss the issues 
involved openly, to persuade them to convince themselves of the need for change.

The evidence that this is one of the most effective ways of gaining support goes back to 
the work of Kurt Lewin in the 1940s (Lewin, 1999a). During the Second World War, he was 
asked by the American government to find an effective way of getting people to change their 
eating habits. Through a series of now classic experiments, he demonstrated that the most 
effective method of convincing people to change their behaviour was by providing groups 

Case sTudy 13.4

Gaining commitment

Tea with the convenor
Mary Davenport is the trade union convenor for a large 
NHS Hospital Trust in the north of England. This is a 
full-time post. The hospital site is very big and sprawling 
and, as she says, ‘my office is about as far as you can get 
from the Trust headquarters’. She believes that this is 
deliberate. The Trust has tended to see the trade unions 
as an obstacle to change rather than a partner in the 
same undertaking. This was reflected in the relationship 
between Mary and the chief executive of the Trust. She 
could never get to see him but when he wanted to see 
her, she was summoned to his office, usually at short 
notice, whereupon he would either announce a change 
programme and demand the unions agree to it or com-
plain that the unions were being obstructive in blocking 
earlier changes he had announced. Not surprisingly, the 
Trust found it difficult to implement change. Sometimes 
this was due to poor planning, but often it was due to 
lack of staff commitment.

One day it was suddenly announced that the chief 
executive was leaving and that a new chief executive 
had been appointed. It appeared that his superiors in 
the NHS and key supporters in the Trust Board had lost 
patience with the slow pace of change and the chief 
executive’s excuses. The trade unions were as sur-
prised by the sudden change as everyone else but not 
optimistic that the new man would be any different. 

As Mary stated, ‘We assumed that he had been given 
the remit to sort us all out and to do it quickly.’ Mary 
expected that at some point she and her colleagues 
would be summoned to meet the new chief executive 
and, as she put it, be ‘read the riot act’. However, on 
the day the new chief executive took up his post, there 
was a knock on Mary’s door and a man she had never 
seen before walked in and introduced himself as the 
new chief executive and asked if she ‘fancied a cup of 
tea’. ‘We had a long chat over the tea in the canteen 
where everybody could see me chatting to him. Most 
of the chat was about our families, he hardly men-
tioned work. He then said that we ought to do this 
more often and we now have a cup of tea together in 
the canteen at least once a month. As well as that, I can 
see him whenever I like and, as often as not, he’ll come 
to my office.’

After that first meeting, relations between the 
unions and the management were transformed. 
Changes which had previously been seen as impossible 
suddenly became very possible. Now the unions are 
always consulted and always involved in change. The 
changed relationship stems from that first meeting 
between Mary and the chief executive. As Mary put it, 
‘He had the courtesy, on his first day on the job, to 
come to me and treat me as a valued colleague rather 
than a despised opponent.’



Chapter 13 Organisational change and managerial choice 

474

with information for them to evaluate and discuss, and letting the group come to its own 
decision. Once the decision had been made by the group, it exerted a strong pressure on all 
the individuals concerned to adhere to the group’s decision. Merely telling people they 
should change had very little effect at all.

Communication should be a regular rather than a one-off exercise. Nor should it be pur-
sued through just one or two channels, such as newsletters or team briefings. As mentioned 
above when discussing the need to make people aware of the need for change, organisations 
have a wide range of formal and informal channels for communication. They should con-
sciously use all of these. As a rule of thumb, it should be recognised that, while people are 
often willing to believe the wildest rumour from unofficial sources, anything from manage-
ment has to be stated at least six times in six different ways before people start giving it cre-
dence. In addition, as Case study 13.5 shows at the end of this chapter, communication is 
most effective when it is tailored to the values of the people concerned. In this instance, 
Group A had open-democratic values geared to achieving the collective good, which were 
best served by an informal, participative approach that enabled the discussion and explora-
tion of ideas. Group B, meanwhile, had values based on self-interest, individual ambition and 
a win-lose philosophy, which were best served by a more formal style of communication that 
focused on giving answers and identifying best practice rather than encouraging discussion.

In some cases, where all those concerned become directly involved in the change process, 
as with Nissan’s SDT initiatives, communication is less of an issue. However, in most cases, 
it is impractical to give everyone this level of involvement; therefore, as at XYZ, it is impor-
tant to communicate proposals from the outset. This involves not only providing informa-
tion but also listening to the response and taking it seriously. This has a number of benefits. 
The change management team will very quickly pick up any worries and concerns and can 
respond to these; they will also be made aware of aspects that need to be taken into consid-
eration which have been overlooked; and assumptions that have been made will be tested 
and sometimes challenged. In addition, this will assist in identifying issues, individuals and 
groups who might obstruct change. In terms of the three target groups for commitment – 
i.e. those who let it happen, those who help it to happen and those who make it happen – 
communication can secure the commitment of the first but, by itself, is unlikely to secure the 
commitment of the other two groups. Their commitment will come through (and be tested 
by) their direct involvement in the change process.

Responsibility. One of the most vital initiatives an organisation can take with staff is not to 
treat them as objects of change, or obstacles to it, but to involve them in it and make them 
responsible for it. There are good examples of this in Oticon, XYZ and Nissan. Particularly 
where large-scale projects are concerned, not everyone can be involved in all aspects of 
planning and execution; but it is important to identify and enrol those whose assistance is 
necessary and those who are essential to make change happen. This should be the main 
criterion for selecting who will be involved. Obviously, where possible, it is a good idea to 
ensure that all those most closely affected are involved in some, if not all, aspects.

Similarly, again where possible, responsibility for aspects of the change project should be 
given to those who will be directly affected by the result. In those cases where the scale of 
the project will prevent all those affected being involved, managers will need to select those 
to involve. Sometimes, volunteers will be asked for. However, remembering the discussion 
of team composition earlier, it is important to get the right balance between those who are 
perceived to have ‘the right attitude’, and those who take a more sceptical view. People  
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prepared to challenge assumptions and ask awkward questions have an essential role to 
play in ensuring that awkward questions are asked, and answered. If sceptics are won over, 
they can become powerful advocates for the change. Likewise, it is useful to consider involv-
ing key opinion-formers: people to whom their colleagues look for guidance.

As the above shows, communication and responsibility are essential to gaining people’s 
understanding of the need for change. Change can be a slow and difficult process, and com-
mitment can diminish unless steps are taken to maintain it. This leads on to the third and 
final people-related activity: sustaining the momentum.

sustaining the momentum

Even in the best-run organisations, it sometimes happens that initial enthusiasm and 
momentum for change wanes and, in the face of the normal day-to-day pressures to meet 
customer needs, progress becomes slower and can grind to a halt. In any case, as the Coping 
Cycle illustrates (see Chapter 9), in terms of both performance and self-esteem, things do 
get worse, sometimes considerably so, before they get better. Indeed, in Midshires College 
(Chapter 14), enthusiasm waned very early. In some cases, enthusiasm for change may be 
lacking at the outset. In such situations, people may not even get through the Denial and 
Defence stages of the Coping Cycle. Instead, they stick with or quickly return to the methods 
and types of behaviour with which they are familiar, confident and comfortable. Given that 
momentum for change does not arise of itself or continue without encouragement, organi-
sations need to consider how to build and sustain it. The points already made above regard-
ing planning and implementation, and especially involvement, are clearly part of this. In 
addition, organisations should do the following.

Provide resources for change. Kotter (1996: 35) states:

In an organization with 100 employees, at least two dozen must go far beyond the normal call 
of duty to produce a significant change. In a firm of 100,000 employees, the same might 
require 15,000 or more.

For a one-off change project of short duration, it might be acceptable to ask staff to ‘go far 
beyond the normal course of duty’. However, for many organisations, such as Rolls-Royce (Case 
study 13.1), change is now a way of life; and in many organisations, staff and managers have to 
work long hours merely to get their normal work done. In situations such as these, and indeed in 
most situations, it is probably difficult, and certainly unwise, to ask staff to undertake change 
initiatives without some additional resources, whether these be financial or human. In cases 
where staff are required to keep up the same level of output during the transition phase, consid-
erable additional resources may be required to achieve this. As the Rolls-Royce case study 
shows, it has ‘had to carry the dual costs of running old and new facilities’, which in 2015 alone 
cost between £100m and £200m. Compare this with the 1999 case of the United Kingdom’s 
Passport Agency, which failed to provide sufficient extra staff to cope with the introduction of a 
new computer system. Not only did this result in inexcusable delays in issuing passports, but the 
Passport Agency eventually had to recruit 300 extra staff anyway. In all, the additional cost of 
the measures necessary to deal with the situation was around £12.6 million (NAO, 1999). It is 
important, therefore, that the need for any extra resources is identified and extra resources are 
allocated, whether for the provision of temporary staff, the training of existing staff, senior man-
agement time or whatever. As the example of the Passport Office showed, nothing is guaranteed 
to be more demoralising than having to make changes without adequate resources or support.
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Give support to the change agents. As Buchanan and Boddy (1992) note, an enormous 
responsibility falls upon the change management team. They have not only to plan and over-
see the change project but also to motivate others and deal with difficulties, sometimes very 
personal problems. Just as they have to support others, so too must they receive support 
themselves; otherwise, they may be the ones who become demoralised and lose their ability 
to motivate others. Midshires is a ‘good’ example of a case where the change agent was not 
given support, with serious consequences for himself and the project he was managing.

Sometimes change agents can be encouraged by offering them financial rewards, some-
times by the promise of future advancement, but often the most effective method is through 
public and private praise of the individuals concerned. In Chapter 3, we drew attention to 
Chester Barnard’s (1938) observation that monetary rewards are often less effective than 
non-monetary ones, such as praise. This does not mean that monetary rewards should be 
avoided, but it does mean that too great a reliance on them may be counterproductive.

Develop new competences and skills. This reiterates the point made when discussing 
‘planning the change’ above. Change frequently demands new knowledge, skills and com-
petences. Increasingly, managers have to learn new leadership styles, staff have to learn to 
work as teams, and all are expected to be innovators and improvers. This requires more 
than just training and re-training. It may also include on-the-job counselling and coaching. 
Consequently, organisations need to consider what is required, who requires it and – the 
difficult part – how to deliver it in a way that encourages rather than threatens or alienates 
staff. Case study 13.5, at the end of this chapter, shows that with good preparation, it is pos-
sible to deliver training and development which is geared to achieving a positive rather than 
negative outcome. Similarly, XYZ is a good example of a company that recognised that man-
agerial and staff development go hand in hand with organisational change. This can be an 
expensive process, in terms of both staff time and cost. This, once again, emphasises the 
need to provide additional resources for change.

Reinforce desired behaviour. As mentioned earlier, in organisations, people generally do 
those things that bring rewards or avoid punishments. Consequently, one of the most effec-
tive ways of sustaining the momentum for change is to reinforce the kinds of behaviour 
required to make it successful. Sometimes this may be monetary, such as increased pay or 
bonuses for particular types of activity or progress. Sometimes it may be symbolic, such as 
Oticon’s tearing down of walls and elimination of personal desks. Sometimes it may be 
through recognition, whereby senior managers openly or privately single out individuals or 
groups for special praise. At the same time, it is also important that managers recognise, as 
discussed above, that if they want their staff to change their behaviour, they may have to 
change their own behaviour first. Such activities are particularly important during the early 
stages of change. If managers are seen to take a lead in ‘modelling’ the new behaviour and/
or identifying and praising progress, participants are more likely to develop a positive atti-
tude about the change project. In XYZ, it could be argued that the change in organisational 
structure was a method of reinforcing the behavioural changes that had already taken place. 
Alternatively, it could be said that they reinforced the new organisational structure. 
However one views XYZ, the key point is that the behavioural changes might have been dif-
ficult to sustain without the new structure and, certainly, the new structure would have 
been much less effective without the prior behavioural changes.

In looking at the three interlinked elements that make up the change process – objectives 
and outcomes, planning the change, and people – we can see why change is so complex and 
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why so many initiatives fail. Although there are technical aspects that must be accom-
plished, no matter what type of change is involved, it can never be a purely technical exer-
cise. Establishing objectives involves testing assumptions and challenging preconceived 
ideas. It also involves gathering both fact and opinion, and making judgments about which 
is the most important. Similarly, planning change often involves an impressive and daunt-
ing array of challenges and activities, some of which are amenable to straightforward tech-
niques of analysis and decision, many of which are not. The final element, however, is the 
most complex: people. People are important not just because they are often the ‘object’ of 
change, but also because they are the ones who have to carry it out. In a real sense, they are 
the glue that holds it together. They can influence the choice of objectives and the way 
change is planned. In turn, objectives and planning can also affect their willingness to accept 
or become involved in change.

One final point: even after a change project has been ‘completed’, the story does not end 
there. As the Japanese maintain, even when change has resulted in a stable state being 
achieved, there always remains scope for improvement. Furthermore, as is clear from the 
case studies, many change projects are open-ended. Change will continue to take place. 
Therefore, both in planning a project and evaluating its outcomes, it is necessary to identify 
the open-endedness of it and the degree to which the final outcome will require a continu-
ous improvement approach or a continuing change approach. The Deming/PDCA Cycle 
mentioned earlier can be a powerful antidote to complacency and an effective spur for fur-
ther improvement (see Figure 13.3). There is a marked difference between organisations 
where change is seen as an everyday occurrence, and techniques such as the Deming Cycle 
are extensively used, and those where it is seen as a one-off event which requires no further 
attention once the change has been implemented. In the latter, it is very difficult to develop 
the capabilities and commitment necessary to achieve continuous improvement, whereas in 
the former, continuous improvement and continuous change, and the capabilities, skills 
and commitment required of both, go hand in hand.

Conclusions

This and the previous chapter have sought to merge the theory and practice of strategy 
development and change management as presented in Chapters 8–11. In doing so, they have 
also drawn on many of the arguments and insights into the behaviour, operation and ration-
ality of organisations presented in Chapters 1–7. Based on these 11 chapters, Chapters 12 
and 13 have introduced and elaborated on the Choice Management–Change Management 
model for understanding and managing organisational change. This comprises three inter-
related organisational processes: the choice process, the trajectory process and the change 
process (see Figure 12.1 in Chapter 12). It was argued that not only does this model incorpo-
rate and go beyond both the Planned and Emergent approaches to strategy and change, but 
it also demonstrates how managers can attempt to change their organisation’s circumstances 
to fit them to the approach that best suits them and their organisation.

It was asserted that the Choice Management–Change Management model incorporates 
the full scope of the various approaches to strategy and change, including the Planned and 
Emergent approaches, and that it also accommodates and explains the use of more directive 
approaches. However, one of the fundamental differences between this model and many 
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other approaches to strategy and change is that it recognises that managers are active play-
ers rather than passive spectators in the development of their own organisations. The model 
is based on the assumption that not only can managers choose to align their organisation 
with the external conditions and constraints it faces, but they can also do the reverse and 
align these external conditions and constraints to their preferred way of structuring and 
running their organisation. Whether they choose to attempt to influence or alter the circum-
stances their organisation faces or to align it with them will depend on a range of issues, not 
least their own views about whether they or the organisation is better suited by a stable, 
planned situation or whether more turbulent, emergent conditions are preferable.

Although the Choice Management–Change Management model appears to offer signifi-
cant theoretical avenues for understanding how organisations and managers operate, it 
also offers considerable practical benefits. In Chapter 4, we examined the Culture-Excellence 
perspective on organisations. The proponents of this view, especially Tom Peters, argue that 
organisations have no choice but to change radically if they are to survive. The Culture-
Excellence theory is based on a particular view of the environment and other constraints 
organisations face. Assuming that this view is accurate, the Choice Management–Change 
Management model indicates that organisations need not radically restructure themselves, 
but they could seek to influence the constraints they face to bring them more in line with 
their existing organisational arrangements. Even if, in the long term, organisations did have 
to structure themselves along the lines advocated by Peters, they could still seek to influence 
the conditions under which they operated to achieve this over a longer timescale than might 
otherwise be assumed. Indeed, as Chapter 5 revealed, this is just the approach the Japanese 
take. Between the 1950s and the 1980s, Japan’s leading organisations transformed them-
selves. This was achieved by slow and gradual transformation rather than by rapid shock 
tactics. Japanese companies achieved this gradual transformation by a combination of long-
term vision allied to the ability to influence and restructure the constraints under which 
they operate, especially, as explained by Hamel and Prahalad (1989), their ability to change 
the rules of competition in their particular industries. In so doing, they provide much sup-
port for Kanter et al’s (1992) view that a Long March is more effective than a Bold Stroke for 
building competitive organisations.

Therefore, the Choice Management–Change Management model, in conjunction with 
the framework for change presented in Chapter 11, potentially at least, resolves the dispute 
between proponents of Planned and Emergent approaches to strategy development and 
change. Furthermore, it raises fundamental questions about what managers can do and 
what they do do in terms of running and shaping their organisations. In particular, it raises 
questions about the way that managers can make sense of their situation for themselves and 
others and, in so doing, construct alternative scenarios or realities for their organisation’s 
future. Many writers, especially from the Culture-Excellence perspective, have made a case 
for visionary leadership being the key to an organisation’s success. Certainly, the transac-
tional, steady-as-she-goes type of manager appears very much out of favour (Cheng et al, 
2016; Grint, 2005; Kimura, 2012; Kotter and Rathgeber, 2006; Peters, 2006; Zhang et al, 
2015). The case for transforming managers, as well as organisations, however, tends to be 
based on a partial view of what managers need to do and, often, only a shallow understand-
ing of what they actually do. In order to come to grips with the nature of managerial work 
and the extent to which the Choice Management–Change Management model requires a 
rethink of how managers operate, the concluding chapter of this text will examine the role 
of managers, management and leadership and the differences between them.
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TesT yOur LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check and reflect on the topics. The discussions 
should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on the length of the lecture, there could 
be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The following are five suggested topics which 
address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What are the three elements of the choice process?

2. Why is behavioural change central to organisational change?

3. Why do Makin and Cox (2004) see behaviour as revolving around their ‘nice-nasty’ combina-
tion of motivators?

4. What are the main triggers for change?

5. What are the key elements of an activity plan?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for and 
against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case and the 
other the ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side of the debate. 
Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be introducing the 
debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the class and their enthu-
siasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and more than 60 minutes 
probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. In the fast-moving environment of the modern world, organisations do not have the time to 
involve staff in planning and implementing change.

2. Organisations do not need to create a willingness to change; instead, they should expect 
employees to be adaptable.

3. Once a change has been made, there should be no need to reinforce desired behaviours.

essay questions

1. Critically evaluate the three elements of the choice process.

2. Use the choice process to assess one of the case studies of organisational change in this text or 
change in an organisation of your choice.

suggested further reading

The following three publications give valuable insights into the planning and execution of change.

Day, T and Tosey, P (2011) Beyond SMART? A new framework for goal setting. Curriculum 
Journal, 22(4), 515–34.

Kotter, JP (1995) Leading change: why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business Review, 
73(2), 59–67.

Makin, P and Cox, C (2004) Changing Behaviour at Work. Routledge: Abingdon.
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Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs.

The following are websites detailing a range of change tools and techniques. In addition, there 
are many videos on www.youtube.com of speakers describing how such tools can be used.

http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-change-management-
programs.aspx

https://knowhownonprofit.org/leadership/change/tools

https://www.mitre.org/publications/systems-engineering-guide/enterprise-engineering/
transformation-planning-and-organizational-change

http://www.nhsemployers.org/campaigns/organisational-development/do-od-tools-and-
resources/culture-change

https://improvement.nhs.uk

https://www.trainingforchange.org/tools

Case sTudy 13.5

Organisational change: the role of values

Background
One of the most remarkable aspects of organisational 
change initiatives is their low success rate. It has been 
argued that a major reason for this is a lack of align-
ment between the value system of the change inter-
vention and of those of the members of the organisation 
undergoing the change. This case study describes and 
presents the findings from two change initiatives in 
two different organisations that test this argument. As 
will be shown, the case study supports the view that 
value system alignment may be an important factor in 
the success of organisational change initiatives.

Much has been written over the years regarding 
the need to align organisational and individual val-
ues, usually from the culture perspective. The main 
argument is that effective organisations are ones 
where goals and values are congruent and shared 
by the leadership and staff of the organisation. In 
terms of organisational change, perhaps the first 
person to draw attention to the relationship 
between value alignment and successful change 
was Kurt Lewin in the 1940s (see Chapter 9). Since 

then, a wide range of studies has cited organisation, 
group and individual values as important factors in 
the success of change initiatives. Consequently, 
there is much support for the view that successful 
change is associated with the value alignment of 
three factors:

●	 those involved in the change initiatives;

●	 the objective of the initiatives;

●	 the approach to change (i.e. the values underpin-
ning the content of the change and the process by 
which it is managed).

In order to test the assertion that value alignment is 
a major factor affecting the success of change initia-
tives, a methodology based on Graves’ Emergent 
Cyclical Levels of Existence Theory (ECLET) was used. 
ECLET is based on eight core values systems (see Ideas 
and perspectives 13.5 below). The value systems of the 
individuals involved in the two change initiatives 
described in this case study were measured using the 
Values Test, a commercially available psychometric 
questionnaire.

https://www.trainingforchange.org/tools
https://improvement.nhs.uk
http://www.nhsemployers.org/campaigns/organisational-development/do-od-tools-and-resources/culture-change
http://www.nhsemployers.org/campaigns/organisational-development/do-od-tools-and-resources/culture-change
http://www.nhsemployers.org/campaigns/organisational-development/do-od-tools-and-resources/culture-change
https://www.mitre.org/publications/systems-engineering-guide/enterprise-engineering
https://knowhownonprofit.org/leadership/change/tools
http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-change-management-programs.aspx
http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-change-management-programs.aspx
http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/management-tools-change-management-programs.aspx
http://www.youtube.com
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Ideas and PersPeCTIves 13.5

summary of Graves’ value systems hierarchy
Level
Value System

AN
Individual: Express Self for personal survival, do what you can to look after self, take whatever’s offered. 
Effective where there is no competition, but growing people numbers build fear through vulnerability. Security 
is sought through safety in numbers and leads to emergence of  . . .

BO
Collective: Deny Self for family and close relations, safety in numbers, traditional ways and ancestral traditions 
and rituals. Priority is to maintain the security and sustainability of the local community so that the future is the 
same as the past. Anger at lack of change in the face of inadequacy leads to emergence of . . .

CP
Individual: Express Self for power and immediate gratification. Coercion, superiority and strength enables 
satiation of selfish needs and to hell with the rest. Leads to personal expression and adrenalin-fuelled releases 
of energy, both positive and negative. Leads to feudal systems, exploitation and abuse of others, strives for 
personal (illegitimate) power and control. Guilt over consequences leads to a desire to conform to agreed 
behaviours and emergence of . . .

DQ
Collective: Deny Self for order and stability, subordinate oneself to the rules of society based on absolutist 
principles of the one right way, laws and regulations, obey the appointed (legitimate) power and authority and 
accept penal consequences for transgression and the authority will provide and protect and reward hard work 
in the long term. Frustration at lack of personal recognition and satisfaction in the short term lead to 
emergence of . . .

ER
Individual: Express Self for reward now and the material riches and good life but not at the obvious expense of 
others. Get away with what you can for personal gain now, find the best way rather than the right way, 
contingent thinking, flexible approaches, manipulate and engineer outcomes to suit personal needs and wants. 
Success brings isolation and resentment from the ‘have-nots’ and feelings of loneliness and exclusion lead to 
emergence of . . .

FS
Collective: Deny Self for equality, sharing and humanity, wealth distribution, charity and working for 
humanitarian causes to aid social development and community. All are equal in the eyes of society, no one 
person is in control, consensus decision-making, inclusion and harmony eventually leads to lower efficiencies. 
Lack of effective progress leads to emergence of . . .

GT
Individual: Express Self but not at the expense of others. Open-minded systemic thinking that allows for the 
integration of all previous value systems in natural flows, an acceptance of complex/chaotic systems and 
paradox, stratified democracy, self-gain but also with preservation of life systems in general, and a recognition 
that knowledge has the greatest value and only the right knowledge can provide systemic solutions to the 
problems of existence. Frustration at the lack of social action in the light of new knowledge and understanding 
leads to emergence of . . .

HU
Collective: Deny Self for the benefit of whole world socio-economic systems and community, deny self for 
ecological existence and planetary sustainability and the continual search for knowledge and meaning in the 
universe so that new understanding can be applied to enabling a sustainable planetary future.

These can be measures using the ‘Values Test’, a commercially available psychometric questionnaire.

Source: Cowan and Todorovic (2005).

➨
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Case study 13.5 (continued )

The change initiatives
Company A is a national charitable organisation, and 
the change initiative involved an 11-member project 
team based in the north west of England. The change 
was primarily designed to improve the effectiveness of 
staff working with people in difficult circumstances. 
The change was also designed to help the group work 
together more effectively as a team by developing self-
awareness and mutual understanding.

Company B is a privately owned marketing organi-
sation, also located within the north west of England, 
and the change involved its 13-member management 
team. This change initiative was primarily designed to 
improve the company’s business performance by 
developing the management and leadership abilities 
of the company’s leadership team.

In order to test the value alignment concept, it was 
necessary to gather three essential pieces of information:

1. The value system of each group: This was deter-
mined using the Values Test mentioned above. All 
11 participants in Company A completed the Values 
Test. The results showed a strong preference for a 
‘collective value system’. Therefore, the group’s val-
ues align very well with what one would expect 
from individuals working for a charitable organisa-
tion. The Values Test was completed by 10 of the 13 
members of the management team in Company B. 
This group have a very different value system from 
those in Company A. There is a substantial prefer-
ence for an ‘individual’ value system, which is what 
one might expect from managers working for a 
profit-focused private-sector company.

2. The value system of the initiative: In this case, 
because the values of each group were already 
known, the two change initiatives were designed 
around these values. Based on their responses to the 
Values Test, the improvement initiative for Company 
A was designed around Graves’ FS (Collective) sys-
tem of values. Based on their response to the Value 
Test, Company B’s improvement initiative was 
designed around Graves’ ER (Individual) system of 
values. The design of the two change initiatives is 
shown in the case study section below.

3. The effectiveness of the initiative: This was deter-
mined from feedback data collected shortly after 
the initiative. The effectiveness of each initiative 
was assessed on the basis of each group’s response 
to questions about the usefulness and suitability of 

the content of the initiative and the way it was 
delivered, and the extent to which participants 
were willing to change as a result of the initiative. 

