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The Underlying Structure of Continuous Change

Summary

Although many corporations are facing conditions that demand continuous change, this need not mean dealing with chaos. From research in a wide range of organizations over the past 15 years, we have found that continuous change has an underlying structure that can be understood and managed. In this article, we describe continuous change as a cycle with four phases, each with its own dynamics and each calling for a different champion who employs distinctive strategies and specific resources. We examine the dynamics of those phases and the lessons each provides for managing continuous change, and then discuss the potential pathologies associated with firms in which continuous change fails. 

Introduction

When the HIV/AIDS epidemic first hit North America, it created a new context for the pharmaceutical industry unlike any it had ever encountered. This was not a discrete shock to which the industry could simply adjust through planned change programs, but a whole new environment which would demand new and unfamiliar ways of operating and, in particular, a new way of collaborating with patients
. As the epidemic claimed a growing number of victims, the pharmaceutical industry was confronting its own uncertainty and ignorance on basic questions about the disease. Meanwhile, the concentration of cases among gay men in the developed world led to a patient group that was anything but patient. The gay community was already politicized, organized and skeptical of the medical community. As a result, the early days of the epidemic were marked by dramatic protests by HIV/AIDS community groups – marching, shouting, breaking into medical and pharmaceutical industry meetings. The community also mobilized to educate itself about the disease to the point that its own newsletters and information exchange networks became important information sources for the medical community. 

Some pharmaceutical companies managed to adapt to this new environment. However, this happened not through planned change programs but, rather, through cycles of continuous change over the course of years. Change agents working within the pharmaceutical companies began to see the shortcomings of existing organizational structures and systems. Soon there was talk about working directly with HIV/AIDS community groups in a far more collaborative manner than had been done with other patient groups. This new approach was not rolled out in a corporate change program, though. Change agents in the pharmaceutical companies first had to sell the idea within their companies; they needed to find ways of framing both the need and the possibility of collaborating with a community that many pharmaceutical industry insiders saw as hostile and even dangerous to their interests. And after the idea gained approval of management and acceptance within the industry, pharmaceutical companies still needed to manage significant change in their internal systems and their relationships with government agencies, and then deal with the cultural change that adapting to the new world would require. 

The experience of pharmaceutical companies dealing with HIV/AIDS illustrates the kind of environment faced by many firms – one that is vastly complex and demands increasing levels of innovation and adaptation. The problem for managers confronting such circumstances is that the models of organizational change presented by consultants and academics tend to be either unrealistic or unhelpful. 

Most prescriptive models of organizational change present an unrealistic image of change as an episodic phenomenon in which corporate leaders develop and implement elaborate change programs on an occasional basis in response to specific, isolated environmental shocks. This type of change does happen but, in our view, represents a decreasing proportion of change that occurs in corporations. More often, the corporate environment is characterized by change that is fluid, less closely tied to specific shocks, and occurs as an open-ended, continuous process rather than a clearly-delineated episode. This kind of environment demands both different ways of thinking and new ways of managing. But existing models of change do not give managers the help they need to do this. Most treat organizational change as an episodic event that needs to be managed to completion, and even where change is treated as a continuous phenomenon, prescriptive models have, at best, only suggested that managers learn to improvise and develop processes that animate their employees – both good ideas but lacking in specificity. 

We believe that managers have more than enough prescriptive programs and evocative metaphors. What today’s managers need is a fuller understanding of continuous change – how it works and how it doesn’t. So based on fifteen years of studying and observing change in a wide range of organizations, what we provide here is an explanation of the underlying structure of continuous change, an explanation that will help managers understand and manage the change processes in which they are increasingly likely to find themselves. In what follows, we first describe the structure of continuous change – four phases that form a continuous cycle. We explain the dynamics associated with each phase and the different types of champions required to make each phase effective. We then go on to discuss the potential pathologies that can afflict organizations if they lack the capacity to move through certain phases, often because they do not have the necessary champions with the right skills and resources.

The Cycle of Continuous Change

Core to our perspective on continuous change is the idea that it occurs in cycles, not in the linear programs associated with planned change projects, and not in random or chaotic flows. Our research suggests that for real, lasting change to occur, change processes must go through several phases, each accomplishing a distinct piece of the process and each demanding its own resources. (Figure 1 provides an overview of our model of continuous change.) Unfortunately, we have found that many organizations are out of balance – that they are missing the skills and resources necessary to complete the continuous change cycle, thereby dooming them to a great deal of wasted effort and employee frustration. We believe that an understanding of the four phases of continuous change and the people and resources needed to move through these phases can significantly help managers attempting to transform their organizations. 

Phase One: Using Influence to Sell Ideas

Change of any sort begins with an idea – an insight, intuition or belief that motivates an organizational member to change the way things are done. Isolated ideas cannot, however, lead to change: in order for an idea to initiate processes of change, it needs to be articulated and presented in ways that other organizational members can accept. The articulation of new ideas in organizations is a social process in which members negotiate meaning through conversations that contain particular metaphors, images, and symbols. In so doing, they collectively construct new maps of the organization and