For Company A: A focus group discussion was 
conducted by one of the facilitators who delivered 
the change sessions. In summary, it was found that 
there was substantial alignment between the values 
of the initiative and the values of the group. 

For Company B: The organisation undertook its 
own qualitative review of the change initiative. In 
both companies, there was substantial agreement 
that the initiative was a success and that much of 
this can be attributed to the alignment of values.

The case studies
Company A

1. Programme objectives 
To develop improvements in effectiveness as measured 
by perception of team communications, openness in 
discussions and greater degrees of trust and sharing, 
and improved effectiveness in dealing with ‘client’ 
cases by having a greater understanding of individual 
differences and stages of value system development.

More specifically, to develop:

●	 self-awareness through an appreciation of individ-
ual differences;

●	 awareness of others through an appreciation of 
multiple perspectives;

●	 knowledge of a range of psychological models (includ-
ing value systems) affecting human behaviour;

●	 ability to apply the above to helping others (exter-
nal clients) in specific difficult circumstances 
through case studies;

●	 ability to apply the above to further internal devel-
opment of the group working together as a team.

2. Delivery style 
The delivery consisted of eight one-day workshops. 
Each was informal and held at the group’s premises in a 
common-room environment seated on small sofas in a 
circular arrangement with the workshop deliverers sit-
ting as equal members of the group. There was little 
presentation material, mostly hand-drawn on a flip-
chart supported by a few handouts. The underlying 
motive of the sessions was to help the group to apply 
the initiative content externally to their clients, often 
prejudiced individuals and groups in society, and  
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themselves. Contribution of existing expertise from 
group members was actively encouraged as each group 
member played an equal role in the learning process. 
No judgment was made of any different perspectives 
held by any of the group members and all points of 
view were respected and considered valid.

3. Content 
The programme content consisted of a series of work-
shops exploring Myers Briggs personality dimensions; 
aspects and models of personal motivation including 
Maslow, McClelland and motivation models from Neuro 
Linguistic Programming (NLP); and latterly Graves’ 
Value Systems and their application to participant self-
assessment and personal growth and client case studies. 
The material was presented as being an optional perspec-
tive on the subject and not ‘the definitive answer’, essen-
tially consistent with a subjectivist relativistic philosophy. 
Ideas, principles and models were put forward as discus-
sion points and explored through interactive conversa-
tion among equals such that each member of the group 
determined their own perception of the meaning of the 
materials.

Company B

1. Programme objectives 
To develop improved business performance through 
better understanding and effectiveness of communica-
tion processes, self-management, self-motivation and 
personal awareness and leadership styles for running 
the business, and dealing effectively with employees 
and getting the most from them.

More specifically:

●	 building rapport and developing relationships with 
customers and employees;

●	 understanding perception and reality and seeing 
multiple perspectives;

●	 dealing with awkward conversations;

●	 directive vs coaching styles of leadership;

●	 individual differences, self-motivation;

●	 personal prioritisation and time management;

●	 styles of leadership;

●	 empowering and motivating others;

●	 influencing, delegating and coaching.

2. Delivery style 
The delivery consisted of three one-day sessions in 
which the atmosphere was open and relaxed and con-
ducive to self-disclosure. Delivery style was generally 

semi-formal set by smart-casual office-wear and deliv-
ered off the company’s premises in a comfortable 
hotel training room arranged with horse-shoe table 
and seating plan. Training material was presented 
largely using PowerPoint supported by flipcharts for 
capturing discussion points. Materials were delivered 
using a range of styles including experiential activi-
ties, taught theory, group discussions and reviews. 
The underlying motive of the training sessions was to 
improve individual and group performance and, 
therefore, overall business performance.

3. Initiative content 
The content was delivered under a range of philosoph-
ical styles from the objectivist ‘one right answer’ to 
modernist contingent theories focused on finding the 
‘best way’ and postmodern relativistic material allow-
ing each person to define their own way. The content 
itself can be seen from the bullet point objectives above 
and included principles of leadership taken from con-
tingency theory, transformational leadership, situa-
tional leadership and principles of coaching, 
empowering and employee engagement as means of 
gaining improved employee and, therefore, business 
performance.

summary
This case study has shown support for the concept that 
value alignment can play an important role in whether 
change initiatives are accepted or not by members of 
an organisation. The case study also shows that the 
Graves’ ECLET-based methodology is a potentially use-
ful tool for determining an organisation’s value system 
and ensuring that the values which underpin all ele-
ments of the approach to change – the objectives, con-
tent and delivery style – are aligned with it.

Questions

1. What are the main differences between the value 
system of Company A and that of Company B? 
What factors might account for the difference?

2. The Company A and Company B change initia-
tives were directed at developing individual and 
team capabilities. How might value alignment be 
used in other change situations?

3. Other than value systems alignment, what other 
factors might affect the success of a change 
initiative?

Source: Burnes and Jackson (2011).
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Chapter 14

Management, leadership and change

Learning objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

●	 define globalisation and understand the importance of sustainability, 
workforce diversity and business ethics;

●	 list the key duties of managers;

●	 understand that much of what managers do is reactive and driven by expediency;

●	 describe the three main perspectives on leadership;

●	 identify the primary approaches to managerial development and education;

●	 appreciate the differences between management and leadership and the 
different skills required for each;

●	 explain the relationships between management, leadership and organisational 
change;

●	 appreciate the need for managers to identify and examine the range of 
choices facing them; and

●	 understand the impact of managers’ decisions on society as a whole and their 
wider and longer-term responsibilities.

Case study 14.1

Burberry looks to get back in fashion with new 
Chief Executive
As Burberry’s Creative Director, Christopher Bailey 
transformed a brand once associated with louts and 
hooligans into a strutting statement of  British 

style. But as Chief  Executive he stumbled. The 
company’s shares have lost nearly one-fifth of  their 
value during his two years in charge. Investors 



 Introduction

 485

welcomed the news that responsibility for running 
the company would now be shared between  
Mr Bailey, a graduate of  the Royal College of  Art 
and former womenswear designer at Donna Karan, 
and Marco Gobbetti, who joins as Chief  Executive 
and has three decades of  business experience.

Mr Bailey, who keeps his old title of  Chief  Creative 
Officer as well as becoming the company’s first 
‘President’, will see no change in his pay package. 
His move is not regarded within Burberry as a 
demotion, according to a person briefed on the 
company’s thinking. ‘We are both the boss,’  
Mr Bailey told the Financial Times. ‘We both go into 
the Chairman of  the Board. We are true equal 
partners.’ Sir John Peace, Chairman, said there was 
a clear chemistry among the new team. Mr Gobbetti 
joins from French luxury brand Celine, and has 
held senior positions at luxury groups including 
Givenchy and Bottega Veneta. As the new Chief  
Executive he is expected to focus on operational 
challenges such as implementing a cost cutting 
programme and improving the way Burberry 
presents its products in stores, giving Mr Bailey 
more time to offer creative input on products.

However, Mr Bailey denied that he was relinquishing 
control over Burberry’s financial plans. ‘It’s not as 
black and white as, today you don’t need to be in a 
finance meeting, you can do some more designing,’ 
he said. ‘I wish the world was as black and white as 
that. Marco and I will take strategic decisions 
together, whereas historically that’s been something 
that I’ve worked on myself.’

Helen Brand, an analyst at UBS, said: ‘The new 
appointments are pretty good, because they bring 
luxury expertise and operational focus.’ Sir John, 
who has faced criticism for appointing Mr Bailey to 
the dual role of  Chief  Creative and Chief  Executive 
Officer, insisted that Mr Bailey had ‘done a great job 
as Chief  Executive’. He said Mr Bailey was ‘more 
likely to remain’ at Burberry now that he had been 
freed of  the burdens of  the role. Sir John added that 
Mr Bailey had excelled at design, brand and digital 
skills but had disliked other core aspects of  the role 
such as ‘doing results presentations and dealing 
with shareholders’. Analysts said many in the City 
had lost confidence in the Chief  Executive’s ability 
to steer the group. Even in May, when Mr Bailey told 
analysts of  a £100m a year cost-saving plan, the 
company’s shares barely moved.

As well as reducing operating expenses and 
improving efficiency in areas such as marketing, 
Mr Bailey has halved Burberry’s offering of  
fashion shows, mounting just two a year and 
moving to make the clothes available in stores as 
soon as the catwalk lights go down. He has also 
embarked on a bold but contentious move to 
simplify Burberry’s three main ranges – Prorsum, 
London and Brit – into a single Burberry brand. 
But this succession of  initiatives failed to convince 
investors that the group was back on track. ‘We 
didn’t think the share price was reflecting the true 
benefit from the strategy plan, because investors 
were sceptical on management execution,’ said Ms 
Brand at UBS.

Source: Adapted from Burberry looks to get back in fashion with new Chief Executive, The Financial Times, 12 July 2016, 
p. 23 (Jenkins, P and Vandevelde, M).

Introduction

As Mintzberg et al (2002) note with some concern, one of the most enduring and eye- 
catching notions in all of the management literature is the concept of ‘Heroic leaders [who] 
announce magnificent strategies, do dramatic deals and promise grand results’ (71). It is a 
concept based on ‘a massive set of assumptions: that the chief executive is the enterprise, 
that he or she alone is responsible for the entire performance and that this performance can 
be measured and the chief executive rewarded to do’ (70). Yet, as the Burberry example in 
Case study 14.1 shows, even where CEOs are wonderfully creative, have a good grasp of 
strategy and have an ambitious and achievable vision, there may be other important aspects 
of their job they are less good at or feel less comfortable with. So, as Mintzberg et al argue, 
the idea of the ‘heroic leader’ who can do everything and impress everyone is somewhat of 
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a misnomer. It is also why many organisations, such as Burberry, create a senior leadership 
team rather than relying on one ‘heroic’ person (Zhang et al, 2015).

In a similar vein, Broughton (2011) warns against the ‘crisis junkie’ CEOs who seem to 
love a crisis in order to show their ‘heroic’ credentials by rescuing the organisation from 
the brink of disaster. For such leaders, crises seem to be events to be welcomed rather 
than avoided. This is not to say that organisations do not encounter unexpected or unpre-
ventable crises that have to be tackled, like Volkswagen and its emissions scandal, but 
these tend to be the exception rather than the norm. The job of leaders should be to avoid 
or head off such crises rather than welcome them, which is presumably one of the reasons 
why Burberry has decided to broaden its leadership team. The nub of Broughton and 
Mintzberg et al’s argument is that organisations face a wide range of challenges which 
change over time and that need to be managed in different ways. One size of leadership 
does not fit all challenges, no matter how attractive, larger than life and heroic that size of 
leadership may appear to be. If too much reliance is placed on one person, a time will 
come when their leadership style and skills are no longer appropriate for the circum-
stances they face, as many financial institutions found to their cost in 2008. If an organisa-
tion, instead of being led by one ‘heroic’ leader, has a broad-based leadership team, it will 
be better prepared and able to deal successfully with a much wider range of challenges, 
even unexpected crises.

Indeed, the inability of individual managers to adapt to changing circumstances may be 
the reason why it is claimed that somewhere between 50 and 75 per cent of senior managers 
are not effective in their job (Burke, 2011; Hughes et al, 2009). The case of George Simpson 
and John Mayo at Marconi is a good example (see Chapter 12). Both had gained a reputa-
tion as highly effective leaders in their previous jobs, but they failed disastrously at Marconi. 
One explanation for this is that their leadership style, skills and experience were simply not 
appropriate to the situation in which they found themselves, i.e. there was a lack of fit or 
alignment between their leadership abilities and Marconi’s situation; something that might 
not have arisen had the company possessed a broad-based and effective leadership team. 
Whether Marconi and other such cases are examples of poor leadership selection or just bad 
luck can be debated, but the disastrous outcomes are there for everyone to see (Burke, 
2011; Yukl, 2013).

Whilst it is true that most organisations would claim to have a senior leadership team, the 
reality is that these exist as a team in name only. Indeed, some two-thirds of leadership 
teams are considered ineffective because their members pursue their own individual agenda 
instead of working together for the wider interests of the organisations that employ them 
(Beer and Eisenstat, 2000; Johnson, 2012; Kakabadse and Kakabadse, 2008). The emphasis 
over the last 30 years on heroic, transformational leadership has meant that the type of peo-
ple who have risen to the top of the corporate ladder have tended not to be team players 
(Burnes et al, 2016; Cronin and Genovese, 2016; Storey, 2004). This emphasis on one form 
of leadership, regardless of the situations these leaders face, helps to explain why so many 
leaders and leadership teams are seen as ineffective, it may also help to explain the oft-cited 
statistic that 70 per cent of change initiatives fail (Burnes, 2011a; Kakabadse and Kakabadse, 
2008).

Rather than focusing on one form of leadership, the key task for organisations, therefore, 
is to understand the array of present and future challenges they face and determine how 
best they should be managed, and to select and develop managers with the necessary skills 
and other attributes to deal with them (Burke, 2011). Of course, identifying what these 
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challenges are and determining appropriate responses will not be easy. Many writers and 
commentators are good enough to provide us with their views on the future. Although 
sometimes their views have a postmodern rosy glow about them, often they present a 
gloomy, doomsday picture of the future, pointing to the dangers of climate change, the issue 
of mass migration and the complexity of Brexit. Two things, however, are clear: first, it is 
unlikely that the challenges facing managers in the future will get any easier, as the discus-
sion of globalisation below will show. Second, attempts to predict the future, as Ideas and 
perspectives 14.1 shows, usually fall very short of the mark and, as Ideas and perspectives 
14.2 illustrates, this is not anything new.

This is no excuse for ignoring the many serious and daunting challenges that organisa-
tions and those who manage them, not to mention the world at large, have to face in the 
coming decades. The globalisation of world trade may open up new markets and create new 
opportunities, but it also brings with it new competitors and new uncertainties. The same 
holds true for scientific advances. The beneficial effects of computers are there for all to see, 
with the range of applications expanding daily, but so too is the problem of cybercrime and 

Ideas and perspeCtIves 14.1

predicting inflation
Mervyn King is the Governor of the Bank of England. He has an army of highly trained 
economists and advisors who work for him. He can also draw upon a vast array of public 
and private sector knowledge both in the United Kingdom and abroad. Yet even his eco-
nomic forecasts can be spectacularly wrong, as the following two quotations show.

August 2008: 

‘Price increases will continue to enter the measure of CPI inflation for 12 months, so inflation 
is likely to remain markedly above the target until well into next year.’

November 2008: 

‘Although CPI inflation did rise above 5% its expected future path has fallen significantly . . . 
There is obviously a risk that [deflation] could happen.’

Source: Both quotes are from Elliott and Seager (2008: 1).

Ideas and perspeCtIves 14.2

predicting the future
This ‘telephone’ has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of 
communication. (Western Union internal memo, 1876)

Airplanes are interesting toys, but of no military value. (Marshal Foch, 1911)

Who the hell wants to hear actors talk? (HM Warner of Warner Brothers, 1927)

I think there is a world market for maybe five computers.
 (Thomas Watson, Chairman IBM, 1943)
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even cyberwarfare. Similarly, medical advances such as stem cell treatments for cancer and 
Alzheimer’s may be hugely beneficial, but they also raise significant practical and ethical 
concerns. Then there is the reality of climate change, the dwindling of natural resources, 
the growing gap between rich and poor countries and the threat to the natural world of 
indiscriminate industrialisation, which we are reminded of almost daily (Becker, 2008; 
Eilperin, 2013; Dunphy et al, 2007; Gunter, 2015; Newman, 2008).

Nevertheless, nothing is inevitable until it actually happens, and even then, it may be 
reversed. Individual consumers and pressure groups have some influence, and governments 
can pass laws, but in an age where organisations dominate our lives, where they appear to 
be more powerful than ever before, the role and performance of managers will be crucial 
(Benn et al, 2014). Managers will need to recognise that in the future, as in the past, regard-
less of the particular issues involved, the environment in which their organisations operate 
will continue to change. As discussed in Chapter 5, they will also have to recognise that the 
appropriateness of their decisions will be judged by a wider set of criteria and a wider range 
of stakeholders than in the past. At the same time, managers will continue to have to find 
ways of ensuring that their organisation and its environment, and the other constraints 
under which it operates, are, as far as possible, kept aligned. As pointed out in previous 
chapters, this does not mean that each and every organisation has to change rapidly and 
radically, although some will. Instead, managers can seek to influence the constraints under 
which their organisation operates, and the pace and timing of change, to make them more 
favourable to their preferred way of working.

The case studies and other examples in this text show that change is neither easy nor 
necessarily always successful – something that most people’s everyday experiences will con-
firm. Regardless of this, organisations do change, either by design or default, and managers 
do play a crucial role in determining whether the outcome is success or failure. Managers 
are the ones who have the responsibility for ensuring that options are identified, choices 
made and actions taken. They are also the ones who have the responsibility for making 
sense, presenting a coherent picture, of the events and developments that make up an 
organisation’s past, present and potential future. Therefore, in concluding this text, it is only 
right that we look at how well managers are equipped, or can be equipped, for this task.

The remainder of this chapter begins by drawing attention to the challenges posed by 
globalisation, especially in terms of sustainability, workforce diversity and business  
ethics. This highlights the need for managers not just to acquire appropriate skills and com-
petences but also to adopt appropriate behaviours. This leads on to a review of the literature 
on what managers are supposed to do and what they really do. This shows that, despite 
what leading thinkers such as Fayol and Weber believed and advocated, most managers are 
driven by expediency and operate in a responsive mode. The chapter then moves on to 
review the main leadership theories and the importance and nature of leadership in organi-
sations. In particular, it seeks to identify the characteristics and contexts that make for effec-
tive leadership. This is followed by an examination of the education and development of 
managers, which is followed by a discussion of the relationships between management, 
leadership and change.

The chapter and the text conclude by arguing that managers have an important responsi-
bility to identify and exercise choice, when faced with situations which require change. 
Although choice can be determined on a very narrow basis of short-term financial return, 
increasingly managers will have to take into account wider and longer-term organisational 
and societal factors. Especially important in this respect is that managers should be prepared 
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to question trends and advice that seem designed to increase organisational and societal 
instability and fragmentation. The interests of society in general and their own organisations 
in particular may be better served by seeking stability rather than promoting instability.

Globalisation and the challenge of change

Arguably, the biggest single issue facing managers today is globalisation: the creation of a 
unified world marketplace (Benn et al, 2014; Milanovic, 2016; Rodrik, 2012). Three of the 
most significant challenges posed by globalisation are: how to achieve sustainability in a 
world faced with climate change and its attendant problems; how to manage an increas-
ingly diverse workforce; and, at a time when business leaders are considered less trustwor-
thy than ever before, how to manage ethically.

Trade between different parts of the world has been taking place for thousands of years. 
In the last 30 years, the integration of the global economy appears to have gone through a 
step change, hastened by the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and the opening up of 
China. Whereas in the 1970s and 1980s it was common to talk about international brands 
such as Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, it is now equally common to speak of global corpora-
tions, such as Google and Haier, that dominate their industries and absorb smaller compa-
nies. This is why globalisation is not merely an issue for large companies; it affects smaller 
organisations as well, whether through the threat of increased competition and takeover, or 
the promise of new markets. Significantly, globalisation is shifting the seat of economic 
power from the West to the East. In 2008, only one non-Western company was in the top ten 
of the Fortune Global 500 list of the world’s biggest companies, Toyota (Fortune, 2008). In 
2016, there were four, three of which were Chinese (Fortune, 2016). One obvious manifes-
tation of globalisation is that, in the developed world, we take for granted that our super-
markets will be stocked with our favourite foods from every part of the world all year round. 
This is perhaps why it is not surprising that the US supermarket Wal-Mart occupies the top 
spot in the Fortune Global 500 (Fortune, 2016).

Like many hot topics that attract a great deal of attention, it is difficult to find an agreed 
definition of globalisation. For some, it is primarily an economic phenomenon, concerned 
with the integration and convergence of economic systems through the growth in interna-
tional trade, investment and capital flows (Deresky, 2016; Jones, 1995). Others see it as a 
much wider phenomenon involving social, cultural and technological exchanges that will 
‘transform our world into the beginnings of a global civilization, a new civilization of civili-
zations that will blossom through the coming century’ (Schwartz and Leyden, 1997: 1). For 
Giddens (2002), the advent of advanced communications technologies is leading to the 
‘death of distance’ and making it possible to share knowledge and culture across the world 
instantaneously and simultaneously. Some argue that globalisation may also be sounding 
the death knell of the nation state, as large trading blocks, based on entire continents and 
overseen by the World Trade Organization, take over (Deresky, 2016). Indeed, it may well 
be that the United Kingdom’s vote to exit the EU (Brexit) can be seen as a reaction to this 
potential development (Hartford, 2016). Reich (1998), in an attempt to make sense of 
these differing perspectives, identifies the four main definitions of globalisation: a historical 
epoch; a confluence of economic phenomena; the hegemony of American values; and a 
technological and social revolution.
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Despite these different views as to what globalisation is, as Reich (1998) shows, there is 
some agreement among commentators as to what is driving it: the rise of neoliberal eco-
nomics, the intensification of international competition, the fall of communism, the removal 
of trade barriers and the spread of communication technologies such as the internet. These 
very real developments make globalisation a key issue for managers rather than a passing 
fad. Globalisation is also a highly contentious issue which has given rise to a great deal of 
bitter conflict between those who see it as a force for global good and those who see it as the 
oppression of poor nations by rich ones (The Economist, 2002; Hobsbawm, 2008; Klein, 
2001; Rodrik, 2012; Stiglitz, 2013). To a great extent, much of the pro-and-anti argument 
revolves around the size and behaviour of the enormous corporations that are coming to 
dominate the global economy. For example, by 2003, more than half of the 100 largest 
economies in the world were private corporations (GlobalisationGuide.org, 2003); but as 
we now know, most of these pay very little tax (Arthur, 2013; Inman, 2013; Wheelwright, 
2016). They are very good at making staggeringly large profits from consumers in rich and 
poor countries alike, but they give very little back (Arthur, 2013; Stiglitz, 2013). This may 
not be exactly illegal, but neither is it exactly ethical or in line with many of these compa-
nies’ public utterances, such as Google’s ‘Don’t be evil’ slogan (Kaiser, 2013).

For the pro-globalisation camp, this provides the rationale for the creation of global insti-
tutions like the World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the World Bank that can set and police the rules for the global economy. For the ‘antis’, 
this shows that big business is the dominant force in globalisation, and the WTO, IMF and 
the World Bank exist to do their bidding (Peet, 2012).

Regardless of whether we see globalisation as a force for good or ill, organisations have 
to deal with the changing nature of domestic and international trade. They have to live with 
a situation where the rules that govern their behaviour are set by supra-national bodies such 
as the EU and WTO. In addition, as mentioned above, they need to come to terms with three 
other issues whose importance has been intensified by globalisation, namely sustainability, 
workforce diversity and business ethics.

sustainability

Globalisation both derives from and is driving economic development across the globe. Greater 
economic development generates greater consumption of finite natural resources, greater lev-
els of carbon emissions and increasing income disparities between rich and poor across the 
world, all of which threaten global sustainability (Benn et al, 2014; Stiglitz, 2013). The chal-
lenge of sustainability was examined in Chapter 5 and, therefore, there is no need to go over 
the same ground in this chapter. Nevertheless, the following quotes are a pertinent reminder of 
the breadth of the challenge posed by sustainability and the seriousness of failing to address it.

[Sustainability is] development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it . . . the concept of 
‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority 
should be given. (The Brundtland Report, 1987: 41)

The regenerative and assimilative capacities of the biosphere cannot support even the current 
levels of consumption, much less the manifold increase required to generalize to higher stand-
ards of living worldwide. Still less can the planet afford an ever-growing human population 
striving to consume more per-capita. (Lines, 2002: 126–7)
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[The world’s sustainability problems will be resolved.] The only question is whether they will 
become resolved in pleasant ways of our choice, or in the unpleasant ways not of our choice, 
such as warfare, genocide, starvation, disease epidemics, and the collapse of societies. 

(Diamond, 2005: 499)

Workforce diversity
Diversity is dissimilarities – differences – among people due to age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic background, and capabilities/disabilities . . . 
Diversity raises important ethical issues and social responsibility issues as well. It is also a critical 
issue for organizations, one that if not handled well can surely bring an organization to its 
knees, especially in our increasingly global environment. (Jones et al, 2000: 166–7)

Ever since the Industrial Revolution ushered in the age of the organisation, the workforce 
has become increasingly diverse, though faster in some industries and countries than oth-
ers. Globalisation is intensifying workforce diversity in three key ways. The first and most 
obvious is that the growth of the transnational corporations means that, increasingly, com-
panies are being owned and managed by people from different countries and cultures. The 
second effect of globalisation concerns the migration and recruitment of workers from other 
countries. Richer countries have always been a magnet for workers from poorer countries, 
and as the growth of refugees and economic migrants into Europe and elsewhere in the 
world shows, this phenomenon is unlikely to go away anytime soon (Hitt et al, 2009; 
Rankin, 2016). The third effect of globalisation on diversity has been to increase the par-
ticipation rate of women and minority groups in the workforce. As economies develop, they 
require greater amounts of labour. In the twentieth century, the participation of women in 
the workforce of most developed countries probably accounted for the largest growth in 
diversity, but now the biggest expansion appears to be coming from the increased participa-
tion of members of racial or ethnic minority groups (Nahavandi, 2012; Valerio, 2009; Yukl, 
2013). The United States tends to exemplify workforce diversity, as Hitt et al (2009: 41) 
observe:

Over the past decade, more than one-third of people entering the US workforce have been 
members of racial or ethnic minority groups. Moreover, the proportion of racial and ethnic 
minorities in the workforce is expected to increase indefinitely. The situation is similar in some 
European countries.

Diversity would not be an issue if we all reacted to the same things in the same ways and 
treated everybody else as we would wish to be treated ourselves, but people from dissimilar 
cultures can behave radically differently when faced with the same set of circumstances 
(Erez, 2010). In Chapter 7, we described the work of Hofstede (1980, 1990) and the GLOBE 
study (Javidan and Dastmalchian, 2009) in seeking to identify the similarities and differ-
ences between national cultures and the implications of these for the management of differ-
ent groups. From their work and that of other researchers (see Trompenaars, 1993, for 
example) it is clear that approaches which might be effective when managing, say, Japanese 
workers might be considerably less effective when managing US employees (see Ideas and 
perspectives 7.7 in Chapter 7). Jones et al (2000: 175) comment:

When American and Japanese managers interact, for example, the Americans often feel  
frustrated by what they view as indecisiveness in the Japanese, and the Japanese are often 
frustrated by what they perceive as hasty, shortsighted decision making by the Americans.
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Managing diversity is not just about how to manage relationships between people with 
different national cultures effectively. Managing diversity is also concerned with developing 
appropriate approaches to managing differences in gender, age, abilities/disabilities, sexu-
ality, ethnicity, etc. For instance, in the West, it is claimed that male and female workers 
have different strengths and weaknesses and different preferences in how they prefer to 
manage and be managed (Alimo-Metcalfe, 1995a, 1995b; Loden, 1986; Macdonald et al, 
1999; Maddock, 1999; Thomas, 2003; Valerio, 2009). Davies (1995), for example, found 
significant differences between masculine and feminine approaches to management. In par-
ticular, she found that the masculine approach valued self-esteem, abstract thinking, con-
trol and loyalty to superiors. In reviewing studies that compared the leadership styles of 
men and women, Cheng et al (2016: 1203) found that:

female leaders were more likely than their male counterparts to adopt TL [transformational 
leadership]. Female workers prefer the worker-centred leadership style more than male work-
ers and female managers indicate a preference for more democratic and participative leader-
ship styles.

Valerio (2009: 44), in examining the similarities between men and women managers, 
argues that:

Both men and women [leaders] show a combination of characteristics that include intelli-
gence, sociability, assertiveness, conscientiousness, integrity and the ability to inspire others 
with their optimistic visions of the future.

Therefore, the evidence for men and women having different leadership preferences is 
somewhat mixed, although this may be explained by research showing that leadership pref-
erences are moderated by organisational circumstances (Nahavandi, 2012; Schein and 
Mueller, 1992; Yukl, 2013). Certainly, characteristics that have been attributed to women, 
such as a preference for adopting a participative-democratic leadership style, are now seen 
as important for all leaders, whether male or female (Valerio, 2009). Workforce diversity is 
not just about gender, however, or even cultural or ethnic differences, as Cummings and 
Worley (2015: 497–8) point out:

Workforce diversity is more than a euphemism for cultural or racial difference. Such a defini-
tion is too narrow and focuses attention away from the broad range of issues that a diverse 
workforce poses. Diversity results from people who bring different resources and perspectives 
to the workplace and who have distinctive needs, preferences, expectations and lifestyles. 
Organizations must design human resource systems that account for these differences if they 
are to attract and retain a productive workforce and if they want to turn diversity into a com-
petitive advantage.

It is well known that many people who are different are treated less well than those who 
conform to whatever the prevailing stereotype is in organisations and society. Most coun-
tries now have laws that seek to prevent or punish discrimination. This, of course, can pro-
vide a powerful incentive for organisations to recognise and manage workforce diversity. In 
raising the issue of competitive advantage, however, Cummings and Worley (2015) draw 
attention to the positive side of diversity. In a fiercely competitive world where markets are 
expanding and customers are increasingly rejecting standardised products and services in 
favour of ones tailored to their needs, workforce diversity can bring substantial benefits. It 
offers the possibility of more creativity, innovation and flexibility, and it provides a height-
ened sensitivity to different customer groupings and a wider pool of talent to draw from 



 Globalisation and the challenge of change

 493

(Cummings and Worley, 2015). Thus, in the Burberry example in Case study 14.1, whilst it 
is a good idea to have more than one man leading the organisation, the choice of two men 
was perhaps a missed opportunity. Indeed, for a fashion clothing company, having a senior 
management team that reflected the diversity of its customer base would probably be a very 
smart move, which is what successful companies such as Google already do (Google, 2016). 
Recently, the world’s largest mining company, BHP Billiton, sounded a much more positive 
note. It set itself the target of having a 50/50 gender balance in its workforce by 2015. To 
ensure that senior managers take the target seriously, it linked their annual bonuses to 
achieving a 3 per cent increase in female staff each year. The company is not pursuing this 
policy for some altruistic motive or to improve their public image, but because in their ‘most 
inclusive and diverse sites’, performance is 15 per cent higher than elsewhere in the com-
pany (Treanor and Davis, 2016: 25).

Only by attracting, retaining and motivating workers effectively, including recognising 
and promoting the benefits of diversity, can organisations expect to prosper or even survive 
in an increasingly competitive global economy. This means that organisations have to 
achieve the difficult but essential task of treating workers differently because of their diver-
sity whilst at the same time treating them all fairly. This task can be achieved only if those in 
positions of power and authority in organisations are also prepared to manage ethically and 
are themselves diverse. However, for some companies, as the next section discusses, ethical 
behaviour appears to go against their normal business practices.

Business ethics

The Oxford Dictionary of English (2006: 595) defines ethics as ‘Moral principles that govern 
a person’s behaviour or the conducting of an activity.’ For French et al (2008: 37), ethical 
behaviour is ‘behaviour that is morally accepted as good and right, as opposed to bad or 
wrong’. The business scandals of the last 20 years or so have highlighted the importance of 
ethics, especially the personal ethics of business leaders (Burnes and By, 2012; Markham, 
2015; Northouse, 2013; Thiroux and Krasemann, 2007). The choices leaders make, the 
actions they take, how they treat other people and organisations, all these are informed, 
either explicitly or implicitly, by ethical considerations. This is why it is now commonplace, 
as the following quotations show, for most books on organisations and management to 
make some reference to business ethics:

[The] leader, in order to be ethical, must engage in virtuous acts or behaviours that benefit oth-
ers, and must refrain from evil acts or behaviours that harm others. (Arnold et al, 2016: 523)

Three issues are prominent in discussion of proper conduct in developed nations: (1) corruption 
. . . the chief [ethical] issues involve bribing foreign public officials in order to win business. . . . 
(2) exploitation of labor . . . [this] involves the employment of children, the forced use of prison 
labor, unreasonably low wages and poor working conditions. . . . (3) environmental impact . . . 
[this] relates to pollution and overuse of scarce resources. (Hitt et al, 2009: 95–6)

There is no shortage of advice about what ethics are or how they should be applied to 
business. The problem, as Deresky (2016) observes, is that whilst managers are sensitive to 
ethical issues, they face pressure from a range of stakeholders who often have very different 
ethical expectations of them. Consequently, applying an ethical approach to business is not 
straightforward, and managers are often faced with choosing between conflicting sets of 
values and objectives (Hughes et al, 2009). This is why many companies and governments, 
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even those that profess to have ethical policies, have difficulty bridging the gap between 
rhetoric and reality, particularly, it seems, in the financial sector (Markham, 2015; Stiglitz, 
2010).

Although ethical shortcomings can be viewed as examples of corporate management 
valuing the interests of one group of stakeholders above those of other groups, that is not 
the end of the story. The last 30 years have shown that in many instances, senior and even 
junior managers have put their own personal interests above those of everybody else, even 
to the extent of breaking the law (Bryce, 2002; Burnes and By, 2012). As Partnoy (2003: 1) 
comments, ‘The 1990s were a decade . . . peppered with financial debacles.’ On Wall Street, 
for example, financial analysts regularly and aggressively oversold shares in order to make 
large profits for themselves (Tran, 2003). According to Teather (2002), the hyping or ‘ramp-
ing’ of shares was central to the operation of Wall Street’s financial institutions and not just 
limited to a few rogue analysts.

Neither the jailing of a few brokers and business executives nor the levying of billion-
dollar fines appears to have changed the behaviour of the financial institutions, as the 2008 
financial crisis and subsequent scandals have shown (Braithwaite and Nasiripour, 2013; 
Clark, 2008; Tran, 2003). This is merely a case of a few incompetent, greedy or corrupt 
executives. The sub-prime scandal, which precipitated the 2008 financial collapse, stretched 
from the top to the bottom of the financial sector and was as blatant as it was illegal (Blanton, 
2008; Hodal, 2013; Leigh and Evans, 2007). The rapid increase in global trade has only 
served to highlight the issue of ethical behaviour.

As the 2015 Corruption Perception Index shows, whilst some countries are relatively free 
of corruption, in others it is endemic, and bribery is a normal business practice (Transparency 
International, 2015). This may mean that if a company is to act ethically, there are certain 
countries it should not or cannot do business in, including leading nations such as Russia. 
This is why many business leaders have difficulty abiding by high ethical standards, although 
most agree that their companies should have them (Burnes et al, 2016; Deresky, 2016). In 
making ethical decisions, Peale and Blanchard (2000), authors of The Power of Ethical 
Management, suggest that managers should ask themselves the following three questions:

1. Is it legal? Does this decision break any laws or violate any company policies?

2. Is it balanced? Is it fair to all the parties concerned?

3. Is it right? How do you feel about this decision? Would you like your friends and loved 
ones to know you’ve made this decision?

Difficult though they are to implement and maintain, if organisations fail to adopt an 
ethical approach, the result can be disastrous, as demonstrated by the case of Enron, where 
managers put their own interests above those of shareholders, staff and the law. Indeed, as 
the 2008 financial crisis scandal shows, even entire industries can become corrupt, threat-
ening the world economy.

Globalisation is often couched in terms of the competitive challenge it poses for individ-
ual organisations, i.e. how can an organisation, whether in the public, private or voluntary 
sector, survive and prosper in a borderless world that is increasingly dominated by a few 
giant, transnational corporations? The earlier discussion of sustainability, diversity and eth-
ics demonstrates that globalisation also raises crucial questions about the role and impact of 
organisations in and on a global society. As discussed in Chapter 5, this has led many to 
question the continuing relevance of neoliberal economics, which gives pre-eminence to 
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profit (Carbo et al, 2014; Haugh and Talwar, 2010; Jones, 2012; Stiglitz, 2013). In its place, 
there is a growing belief that organisations need to adopt a broader measure of success, one 
that takes account of a business’s impact on the planet and its people (Benn et al, 2014; 
Lombardo et al, 2013; Piasecki, 2012). This is why Triple Bottom Line (TBL) accounting has 
attracted so much attention, with its stress on People, Planet and Profit (Elkington, 1994; 
Lombardo et al, 2013). Promoters of the concept argue that it allows companies to balance 
their need to make profits with their responsibility to sustain the planet and improve the 
lives of their employees and the communities in which they operate (Elkington and 
Hartigan, 2008; Fry and Nisiewicz, 2013).

TBL goes beyond traditional business concerns such as profit and loss, value for money or 
market share; it is concerned with fundamental issues of the role of organisations in sustain-
ing life on Earth, respect for human diversity and dignity and the ethical rules by which we 
live. These issues are not new, but globalisation has accentuated and brought them to the 
fore as never before. Governments, international bodies and individual organisations have 
responded by adopting policies that seek to promote responsible and ethical behaviour. All 
big organisations, including the financial institutions involved in the 2008 financial crisis, 
and many smaller companies, have policies on minimising their environmental impact, on 
promoting and managing diversity and on behaving in an ethical fashion. Yet often, as the 
recent Volkswagen emissions scandal has shown, it seems that the gap between ethical rhet-
oric and the reality of unethical behaviour seems to be getting wider rather than narrower 
(Kasperkevic, 2016).

Nevertheless, the December 2015 Climate Change Conference in Paris shows that sus-
tainability can no longer be ignored and that organisations now have a prime responsibility 
to adopt sustainable and ethical practices, which seems likely also to involve a rejection of 
neoliberal economics (Harvey, 2005; Hasina, 2016; Stiglitz, 2010). This poses a major chal-
lenge for organisations, which need to change managerial behaviour so that Planet and 
People stand alongside Profit as legitimate business priorities. If this is to be achieved, 
changing policies and voicing good intentions are clearly not enough. The fundamental 
point is that managers need to behave differently: they need to put the policies and good 
intentions into practice. Therefore, in examining the role and development of managers in 
the rest of this chapter, one of the key issues to be addressed will be what determines mana-
gerial behaviour and how it can be changed.

the manager’s role

It is generally accepted that serious attempts to define the role of managers began in 1916 
with the publication of Henri Fayol’s (1949) book General and Industrial Management 
(Hales, 1999; Lamond, 2004). Fayol stated that the key functions of managers were: forecast-
ing and planning, organising, commanding, coordinating and controlling (see Chapter 2). 
Since then, there have been a great number of other attempts to define the manager’s role (see 
Barnard, 1938; Brewer and Tomlinson, 1964; Carlson, 1951; Constable and McCormick, 
1987; Golding and Currie, 2000; Griffin, 2002; Handy et al, 1987; Horne and Lupton, 1965; 
Kotter, 1982, 1990; Mintzberg, 1973; Nahavandi, 2000; Silverman and Jones, 1976; 
Sjöstrand, 1997; Stewart, 1976; Yukl, 2013). As Hales (1986, 1999) found when he 
reviewed many of these studies, the information available presents the reader with a  
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confusing and conflicting picture of what managers should do and how they should do it. 
All the same, Fayol’s work still attracts support (Duncan, 1999; Lamond, 2004; Wren and 
Bedeian, 2009) and many textbooks still take a recognisably Fayolian approach when defin-
ing the role of managers. For example, Dakin and Hamilton (1990: 32) maintain that:

[The manager] plans, organises, directs and controls, on proprietors’ or own behalf, an indus-
trial, commercial or other undertaking, establishment or organisation, and coordinates the 
work of departmental managers or other immediate subordinates.

Others, though, have taken a distinctly different approach. Peter Drucker (1985: 53), 
often referred to as the ‘father of modern management’, argues that the essence of the man-
ager’s role is:

[the] task of creating a true whole that is larger than the sum of its parts, a productive entity 
that turns out more than the sum of the resources put into it.

Drucker also likened the manager to the conductor of a symphony orchestra. As conduc-
tor, the manager is the one through whose effort, vision and leadership the various instru-
mental parts, that are so much noise by themselves, become the living whole of music. In 
this instance, the manager is the composer as well as the conductor.

Charles Handy (1986: 365–6), whose work was examined in Chapter 4, likened the man-
ager to a doctor:

The manager, like the GP, is the first recipient of problems. However he may deal with them, 
whatever role he may choose to assume, he must first (just like the doctor) decide whether it 
is a problem and if so, what sort of problem it is, before he proceeds to act. He must, in other 
words:

Identify the symptoms in any situation;
Diagnose the disease or cause of the trouble;
Decide how it might be dealt with – a strategy for health;
Start the treatment.

Such analogies are useful in that they create a concrete picture of the manager’s role, but 
they can also be misleading. Conducting is an art form; is management an art form? Or, as 
Handy’s analogy implies, is it a science in the same way that medicine is a science? As Part 2 
of this text showed, the clash between those who see management as a rational, science-
based process and those who believe it to be more intuitive and less rational is not new, 
although there are now many who see it as comprising a mix of rationality and creativity 
(Arnold et al, 2016; Yukl, 2013).

Perhaps the first to draw attention to the rationality-creativity argument was Duncan 
(1975). He takes a holistic view of the job of the manager and identifies three distinct levels 
of management activity:

Philosophical – goal formation.

Scientific – goal accomplishment and evaluation.

Art – implementation of decisions.

At the philosophical level in forming goals, Duncan proposes that the manager is mainly 
concerned with the effects of the actions and reactions of other individuals and groups 
within the organisation’s wider economic and social context. At this level, managers and 
their associates formulate clear and precise strategies that will encompass all envisaged 
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effects that can result from the set goals, not only on the various pressure groups within its 
internal and external environment but also on competitors and regulatory agencies. It is 
also at this level that the ethics of managerial behaviour, values and priorities of the organi-
sation are formulated and established.

At the scientific level, management develops plans, methods and techniques for achiev-
ing set goals and establishes procedures for monitoring and evaluating progress.

The art level is concerned with the implementation of decisions; at this level, tactical and 
administrative decisions are made to deploy the organisation’s resources and attain the 
optimum degree of operational efficiency. This level is an ‘art’ because, according to Duncan, 
there appears to be a particular talent necessary to persuade others that management- 
generated goals and decisions should be accepted.

While one might not necessarily agree with his definitions, especially in terms of strategy 
formulation, Duncan’s three-level approach is useful in that it suggests that management is 
both a science (i.e. it has rational elements) and an art (i.e. it also requires creativity). By its 
very nature, management is forced to deal with both rational, science-based activities, such 
as the design and operation of manufacturing and administrative systems, and less rational, 
more intuitive and creative activities, especially those concerning managing and motivating 
people. The extent to which a manager is involved in any of these activities will depend on 
the kind of organisation the manager works for, the type of job the manager has, and –  
crucially – the manager’s level in the organisation’s hierarchy. Position in the hierarchy, 
formally at least, is likely to exert the greatest influence on the role given to and expected of 
a manager. As Yukl (2013) shows, the three main hierarchical levels are as follows:

●	 Top management – the policy-making group responsible for the overall direction of the 
company.

●	 Middle management – responsible for the execution and interpretation of policies 
throughout the organisation and for the successful operation of assigned divisions or 
departments.

●	 First-level or supervisory management – directly responsible to the middle manage-
ment group for ensuring the execution of policies by their subordinates. They are also 
responsible for the attainment of objectives by the units they control, through practices 
and procedures approved and issued by top or middle management.

Superficially, at least, these three levels of management appear to mirror Duncan’s three 
levels of management activity. On a closer examination, however, it becomes more difficult 
to match them because each hierarchical level of management can encompass philosophi-
cal, scientific and art activities, though not necessarily to the same extent. This can be seen 
more clearly by examining what it is that managers actually do, as opposed to what academ-
ics say they should do.

A number of important studies have been conducted to determine how managers spend 
their time (see, for example, Brewer and Tomlinson, 1964; Buckingham and Coffman, 2005; 
Child and Ellis, 1973; Kotter, 1982). Hales (1999) claims that the most widely known and 
replicated work in this area is by Mintzberg (1973, 1975). In The Nature of Managerial Work 
(Mintzberg, 1973), his aim was to replace the ‘folklore’ about what managers do with the 
‘fact’ of what they actually do. As he later comments:

If you ask a manager what he does, he will most likely tell you that he plans, organizes, coor-
dinates and controls. Then watch what he does. Don’t be surprised if you can’t relate what 
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you see to these four words. . . . The fact is that these four words, which have dominated 
management vocabulary since the French industrialist Henri Fayol first introduced them in 
1916, tell us little about what managers actually do. At the best, they indicate some vague 
objectives managers have when they work. (Mintzberg, 1975: 49)

Synthesising his results (Mintzberg, 1973) and previous research on the role of manag-
ers, he concludes as follows:

●	 Although much managerial work is unprogrammed, all managers have regular, ordinary 
duties to perform.

●	 Rather than being systematic, reflective thinkers and planners, managers simply respond 
to the pressures or demands of their jobs.

●	 Managerial activities are characterised by brevity, variety and discontinuity.

Some 30 years after Mintzberg’s work, Yukl (2002), in reviewing the literature on man-
agement, comes to similar conclusions:

●	 The content of managerial work is varied and fragmented.

●	 Many activities are reactive.

●	 Interactions often involve peers and outsiders.

●	 Many interactions involve oral communications.

●	 Decision processes are disorderly and political.

●	 Most planning is informal and adaptive.

Yukl (2002: 22) also finds that the pace of managerial work is hectic and unrelenting:

During the typical workday there is seldom a break in the workload. Managers receive almost 
continuous requests for information, assistance, direction, and authorization from a large num-
ber of people, such as subordinates, peers, superiors, and people outside the organization.

Mintzberg (1973) finds that managers’ jobs are remarkably similar, and that their work 
can be described in terms of ten very important roles that could be categorised under three 
headings: interpersonal, informational and decision-making.

Interpersonal roles

One of the most time-consuming and important aspects of most managerial jobs is to work 
with, direct and represent people. The three key roles in this respect are as follows:

●	 Figurehead – as the formal representative of the organisation.

●	 Liaison – forming connections with other organisations.

●	 Leader – in relation to members of a group within the organisation.

Informational roles

Those in managerial positions have unique opportunities to obtain and disseminate infor-
mation. The three key roles involved are given below:

●	 Monitor – as monitors, managers seek, receive and store information that can be used to 
the advantage of the company.
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●	 Disseminator – the manager must broadcast this useful information to the organisation.

●	 Spokesperson – on behalf of the organisation, the manager communicates information 
to other relevant groups and bodies, both internal and external.

decision-making roles

One of the main parts of any manager’s job is to take decisions. In this respect, there are four 
key roles:

●	 Entrepreneur – looking for ways to improve the operation of the organisation or for new 
product or market opportunities.

●	 Disturbance-handler – managers must handle crises effectively.

●	 Resource-allocator – responsible for constructing budgets and allocating resources.

●	 Negotiator – according to Mintzberg, managers spend a great deal of their time as nego-
tiators, because only they have the necessary information and the authority to carry out 
this role.

As Yukl (2013) notes, although these roles are common to most managerial jobs, the 
emphasis and importance of these roles varies between managers depending on a range of 
factors such as organisation size, level of management, level of managerial independence 
and the stage the organisation has reached in its life cycle. Mintzberg (1973) argues that the 
lack of uniformity within managerial jobs can be accounted for by hierarchical and func-
tional differentiation. He contends that chief executives, for example, focus considerable 
attention on external roles, such as liaison, spokesperson and figurehead, which link the 
organisation to its environment. At lower levels, work is more focused, more short term in 
outlook, and the characteristics of brevity and fragmentation are more pronounced. As a 
result of this, the external managerial roles are less important, and real-time internal roles 
(disturbance-handler and negotiator) concerned with daily operating problems and main-
taining the workflow become relatively more important. Furthermore, he argues that inter-
personal roles are more important to sales managers, that staff managers give more 
attention to informational roles and that production managers focus on decisional roles. 
Mintzberg’s observations have been supported by a number of other studies (Kotter, 1982; 
Silverman and Jones, 1976; Yukl, 2002).

Stewart (1976, 1982) draws particular attention to demands, constraints and choices in 
shaping managerial roles:

●	 Demands – these are the expectations that those in positions of power have for a role 
holder.

●	 Constraints – these are factors peculiar to the organisation and its environment that 
limit a manager’s freedom of manoeuvre.

●	 Choices – although managers are limited in what they can do by the demands and con-
straints of their jobs, all managers have a degree of discretion (choice) in what to do and 
when to do it.

One key area where managers are called on to make choices is when faced with role con-
flicts (Yukl, 2013). For example, managers are often caught between subordinates’ expecta-
tions that managers will protect their interests and provide resources, and superiors’ 
expectations that managers will act in the overall interest of the organisation and minimise 
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costs. Another example of conflict between roles is where managers are expected to spend 
considerable time, in their figurehead role, dealing with the external world while at the 
same time colleagues expect them to be present internally carrying out their leadership role.

Nevertheless, despite the presence of conflicts and choices, Hales (1986: 102), in review-
ing the research on the manager’s role, concludes that:

Much of what managers do is, of necessity, an unreflective response to circumstances. The 
manager is less a slow and methodical decision maker, more a ‘doer’ who has to react rapidly 
to problems as they arise, ‘think on his feet’, take decisions in situ and develop a preference 
for concrete activities. This shows in the pace of managerial work and the short time span of 
most activities.

Therefore, in examining the role of managers, there appears to be a discrepancy between 
what the literature often says managers should do (as epitomised by Fayol) and what the 
managers actually do (as shown by Mintzberg). Lamond (2004: 353) takes a different view:

It is neither Fayol (1949) nor Mintzberg (1973) who captures ‘management’, but together 
they encapsulate in a pair of overlapping Venn diagrams some, but not all, of the concerns 
and behaviours of those charged with executing managerial functions in organizations, 
whether they are called ‘managers’ or not. Those with managerial responsibilities may prefer 
the sense of rationality and sense of purpose that infuses Fayol’s (1949) characterisation, but 
they act in different ways, reflecting the day-to-day exigencies faced by Mintzberg’s (1973) 
managers.

Lamond’s argument is that the difference is not between Fayol’s view of management 
and Mintzberg’s view but between managers’ preferred style of behaviour and their actual 
style of behaviour. He maintains that, in seeking to be effective, managers’ behaviour is 
shaped by the day-to-day circumstances they face rather than how they would prefer to 
behave. Therefore, important as it is to understand the manager’s role, it is just as important 
to understand what constitutes effectiveness.

Despite the vast number of books and articles on management and the role of the man-
agers, most writers seem to shy away from defining either organisational or managerial 
effectiveness. Part 2 of this text reviewed organisation theory and behaviour. What this 
revealed is that the promoters of these theories, either implicitly or explicitly, seem to 
believe that effectiveness is defined by the extent to which managers adopt the theorists’ 
‘one best way’. From this perspective, effectiveness is something of a moving target; the 
‘best way’ for Frederick Taylor is not the best way for Douglas McGregor or Tom Peters or 
Peter Senge.

Nahavandi (2000: 5) makes a similar point when commenting that ‘leadership effective-
ness depends on the point of view of the person who is evaluating the leader’. The concept 
of effectiveness was reviewed in Chapter 1. Instead of seeing effectiveness as defined by 
adherence to a particular approach or theory, or lying solely in the eye of the beholder, it 
was argued that effectiveness is ‘the ability or power to have a desired effect’ (Longman, 
1978: 350). In terms of managerial effectiveness, this means that an effective manager is 
one who achieves what is required of them, whether that be to transform an organisation or 
merely to ensure that services continue to be delivered on time, at the right cost and to the 
right quality. If this is the definition of managerial effectiveness, the next question is: ‘What 
determines managerial effectiveness?’ Are there key attributes, skills or competences that 
managers need to possess in order to ‘have a desired effect’? As the next section will explain, 
there are three main perspectives on what makes an effective manager.
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Management and leadership

Regardless of the difficulty in identifying what managers do or how they should do it, there 
has been a long-held belief that the major factor which distinguishes successful organisa-
tions from their less successful counterparts is the presence of dynamic and effective leader-
ship (Northouse, 2013). However, as Yukl (2013: 23) points out, ‘There is a continuing 
controversy about the difference between leadership and management.’ This was most 
clearly stated by Bennis and Nanus (1985: 21), who maintain that ‘managers are people 
who do things right and leaders are people who do the right thing’. Although it is conceptu-
ally appealing to separate people into one of two mutually exclusive types, managers or 
leaders, there is little empirical evidence for this view (Bass, 1990; Hickman, 1990; 
Mintzberg, 1973; Rost, 1991; Yukl, 2013).

Indeed, in examining the 10 management roles identified by Mintzberg (1973) that were 
discussed above, it could be argued that some appear to be leadership roles and some man-
agement ones. Yet, a closer examination shows that it is very difficult to make such a divi-
sion; both ‘managers’ and ‘leaders’ have to carry out all of these roles to a lesser or greater 
extent. As Vroom and Jago (1988) argue, managers can and do possess both managerial 
and leadership skills, which they swap between depending on the situation. Nahavandi 
(2012) offers a more nuanced view of the leadership versus management debate by arguing 
that the distinction between the two is about management and leadership processes. He 
contends that the process of management is essentially concerned with achieving stability, 
whilst the leadership process is essentially concerned with bringing about change (see Table 
14.1). Nahavandi (2012: 23) also offers the warning:

Defining managing and leading as distinct roles, processes, or relationships may obscure more 
than it reveals if it encourages simplistic theories about effective leadership. Most scholars 
seem to agree that success as a manager or administrator in modern organizations also 
involves leading. How to integrate these two processes has emerged as a complex and impor-
tant issue in organizational literature.

Although the topic of leadership – its definition, promotion and difference from  
management – has dominated the management literature for over 50 years, it still remains 
an elusive concept, which has spawned many different and conflicting theories (Northouse, 
2013). In the early years of the twentieth century, leadership was seen as the ability to 
control and dominate subordinates. By the 1930s, this view had formalised itself into the 
trait approach to leadership, which related good leadership to the possession of certain 

table 14.1 Management v leadership processes

Managers Leaders

Focus on the present Focus on the future

Maintain status quo and stability Create change

Implement policies and procedures Create a culture based on shared values

Remain aloof to maintain objectivity Establish an emotional link with followers

Use the power of their position Use personal power

Source: Adapted from The Art and Science of Leadership (2nd edition), Prentice Hall: Upper Saddle River, NJ, USA 
(Nahavandi A. 2000). Adapted by permission of Pearson Education Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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physical and psychological characteristics. In the 1950s and 1960s, the literature tended to 
focus on how the leader developed and achieved shared group goals. The 1970s saw a shift 
from concern with group behaviour and group goals to organisational behaviour and 
organisational goals. In particular, there was a greater emphasis on leader–follower rela-
tions, with particular attention on how leaders influenced the behaviour of individuals to 
achieve organisational goals. From the 1980s, continuing through to the present day, there 
has been a major shift in the leadership literature with the emergence of, not to say obses-
sion with, the notion of the heroic, charismatic, transformational leader, which has echoes 
of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British and American entrepreneurs who cre-
ated entire industries and made enormous fortunes.

More than 60 years ago, Bennis (1959: 259) commented:

Always it seems that the concept of leadership eludes us or turns up in another form to taunt 
us again with its slipperiness and complexity. So we have invented a proliferation of terms to 
deal with it . . . and still the concept is not sufficiently defined.

It would be nice to think that we are now in a position to define what leadership is and 
what leaders should do. Unfortunately, the reverse appears to be the case. Instead of the 
ideas and theories which have emerged over the last 100 years combining to provide a com-
posite and coherent theory of leadership, we have a fragmented and confusing picture of 
hundreds of different and conflicting definitions of leadership, each promoting its own the-
ories and nostrums and seeking to outpoint the others (Barker, 2001; Hughes et al, 2009; 
Northouse, 2013; Yukl, 2013).

While it may be difficult to define leadership, it is possible to bring some clarity to the 
concept by recognising that researchers on leadership and management can, in the main, be 
grouped into one of three categories, as follows:

●	 Those who primarily focus on the personal characteristics/traits of the leader.

●	 Those who concentrate on the leader–follower situation, especially the characteristics of 
the follower.

●	 Those who take a contextual approach by relating leadership and management styles to 
the overall organisation context and climate.

the personal characteristics/traits approach to effective leadership

The trait approach to leadership flourished between 1930 and 1950, although it still has its 
adherents today. Drawing on the perceived personalities and actions of men such as 
Carnegie, Ford, Morgan, Rockefeller and Vanderbilt who had built modern America, the 
trait approach argued that there are individual characteristics or traits that universally dif-
ferentiate leaders from non-leaders, and that these characteristics explain why some people 
are effective in leadership roles and others not (House and Aditya, 1997). It is based on the 
assumption that leaders are to a substantial extent born, not made, and possess natural and 
unique personal traits not possessed by other people (Yukl, 2013). Many psychological 
traits have been identified as important for leaders, including authoritarianism, intelli-
gence, need for achievement and need for power, as well as a number of physical character-
istics, such as gender, height, physical energy and appearance (House and Aditya, 1997). 
This is sometimes known as the ‘great man’ approach because its proponents tend to use 
historical figures such as Napoleon, Churchill, Roosevelt, Gandhi, Henry Ford, etc., to  
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support their arguments. Consequently, regardless of the task or situation, if a person pos-
sesses the appropriate traits, it is argued that they will be a good or great leader, and if they 
do not possess the appropriate personal attributes, then they will be unlikely to be a good 
leader (Hughes et al, 2009).

Attractive though the ‘great man’ approach may seem, the numerous studies of leader-
ship have failed to reveal any consistent pattern of universal traits or characteristics related 
to effective leadership, and the theory has been effectively dismissed for lack of empirical 
support (Arnold et al, 2016; Gibb, 1969; Grint, 2005; Hughes et al, 2009; Stogdill, 1948, 
1974; Yukl, 2013). Nevertheless, it does attempt to make a comeback from time to time.

In an effort to breathe new life into this approach, attempts were made to view leader-
ship behaviour rather than traits as the main predictor of effectiveness. Fleishman (1953, 
1969) identifies two separate classes of behaviour as important in determining effective 
leadership:

1. Consideration – the quality of the interpersonal relationship between the leader and his 
or her subordinates, and in particular the degree to which a leader shows trust of subor-
dinates, respect for their ideas and consideration for their feelings.

2. Initiating structure – the degree to which leaders define and structure their own and 
their subordinates’ roles towards achieving set goals. It also covers the extent to which a 
leader directs group activities through planning, communication, information, schedul-
ing, trying out new ideas, and praise and criticism.

Another related dimension of leadership behaviour that received much attention in the 
1950s and 1960s was participation – whether the leader leans towards an autocratic or 
democratic style of management. As noted in Chapters 1, 3 and 9, both the Human Relations 
school and proponents of Planned change believed that, in the aftermath of the Second 
World War, participation and democracy would prove to be essential components of organ-
isational effectiveness. It was not a coincidence that those studying leadership and those 
studying organisational change should develop similar views on participation and democ-
racy. Much of the work on leadership at this time was influenced by the ground-breaking 
studies into leadership styles by Kurt Lewin, Ronald Lippitt and Ralph White (Marrow, 
1969). These studies promoted the idea that a democratic leadership style was the most 
effective (see Chapter 9). According to Gastil (1994), there are three key elements of  
democratic leadership:

●	 maximising participation and involvement of group members;

●	 empowerment; and

●	 facilitating group decision-making.

In the 1950s and 1960s, this emphasis on leadership style and behaviour characteristics 
gave rise to a number of ‘universal theories’ of effective leader behaviour – which is to say, 
researchers began to argue for a ‘one best way’ approach to leadership (see, for example, 
Argyris, 1964; Likert, 1967; McGregor, 1960). These theories postulated that the same style 
of leadership is optimal in all situations (Yukl, 1994).

Perhaps the best known and most influential of these ‘universal theories’ is the Managerial 
Grid – later re-named the Leadership Grid, which was developed by Blake and Mouton, two 
OD practitioners (Blake and Mouton, 1969, 1985; Blake and McCanse, 1991). The Grid has 
two critical dimensions: concern for people – similar to consideration – and concern for  
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production – similar to initiating structure. By examining how these two dimensions inter-
act, in both their strong and weak states, Blake and Mouton identified five different styles of 
management, which they labelled as follows:

●	 Team management. This arises from a high concern for people and a high concern for 
production. The objectives are to achieve high levels of both performance and job satis-
faction by gaining subordinates’ willing commitment to achieving their assigned tasks.

●	 Country club management. This occurs when concern for production is low but con-
cern for people is high. The main concern of this approach is to achieve the harmony and 
well-being of the group in question by satisfying people’s social and relationship needs.

●	 Middle-of-the-road management. This situation comes about where there is moderate 
concern for production and moderate concern for people. Managers who follow this 
approach tend to have a ‘live and let live’ philosophy and prefer to avoid difficult or con-
tentious issues.

●	 Task management. This can be defined as a high concern for production but a low con-
cern for people. The objective is to achieve high productivity by planning, organising and 
directing work in such a way that human considerations are kept to a minimum.

●	 Impoverished management. This ensues from a low concern for both production and 
people. This form of managerial behaviour centres on exacting the minimum effort from 
subordinates in order to achieve the required result.

For Blake and Mouton (1985), the most effective of these five styles of management is 
team management, where leaders are both task and people-orientated – the so-called ‘high–
high’ leader (i.e. their aim is to ensure subordinates achieve high levels of performance and 
high levels of job satisfaction). They also argue that while managers have a dominant or 
preferred style of leadership, many managers are capable of switching from one style to 
another or of combining styles if they encounter a situation where their preferred style does 
not work. In a significant departure from other adherents of the personal characteristics 
approach, Blake and Mouton also argue that a person’s dominant style is influenced not 
only by their personal values and personal history but by the nature of the organisation in 
which they are operating, and by chance – the types of management situations and styles 
they have encountered in their career.

Despite the wide number of studies seeking to test and elaborate the Managerial Grid 
approach, however, the evidence in support of it, or for any of the universal theories, is lim-
ited (Arnold et al, 2016; Evans, 1970; Filley et al, 1976; Larson et al, 1976; Wagner, 1994; 
Yukl, 2013).

Overall, then, despite the hundreds of studies over many decades, researchers have failed 
to produce convincing evidence of a relationship between universal leadership traits/
behaviours and leadership effectiveness (Bass, 2008; Judge et al, 2009; Yukl, 2013). Despite 
this, trait researchers still maintain that certain traits seem to differentiate leaders from 
non-leaders (Northouse, 2013). For example, Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) identify six 
traits which they maintain characterise good leaders: drive, motivation, honesty and integ-
rity, self-confidence, cognitive ability and knowledge of business. Others suggest that the 
list should also include traits such as emotional intelligence, agreeableness, flexibility and 
extraversion (Northouse, 2013). Having said that, they also seem to acknowledge that these 
may be situation-specific traits rather than universal ones. For example, a leader who is  
flexible may be effective in unstable situations but not so in stable ones (House and Aditya, 



 Management and leadership

 505

1997). Similarly, two leaders with different traits may both be successful in the same situa-
tion (Yukl, 2013). Nevertheless, even this watered-down, situational version of the ‘great 
man’ approach remains to be tested (House and Aditya, 1997; Northouse, 2013). What it 
has done, however, is draw attention to the situational aspects of leadership effectiveness 
and give rise to a contingency-based perspective on leadership. This can be seen in the 
leader–follower approach, which examines whether the interaction between the character-
istics of subordinates (followers) and the characteristics of leaders can offer an explanation 
of leadership effectiveness.

the leader–follower situation approach to effective leadership

In the 1950s and 1960s, in response to the inability of researchers to make a convincing case for 
a ‘one best way’ approach to leadership, attention began to focus on identifying the situations 
in which leaders were effective, particularly in terms of how leaders influenced group behav-
iour (Northouse, 2013). By the 1970s, researchers had begun to examine the relationship not 
just at the group level but at the level of the individual follower as well. In effect, they began to 
focus on how a leader’s behaviour varies from subordinate to subordinate. This leader– 
follower approach, or leader–member exchange (LMX) as it is sometimes called, focuses on 
how the leader and the follower develop an interpersonal relationship over time (Nahavandi, 
2012), influencing each other and negotiating the subordinate’s role in the organisation.

The basic premise of the theory is that a leader develops a different relationship with 
each subordinate and that this will be based on the behaviour (or expected behaviour) of 
each party. These relationships take one of two forms: the leader will develop a close and 
trusting relationship with a small number of people, and a much more distant and formal 
relationship with the rest (Kerr et al, 1974). In the first type of relationship, both parties 
have high expectations of each other. The leader expects loyalty and commitment, and the 
follower expects preferment and advancement. In the more distant types of relationship, 
both parties have relatively low expectations. The leader expects the subordinate to comply 
with rules and perform their allocated duties. In turn, the subordinate expects to receive the 
rate for the job and be treated fairly (Graen and Cashman, 1975; Yukl, 2013).

In examining leader–follower relations, Kerr et al (1974) take the two forms of leader-
ship behaviour identified by Fleishman (1969) – consideration and initiating structure – 
and apply these to a framework that includes three situational variables or contingencies:

1. Subordinate considerations – such as the subordinates’ experience and abilities and 
their expectations of the leader.

2. Superior considerations – in particular, the amount of influence subordinates have over 
the behaviour of their superiors.

3. Task considerations – including factors such as time urgency, amount of physical dan-
ger, permissible error rate, presence of external stress, degree of autonomy and scope, 
importance and meaningfulness of work, and degree of ambiguity.

Kerr et al (1974) argues that the effectiveness of the two forms of leadership behaviour 
(consideration and initiating structure) in promoting high levels of performance from sub-
ordinates is moderated by the above three situational variables. For example, if the task to 
be performed is characterised by time pressure, subordinates will be more amenable to a 
higher level of initiating structure (i.e. direction by superiors), and there will be a stronger 
relationship between job satisfaction, performance and initiating structure.
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Alternatively, when a task is seen as intrinsically very satisfying to a subordinate, a lead-
ership style with high consideration will not significantly increase satisfaction or perfor-
mance. Support for the central premises of Kerr et al’s (1974) model has been limited. 
Research by Schriesheim and Murphy (1976) produced mixed results. There was evidence 
that high levels of initiating structure did increase performance in high-pressure situations 
and reduce it under low levels of pressure. Different levels of pressure, however, did not 
appear to impact on subordinates’ satisfaction with their superiors. Nor, where tasks were 
viewed as having higher clarity, were either consideration-based or initiating-structure-
based styles significantly related to satisfaction.

The most influential contingency theory of leadership has been Fiedler’s (1967) Least 
Preferred Co-worker (LPC) model. Based on a decade of research, Fiedler argues that lead-
ers have relatively stable personal characteristics that, in turn, leave them with a particular 
set of leadership behaviours which they cannot change. Consequently, there is no point in 
trying to train or educate managers to adopt different behaviours towards their subordi-
nates. Instead, both they and their subordinates have to learn to live with the leader’s behav-
iour. For Fiedler, the key personal characteristics involved in leadership concern how 
positively or not the leader views his or her Least Preferred Co-worker. Fiedler developed a 
questionnaire to determine a leader’s LPC measure. The questionnaire is built around a 
scale of 16 bipolar adjectives (e.g. pleasant–unpleasant, distant–close, efficient–inefficient) 
that attempts to measure whether a person is ‘task’- or ‘relationship’-orientated. As Arnold  
et al (2016) note, there is some dispute about exactly what a leader’s LPC score means and 
how it relates to other leadership dimensions such as consideration and structure. In gen-
eral, leaders with a high LPC are often seen as being people or relationship-orientated, 
while those with a low LPC are seen as being task-orientated. From his work, Fiedler con-
cludes that the effectiveness of particular leadership traits or behaviours, as measured by a 
high or low LPC score, are moderated by the situation in which they are deployed, making it 
important to match the leader to the situation (Fiedler and Chemers, 1984).

Fiedler identifies three key aspects of a work situation, which taken together, he argues, 
determine the effectiveness or not of particular leadership characteristics. In descending 
order of importance, these are as follows:

1. The leader–follower relationship – friendliness and loyalty from subordinates increases 
the leader’s influence over them.

2. Task structure – the greater the degree of standardisation, detailed instructions and 
objective measures of performance, the more favourable the situation is for the leader.

3. The leader’s formal position and power – the more discretion and authority the leader 
has regarding the reward and punishment of subordinates, the more influence he or she 
will be able to exert.

By attributing a high or low score to each of these three aspects, Fiedler constructs eight 
(i.e. 2 × 2 × 2) types of work situation. He maintains that the most favourable situation is 
where leader–follower relations are good, the task is well-defined and highly structured and 
the leader has a high level of formal authority. In contrast, the least favourable situation is 
where leader–follower relations are poor, the task structure is ill-defined and the leader has 
only a low level of formal authority.

Although (or perhaps because) it is the most influential and widely utilised situational 
theory of leadership, it is also the most widely criticised. The main criticisms are that it lacks 
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empirical support, that it fails to explain how particular types of leadership behaviour affect 
subordinates’ performance, and that the measures used by Fiedler are arbitrary and lack 
any explicit rationale (Ashour, 1973; Shiflett, 1973; Vecchio, 1983). Fiedler’s model has 
also been subjected to the same type of criticism as other contingency–situational 
approaches (see Chapter 3). In particular, critics maintain that it ignores a manager’s ability 
to change or influence factors such as task structure to favour their style of leadership. In 
this respect, a number of writers have pointed out that Fiedler treats structure, an important 
component of his model, as a given; whereas in many instances, determining and changing 
organisation and job structures is a major component of a manager’s role (O’Brien and 
Kabanoff, 1981). Overall, empirical support for Fiedler’s LPC model is limited (Yukl, 2013).

In response to these criticisms, Fiedler (1986, 1995) developed cognitive resource theory 
(CRT), which is built on his LPC work. This examines how the cognitive resources of leaders 
and subordinates (primarily intelligence and experience) affect group performance. Fiedler 
maintains that the relationship is moderated by the level of interpersonal stress between the 
leader and their subordinates, their respective levels of task knowledge and the degree of par-
ticipation in decision-making. In low-stress situations, he contends that a leader’s effectiveness 
in terms of influencing subordinate performance is related to the leader’s intelligence. In high-
stress situations, however, leaders rely more on their experience to promote effectiveness.

In considering leadership style, Fiedler claims that participative decision-making is more 
effective when subordinates have more knowledge of the task than leaders. If the reverse is 
the case, a less participative, more directive approach tends to be more effective (Yukl, 2013). 
Unfortunately for Fiedler, the evidence for CRT is no more convincing than that for LPC 
(Arnold et al, 2016; Nahavandi, 2012; Vecchio, 1992). Also, as Yukl (2013) notes, contin-
gency approaches to leadership, such as Fiedler’s, are too general; they do not provide enough 
guidance to help managers identify how they should behave in specific circumstances. In any 
case, as the next section shows, there are those who believe that managers, rather than having 
fixed behaviours as Fiedler assumes, can and do change their leadership behaviours to accom-
modate changing circumstances (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978; Vroom and Jago, 1988).

the contextual approach to effective leadership

One of the weaknesses of the leadership literature, as was demonstrated above, is that it 
tends to concentrate on the traits of individual managers and their followers and the rela-
tion between the two groups. The assumption, both explicit and implicit, is that effective-
ness is an attribute of the individual manager but moderated by the leader–subordinate 
situation. Yet, as many writers observe, a manager’s effectiveness may be determined as 
much by the nature of the organisation in which he or she operates as by their personal 
qualities and the nature of their relationship with subordinates (see Arnold et al, 2016; 
Burnes, 1991; Griffin, 2002; Hales, 1986; Nahavandi, 2012; Sjöstrand, 1997; Yukl, 2013).

It is out of and in response to such observations that the contextual approach to  
leadership developed. This approach is a variant of the leader–follower approach to leader-
ship; however, instead of concentrating on leadership behaviour, it focuses on leadership 
style, and instead of the narrow leader–follower situation, it focuses on the overall organi-
sation context and climate. Thus, this approach maintains that leadership effectiveness is 
contingent on the alignment between an individual’s leadership style and the organisational  
context in which they are operating. In addition, it is the only one of the three main 
approaches to leadership that incorporates change as a variable (Hughes et al, 2009).



Chapter 14 Management, leadership and change

508

One of the most influential contingency approaches to leadership was developed by 
Vroom and Yetton (1973) and later extended by Vroom and Jago (1988). In contrast to 
Fiedler, this approach suggests that leaders can and do change their behaviour from situa-
tion to situation. The theory identifies five styles of leader decision-making, ranging from 
the most autocratic to the most democratic. To complement these, Vroom and Jago (1988) 
also identify some key features of problem situations that leaders have to take into account, 
such as the need to resolve conflict or achieve goal congruence. By combining leadership 
styles with problem situations, Vroom and Jago developed a computer package to help 
managers to identify how suitable their style is for particular situations. Unfortunately, the 
package proved to be of limited value as it was very complex to use and dealt with only a 
limited aspect of leadership (Yukl, 2013). Nevertheless, Vroom and Jago express the hope 
that knowledge of its general principles may be sufficient for most situations. To this end, as 
Arnold et al (2016) note, Vroom and Jago’s model has been used to provide some general 
‘rules of thumb’ for leaders, including advice such as:

●	 where subordinates’ commitment is important, a more participative style of leadership is 
better;

●	 where subordinates do not share the organisation’s goals, group decision-making should 
be avoided.

However, advice couched in such broad terms is usually too general to be of much use. 
Even if they were not so general, these rules of thumb are still subject to being overridden by 
factors such as time constraints, organisational policies and the ability and preferences of 
managers and subordinates. This is perhaps why other contextual approaches have also 
been put forward.

One of the most interesting and influential of these was developed not by a social scientist 
but by a political scientist, James MacGregor Burns, in his 1978 Pulitzer Prize-winning book, 
Leadership. Burns’s book combines biography, history and political theory to produce a major 
study of the nature of leadership. Primarily, he identifies two basic organisation states or con-
texts, convergent and divergent; and two matching management–leadership styles, transac-
tional management and transformational leadership (see Figure 14.1). Most writers tend 
to use the terms management and leadership interchangeably. Burns was the first to draw a 
distinction between what he called transactional management (which focuses on maintaining 
the status quo) and transformational leadership (which focuses on overthrowing the status 
quo). Burns was primarily concerned with management and leadership in the political con-
text; Bass (1985, 1990) took Burns’s concepts and applied them to organisations.

Convergent – Stable

Transactional management
focus: status quo

Divergent – Dynamic

Transformational leadership
focus: change

Context

Management–Leadership Style

Figure 14.1 Burns’s contextual approach to leadership
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A convergent state occurs when an organisation is operating under stable conditions; 
where there are established and accepted goals and a predictable external and internal 
environment. The most appropriate style of management in such a situation, it is con-
tended, is transactional. The concept of transactional management stems from the notion 
that the manager–subordinate relationship is based on a transaction between the two, 
whereby managers exchange rewards for subordinates’ performance. Transactional manag-
ers focus on task completion, goal clarification and optimising the performance of the 
organisation through incremental changes within the confines of existing policy, structures 
and practices – basically, they seek to work within and maintain the status quo (see  
Table 14.2). Transactional managers motivate followers to perform the tasks expected of 
them by appealing to their self-interest through the use of incentives and rewards such 
as pay and promotion.

A divergent state occurs when environmental changes challenge the efficiency and 
appropriateness of an organisation’s established goals, structures and ways of working. The 
Oticon case study in Chapter 10 is an example of an organisation operating in a divergent 
state. The most appropriate style of leadership in this situation, according to Burns, is trans-
formational. Transformational leaders are often portrayed as heroic, charismatic or vision-
ary individuals who seek to overturn the status quo and bring about radical change (see 
Table 14.2). Transformational leaders use the force of their personality to motivate follow-
ers to identify with the leader’s vision and to sacrifice their self-interest in favour of that of 
the group or organisation. Transformational leaders seek to gain the trust and emotional 
commitment of their followers by appealing to higher moral and ethical values.

The compatibility between organisational state and leadership style is seen as essential 
for successful leadership. Where the organisation is required to face new challenges and 
develop new ways of adapting to these for the sake of survival, then a purely transactional 
approach would be counterproductive – the phrase ‘fiddling while Rome burns’ springs to 
mind. However, transformational leadership is just as likely to be counterproductive during 
periods where maintenance of the current operational systems would be most appropriate.

Since its publication in 1978, Burns’s work has been taken up and cited by a wide range 
of organisation theorists who subscribe to the view that managers need to, and can, match 
or adapt their style and approach to the circumstances of the organisation in which they 
operate (Arnold et al, 2016; Bass, 1985, 1990; Beatty and Lee, 1992; Burnes and James, 

table 14.2 Management v leadership

Transactional management Transformational leadership

Creating the 
agenda

Planning and budgeting: developing a 
detailed plan of how to achieve the  
results.

Establishing direction: developing a vision 
that describes a future state along with a 
strategy for getting there.

People Organising and staffing: which individual 
best fits each job and what part of the 
plan fits each individual.

Aligning people: a major communication 
challenge in getting people to understand 
and believe the vision.

Execution Controlling and problem-solving: 
monitoring results, identifying deviations 
from the plan and solving the problems.

Motivating and inspiring: satisfying basic 
human needs for achievement, belonging, 
recognition, self-esteem, a sense of control.

Outcomes Produces a degree of predictability and 
order.

Produces changes – often to a dramatic 
degree.

Source: Adapted from Kotter (1990).
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1995; Burnes et al, 2016; French and Bell, 1995; Gibbons, 1992; Yukl, 2006). However, the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, the period when Burns’s book was published, were a time of 
crisis for many Western organisations, when organisations and entire industries and sectors 
were going through massive changes. Not surprisingly, therefore, there was a tendency for 
those in the leadership field to focus on transformational leadership and to downplay or 
even denigrate transactional management (Yukl, 2002). Bass (1985, 1990), while seeking 
to develop the concept of the transformational leader, nevertheless argues that transforma-
tional leadership and transactional management are distinct but not mutually exclusive 
processes. Transformational leaders may be more effective at motivating their followers 
but, Bass maintains, effective leaders need to have both transformational and transactional 
tools in their armouries.

All the same, in situations where radical change is required, as Alimo-Metcalfe and 
Alban-Metcalfe (2000: 27) found when studying leadership in the UK National Health 
Service (NHS), ‘the transactional competencies of managers, while crucial, are simply not 
sufficient on their own’. The argument from Bass (1985, 1990) and Alimo-Metcalfe and 
Alban-Metcalfe (2000) is that someone with purely transactional skills would struggle to 
deal effectively with the many changes that are an ever-present part of organisational life. 
For Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, the reverse of this would also be true: someone 
with purely transformational skills would not be able to cope with the day-to-day, routine 
activities that need to be accomplished even where radical change is taking place. The vital 
importance of transactional management is a point that many writers seem to miss in their 
rush to promote transformational leadership. The key issue, therefore, is to identify the 
optimum balance of transactional–transformational skills in any given circumstances.

Kanter (1989) offers a different perspective on the balance issue by maintaining that 
good leaders need to incorporate both transactional and transformational characteristics. 
She argues that archetypal images of managers tend to derive from two basic models: the 
‘corpocrat’ (i.e. the transactional manager) and the ‘cowboy’ (i.e. the transformational 
leader). The former is the corporate bureaucrat, the conservative resource-preserver who 
lives by, and controls the organisation through, established and detailed rules. The latter, 
the ‘cowboy’, is a maverick who challenges the established order, who wants to seize every 
opportunity and question every rule, and who motivates and controls through personal loy-
alty. Instead of seeking to relate the balance of these two sets of characteristics to their 
appropriate organisational setting, Kanter (1989: 361) argues that modern organisations 
require managers who combine the best of both corpocrat and cowboy:

Without the bold impulses of the take-action entrepreneurs and their constant questioning of 
the rules, we would miss one of the most potent sources of business revitalization and devel-
opment. But without the discipline and coordination of conventional management, we could 
find waste instead of growth, unnecessary risk instead of revitalization. . . . Our new heroic 
model [of leadership] should be the athlete who can manage the amazing feat of doing more 
with less, who can juggle the need to both conserve resources and pursue growth opportuni-
ties. This new kind of business hero avoids the excesses of both the corpocrat and the cow-
boy. . . . the business athlete has the strength to balance somewhere in the middle, taking the 
best of the corpocrat’s discipline and the cowboy’s entrepreneurial zeal.

As Ideas and perspectives 14.3 shows, Kanter maintains that there are seven skills and 
sensibilities that this ‘new heroic’ type of leader needs to possess. Kanter’s model avoids the 
issue of how to determine the optimum balance of transactional and transformational skills 
in a given set of circumstances. Instead, she argues that there is a basic set of transactional 
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and transformational skills or characteristics that all effective leaders need to possess and 
which can be applied successfully in any situation. In effect, she is attempting to return to 
the trait approach to leadership, arguing that good leaders are those who possess the requi-
site set of skills and sensibilities.

Kanter’s argument, as mentioned in Chapter 4, is basically that all organisations operate 
in the same turbulent context, face the same challenges and, consequently, require the same 
style of leadership. While not necessarily challenging her description of the skills required 
of transformational leaders, most proponents of the contextual school tend to take the view 
that there is a wider range of organisational contexts than Kanter acknowledges and, there-
fore, managers–leaders need to be able to change their approach from transactional to 
transformational and vice versa as the situation dictates (Hitt et al, 2009).

This still leaves the issue of managerial choice – the degree to which managers and lead-
ers have to adapt their approach to the context, as opposed to the degree to which they can 
influence the context to bring it into line with their preferred way of working. It has been 
argued in previous chapters that managers do have the ability to adapt the organisational 
context to make it more amenable to the way they wish to run their organisations. In leader-
ship terms, Grint (2005: 1467) argues that ‘decision-makers are much more active in the 
constitution of the context than conventional contingency theories allow’.

Taking a social-constructionist view (see Chapter 6), Grint (2005) argues:

Leadership theories that eschew the dominant and proactive role of the individual leader in 
favour of more social or structural accounts tend to assume that the context or situation 
should determine how leaders respond . . . However, I suggest that this is a naïve assumption 
because it underestimates the extent to which the context or situation is actively constructed 
by the leader, leaders, and/or decision-makers. In effect, leadership involves the social con-
struction of the context that both legitimates a particular form of action and constitutes the 
world in the process. (1470–1)

Hence, CEOs should not be assessed against their ability to ‘read’ the environment but rather 
their ability to render that environment suitable for their intended strategies. (1491–2)

Grint’s criticism of the contextual approach to leadership does not invalidate the view 
that particular situations require a particular set of leadership skills. His argument is that 

Ideas and perspeCtIves 14.3

Kanter’s characteristics of the business hero
Skills and sensibilities of the business athlete:

1. Learn to operate without the might of the hierarchy.

2. Compete in a way that enhances rather than undercuts cooperation.

3. Operate with the highest ethical standards.

4. Have a dose of humility.

5. Develop a process focus.

6. Be multifaceted and ambidextrous.

7. Gain satisfaction from results.

Source: Kanter (1989: 361–4).
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managers have the ability to choose whether to adapt their skills and behaviours to the situ-
ation or adapt the situation to their preferred skills and behaviours.

One further and very important issue needs to be considered when looking at the transfor-
mational leadership dimension of the contingency approach to leadership, and this relates to 
ethics. In a highly competitive and rapidly changing world, there has been and still is a strong 
tendency to see transformational leaders as ‘visionary’, ‘charismatic’ and ‘heroic’ individuals 
who are far superior to their ‘stick-in-the-mud’ managerial counterparts (Burnes and By, 2012; 
Storey, 2004). Because of their almost superhuman powers, they should be allowed free rein to 
transform their organisations in the way they see fit and expect to be rewarded lavishly for 
doing so (Gilbert et al, 2012; Mintzberg et al, 2002). Although there are examples where this 
freedom of action given to leaders has led to genuine organisational renaissance (e.g. Oticon, 
Chapter 10), there are also very many other examples where it has been disastrous (e.g. 
Marconi, Chapter 12). It certainly seems that such unrestricted freedom has contributed to 
many of the biggest organisational scandals of the last 20 to 30 years and has led to an upsurge 
in what Einarsen et al (2007) refer to as ‘destructive’ leadership and Gilbert et al (2012) call 
‘toxic behaviors at work’ (Burnes and By, 2012; Gopalakrishnan et al, 2008; Storey, 2004).

For Burns (1978), at the core of transformational leadership lies an ethical, moral purpose 
directed at the good of society. For him, it is this moral purpose which ensures that leaders do not 
abuse the freedom that is granted to them, but Burns did not view leadership through rose tinted 
spectacles. His study of leaders shows that unrestricted power can be abused. This is one of the 
main reasons why Burns champions an increased role for followers in leadership theory and 
practice. Burns (1978) emphasises dissensus and believes that ‘conflict unifies people just as it 
divides them’ (454) and suggests that ‘it would probably be better for most organisations, includ-
ing corporations, unions, and university faculties, for dissensus to be built into their structures’ 
(453). Burns (1978: 4) also emphasises that ‘Moral leadership emerges from and always returns 
to the fundamental wants and needs, aspirations, and values of the follower.’ Unfortunately, the 
tendency by many to endow transformational leaders with almost superhuman powers has had 
the effect of relegating followers to a passive, cheerleading role (Burnes et al, 2016). The result is 
that the ego and greed of many leaders seem to have been given free rein and ethical considera-
tions have been ignored, to the detriment of their organisations and the interests of the wider 
society (Burnes and By, 2012; Leveson Inquiry, 2012; Salz Review, 2013; Soltani, 2013). This 
has led to a backlash against the concept of the heroic, freewheeling leader and a renewed inter-
est in models of ethical leadership (Burnes et al, 2016; Hughes et al, 2009; Northouse, 2013).

Yukl (2013: 336–40) describes the three main models of ethical leadership, as follows:

●	 Servant leadership – is about helping others to accomplish shared objectives by facilitat-
ing individual development, empowerment, and collective work that is consistent with 
the health and long-term welfare of followers.

●	 Spiritual leadership – describes how leaders can enhance the intrinsic motivation of fol-
lowers by creating conditions that increase their sense of spiritual meaning at work.

●	 Authentic leadership – is based on positive psychology and psychological theories of self-
regulation. . . . [It] emphasises the importance of consistency in a leader’s words, actions, 
and values.

Mintzberg et al (2002: 70) favourably contrast their variant of ethical leadership, which they 
label ‘engaging management’, with heroic management (see Table 14.3). Their ‘engaging’ 
leader does not tower over the organisation like some latter-day Colossus who is above mere 
laws, rules and morality. Instead, in a way that would certainly find favour with Burns, the 
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‘engaging’ leader is a team player, committed to working with others to achieve the organisa-
tion’s goals, and is steered by a moral compass.

Although there are a number of variants of ethical leadership, the key message from all of 
them is that if leaders are to be given the power and responsibility to transform their organ-
isations, they must do so within an ethical framework which allows subordinates and others 
to check and challenge unethical behaviour. In this respect, Google’s ‘Don’t be evil’ slogan, 
which has empowered subordinates to challenge examples of unethical behaviour, has 
something to offer, even though its controversial practice of avoiding taxes may indicate 
that it does not always work (Inman, 2016; Kaiser, 2013).

In summary, although there are different perspectives on the contextual approach to lead-
ership, taken as a whole, the approach does not seek to invalidate either the trait or leader–
follower approaches; rather, it tries to incorporate them within and link them to the wider 
organisational context. It explicitly recognises that a manager’s personal characteristics are 
an important component of leadership style and, consequently, effectiveness. In addition, it 
acknowledges the crucial importance not just of the relationship between leaders and follow-
ers but also of the overall context within which this takes place (Nahavandi, 2012). In par-
ticular, as Gibbons (1992: 5) remarks, ‘organizational survival and success are dependent on 
the ability of leader–follower relations to resolve the problems of internal integration and 
external adaptation’. Many writers argue, however, that (despite its attractiveness) there is 
little evidence to support the case for the contextual approach to leadership or to show that it 
is a more suitable approach to running organisations than either the personal characteristics 
or leader–follower models (Arnold et al, 2016; Hinkin and Tracey, 1999; Yukl, 2013).

Table 14.3 Heroic management v engaging management

Heroic management Engaging management

Managers are the most significant people in the 
organisation.

Managers are significant only to the extent that 
they help others to do their job andto appreciate 
the importance of their own contribution.

A manager’s importance is related to their place in 
the hierarchy. The person at the top of the 
hierarchy is the organisation.

An organisation is a social system, not a hierarchy. 
Successful managers know this and interact with 
staff throughout the entire system rather than 
trying to rule from the top.

Strategy – heroic leaders set ambitious targets for 
their organisation designed to increase its share 
price considerably. Everyone else is responsible for 
achieving these targets. 

Strategy this emerges slowly and arises from the 
everyday actions staff take to meet the needs of 
their customers. 

Implementation: established staff tend to resist a 
CEO’s bold change initiatives. Therefore, new 
managers and outside consultants are seen as 
more valuable and effective change implementers 
than longer-serving staff.

Implementation is not driven by strategy, but both 
are iterative and interdependent. Appropriate 
change requires a respect for the old ways of 
working alongside a recognition of the need for 
some of these to change. 

To manage is to engage in logical analysis, 
decision-making and resource allocation. 

To manage is to inspire and enable all staff to 
engage with and contribute fully to the 
organisation and its aims.

Rewards for increasing the financial performance 
of the organisation should go mainly to risk-taking 
top managers. However, they should not be 
penalised for poor financial performance.

Rewards for creating a better company should be 
distributed to all, and will be primarily 
psychological. 

Source: Adapted from Mintzberg et al (2002: 71).
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Leadership research – a note of caution

Just as a review of the role of managers produced a confusing and conflicting picture, so too 
does an examination of the three approaches to leadership. Nevertheless, the idea of consid-
ering context and style together is congruent, partly at least, with the argument developed 
in the previous chapters of this text: namely, that there is a need to match the approach to 
change to the context of the organisation. That argument was developed further to include 
the possibility that managers could reverse this process and match the organisation’s con-
text to their preferred style of working. However, one major caveat needs to be remembered 
when considering approaches to management: the vast majority of the research and writing 
on leadership is set in Western, and particularly American, organisations and addresses 
their concerns from their cultural perspective (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2000; 
Barker, 2001; House and Aditya, 1997; Thomas, 2003; Witzel, 2012; Wren and Bedeian, 
2009). Also, the majority of research studies have tended to focus on male managers and 
their characteristics (Arnold et al, 2016; Maddock, 1999; Thomas, 2003; Valerio, 2009). 
Therefore, before moving on, we need to return to the issue of diversity raised earlier when 
discussing globalisation.

To recap, Jones et al (2000: 166–7) explain:

Diversity is dissimilarities – differences – among people due to age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic background, and capabilities/disabilities.

Diversity is not just about differences within groups of people or between groups of peo-
ple; it is also about differences between individuals. In terms of differences between people, 
the posited differences in managerial style between men and women have attracted a great 
deal of attention (Loden, 1986; Macdonald et al, 1999; Maddock, 1999; Mullins, 2002; 
Thomas, 2003; Valerio, 2009). Davies (1995), for example, found significant differences 
between masculine and feminine approaches to management. In particular, she found that 
the masculine approach valued self-esteem, abstract thinking, control and loyalty to superi-
ors. The feminine approach, meanwhile, valued selflessness, contextual thinking, experi-
ence and accommodation. Findings like these have led writers such as Alimo-Metcalfe 
(1995a, 1995b) to argue that women prefer to use a more transformational style of leader-
ship while men tend to be more transactionally orientated. While agreeing with Alimo-
Metcalfe’s findings regarding gender and leadership style, Valerio (2009: 44) points out:

Both men and women [leaders] show a combination of characteristics that include intelli-
gence, sociability, assertiveness, conscientiousness, integrity and the ability to inspire others 
with their optimistic visions of the future.

As discussed earlier, we know that gender difference may affect leadership style, but so 
do differences in age, ethnicity, religion or simple differences in personality (Deresky, 2016; 
Jones et al, 2000). To complicate the picture, these preferences are not stable between 
countries and cultures. Much of the work on gender and management has tended to focus 
on the United States and Europe. As the GLOBE study has shown, the impact of gender on 
leadership varies from country to country across the world (Gupta et al, 2002; Javidan et al, 
2006). Indeed, as Trompenaars’s (1993) 10-year study of management in 28 countries cov-
ering 47 national cultures showed, the differences between countries are as great as the 
differences within. His work showed that managers as a whole, male and female, in Japan 
and China tended to possess the characteristics attributed to women managers in the West. 
For example, they favoured relationships as against rules, they promoted interpersonal 
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trust as against contracts and they tended to avoid rather than welcome confrontation. This, 
of course, confirms Hofstede’s (1980, 1990) earlier work on cultural differences, which 
showed that organisational culture, and the values and behaviours of managers, vary from 
country to country.

Arnold et al (2016) maintain there is sufficient evidence to show that leader behaviour is 
interpreted differently in different cultures. Consequently, managerial behaviour that might 
be considered supportive in one society may be seen as threatening in another. Therefore, 
we have to be wary of taking work on managerial styles and behaviour developed in one 
setting and assuming it applies to all organisations and all societies. This is perhaps why 
Ricks (1999: 4) comments that ‘cultural differences are the most significant and trouble-
some variables encountered by the multinational company’.

The implications of these findings for management and leadership are significant. First, 
as was argued earlier in this chapter when discussing diversity, there are no universal rules 
as to what constitutes an effective manager or leader. An effective manager in one country, 
company or situation may be less so in others. Second, effectiveness is situation-dependent. 
In judging what is or is not an effective approach, managers and leaders need to take into 
account the nature of the organisation and the diversity of its workforce. Third, as a recent 
study by KPMG of the United Kingdom’s largest companies shows, leaders have a relatively 
short tenure, with CEOs rarely lasting more than four years before being replaced (Crump, 
2014). This, of course, casts an interesting light on the argument as to the long-term effect 
of leaders on an organisation, not to say on the nature of leadership skills. Last, in training 
and developing managers, there is a need to recognise that while there are some essential 
generic skills, competences and behaviours, there will also be a need to tailor development 
programmes to the person and their situation. The issue of management development will 
be examined next.

Management development

Learning and flexibility

The literature on management and leadership gives support for the notion that different 
situations require different approaches to change. The literature also shows that manag-
ers are, sometimes at least, able to change their style of management or leadership and 
even exhibit different styles to different parts of their organisations at the same time. This 
is consistent with the arguments in Chapter 11 that managers can and do adopt both the 
Planned and Emergent approaches to change management either alternatively or simul-
taneously as the situation requires. In addition, as Grint (2005) and others maintain, 
managers can choose to change, or redefine, the context in which their organisations 
operate to suit their preferred or existing approach to both management and change. As 
argued in Chapters 10 and 11, changing the situational context can be very important; yet 
in terms of leadership roles and managerial expectations, one of the main findings from 
the contextual perspective is the need for managers not only to adapt their style to the 
particular situation but also to alternate between transactional and transformational 
approaches as the situation requires (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2000; Bass, 
1985, 1990; Hitt et al, 2009).
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In part at least, the argument that there are managers who can change their style of lead-
ership runs counter to some of the literature on managerial learning discussed in Chapter 10. 
D Miller (1993: 119) argues that as they gain experience, managers ‘form quite definite opin-
ions of what works and why’. Miller (1994) maintains that this is particularly the case with 
managers in successful organisations who are highly resistant to changing a ‘winning for-
mula’. This view is supported by earlier work from Nystrom and Starbuck (1984), who main-
tain that managers interpret the world through their own perceptions and expectations, 
which are built up over time. Yet, as the Oticon case study illustrated (see Chapter 10), some 
managers do seem capable under certain conditions – especially when faced with a crisis – of 
restructuring their mental models of how the world is and how they should respond. In 
Chapter 1, the concepts of cognitive dissonance, depth of intervention, psychological con-
tract and dispositional resistance were used to explain why it is that people can, in crisis 
situations, change deeply held attitudes very quickly. This ‘crisis mode’ only partly helps to 
explain, however, how some managers, when faced with change situations, appear capable 
of switching from a transactional approach to a transformational one as the circumstances 
demand or, indeed, become capable of adopting both at the same time.

The work of Mintzberg (1976) offers some clues as to how managers might accomplish 
this mental juggling act. In studying brain functions and successful managers, he concludes 
that effective and proficient managers are ‘whole thinkers’ – they use both the left and the 
right hemispheres of their brain. That is, they can combine a rational–analytical approach to 
management with creativity and lateral thinking. Mintzberg claims that, in general, Western 
managers tend to think on the left side of their brain – they tend to adopt a rational–analytical 
approach. Interestingly, this is compatible not only with a transactional approach to manage-
ment but also with a rational–planned approach to strategy and the directive approach  
to change.

In contrast, Nonaka (1991) argues that one of the great strengths of Japanese companies 
is their belief that creating new knowledge depends more on tapping the tacit and often 
subjective insights and intuitions of all their employees, whether managers or not. He main-
tains that traditional Western management sees organisations as information processing 
machines with the only useful knowledge being formal, scientific, quantifiable and rational. 
He contends that such a perspective limits the creation of new knowledge which, in turn, 
makes it difficult for organisations to respond to changing and novel situations. Nonaka 
believes that new knowledge always begins with the individual. One of the main founda-
tions of the success of Japanese companies is, he states, managers’ ability to gather and 
combine the insights and intuitions of individual employees and use them for the benefit of 
the entire organisation. The tendency of Japanese managers to use softer, more creative 
approaches and to involve staff in decision-making was also noted in Chapters 5 and 8 when 
discussing approaches to management and strategy.

The success of many Western firms, particularly those concerned with creative processes 
(such as software development) and the performing arts (such as film-making), show that it 
is not inevitable that Western managers should operate solely in a rational–analytical mode 
(Jones et al, 2015). Even so, as studies of differences between national cultures show, there 
is a predisposition in Western societies towards more rational–analytical ways of working, 
whereas in Japan and China, managers tend to use more subjective decision-making pro-
cesses (Gupta et al, 2002; Hofstede, 1980, 1990; Javidan and Dastmalchian, 2009; 
Trompenaars, 1993). Also, as D Miller (1993, 1994) points out, a manager’s view of the 
world and what works is shaped by their previous work experience. If this has been in 
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organisations that have operated on traditional Western principles, which are structured in 
a Classical way and give credence primarily to formal and scientific knowledge, then they 
undoubtedly will tend to operate on the left side of the brain. This does not mean that such 
managers cannot develop or access the right side of their brain, but it does mean it is unlikely 
to come about accidentally or without strong encouragement from the organisations in 
which they work. To this end, many organisations are seeking to construct management 
development programmes designed to broaden the outlook and develop the creative, induc-
tive and questioning side of their managers’ personalities (Harrison, 2005). Unfortunately, 
this is unlikely to be achieved through traditional management development programmes, 
which offer standard packages delivered in classroom situations, because of their low suc-
cess rate (Burnes, 2003; Lessem, 1998; Mullins, 2002; Mumford et al, 2000). The current 
consensus appears to be that, if management development programmes are to be effective, 
they have to be tailored to both the needs of the individual manager and the strategic objec-
tives of their organisation (Arnold et al, 2016; Gold et al, 2010; Harrison, 2005; Storey, 
2016).

In respect of developing managers’ creativity, Kirton’s (1989, 1999, 2003) Adaptation–
Innovation theory is widely seen as providing a good understanding of human creativity 
and how it can be enhanced (Hormiga et al, 2013; Jain and Jeppesen, 2013; Talbot, 1993, 
1997). Kirton maintains that not only do people exhibit different degrees of creativity, but 
that they also express their creativity in different ways, along a spectrum which runs from 
adaptors to innovators. Those who tend towards the adaptor end of the spectrum prefer to 
work within the existing system to improve things. Adaptors are efficient, tend to conform 
to existing norms and like to deal with only a few ideas at a time. Innovators tend to ignore 
or challenge the system and to come up with radical proposals for change. Figure 14.2 
shows how Kirton’s ideas relate to transactional management and transformational leader-
ship. As can be seen, it follows from Kirton’s work that transactional managers will tend to 
need lower levels of creativity because they are dealing with changes at the group level, 
whereas transformational leaders need higher levels of creativity because they are involved 
in transformational activities at the organisation level.

Figure 14.2 also shows that, even within the transformational dimension of leadership, 
there will be situations which require a more adaptive approach, such as structural rather 

Organisation-wide culture change

Changes to group behaviour

Large-scale structural change

Changes to group tasks

Q1 Q2

Q4 Q3

Transformational leadership
Creativity – relatively high

Creativity – relatively low
Transactional management

Innovation Adaptation

Figure 14.2 Leadership, management and change
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than cultural change. Similarly, transactional managers may be faced with situations where 
more innovative than adaptive solutions are required, such as dealing with behavioural 
issues as opposed to technical ones. Regardless of their levels of creativity, some managers 
may find it easier than others to switch between innovative and adaptive behaviour. There 
may also be many managers who can exhibit varying levels of creativity as the situation 
demands. This may be the reason why some people, as demonstrated by our case studies 
and the leadership literature, can change their style of leadership or even adopt different 
styles at the same time.

The story does not end there. Talbot (1997) demonstrates that, regardless of the level of 
creativity a person possesses or where they are located on the adaptor–innovator spectrum, 
there are proven tools and techniques for increasing their level of creativity and flexibility. 
By so doing, transactional managers may find it easier to operate in a more transformational 
and innovative mode, or move between both as circumstances necessitate. Talbot (1993) 
also points out, however, that such tools and techniques can only overcome barriers to crea-
tivity that lie within the individual. Other barriers, he argues, such as the attitudes and 
behaviours of superiors and colleagues and the way the organisation operates, can also 
block individual creativity. Therefore, in management development, as with so many other 
aspects of organisational life, we cannot consider the individual in isolation from the rest of 
the organisation.

the management development process

For many organisations, management development is now seen not just as being crucial 
to their success but also as providing a reputational benchmark that allows them to 
recruit the most talented people, which is why a huge amount of money is spent on it 
(Arnold et al, 2016). Under different names, management training, education and devel-
opment have been around since the Industrial Revolution. In the nineteenth century, 
training and education tended to be geared towards giving managers specific skills, such 
as engineering or production control, through either on-the-job training or self-help 
societies. Though usually thought of as focusing almost exclusively on the training of 
shopfloor workers, Frederick Taylor (1911a: iii–iv) was adamant that leaders needed 
training as well:

In the past the prevailing idea has been well expressed in the saying that ‘Captains of industry 
are born, not made’; and the theory has been that if one could get the right man, methods 
could be safely left to him. In future it will be appreciated that our leaders must be trained 
right as well as born right.

In the twentieth century, more and more, employers took on the job of specifying and 
providing formal management training, but it still tended to be geared towards giving 
managers specific skills. Over the last 30 years or so, there has been a significant change 
in emphasis. Management development programmes are increasingly seeking to change 
managerial behaviour, especially to promote leadership and creativity, and to align 
managers’ behaviour with the longer-term strategic objectives of their organisations 
and with society’s wider social and ethical considerations (Arnold et al, 2016; Gold et al, 
2010; Harrison, 2005; Storey, 2016). Although management development is big busi-
ness in all advanced countries, there is some disagreement as to how it is defined and 
what it comprises (Ashton et al, 1975; Beckhard, 1985; Day et al, 2014; Mullins, 2002; 
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Mumford, 1987). In general, as Garavan (2016: 270) notes, the term embraces the  
following elements:

●	 It is concerned with enhancing the effectiveness of managers to contribute to organiza-
tional performance.

●	 It is a future-orientated activity that is used to grow an organization’s managerial  
expertise.

●	 It encompasses both formal and informal learning experiences, structured and unstruc-
tured experiences and learning derived from the role, from relationships and formal 
classroom development.

●	 It is a process that continually shapes and is shaped by the organizational context in 
which it is enacted.

In an age where organisations are often required to change rapidly and radically, man-
agement education and development are taken seriously in most advanced countries and 
entry into a managerial job often requires formal, university-level qualifications (Arnold  
et al, 2016; Day et al, 2014; Jones et al, 2000; Mullins, 2002; Storey, 2016). The nature of 
management development varies between countries, however (Keuning, 1998; de Onzoño, 
2016; Osland et al, 2014). In Japan, for example, it tends to be a competitive process which 
begins by recruiting elite cohorts who have usually studied law or engineering at a top uni-
versity. In Germany, there is a greater emphasis on a formal apprenticeship system which 
develops managers through a career path that often involves the attainment of higher 
degrees. France, like Japan, tends to be elitist, and managers are expected to have studied 
for a degree in business or law at one of the Grandes Ecoles (Brewster and Mayrhofer, 2014; 
Harrison, 2002).

In the United Kingdom, management education has tended to be more ad hoc and less 
well regarded, even in large organisations. UK companies also spend a much lower per-
centage of their turnover promoting education and training than their counterparts in 
France, Germany, Japan and the United States (Constable and McCormick, 1987; 
Harrison, R, 2002; Keuning, 1998). Partly in response to these findings, the 1980s and 
1990s saw a growing interest in management development by UK governments and 
organisations (OECD, 1996; Sissons and Storey, 1988; Storey, 1989, 1990; Worrall and 
Cooper, 1997, 1998), although these were not particularly successful (Hannagan, 2002; 
Paton, 2003). This continuing lack of management skills appears to be the main reason 
why the UK government abandoned most of the management training and development 
schemes its predecessors launched in the 1980s and 1990s, such as the Management 
Charter Initiative. In 2002 the government established a new body, the Council for 
Excellence in Management and Leadership, which itself concluded that most manage-
ment and business leadership programmes are ‘dysfunctional’ and that the lack of appro-
priate leadership skills is detrimental to the UK economic performance (Paton, 2003). 
This still appears to be the case, with a more recent government report (BIS, 2012) find-
ing that:

●	 ineffective management is estimated to be costing UK businesses over £19 billion per 
year in lost working hours;

●	 43 per cent of UK managers rate their own line manager as ineffective – and only one in 
five is qualified;
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●	 nearly three-quarters of organisations in the United Kingdom reported a deficit of man-
agement and leadership skills in 2012. This deficit is contributing to our productivity gap 
with countries such as the United States, Germany and Japan;

●	 incompetence or bad management of company directors causes 56 per cent of corporate 
failures.

Regardless of the encouragement (or not) of governments, it is individual organisations 
that initiate such programmes. Given that organisations are different and face different 
challenges, if management development programmes are to be successful in producing 
effective managers and improving the performance of organisations, then it is self-evident 
not only that they will vary from company to company, but also that they will need to vary 
from individual to individual. Despite the differences between organisations, there seems to 
be some agreement between writers (Garavan, 2016; Harrison, R, 2002) that an effective 
management development process has five core features:

●	 It has a clear connection to the organisation’s business strategy and aims to enhance 
managers’ abilities to improve the organisation’s performance.

●	 It is future orientated and focuses on key internal organisational issues and external  
challenges.

●	 The programme is tailored to the specific needs of the organisation concerned.

●	 It involves both formal and informal learning.

●	 It provides a systematic assessment of management development needs, which are 
shaped by and in turn help to shape the organisation’s context.

These five core features of an effective management development programme represent 
a clear break with the standard management development programmes of the past that 
companies required all their managers to pursue, regardless of their individual needs, and 
which appear to have served them and their managers poorly (Arnold et al, 2016; Burnes, 
2003; Mangham Working Party, 1987; Sissons, 1989; Storey, 1989; Thornberry, 1987; 
Yukl, 2002). The two main problems with such standard offerings is that, first, they tend to 
develop managers within an existing behaviour pattern and set of expectations. Therefore, 
traditional organisations will tend to continue to produce transactional managers, regard-
less of the presence or absence of formal training and education programmes. The second 
problem is that they fail to address the needs of individual managers. While they might 
meet a manager’s training requirements in terms of technical skills (such as accountancy or 
engineering), they rarely address how they could develop the attitudes and behaviours nec-
essary to be an effective manager.

Although formal, classroom-based qualifications such as Management Diplomas and 
MBAs are still seen as having an important role in most management development pro-
grammes, they are now being balanced with more individual and experientially based 
approaches. These approaches include the use of assessment centres, coaching and mentor-
ing, self-development and, increasingly, Action Learning. Although experiential learning 
approaches have been around for a long time, their potential contribution to management 
development has generally been ignored (Burgoyne and Germaine, 1984; Harrison, 2005; 
Long, 1986; Mullins, 2002; Newstrom, 1985; Pedler, 1996; Stuart, 1986; Wilkinson and 
Orth, 1986; Wilbur, 1987). The view in the leadership development literature now seems to 
be that experience is the best teacher and that organisations need to provide challenging job 
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assignments which enable future leaders to learn by doing and through making mistakes 
(McCall, 2010; McCauley and McCall, 2014). What such assignments should be teaching 
them, according to Burke (2011: 161), are the five basic demands of the leadership role:

1. Setting and communicating direction – determining purpose, vision, goals, and estab-
lishing support for these endeavors.

2. Aligning critical constituencies – making sure that those who need to support these 
endeavours are ‘on board’.

3. Developing an executive temperament – being able to cope with complexity, ambiguity, 
and the pressures of the leadership role.

4. Setting and living values – clarifying what to believe in and stand for, and making sure 
that as leader, one’s words match one’s actions.

5. Growth of self and others – practising and supporting in others’ lifelong learning, growth, 
and change.

Changing managerial behaviour

In terms of challenging and changing managerial attitudes and behaviours, the experiential 
approach as epitomised by Action Learning is particularly interesting. It was developed in 
the United Kingdom in the 1940s by Reg Revans and is based on small groups of managers 
tackling a set problem or case study. He later claimed that his experiential approach was far 
superior to the ‘book’ culture of the UK business schools that were established in the 1960s 
(Pedler et al, 2005). As Pedler (1996: 9) explains:

Action Learning is a method of problem solving and learning in groups to bring about change 
for individuals, teams and organisations. It works to build relationships which help any organ-
isation improve existing operations and learn and innovate for the future.

The aim is not only that managers learn how to approach problems together but also that 
they learn about themselves and challenge the appropriateness of their own attitudes and 
behaviours. As Revans comments:

The central idea of this approach . . . is today that of the set, or small group of comrades in 
adversity, striving to learn with and from each other as they confess failures and expand on 
victories. (Quoted in Crainer, 1996: 195)

Though Revans’s ideas were out of fashion for many years, his emphasis on experiential 
learning, teamworking and the power of groups to solve their own problems, linked with 
the potential for self-reflection and development, has led to a renewed interest in it over the 
last 20 years (Mullins, 2002; Pedler et al, 2005; Pedler et al, 2013). Contemporary 
approaches to Action Learning tend to be based on Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning 
(Experience–Understanding–Planning–Action) with sets or groups being guided by a facili-
tator who acts as a catalyst for ideas (Darwin et al, 2002). Also, as its name implies, Action 
Learning has strong similarities to and is seen as being inspired by Lewin’s Action Research 
(McLaughlin and Thorpe, 1993; Pedler et al, 2005). Action Research is one of the four ele-
ments of Lewin’s Planned approach to change (see Chapter 9). Like Action Research, Action 
Learning places a heavy emphasis on self-reflection, behavioural change and learning. 
While the latter tends to focus on developing the individual, however, Action Research 
focuses more on change at the group level. Nevertheless, Revans’s statement that ‘there is 
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no learning without action and no (sober and deliberate) action without learning’ (quoted 
in Pedler, 1996: 15) could have been written by Lewin.

Burnes (2003) links Action Learning with organisational change. He argues that change 
projects can double as Action Learning projects, and vice versa. Burnes maintains that there are 
clearly situations and times when organisational change and management development go 
hand in hand. These are not situations where it is either necessary or desirable for the objec-
tives of one to become subservient to the other, or to be compromised by the needs of the other. 
Rather, these are genuinely situations where the need to change an organisation and the need 
to develop managers are mutually supportive. Unfortunately, as Crainer (1996) comments, 
while Action Learning is attractive as a management development approach, its complexity 
makes it a ‘daunting prospect’. This is why, as Pedler et al (2005) note, current versions of 
Action Learning tend to be more streamlined and less rigorous than those advocated by Revans. 
Given that organisational change projects can, in themselves, be a ‘daunting prospect’, it is per-
haps not surprising that many organisations choose not to link them to management develop-
ment initiatives. Even so, the benefits of doing so, Burnes argues, may be considerable.

As with all general developments, this move away from formal, off-the-job training pro-
grammes to more personalised and experiential, on-the-job programmes needs to be viewed 
critically. In particular, in recognising the merits of experiential learning, we must not 
ignore research that shows that classroom learning also has place in management develop-
ment. For example, Storey (1989), in a major review of the management development lit-
erature, argues that drawing a distinction between on-the-job and off-the-job training may 
miss the main issue. This is the requirement to assess the development and training needs of 
individual managers accurately and to provide programmes that allow managers to develop 
a much more critical and intuitive approach to their situation. Argyris (1991) states, how-
ever, that one of the main barriers to developing more critical and intuitive approaches is 
that, within the narrow confines of transactional behaviour, many managers do operate 
effectively, even though, looking at the wider picture, their organisation may be in trouble. 
This is akin to Peters and Waterman’s (1982) concept of ‘irrational rationality’ – managers 
applying the ‘right’ solution even when the situation means that it is no longer appropriate. 
Argyris believes that managers need to experience failure or recognise the inappropriate-
ness of their behaviour before they can begin questioning their assumptions and practices, 
and develop their ability to be critical and creative. Senge (1990) contends that the most 
important factor in developing such a questioning approach and achieving organisational 
success is the ability to comprehend in a critical way the overall organisational context. This 
takes us back to the point made by Talbot (1993, 1997), cited earlier, that it is insufficient to 
develop managers if the organisation as a whole – people, values and systems – does not also 
change, or perceive the need for change. The case studies of XYZ and Oticon (Chapters 4, 9 
and 10) support this argument. It was the need for transformational change that forced or 
enabled managers in both companies to break out of their transactional mould and think 
critically and creatively about solutions to the problems their organisations faced.

So, while management development has increasingly come to be seen as a process that 
must address the needs of individual managers, it must not lose sight of the need to develop 
management as a whole in organisations. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the areas 
discussed earlier in this chapter covering sustainability, diversity and ethics. These are areas 
where organisations have failed significantly in the past, whether it be in terms of environ-
mental depredations, racial and sexual discrimination and stereotyping, or recent financial 
scandals. As with the Volkswagen emissions scandal, organisations often attribute such 
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transgressions to the failure of an individual or small group to follow the organisation’s 
guidelines and policies (Kasperkevic, 2016), but the regular occurrence of illegal and unethi-
cal practices in business, especially in the financial sector, reveals that these are often a fail-
ure of management in its entirety in organisations, rather than the failure of a few managers.

Although it is necessary for individual managers to address issues of sustainability, diversity 
and ethics as part of their personal development, by itself this is not sufficient. If organisations 
and those in them are to behave differently, it is also necessary that the management of an 
organisation as a whole should address these issues as part of its development. The question, of 
course, is how this can be done. If organisations are capable of systematically side-stepping the 
policies and guidelines that they have developed, how can a management development pro-
gramme make them face up to the issues? One answer might be to utilise Action Learning, 
where managers ‘learn with and from each other as they confess failures’. Yet, Action Learning 
has a number of drawbacks, not least that its focus is on developing individual managers, albeit 
in a group setting (McGill and Beaty, 1995). It does not appear to be appropriate to situations 
where behavioural change and reflection need to take place at the group rather than the indi-
vidual level. Nor does it appear suitable for situations where the issue is the effectiveness of 
management at the organisational level, rather than the individual level.

There is an approach that was specifically established to enable groups to address the 
appropriateness of their behaviour, especially in terms of discriminatory activity, and which 
also has a strong ethical basis. It is, of course, Planned change, as formulated by Kurt Lewin. 
Planned change was designed to enable groups, in this case management groups in an organ-
isation, to understand the factors which make them act as they do, and to develop effective 
ways to change them and then ‘freeze’ or institutionalise those changes. As described in 
Chapter 9, Planned change has four elements: Field Theory, Group Dynamics, Action 
Research and the Three-Step approach to change. Lewin’s critics maintain that Lewin’s 
approach is not suitable for large-scale, rapid and coercive change situations, or situations 
where the focus is on structural rather than behavioural change. However, both Lewin’s own 
work, and that of his successors, has shown that it is a highly effective process for achieving 
sustained behavioural changes in groups (Burnes and Cooke, 2012). It has been applied to a 
wide variety of situations, including the food habits of American housewives, teenage inter-
racial gang warfare in American cities, conflict between Palestinians and Israelis, and man-
agement behaviour in organisations (Bargal and Bar, 1992; Burnes, 2004c, 2007; Cummings 
and Worley, 2015; Gold, 1999; Lewin, 1947a; Marrow, 1969). Therefore, as an approach to 
tackling the failures of management as a group in an organisation, Planned change has much 
to recommend it. This does not undermine the case for other approaches which address the 
needs of managers as individuals, but it does recognise that individual behaviour and effec-
tiveness cannot be separated from group behaviour and effectiveness. Indeed, it may be one 
of the ironies of management development that, in order to equip managers to meet the chal-
lenges of the twenty-first century, it has to look back to the work of Kurt Lewin.

summary

From the above examination of managerial learning, seven factors can be discerned as 
important in the ability of managers to operate effectively:

1. The manager’s experience, and whether this has reinforced their beliefs or, instead, led 
them to question their appropriateness.
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2. The level of creativity of the manager. Does the manager prefer transactional manage-
ment or transformational leadership, and to what degree can they move between the 
two?

3. His or her cognitive style: are they adaptors or innovators? Are they ‘whole thinkers’, or 
are they more left-hemisphere–rational thinkers or right-hemisphere–creative thinkers?

4. The manager’s ability to perceive the whole picture. Can they see the organisation in its 
context? In particular, do they understand the choices available in terms of changing the 
organisation itself, its context, and their own approach to leadership, strategy and 
change?

5. The organisational context: is it amenable, or can it be made amenable, to a more critical, 
creative and ethical style of leadership?

6. The organisation’s management team: does it have a commitment to promoting sustain-
ability, diversity and ethical behaviour, and are the senior managers committed to ensur-
ing that its statements and policies in these areas are implemented through the 
day-to-day actions of all its members?

7. The organisation’s management development process: is it effective? Is it geared to 
developing individual managers and the management cadre of the organisation as a 
whole?

Management, leadership and change

The literature on management and leadership goes back many hundreds of years. Indeed, if 
one takes the view of some writers that The Art of Warfare by Sun Tzu, which was written in 
China around 400 BC, is pertinent to managing today’s organisations, then the study of 
management goes back thousands of years (Michaelson, 2001). As was shown in Chapter 2, 
however, to all intents and purposes the systematic study of management in Western cul-
tures can be said to have begun with the work of Frederick Taylor at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Since then, there have been more books and articles on management 
than anyone can possibly count. These have thrown up a plethora of theories, studies and 
terminology which has probably caused more confusion than clarification (Thomas, 2003; 
Witzel, 2012; Wren and Bedeian, 2009). In this chapter, we have tried, as Weick (see 
Chapter 10) might put it, to make sense of the literature on management. This ‘sensemak-
ing’ began with an examination of the challenges posed to management by globalisation, 
especially in terms of sustainability, diversity and ethics. This was followed by a review of 
the literature on the manager’s role, which drew attention to the three main theories on 
leadership, i.e. the personal characteristics approach, the leader–follower approach and the 
contextual approach. Finally, we investigated the role played by, or that could be played by, 
management development in shaping the behaviour of managers and leaders at both the 
individual and group levels. This attempt to make sense of management and the literature 
on management has revealed the following:

●	 The incredible variety and complexity of the role of people who hold the title ‘manager’. 
The title is applied to people in a wide range of hierarchical levels and functional special-
isms. These ‘managers’ are presented with a myriad of responsibilities and challenges, 
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ranging from the mundane, but vital, everyday tasks required to ensure that organisa-
tions operate efficiently, to the rarer and far more spectacular need to transform and 
reinvent organisations.

●	 The wide range of factors that impinges on managerial effectiveness, including the man-
ager’s personality, that of their followers, superiors and peers, and the wider organisa-
tional context and objectives in which they operate.

●	 The ability or potential of managers to increase their level of creativity and change their 
style of management from transactional to transformational, and back, as situations 
require.

●	 The recognition that management development has a key role to play not only in devel-
oping individual creativity but also in changing the ethical behaviour of management as 
a group in organisations.

What conclusions can we draw from this review for the relationship between manage-
ment, leadership and change in organisations? The first is that there does seem to be some 
terminological agreement, as shown in Tables 14.1 and 14.2, as to the differences between 
the processes, practices and objectives that constitute management and those that consti-
tute leadership. Management is about the present, it is about maintaining the status quo and 
it is about objectivity and, to an extent, aloofness. Leadership is about the future, it is about 
change and it is about values and emotions. But while management and leadership may be 
different, this does not mean that managers and leaders are or should be different people. 
This chapter has argued that most management and leadership roles require a mixture of 
transactional and transformational skills. In an ideal world, managers would be able to 
adjust the balance of transactional and transformational skills they deploy to match the 
organisation’s requirements at any one time. In our less-than-ideal world, the balance is 
likely to be more static than dynamic and usually determined by the background, experi-
ence and personality of the individual manager. At the same time, it would be difficult to 
think of a manager who never had to deal with organisational change, even on a small scale, 
and who, therefore, did not need to possess some transformational skills. Similarly, it would 
be difficult to think of a leader who, regardless of the size of the changes they were respon-
sible for, did not have to possess some of the transactional skills necessary for ensuring that 
an organisation continued to satisfy its stakeholders. So, the balance of management– 
leadership and transactional–transformational skills an individual needs to possess at any 
one time is related to the degree of change or stability they encounter.

The second conclusion we can draw, as Figure 14.2 showed, is that transactional man-
agement and transformational leadership focus on different types of change. Management 
tends to focus on small-scale, localised changes, while leadership tends to focus on more 
radical, organisation-wide changes. The former tend to require only relatively low levels of 
creativity, while the latter require relatively high levels. Even within these different types of 
change, there are some forms of change that appear to be more innovative and others more 
adaptive. Consequently, the ability of managers and leaders to deal effectively with differ-
ent change situations will be related to the level of creativity they possess and the degree to 
which their creativity expresses itself in an innovative or adaptive manner.

Having drawn these two conclusions, we are now in a position to relate approaches to 
management and leadership to approaches to managing change. In Chapter 11, we devel-
oped a framework for change (see Figure 11.5). This related the types of changes organisa-
tions experienced, such as cultural or structural change, to the most appropriate approach 
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to change, such as Emergent or Planned. If we merge Figure 11.5 from Chapter 11 with 
Figure 14.2 from this chapter, we can construct a framework for management, leadership and 
change (see Figure 14.3).

The four quadrants in Figure 14.3 show what form of management or leadership is best 
suited to each form of change and each approach to change management. For example, 
Quadrant 3 shows that where changes to tasks and procedures are concerned, these can be 
achieved by either a Tayloristic or a Kaizen approach and managed in a transactional man-
ner which requires only a low level of adaptive creativity.

Quadrant 1 presents a much more complex picture. It shows that where an organisation 
wishes to change its culture, it may be more appropriately achieved by an Emergent 
approach to change led by someone with a transformational approach to leadership and 
who exhibits a high degree of innovation. Remembering, however, that Emergent change 
can encompass a wide range of change initiatives spread over a period of time, which can 
include Planned change and Bold Strokes, such transformational leaders may also need to 
possess adaptive and transactional skills, or be able to call on others who possess such skills.

Figure 14.3 also allows us to understand better the obstacles and approaches to dealing 
effectively with issues of sustainability, diversity and ethics. As was shown in examining 
globalisation earlier in this chapter, these are issues that organisations are aware of and, at 
least in large organisations, have policies and procedures to address. Possessing the ability 
to put these policies and procedures into practice is a different matter. These are issues that, 
for most organisations, require a major change of culture, especially by management and 
leadership at all levels. This will be particularly the case if, as seems likely, the neoliberal 
fixation with profit gives way to the more balanced and sustainable approach of the Triple 
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Large-scale transformation

Transformational leadership
creativity high

Creativity low
Transactional management

Small-scale change
Stable environment

Slow transformation

Slow change

Innovation

Rapid transformation

Rapid change
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The organisation
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Emergent change
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Figure 14.3 A framework for management, leadership and change
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Bottom Line, i.e. People, Planet and Profit. If sustainability, diversity and ethics are treated 
merely as structural or policy issues, as in Quadrant 2, this is unlikely to lead to any perma-
nent or sustained changes in attitudes and behaviour. Similarly, if they are seen as issues 
that are primarily about individual behaviour and attitudes, as in Quadrant 4, there is 
unlikely to be an organisation-wide and lasting change to the way that managers and lead-
ers behave. If ethics, diversity and sustainability are treated as issues that need to be embed-
ded in an organisation’s culture, however, and if the required changes are managed and led 
as shown in Quadrant 1, then changes in attitudes and behaviour at the overall level are 
likely to be achieved and maintained.

Conclusions

In reading some of the literature on strategy and change, one might be forgiven for asking 
whether managers and what they do matter at all. If strategy is Emergent, often unrelated 
to conscious decisions, does an important role exist for managers? Or if, as the evolutionary 
perspective on strategy would have it, luck plays a greater part in success than conscious 
action, does the quality of the manager matter? Yet, as has been shown throughout this text, 
the way an organisation is managed and led can have profound implications not only for the 
organisation and its members but for society as a whole.

On the negative side, poor management can act to hold back organisations, prevent ben-
eficial change and create a climate of blame and wrong-doing where infighting and dis-
crimination are tolerated or even encouraged. On the positive side, good management can 
identify opportunities for progress, promote ethical behaviour, recognise the opportunities 
that diversity brings and create sustainable organisations which achieve harmony with their 
environment. Good managers and leaders can create the conditions for growth and pros-
perity. Effective managers are, therefore, for very positive reasons, important to an organi-
sation. At the same time, they do not operate in isolation or have a totally free rein.

The Chief Executives of Oticon (Chapter 10) and Marconi (Chapter 12) both wanted to 
transform their organisations. They both developed ambitious visions for their organisa-
tion’s future. The Chief Executive of Oticon sought organisation-wide approval and support 
for his vision. All Oticon’s employees were involved in developing and implementing the 
strategy to realise the vision. It was a vision that was seen as benefiting all Oticon’s employ-
ees; and it was a vision which succeeded. The vision for the new Marconi, however, was not 
seen as benefiting its employees, nor were they involved in developing or implementing it. 
With hindsight, the vision was badly flawed, and it failed disastrously.

There is a strand in the management literature which equates organisational success 
with strong, clear-sighted and charismatic leadership (Bass, 2008; Foster and Kaplan, 2003; 
Witzel, 2003a). Certainly, there are leaders, such as Jack Welch in his time at General 
Electric, Richard Branson at Virgin, Steve Jobs at Apple, Rupert Murdoch at News 
International and Zhang Ruimin at Haier, who through sheer force of personality domi-
nated and transformed organisations. There are also other instances, as this text has shown, 
where ‘heroic’ leaders have ruined their organisations. The ‘successful’ charismatic leader 
appears to be in the minority (Burnes et al, 2016; Mintzberg, 2002; Storey, 2016). Even suc-
cessful leaders may outstay their welcome, as Arnold Weinstock’s example at GEC-Marconi 
shows (see Chapter 12), or the market may change to such an extent that radical surgery is 
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needed in order for an organisation to survive. Nevertheless, as was noted in Chapter 1, we 
should be wary of the argument that all organisations need to change radically and quickly, 
or that there are not alternatives to this approach to sustainability.

Most managers, even of very large corporations, have to rely far less on their personality, 
important though this may be, and far more on their business knowledge, skills, creativity 
and experience. They are also called upon to perform a wide range of duties and activities. 
Although the theories and approaches to strategy and change appear to paint managers as 
either directing change or facilitating it, and the leadership literature tends to dwell on 
whether they are transactional or transformational managers, the reality is that they are often 
required to be all of these things and more, depending on the circumstances. Figure 14.3 
shows that in bringing about organisational change, there will be occasions when managers 
will need to devolve responsibility to subordinates; sometimes, they will need to encourage 
and support change projects; and, in other instances, they will have to lead the process  
themselves. Although the approach adopted will depend to a certain extent upon the size and 
importance of the change project, the timescale involved and the state of the organisation, in 
the final analysis it will rely on managerial judgment to make the appropriate choice. 
Changing organisations is a complex process fraught with more opportunities for failure 
than success. If managers are to accomplish and keep accomplishing this task, as this text 
has argued, they have to be aware of the choices and approaches available and be willing 
themselves to change their beliefs and attitudes.

Despite the views of some writers, there can never be any general recipes or formulas for 
organisational success. The vast variety of organisations, each with its own differing con-
straints and pressures, makes that impossible. What there is, however, is a large body of 
theories and associated advice which organisations can draw upon to assist them. As the 
quotation by George Box in the Foreword to this text states: ‘All models are wrong, some mod-
els are useful.’ This text has shown that there is no such thing as an uncontested theory – all 
have their drawbacks. In particular, most tend to be situation-specific, even if they do not 
acknowledge this. Managers and organisations need to treat theories with a degree of scepti-
cism; but they also need to realise that if they can identify the main theories for running and 
changing organisations, and they do understand the context in which they operate, they are 
in a position to identify choices and make changes.

Sometimes managers may choose or be required by circumstances to change their organ-
isations radically and quickly; sometimes they may choose to influence the context to pro-
mote or reduce the need for such changes. In other cases, change may take place more 
slowly and over a long period, as both organisation and context are shaped and changed. 
The key factor in all this is to make conscious decisions rather than rely on untested assump-
tions. This will require those who manage and lead organisations to question and challenge 
their own and other people’s assumptions. It will also require them to gather and be open to 
a wide variety of information – as Chapters 4 and 5 showed, the experience of more and 
more successful companies is that learning should be an organisation-wide and continuous 
process, rather than one limited to a few like-minded individuals at one point in time.

Even where choices are identified, managers should not assume that exercising choice is 
easy or that the results will be beneficial for all concerned, including themselves. For this rea-
son, managers have a responsibility in making and implementing choices to consider the 
implications in the widest context – not just for themselves, not just for their organisation, but 
for society as well. In the West, especially the United Kingdom and the United States, there is 
a tendency to think mainly in terms of short-term profitability and to ignore the longer-term 
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organisational and social consequences of actions (Benn et al, 2014; Elkington and Hartigan, 
2008; Martinsons and Davison, 1997). We can see this in the context of the Classical school, 
whose concentration on narrow issues of control and efficiency leads to the creation of jobs 
that are both physically strenuous and mind-numbingly boring. The adverse consequences of 
organisation theory are not limited to the Classical school, however; in many ways, the poli-
cies and approaches advocated by the Culture-Excellence school could be considered even 
worse. Although both Handy (2007b) and, to a lesser extent, Kanter (1997) are concerned 
about the impact of fragmented organisations and insecure jobs on society at large and family 
life in particular, neither appears to believe that these can be avoided.

Yet the consequences of this approach in creating instability and unpredictability in the 
job market are disastrous. As was noted in Chapter 4, the 1990s saw the United Kingdom 
become more socially divided than at any time since the Second World War, with some  
60 per cent of the population either marginalised or living in very insecure circumstances 
(Hutton, 1995; Saul, 1997; White, 1999). Nor has the situation improved since then: quite 
the reverse (Clark, 2013; von Hagen, 2012; High Pay Centre, 2016). Increasingly, the rich 
across the world are choosing to live behind security fences in elite communities and in 
remote locations, often patrolled by armed guards (Arnot, 2002; Dunphy and Griffiths, 1998; 
Elliott, 1997; Hogg, 2015; Reich, 1998). Even so, recalling the discussion on globalisation, in 
a borderless world, it will be impossible to escape the consequences of environmental depre-
dation, a lack of business ethics and discriminatory behaviour merely by building walls.

If this seems a somewhat apocalyptic vision, then remember Diamond’s (2005: 499) 
warning that failure to deal with climate change by peaceful means will lead to ‘warfare, 
genocide, starvation, disease epidemics, and the collapse of societies’. Take note also of the 
millions of people who lost their savings and pensions in the dotcom boom, and the millions 
more who lost their jobs and homes in the 2008 financial crisis. In addition, bear in mind 
that one of the most fashionable American gurus of the late 1990s, William Bridges, advo-
cates the jobless organisation. He believes that there should no longer be any permanent 
jobs, not even for managers. Instead, he wants to see the labour force form one enormous 
pool of labour waiting for temporary employment – the Just-in-Time workforce to comple-
ment the Just-in-Time organisation (Bridges, 1996, 1998; Golzen, 1995). In support of his 
view that jobless organisations are the future, he points out that in the 1990s, General 
Motors ceased to be the largest employer in the United States; instead, it was overtaken by 
the temporary employment agency, Manpower.

Some would argue that these developments are only the inevitable consequence of capi-
talism (Collins, 1998). However, as Crouch and Streeck (1997) and Whitley (1998) demon-
strate, capitalism comes in many forms and guises. The neoliberal fragmentation and 
insecurity of the labour market that has been growing in the United States and the United 
Kingdom since the 1980s was much less pronounced in some other countries. This was 
especially the case in those nations that, historically, had seen the objectives of individual 
organisations as subservient to national interests. In the 1990s, for example, despite eco-
nomic problems associated with reunification, Germany maintained its enviable record of 
attempting to prevent job losses and reduce job insecurity. This is an approach Germany 
and other leading nations, such as the Scandinavian states and Japan, still pursue today.

This, of course, emphasises that national governments as well as individual organisations 
have a major contribution to make when considering the wider context and implications of 
managers’ decisions. In the United States and the United Kingdom, neoliberal economic poli-
cies have seen an increasing move towards deregulation, privatisation and the introduction 
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of market forces into the operation of the public sector. Whatever the merits of these policies 
in terms of efficiency, and they are debatable (Ferlie et al, 1996; Flynn, 1993; Warrell, 2012), 
no one can doubt that they acted to increase instability both in public-sector bodies and the 
economy at large. Whether such changes will eventually lead to a better deal for consumers 
or not is obviously an issue, but so is the effect on the social fabric. Post-1945, all Western 
governments used their public sectors both to provide services and as a means of creating 
employment and maintaining economic and social stability. These latter functions have now 
been abandoned in many countries, and the resulting insecurity is evident for all to see 
(Bartholomew, 2015).

The point of mentioning this is not merely to show concern but to argue that it need not 
be the case. The Culture-Excellence concept, which has thrived under neoliberalism, is only 
one of many approaches to running organisations. All have their downside, but not all result 
in unemployment, impoverished jobs and labour market instability. One alternative is for 
managers to choose to adopt approaches that reduce instability in their environment, rather 
than to implement policies that increase the use of short-term contracts and zero-hours 
jobs. If followed widely, this would have two effects. First, the result of many organisations 
seeking stability would be to reduce the overall level of turbulence in the environment. This 
is because, as Stickland (1998) maintains, organisations and their environment are not sep-
arate entities but part of the same system. If organisations become more stable, so, too, does 
the environment. If organisations become more sustainable, so does the planet. Similarly, 
if, as recommended by Tom Peters, organisations adopt internal chaos to cope with external 
chaos, this merely acts to increase the overall turbulence in the system; in effect, a vicious 
spiral of increasing chaos is created which, instead of poising an organisation at the ‘edge of 
chaos’, may tip it over the edge. Furthermore, if organisations focus solely on narrow profit-
ability, environmental and ethical problems will grow. The second consequence of organi-
sations seeking stability is that it increases the stability in society – jobs and communities 
become more stable and more sustainable.

As Mintzberg et al (2002: 74) so succinctly put it:

We can live our lives and manage our enterprises obsessed with getting ever more, with keep-
ing score, with constantly calculating and scheming. Or we can open ourselves to another 
way, by engaging ourselves to engage others so as to restore our sense of balance.

Therefore, as a final note: organisations face many challenges and choices. Some organi-
sations will find that their room for manoeuvre is very limited. Others may find that there is 
considerable scope for discretion. It is the role of managers and leaders to ensure that the 
available options and choices are identified, and that the choices made take account of both 
the short- and long-term interests of all their stakeholders, i.e. People, Planet and Profit. 
The worst managers may not be those who make poor choices; they may be those who fail 
to recognise that there are choices to be made.

test your LearnInG

short discussion topics

The purpose of these is to enable students to check their learning and reflect on the topics cov-
ered in this chapter. The discussions should last for no more than 5–10 minutes. Depending on 



 Suggested further reading

 531

the length of the lecture, there could be one, two or three such discussions in a session. The fol-
lowing are five suggested topics which address issues raised in this chapter:

1. What is the relationship between sustainability, workforce diversity and ethics?

2. Briefly discuss Mintzberg et al’s (2002) argument against ‘Heroic’ leaders.

3. State the key features of the contextual approach to leadership.

4. How does Kirton’s (1989) Adaptation–Innovation theory help us to understand managerial 
behaviour?

5. What are the differences between management processes and leadership processes?

Class debates

The purpose of class debates is to enable students to explore a topic in depth by setting up a ‘for 
and against’ debate. The class can be split into two, with one half asked to research the ‘for’ case 
and the other ‘against’ case. Individuals can then be chosen at random to introduce their side of 
the debate. Alternatively, two individuals for each side can be told in advance that they will be 
introducing the debate. The length of such debates depends on the time available, the size of the 
class and their enthusiasm for the topic. However, less than 30 minutes is probably too short and 
more than 60 minutes probably too long. The following are three suggested topics which address 
issues raised in this chapter:

1. Leaders should not spend their time promoting diversity. Employees are paid to adapt to the 
organisation and not vice versa.

2. Without heroic leadership, organisations will never change.

3. In a rapidly changing world, fast change is the only change that guarantees organisational 
survival.

essay questions

1. How can the framework for management, leadership and change (Figure 14.3) be used to 
guide organisational change? Illustrate your answer with reference to one of the case studies 
in this text or by using an organisation of your choice.

2. Discuss the following statement: Organisations need to pursue both stability and change at 
the same time.

suggested further reading

Deresky, H (2016) International Management: Managing Across Borders and Culture (9th edi-
tion). Prentice-Hall: Upper Saddle River, NJ.

This book provides a well-researched and well-written guide to international management. It 
is especially strong in the areas of culture, diversity and ethics.

Benn, S, Dunphy, D and Griffiths, A (2014) Organizational Change for Corporate Sustainability 
(3rd edition). Routledge: London.

This is an important book which does not just make the case for creating sustainable organisa-
tions but also provides illustrations of and guidance on managing the changes necessary to 
achieve this.
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Yukl, G (2013) Leadership in Organizations (8th edition). Pearson: London.
Gary Yukl’s book is an excellent guide to the literature and research on management and  
leadership.

Websites

The websites below provide additional information on issues covered in this chapter. However, 
they are only indicative of the wide range of information that is available on the internet. You 
should be prepared to carry out your own searches in order to locate the material required for 
your specific needs. The following are websites offer a range of perspectives, tools and techniques 
relating to leadership. In addition, there are many leadership videos on www.youtube.com.

http://www.businessnewsdaily.com/3647-leadership-definition.html

http://www.cloresocialleadership.org.uk

https://www.greenleaf.org

https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk

http://www.leadershiptrust.co

http://www.skillsyouneed.com/leadership-skills.html

https://www.ted.com/topics/leadership

Case study 14.2

Midshires College of Midwifery and nursing

Background
This case study describes the attempt to merge five col-
leges of midwifery and nursing to form the new 
Midshires College of Midwifery and Nursing. The 
existing colleges, between them, serviced hospitals in 
a large area of northern England. The NHS appointed 
a Steering Group to oversee the merger, comprising 24 
senior managers drawn from the hospitals serviced by 
the existing colleges. The remit of the Steering Group 
was fairly straightforward: To oversee the amalgama-
tion of the five colleges.

In the past, such mergers had been relatively 
straightforward with everyone keeping their jobs and, 
for managers at least, an increase in pay to reflect the 
increased size of the new college. However, there were 
three issues which made this process significantly dif-
ferent and potentially more complicated than past 
amalgamations.

First, there was uncertainty over the demand for 
nurse education in the future (both in terms of  

numbers and function). Therefore, there was a threat 
to jobs.

Second, a potential conflict of interest existed 
between the General Managers on the Steering Group 
on the one hand and the new college on the other. This 
was owing to the fact that in the past, NHS policy had 
tied hospitals to a particular college of nursing, 
whether they liked it or not. This policy had changed 
and, in future, the General Managers would be able to 
choose which college of nursing would educate their 
trainee nurses. They could, if they so wished, put their 
requirements for training new nurses out to open ten-
der to any college in the country, as one Trust else-
where in the UK had already done. In addition, and in 
the short term more probably, they could seek alterna-
tive suppliers for post-experience courses (i.e. courses 
for already trained nurses who needed to upgrade 
their skills), or even provide these courses themselves 
in competition with the new college. Indeed, two of 
the Health Authorities had already established their 

https://www.ted.com/topics/leadership
http://www.skillsyouneed.com/leadership-skills.html
http://www.leadershiptrust.co
https://www.leadershipcentre.org.uk
https://www.greenleaf.org
http://www.cloresocialleadership.org.uk
http://www.businessnewsdaily.com/3647-leadership-definition.html
http://www.youtube.com


 533

own organisation for delivering post-experience nurse 
education in competition with the new college. This is 
perhaps why some members of the Steering Group 
suggested that the new college should not have in its 
remit the provision of post-experience courses (with 
implications for the jobs of some 30 per cent of existing 
staff in the five colleges to be amalgamated). Therefore, 
key players in establishing the college found them-
selves placed in a somewhat ambiguous position with 
regard to its purpose and remit.

Lastly, it was expected that qualifications gained at 
the new college would be validated by a higher educa-
tion institution and that eventually, as similar colleges 
were doing, it would actually merge into the university 
sector.

There was no formal or explicit acknowledgment of 
these potential problems or that this amalgamation 
was in any way different from previous ones. It might 
have been expected that the Steering Group would 
seek to clarify these key issues before proceeding to 
resolve the structure and organisation of the new col-
lege. After all, how could decisions regarding its struc-
ture and functioning be resolved in advance of key 
decisions on student numbers, course content, areas of 
operation, and whether or not it would merge with a 
higher education institution? Nevertheless, the 
Steering Group avoided consciously tackling these 
issues prior to commencing the merger process.

developing the strategy
The Steering Group decided that merging the five col-
leges could and should be managed as a straightfor-
ward and uncomplicated, almost mechanical, process. 
They established a 24-month timetable for merging 
the colleges and appointed a Project Leader, on a fixed-
term contract of 24 months, to accomplish the task.

The appointee was the principal of one of the col-
leges being merged. He had no direct experience of 
merging colleges but had only two years’ service left 
prior to retirement. This meant that, unlike the other 
four college principals, he would not be a potential 
candidate for the principal’s post in the new college. 
Surprisingly, the Project Leader was given no budget 
or administrative or specialist support. He could, 
though, call on the resources of the five colleges, pro-
viding that the principals agreed.

Within 48 hours of his appointment, the Project 
Leader contacted the principals of the other colleges, by 
text, and announced both the formation of a Project 
Board and its membership. The membership included 
the Project Leader and the principals of the five colleges, 

including the acting principal from his own college. 
There were also three external members brought in as 
advisors to the project group. These were a Finance 
Manager and a Personnel Manager from the Regional 
Health Authority and the Education Officer from the 
Nursing and Midwifery Council.

By the time of the Project Board’s first meeting, the 
Project Leader had produced a plan which, among 
other objectives, proposed the immediate integration 
of some administrative processes and the centralisa-
tion of student recruitment. The core of the plan was 
the establishment of four sub-projects aimed at inte-
grating the major functions of the five colleges:  
pre-registration courses for nursing; post-registration 
courses for nursing; midwifery education; and educa-
tion support services.

The first meeting of the Project Board discussed its 
own membership, the Project Leader’s project plan, 
the roles of the Project Board members, communica-
tions, the development of new courses, and the 
accountability of the Project Board to the Steering 
Group. The Project Leader stated that he had been 
given clear instructions by the Steering Group, and 
that the task of the Project Board was to get on with 
the job of integrating the five colleges as laid down in 
his project plan. This first meeting set the pattern for 
the future; the Project Leader would act as the only 
conduit between the Steering Group and the Project 
Board, and questions relating to the pace, purpose and 
form of the proposed merger were not part of the 
Board’s remit. Within these constraints, scope for 
questions and initiatives existed, but the Project 
Leader had the final say on all matters.

time for a rethink
In month 5 of the merger timetable, a one-day staff 
conference was organised for everyone employed at 
the five colleges. The purpose of the day was to brief 
staff on developments and get feedback from them. It 
was apparent as the day progressed that, although 
staff in the colleges were enthusiastic about the 
change, and indeed appeared to have more enthusi-
asm and ideas than the Project Board itself, there were 
key issues which were not being addressed and which 
were causing increasing concern. The main concern 
for staff was that no one seemed to have a clue as to 
how many staff would retain their posts in the new  
college, or what mix of skills would be required. 
However, staff were just as concerned, if not more so, 
by the lack of any clear direction for the new college: 
What was its mission? What products and services 
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would it provide? How would it be structured? Who 
would make these decisions, when and on what basis? 
What seemed to shock and dismay many of the staff 
was that the Project Leader seemed as uncertain and 
powerless as they were regarding these issues.

The conference brought home to the Project Leader 
the lack of progress made towards amalgamation. The 
sub-groups had met frequently and produced 
extremely detailed plans; but the ability to turn these 
plans into actions seemed to elude them, partly 
because key issues had still not been resolved.

For the Project Leader, the conference had crystal-
lised a number of his concerns regarding both the pace 
of the amalgamation and the effectiveness of the Project 
Board system. He also, privately, expressed the view 
that he had become a ‘piggy in the middle’ between the 
Project Board and the Steering Group, having critics in 
both camps but supporters in neither. In addition, some 
members of the Project Board were meeting informally 
but regularly to discuss and promote alternative ideas to 
those of the Project Leader, though whether he was 
aware of this was unclear. Similarly, Project Board 
members were seeing members of the Steering Group 
informally as well. So a great deal of behind-the-scenes 
lobbying and jockeying for position was taking place. 
This was hardly surprising, given the uncertainty – par-
ticularly over jobs – which was present.

Shortly after the staff conference, the Project 
Leader called a one-day Project Board meeting to dis-
cuss progress, and he invited the Chair of the Steering 
Group to part of the meeting. Though members were 
told that the meeting was to examine the situation and 
discuss options, they were in effect presented with a 
fait accompli by the Project Leader. He made a number 
of major announcements at this meeting which in 
effect tore up the previous four months’ work:

●	 The Project Board was to be disbanded and replaced 
by an interim Management Committee for the new 
college.

●	 The four existing principals would become part of 
the Management Committee with specific areas of 
responsibility.

●	 The role of the existing principals in the five  
individual colleges would be replaced by the 
appointment of heads of sites.

●	 The sub-projects were to be abandoned; in their 
place, the Project Leader announced a structure for 

the new college which would, he stated, be fully 
operational by month 12 of the merger timetable.

Despite these changes, decisions had still not been 
taken regarding the number of students the new col-
lege would have in the future, whether it would be 
allowed to offer post-registration courses, or whether 
it would be moving into higher education. Without 
this information, it was almost impossible to deter-
mine staffing levels and the skill mix for the new col-
lege, or judge the appropriateness of the proposed 
structure. In such a situation, inevitably, staff morale 
continued to decline, especially among staff on short-
term contracts. One example of this was the high 
number of staff, especially in managerial positions, 
who were on long-term sick leave with stress-related 
illnesses.

time for another rethink
The creation of the Management Committee appeared 
to have had little positive impact upon the new college. 
The new structure still existed only on paper. The 
reports from the Management Committee were vague, 
irregular and fragmented. However, in month 9 of the 
merger timetable, a new Chair of the Steering Group 
was appointed. The new Chair came in with a sense of 
urgency to resolve staffing issues because it had been 
decided by the NHS that his Hospital Trust would take 
over formal responsibility for the college by month 18 
of the merger timetable. This meant that any redun-
dancies that might arise, and any associated costs, 
would be borne by his Trust.

Questions

1. Using Figure 14.3, analyse the Project Leader’s 
leadership style and approach to change, and the 
degree to which these were appropriate to the 
situation he faced.

2. What political and ethical issues were presented by 
the case study? How could the Project Leader 
have more effectively addressed these?

3. If you were the new Chair of the Steering 
Committee, what actions would you take to 
complete the merger of the colleges? Why would 
your actions be more likely to succeed than those 
already taken by the Project Leader?

Case study 14.2 (continued)
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Glossary

Action Learning This approach to management development was devised in the 1940s in the 
United Kingdom by Reg Revans and involves small groups of managers tackling a set problem 
or case study. The aim is not only that managers learn how to approach problems together but 
also that they learn about themselves and challenge the appropriateness of their own atti-
tudes and behaviours.

Action Research This is an approach to change which, first, emphasises that change requires 
action and is directed at achieving this; and second, recognises that successful action is based 
on analysing the situation correctly, identifying all the possible alternative solutions and 
choosing the one most appropriate to the situation at hand. It is one of the four elements of 
Lewin’s Planned approach to change (see Planned change).

activity planning This involves constructing a schedule or ‘road map’ for a change programme, 
citing the main activities and events that must occur if the change is to be successful.

Adaptation–Innovation theory This maintains not only that people exhibit different degrees of 
creativity but also that they express their creativity in different ways, along a spectrum which 
runs from adaptors to innovators. Those who tend towards the adaptor end of the spectrum 
prefer to work within the existing system to improve things. Innovators tend to ignore or chal-
lenge the system and to come up with radical proposals for change.

Analytical stream This phrase is used to describe writers on strategy and change who are 
more interested in understanding how organisations actually formulate strategy and man-
age change than prescribing how they should conduct these activities (see Prescriptive 
stream).

artifacts At the highest level of cultural awareness are the artifacts and creations that are visible 
manifestations of the other levels of culture. These include observable behaviours of members 
as well as the structures, systems, procedures, rules and physical aspects of the organisation 
(see Organisational culture).

Aston Group The work of this group constitutes one of the key building blocks of Contingency 
Theory. Working in the 1960s, they found that size was the most powerful predictor of spe-
cialisation, use of procedures and reliance on paperwork. In effect, what they found was that 
the larger the organisation, the more likely it was to adopt (and need) a mechanistic (bureau-
cratic) structure. The reverse was also found: the smaller the organisation, the more likely it 
was to adopt (and need) an organic (flexible) structure.

Audits and post-audits During and after a change initiative, an audit or a post-audit should be 
carried out (a) to establish that the objectives have really been met, and (b) to ascertain what 
lessons can be learned for future projects.

authority In organisational terms, authority is the right to act, or command others to act, towards 
the attainment of organisational goals. The right to act is given legitimacy by the authority 
figure’s position in the organisation. Therefore, the level of authority a person possesses is 
related to their job.
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autonomy This is the ability or requirement of individuals, groups and organisations to act 
independently and proactively, and without seeking the permission of higher authority, 
when pursuing organisational goals. Peters and Waterman link it to entrepreneurship and 
it is seen as an essential attribute of excellent organisations (see Culture-Excellence 
approach).

backstaging This is concerned with the exercise of power skills during the change process. In 
particular, it involves influencing the recipients of change to accept it. Buchanan and Boddy 
(1992) see this as being an essential skill of a change agent.

basic assumptions These are seen as one of the core components of organisational culture. They 
operate at the deepest level of cultural awareness and are unconscious, taken-for-granted 
assumptions about how organisational problems should be solved, as well as about the nature 
of human beings, human activity and human relationships.

Behaviourist psychology This maintains that all human behaviour is learned and that the indi-
vidual is the passive recipient of external and objective data. One of the basic principles of the 
Behaviourists is that human actions are conditioned by their expected consequences. Behaviour 
that is rewarded tends to be repeated, and behaviour that is ignored tends not to be. Therefore, 
in order to change behaviour, it is necessary to change the conditions that cause it.

benchmarking This is the term given to the process of comparing an organisation’s performance, 
or the performance of part of an organisation, e.g. a product or service, against a range of 
internal and external comparators.

bias for action This is one of Peters and Waterman’s eight key attributes of excellent companies. 
Even though such companies may have an analytical approach to problems, they are pre- 
disposed towards taking rapid and appropriate action rather than getting bogged down in 
analysis (see Culture-Excellence approach).

Bold Strokes These are major strategic or economic initiatives, e.g. restructuring an organisa-
tion. They can have a clear and rapid impact on an organisation’s performance, but they rarely 
lead to any long-term change in habits or culture. Bold Strokes are initiatives taken by a few 
senior managers, sometimes only one; they do not rely on the support of the rest of the organ-
isation for their success (see Long Marches; Culture-Excellence approach).

Boston Consulting Group See Growth-Share Matrix.

bottom-up change This is the opposite of top-down change. Instead of change being driven by a 
few senior managers from the top, this approach sees change as coming from bottom-up ini-
tiatives which emerge from local responses to issues, threats or opportunities in the environ-
ment. The size of such responses will vary but, because they are local responses, they can 
never be large-scale responses (see Emergent change).

BPR See Business Process Re-engineering (BPR).

bureaucracy This form of organisational structure is characterised by the division of labour, a 
clear hierarchical authority structure, formal and unbiased selection procedures, employ-
ment decisions based on merit, career tracks for employees, detailed rules and regulations, 
impersonal relationships, and a distinct separation of members’ organisational and personal 
lives. It is one of the core elements of the Classical approach to organisations and corre-
sponds with the mechanistic structure identified by Contingency theorists (see Contingency 
Theory).

business ethics These are moral principles or beliefs about what is right or wrong. These beliefs 
guide managers and others in organisations in their dealings with other individuals, groups 
and organisations, and provide a basis for deciding whether behaviour is socially responsible.
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Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) This is an approach that aims to achieve a radical 
rethinking and redesign of organisational processes in order to significantly improve key per-
formance measures, such as quality, cost and delivery.

cash-cows These are companies whose rate of market growth is in decline but which still 
achieve significant cash surpluses. They became market leaders, during the early days when 
the market was rapidly growing, and have maintained that position as the growth tapered 
off. They are regarded as businesses with low growth but high market share (see Growth-
Share Matrix).

causal mechanisms According to the realist perspective, these are the (usually hidden) pro-
cesses or pathways through which an outcome is caused to be brought about. An example of 
a causal mechanism is the process by which a rise in interest rates leads to a fall in house 
prices. In this case, the causal mechanism linking cause to effect involves decisions by each 
individual house purchaser about the mortgage repayments they can and cannot afford. It is 
the aggregate behaviour of these individuals that leads to the overall fall in house prices (see 
realism).

causal powers These are the capabilities or potential for systems and mechanisms to act in a 
particular way, or to be capable of acting in a particular way (see realism).

change agents These are the people responsible for directing, organising and facilitating change 
in organisations (see backstaging).

chaordic This term was coined by Hock (1999) to describe organisations which are poised 
between order and chaos (see complexity theories; edge of chaos).

chaos For complexity theorists, chaos describes a complex, unpredictable and orderly disorder 
in which patterns of behaviour unfold in irregular but similar forms (see complexity theories; 
edge of chaos).

chaos theory This is one of the main complexity theories. It seeks to construct mathematical 
models of systems at the macro level (i.e. whole systems and populations). It portrays natural 
systems as both non-linear and self-organising.

Classical approach to organisations This approach to organisations is characterised by the hori-
zontal and hierarchical division of labour, the minimisation of human skills and discretion and 
the attempt to construe organisations as rational–scientific entities. It comprises the work of 
Frederick Taylor (see Scientific Management), Henri Fayol (see Principles of Organisation) and 
Max Weber (see Bureaucracy).

Classical approach to strategy This is the oldest and most influential approach to strategy. It 
portrays strategy as a rational process, based on analysis and quantification and aimed at 
achieving the maximum level of profit for an organisation.

closed systems This is a view of organisations which sees them as being relatively unaffected by 
events outside their boundaries. It considers organisations to be closed, changeless entities. 
Once organisations have structured themselves in accordance with the correct precepts, then, 
regardless of external or even internal developments, no further changes are necessary or 
desirable (see Open Systems school).

coercive power The use of threats, sanctions or force to gain compliance.

cognitive dissonance This theory states that people try to be consistent in both their attitudes 
and behaviour. When they sense an inconsistency either between two or more attitudes or 
between their attitudes and behaviour, people experience dissonance; that is, they feel frus-
trated and uncomfortable with the situation, sometimes extremely so.
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Competitive Forces model This is an approach to strategy which stresses the need to align the 
organisation with its environment, the key aspect of which is the industry or industries in 
which it competes. Proponents of this view believe that industry structure strongly influences 
the competitive rules of the game as well as the range of strategies open to the organisation. 
This model is most closely associated with the work of Michael Porter (1980, 1985).

complexity theories These are concerned with how order is created in dynamic non-linear sys-
tems. In particular, those applying this approach to organisations maintain that successful 
organisations need to operate at the ‘edge of chaos’ and can maintain this position only by the 
presence of appropriate order-generating rules.

contextual approach to leadership This is an approach which argues that effective leadership is 
situation-dependent, i.e. a manager’s performance will depend on his or her personal charac-
teristics and the overall context within which they operate (see convergent state; divergent 
state; transactional management; transformational leadership).

confirmation bias  This is a predisposition to seek out and give credence to information that sup-
ports one’s favoured course of action or beliefs whilst ignoring or giving less consideration to 
information that does not.

Contingency Theory This maintains that the structures and practices of an organisation, and 
therefore its performance, are dependent (i.e. contingent) on the circumstances it faces. The 
main contingencies – situational variables – identified by its proponents are environmental 
uncertainty and dependence, technology and organisation size (see environment).

continuous change This model of change, also referred to as the continuous transformation 
model, is based on the assertion that the environment in which organisations operate is 
changing and will continue to change, rapidly, radically and unpredictably. Consequently, 
only by continuous transformation will organisations be able to keep aligned with their envi-
ronment and thus survive.

contracting out See outsourcing.

control The ability to impose a desired pattern of activity or behaviour on processes and people 
(see authority; power).

convergent state This occurs when an organisation is operating under stable conditions, where 
there are established and accepted goals, and a predictable external and internal environment 
(see transactional management).

creativity The ability to produce new, novel or original ideas and solutions.

culture See Organisational culture.

Culture-Excellence approach Based on the work of Peters and Waterman, Kanter and Handy, 
this maintains that an organisation’s performance (excellence) is determined by the posses-
sion of an appropriate, strong and clearly articulated culture. It is culture that ensures that the 
members of the organisation focus on those activities which lead to effective performance.

Design school The proponents of this approach to strategy emphasise the need to achieve a fit 
between the internal capabilities of an organisation and the external possibilities it faces. 
Flowing from this, they place primary emphasis on the appraisal of an organisation’s external 
and internal situations.

dissipative structures These are systems that exist in far-from-equilibrium conditions (i.e. are in 
a state of constant fluctuation) and which, therefore, use (dissipate) energy. The concept of 
dissipative structures is one of the core ideas in complexity theories. They are most closely 
associated with the work of the Nobel Prize-winning physicist, Ilya Prigogine (Prigogine, 
1997; Prigogine and Stengers, 1984).
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divergent state This situation occurs when environmental changes challenge the efficiency and 
appropriateness of an organisation’s established goals, structures and ways of working (see 
contextual approach to leadership; transformational leadership).

diversity See workforce diversity.

division of labour The hierarchical and horizontal separation of tasks and responsibilities into 
their component parts so that individuals are responsible only for a limited set of activities 
instead of the whole task.

dogs These are businesses that have low market share and which operate in markets with low 
growth potential (see Growth-Share Matrix).

double-loop learning This process involves challenging the appropriateness of an organisation’s basic 
norms, values, policies and operating procedures (see single-loop learning; triple-loop learning).

edge of chaos This is a state where systems are constantly poised between order and disorder 
(see complexity theories).

Emergence This describes one of the defining properties of complex physical and social systems. 
In essence, Emergence is the process by which patterns of behaviour or global-level structures 
arise from the interaction of local-level processes and agents interacting according to their 
own local order-generating rules.

Emergent change This approach to change is based on the assumption that change is a continu-
ous, open-ended and unpredictable process of aligning and realigning an organisation to its 
changing environment.

empowerment The delegation of power and responsibility to subordinates.

entrepreneurship The encouragement and pursuit of innovative ideas, products and services 
(see Culture-Excellence approach).

environment Those forces external to an organisation, such as markets, customers, the economy, 
etc., which influence its decisions and internal operations.

equifinality This concept, coined by Child (1972), states that different sorts of internal arrange-
ments and structures can be perfectly compatible with identical contextual or environmental 
states. Put simply, this means that there is more than one way for organisations to structure 
themselves in order to achieve their goals.

esteem needs These reflect a person’s desire to be respected – esteemed – for their achievements 
(see hierarchy of needs).

Excellence See Culture-Excellence approach.

extrinsic motivators These are material rewards, such as money and promotion, provided by 
others (see intrinsic motivators; physiological needs).

felt-need This is an individual’s inner realisation that change is necessary. If felt-need is low in a 
group or organisation, introducing change becomes problematic.

Field Theory This is an approach to understanding group behaviour by trying to map out the 
totality and complexity of the field in which the behaviour takes place. It is one of the four ele-
ments of Lewin’s Planned approach to change (see Planned change).

firm-in-sector perspective This view of strategy, developed by Child and Smith (1987), main-
tains that the conditions operating in a sector shape and constrain the strategies which organ-
isations in that sector can pursue (see also institutional theory).

Fordism This is named after Henry Ford’s approach to car assembly. Fordism is seen as the appli-
cation of Scientific Management to mass production industries through the utilisation of auto-
mation, e.g. the moving assembly line.
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Generative structures See causal mechanisms.

Gestalt-Field psychology This sees an individual’s behaviour as the product of their environ-
ment and reason. Behaviour arises from the way in which an individual uses reason to inter-
pret external stimuli. Consequently, to change behaviour, individuals must be helped to 
change their understanding of themselves and the situation in question.

globalisation There is a great deal of dispute as to what this term means. However, at its most 
basic, it refers to the worldwide integration of markets and cultures, the removal of legal and 
political barriers to trade, the ‘death of distance’ as a factor limiting material and cultural 
exchanges.

Group Dynamics This concept refers to the forces operating in groups. It is concerned with what 
gives rise to these forces, their consequence and how to modify them. Group Dynamics stresses 
that group behaviour, rather than that of individuals, should be the main focus of change. It is 
one of the four elements of Lewin’s Planned approach to change (see Planned change).

Group Dynamics school As a component of change theory, this school originated with the work 
of Kurt Lewin and has the longest history. Its emphasis is on bringing about organisational 
change through teams or work groups, rather than individuals.

Growth-Share Matrix This is a strategic planning tool developed by the Boston Consulting 
Group. Using pictorial analogies, it posits that businesses in an organisation’s portfolio can be 
classified into stars, cash-cows, dogs and problem children.

Hawthorne Experiments These were carried out at Western Electric’s Hawthorne Works in 
Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. As a result of this work, two major propositions were put 
forward: that work is a collective, cooperative activity which is influenced by formal and 
informal aspects of an organisation; and that humans have a deep need for recognition, secu-
rity and belonging, rather than being purely economic beings (see Human Relations 
approach).

hierarchy of needs Developed by Maslow (1943), this sees human motivation as based on an 
ascending order of needs: physiological needs; safety needs; social needs; esteem needs and 
self-actualisation needs. Only when a lower-order need has been met does the next level of 
need begin to motivate an individual.

Hoshin Kanri Also known as policy deployment, this is a Japanese approach to communicating a 
company’s policy, goals and objectives throughout its hierarchy in a structured and consistent 
fashion in order to ensure that its strategic priorities inform decision-making at all levels in 
the organisation.

Human Relations approach This was a reaction against the mechanistic view of organisations 
and the pessimistic view of human nature put forward in the Classical approach to organisa-
tions. It reintroduces the human element into organisational life by contending that people 
have emotional as well as economic needs, and that organisations are cooperative systems 
which comprise informal structures and norms as well as formal ones (see Hawthorne 
Experiments; hierarchy of needs).

incremental model of change Advocates of this view see change as being a process whereby 
individual parts of an organisation deal incrementally and separately with one problem and 
one goal at a time.

Individual Perspective school This school of thought is concerned with understanding and pro-
moting behaviour change in individuals. It is split into two camps: the Behaviourists and the 
Gestalt-Field psychologists.

informal structures See Human Relations approach.
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institutional theory This seeks to explain why important elements of organisations, such as 
social structure, norms, rules and routine, become established and endure over long periods 
of time. Institutional theorists argue that there are powerful institutions, external to individ-
ual organisations, which exert a significant influence on the decision organisations take. In 
effect, in order to survive, organisations need to align themselves with the belief systems and 
norms prevalent in their environment (see also firm-in-sector perspective).

intrinsic motivators These are non-material rewards, such as praise, satisfaction and recogni-
tion, which are internal to the individual (see esteem needs; extrinsic motivators; social 
needs).

Japanese approach Pascale and Athos (1982) argue that the effectiveness and uniqueness of the 
Japanese approach to management comes from their ability to combine ‘soft’ (personnel/
industrial relations) elements and ‘hard’ (business/manufacturing) practices (see 7 S 
Framework).

Job Design Also called work humanisation, and arising from the work of the Human Relations 
approach, proponents of this view argue that the fragmentation of jobs promoted by the 
Classical approach to organisations creates boring, monotonous, meaningless and de- 
motivating jobs. To reverse this, and to make jobs interesting and intrinsically motivating, 
they should be designed to provide variety, task completeness and, above all, autonomy.

Kaizen This is a Japanese process of incremental, systematic, gradual, orderly and continuous 
improvement which utilises a range of techniques, tools and concepts, such as quality circles.

knowledge power This is power based on the control of unique information that is necessary for 
decision-making.

leadership The process of establishing goals and motivating others to pursue and achieve these 
goals.

Long Marches The Long March approach to change favours relatively small-scale and operation-
ally focused initiatives, which are slow to implement and whose full benefits are achieved in 
the long term rather than the short term. The Long March approach can impact on culture 
over time, but it does require the involvement and commitment of most of the organisation 
(see Bold Strokes).

long-range planning This is an approach to strategy based on plotting trends and planning the 
actions required to achieve the identified growth targets. It is heavily biased towards financial 
targets and budgetary controls.

management The process of planning, organising and controlling resources and people in order 
to produce goods or provide services.

management development This is concerned with the training and education of managers so as 
to equip them with the competences and skills necessary to carry out their duties effectively.

mechanistic structure This forms one end of the structure continuum identified by Contingency 
theorists, the other end being Organic structure. A mechanistic structure equates to the 
bureaucratic-type structure advocated by the Classical approach to organisations (see  
bureaucracy).

metaphor This is a linguistic device for describing or seeing one type of experience by suggestion 
that it is similar to something else, e.g. using the metaphor of a machine to describe a bureau-
cratic type of organisational structure.

mission statement This states an organisation’s major strategic purpose or reason for existing. It 
can indicate such factors as the organisation’s products, markets and core competences. It is 
part of an organisation’s vision.
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modernism This is a term used to describe the values, rationale and institutions that have domi-
nated Western societies since the Age of Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. The essence 
of modernism is a strong belief in progress, economic and scientific rationality, a search for 
the fundamental rules and laws which govern both the natural world and human nature, and 
a commitment to a secular, rationalist and progressive individualism (see  postmodernism; 
realism).

moving This is the second step in Lewin’s Three-Step model of change. It involves identifying 
and evaluating the various types of change on offer, and implementing the chosen one (see 
refreezing; unfreezing).

neoliberalism This has been the predominant economic philosophy since the 1970s and it has 
strongly influenced the thinking and practice of governments, international institutions and 
businesses, especially in the West. Its defining characteristics are a belief in free market com-
petition, minimum state regulations and taxation, the privatisation of state assets and services 
and the unrestricted pursuit of profit.

non-linear systems This is a term used by complexity theorists to describe constantly changing 
systems where the laws of cause and effect appear not to apply. Order in such systems is seen 
as manifesting itself in a largely unpredictable fashion, in which patterns of behaviour emerge 
in irregular but similar forms through a process of self-organisation, which is governed by a 
small number of simple order-generating rules.

normative power This describes the allocation and manipulation of symbolic rewards, such as 
status symbols, as inducements to obey.

norms These are one of the key components of culture. They represent unwritten rules of behav-
iour which guide how members of an organisation should behave in particular situations (see 
organisational culture).

OD (organization development) This is an approach to change developed in the United States. 
It is based on the work of Kurt Lewin and, originally at least, was concerned with improving 
the effectiveness of the human side of the organisation through participative change  
programmes.

‘one best way’ approach This is a term used to describe any theory or approach which claims to 
be universally superior to all others on offer, e.g. the Classical approach to organisations.

open-ended change This is a term used especially by proponents of Emergent change to indicate 
that change is a continuous and unpredictable process which does not have a beginning, mid-
dle and end.

Open Systems school Proponents of this view see organisations as systems composed of a num-
ber of interconnected sub-systems, where any change to one part of the system will have an 
impact on other parts of the system and, in turn, on its overall performance. Organisations are 
seen as open systems in that they are open to, and interact with, their external environment 
(see closed systems).

order From a complexity perspective, order refers to the patterns of behaviour which emerge in 
irregular but similar forms in non-linear systems through a process of self-organisation.

order-generating rules In complex systems, the emergence of order is seen as being based on  the 
operation of simple order-generating rules which permit limited chaos while providing rela-
tive order (see complexity theories).

organic structure This forms one end of the structure continuum identified by Contingency theo-
rists, the other end being mechanistic structure. An organic structure is seen as being flat, 
informal, flexible and highly adaptable, i.e. the reverse of a bureaucratic structure.
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organisational culture This is the name given to the collection of basic assumptions, values, norms 
and artifacts that are shared by and influence the behaviour of an organisation’s members.

organisational learning This term describes the process of collective, as opposed to individual, 
learning in an organisation. Its aim is to improve the performance of the organisation by 
involving everyone in collecting, studying, learning from and acting on information.

organization development See OD.

outsourcing This is the practice of seeking outside organisations to take over activities and ser-
vices previously carried out within an organisation, e.g. catering, security and IT.

paradigm This is a way of looking at and interpreting the world, a framework of basic assump-
tions, theories and models that are commonly and strongly accepted and shared within a par-
ticular field of activity at a particular point in time.

participation This is the process of involving people in decision-making and change activities 
within organisations.

person culture The individual and his or her wishes are the central focus of this form of culture. 
It is associated with a minimalistic structure, the purpose of which is to assist those individu-
als who choose to work together (see organisational culture).

phases of change This is an elaboration of Planned change based on a four-phase model which 
describes change in terms of two major dimensions: change phases, which are distinct states 
through which an organisation moves as it undertakes Planned change; and change processes, 
which are the methods used to move an organisation from one state to another.

physiological needs These relate to hunger, thirst, sleep, etc. (see hierarchy of needs).

PIMS (Profit Impact on Marketing Strategy) This is a quantitative strategic planning tool based 
upon the belief that three major factors determine a business unit’s performance: its strategy, 
its competitive position, and the market/industry characteristics of the field in which it  
competes.

Planned change This term was coined by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s to distinguish change that was 
consciously embarked upon and planned by an organisation, as opposed to types of change 
that might come about by accident or by impulse or that might be forced on an organisation. 
Lewin’s Planned approach to change consists of four interrelated elements: Field Theory, 
Group Dynamics, Action Research and the Three-Step model of change.

Planning school The proponents of this approach, chiefly Igor Ansoff, argue that strategy is a 
formal, almost mechanistic procedure based on the collection and analysis of data by highly 
educated strategic planners who report directly to the chief executive. Based on their quanti-
tative analysis, these planners construct a strategic plan for their organisation comprising a 
set of fixed objectives and actions that must be rigorously adhered to if the organisation is to 
be successful.

politics This describes the efforts of people in organisations to gain support for or against poli-
cies, rules, goals, or other decisions where the outcome will have some effect on them. Politics 
is seen as the exercise of power.

population ecology This concept is borrowed from the life sciences. It is a Darwinist-type 
approach that focuses on how organisations adapt and evolve in order to survive within the 
general population of organisations to which they belong.

Positioning school This approach to strategy is based on the argument that organisations which 
enjoy higher profits than their competitors do so because they have achieved advantageous 
and easily defended positions in their markets.
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postmodernism This is a loosely defined philosophical movement which, though originally 
based in the arts, has become increasingly influential in the social sciences over the last  
20 years. It is a way of looking at the world that rejects the rationality of modernism and con-
centrates on the ways in which human beings attempt to shape reality and invent their world 
(see realism).

power An individual’s capacity to influence decisions, to exert their will and achieve outcomes 
consistent with their goals and priorities.

power culture This is frequently found in small entrepreneurial organisations such as some 
property, trading and finance companies. It is associated with a web structure with one or 
more powerful figures at the centre, wielding control (see organisational culture).

Prescriptive stream This phrase is used to describe writers on strategy and change who are more 
interested in developing prescriptions for telling organisations what they should do rather 
than analysing what they actually do (see Analytical stream).

principles of organisation These are a set of rules governing the running of organisations devel-
oped by Fayol (1949). He claimed that they were universally applicable to all organisations. 
The principles of organisation form one of the core elements of the Classical approach to 
organisations.

privatisation The process of transferring state assets from the public to the private sector.

problem children Also known as question marks, these are units or businesses which have a high 
growth rate and low market share. They have high cash requirements to keep them on course, 
but their profitability is low because of their low market share. They are so named because, 
most of the time, the appropriate strategy to adopt is not clear (see Growth-Share Matrix).

processual approach to change This approach sees change as a complex and dynamic process 
which cannot be solidified or treated as a series of linear events. In particular, it focuses on the 
need to analyse the politics of managing change.

processual approach to strategy This perspective concentrates on the nature of organisational 
and market processes. It views organisations and their members as shifting coalitions of indi-
viduals and groups with different interests, imperfect knowledge and short attention spans.

Profit Impact on Marketing Strategy See PIMS (Profit Impact on Marketing Strategy).

psychological contract This concept is based on the assertion that there is an unwritten set of 
expectations operating at all times between every member of an organisation and the various 
managers and others in that organisation.

punctuated equilibrium model This view of change sees organisations as evolving through rela-
tively long periods of stability (equilibrium periods) in their basic patterns of activity that are 
punctuated by relatively short bursts of fundamental change (revolutionary periods).

question marks See problem children.

rationality The use of scientific reasoning and logical arguments to arrive at decisions.

realism This philosophical perspective asserts that social entities, such as markets, class rela-
tions, gender relations, ethnic groupings, social rules, etc., exist, are real and can be discov-
ered. However, while it rejects the notion of multiple realities, it still acknowledges that social 
entities arise through a process of social construction. This distinguishes it from both modern-
ism and postmodernism.

refreezing This is the third step in Lewin’s Three-Step model of change. It seeks to stabilise new 
behaviours in order to ensure that they are relatively safe from regression (see moving; 
unfreezing).
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remunerative power This is the use or promise of material rewards as inducements in order to 
gain people’s cooperation.

Resource-Based View (RBV) This approach to strategy sees competitiveness as coming from the 
effective deployment of superior or unique resources, such as equipment, patents, brands and 
competences, which allow firms to have lower costs or better products than their competitors.

ringi system This is a Japanese approach to decision-making which promotes extensive and 
open debate over decisions, in order to ensure that they fit in with the company’s objectives 
rather than those of sectional interests.

role A set of observable behaviours associated with, and expected of, an identifiable position or 
job in an organisation.

role culture This type of organisational culture is appropriate to bureaucracies, and organisa-
tions with mechanistic, rigid structures and narrow jobs. Such cultures stress the importance 
of procedures and rules, hierarchical position and authority, security and predictability. In 
essence, role cultures create situations in which those in the organisation stick rigidly to their 
role.

safety needs The desire for security and protection against danger (see hierarchy of needs).

scenario-building This is an approach to strategy development that allows organisations to  con-
struct and test pictures of possible futures and to select the one which is most likely to meet 
their needs. It is based on the assumption that, if you cannot predict the future, then by con-
sidering a range of possible futures, an organisation’s strategic horizons can be broadened, 
and managers can be receptive to new ideas (see vision-building).

Scientific Management This is an approach to work organisation developed by Frederick Taylor 
in the early twentieth century. He claimed that this approach to designing jobs and supervis-
ing workers is based on the scientific study of work. It emphasises the division of labour, the 
removal of workers’ discretion and the right of management to make what changes it thinks 
are necessary for efficient working. It is one of the core elements of the Classical approach to 
organisations.

Scientific–Rational approach This is an alternative title used to describe the Classical approach 
to organisations.

self-actualisation needs These constitute the need to achieve one’s full potential. According to 
Maslow (1943), this will vary from person to person, and it may differ over time as a person 
reaches a level of potential previously considered unattainable and so goes on to strive for new 
heights (see hierarchy of needs).

self-organisation This is a term used by complexity theorists to describe how order emerges and 
is maintained in complex systems (see order-generating rules).

semistructures This is a term used by complexity theorists to describe structures which are suf-
ficiently rigid that change can be organised to happen, but not so rigid that it cannot occur.

7 S Framework This is a tool for analysing organisational performance and was developed by 
Tom Peters, Robert Waterman, Richard Pascale and Anthony Athos when they all worked at 
McKinsey in the late 1970s. The seven Ss comprise four ‘soft’ Ss (staff, style, shared values and 
skills) and three ‘hard’ Ss (strategy, structure and systems) (see Japanese approach).

simple order-generating rules See order-generating rules.

single-loop learning This is adaptive learning which involves detecting and rectifying errors or 
exceptions within the scope of the organisation’s existing practices, policies and norms of 
behaviour (see double-loop learning; triple-loop learning; organisational learning).
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situational variables See Contingency Theory.

size See Contingency Theory.

social construction This is an approach concerned with the processes by which people construct, 
maintain and change social and organisational reality. It is a term used in both postmodern-
ism and realism. For postmodernists, social construction is seen as creating a number of com-
peting ‘realities’, none of which possesses ultimate truth or reality. Realists, on the other hand, 
believe in just one socially constructed reality which does exist.

social needs The need to belong, to gain love and affection; to be in the company of others,  
especially friends (see hierarchy of needs).

Socio-Technical Systems theory This is a variant on Job Design which involves a shift of focus 
from the individual job to the organisation as a whole. It sees organisations as being composed 
of interdependent social and technical systems.

stars These are business units, industries or products with high growth and high market share. 
Because of this, stars are assumed to use and generate large amounts of cash. However, they 
are also likely to be very profitable (see Growth-Share Matrix).

Strategic Conflict model This is an approach to strategy which harks back to the military metaphor and 
portrays competition as war between rival firms. In particular, this model draws on the work of mili-
tary strategists and attempts to apply their military aphorisms to modern business organisations.

strategic intent This is a term which was originally coined to describe the commitment of 
Japanese managers to create and pursue a vision of their desired future.

strategic management Though often used as a generic term to describe the process by which 
managers identify and implement their organisation’s strategy, it was originally applied only 
to quantitative, mathematical approaches to strategy.

strategy This is a plan of action stating how an organisation will achieve its long-term objectives.

sustainability This term was originally coined by environmental and ecological campaigners to 
describe the development of economic, social and industrial practices which would contribute 
to sustaining the natural environment. It has been extended to include the promotion of 
organisational practices that contribute to the health of the planet, the survival of humans 
and other species, the development of a just and humane society and the creation of work that 
brings dignity and self-fulfilment (Dunphy et al, 2007).

SWOT analysis This is a strategic planning tool which assesses the Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats possessed and faced by an organisation.

Systems theory See closed systems; Open Systems school.

task culture This type of organisational culture is job or project-orientated; the onus is on getting 
the job in hand (the task) done rather than prescribing how it should be done. Such types of 
culture are appropriate to organisations with organic structures where flexibility and team-
working are encouraged.

Taylorism See Scientific Management.

technology See Contingency Theory.

Theory X This is a management theory expounded by Douglas McGregor (1960) which states 
that the average person dislikes work and will avoid it wherever possible, unless coerced to do 
so (see Theory Y).

Theory Y This is a management theory expounded by Douglas McGregor (1960) which states 
that most people can view work as being as natural as rest or play, they are willing to take 
responsibility and are capable of exercising self-direction and self-control (see Theory X).
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Three-Step model This model of change was developed by Kurt Lewin and sees change as going 
through three stages: unfreezing, moving and refreezing. It is one of the four elements of 
Lewin’s Planned approach to change (see Planned change).

Total Quality Management (TQM) This was developed in Japan and is the systematic applica-
tion of quality management principles to all aspects of an organisation’s activities, including 
customers and suppliers, and their integration with key business processes.

transactional management This approach stems from the notion that the manager–subordinate 
relationship is based on a transaction between the two, whereby managers exchange rewards 
for subordinates’ performance. Transactional managers focus on task completion, goal clari-
fication and optimising the performance of the organisation through incremental changes 
within the confines of existing policy, structures and practices – basically, they seek to work 
within and maintain the status quo. This approach to management is seen as being appropri-
ate in convergent states (see contextual approach to leadership; transformational leadership).

transformational leadership This approach portrays leaders as charismatic or visionary individ-
uals who seek to overturn the status quo and bring about radical change. Such leaders use the 
force of their personality to motivate followers to identify with the leader’s vision and to sacri-
fice their self-interest in favour of that of the group or organisation. Transformational leader-
ship is seen as being appropriate to divergent states (see contextual approach to leadership; 
transactional management).

triple-loop learning This involves questioning the rationale for the organisation and, in the light 
of this, radically transforming it (see double-loop learning; single-loop learning; organisational 
learning).

uncertainty This relates to the degree of doubt, unpredictability and ambiguity that exists in any 
situation.

unfreezing This is the first step in Lewin’s Three-Step model of change. It seeks to destabilise 
(unfreeze) the complex field of driving and restraining forces which prevent human behav-
iour from changing (see moving; refreezing).

values These are one of the key components of culture. They relate to how things ought to be 
done in an organisation; they tell members what is important in the organisation (see organi-
sational culture).

vision This is a view of an organisation’s desired future state. It generally has two compo-
nents: a description of the organisation’s core values and purpose; and a strong and bold 
picture of the organisation’s future which identifies specific goals and actions (see vision-
building).

vision-building This is the process of creating a vision. It is an iterative process which involves 
the conception by a company’s senior management team of an ‘ideal’ future state for their 
organisation; the identification of the organisation’s mission, its rationale for existence; and a 
clear statement of desired outcomes and the desired conditions and competences needed to 
achieve these.

work humanisation See Job Design.

workforce diversity This term refers to the dissimilarities – differences – among an organisa-
tion’s workforce owing to age, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, nationality, 
socio-economic background, capabilities/disabilities, etc. It draws attention to the need to 
take account of these differences when seeking to recruit, retain and motivate staff. In particu-
lar, it identifies the need to treat different groups differently if an organisation is to treat all its 
employees in an ethical and fair manner.
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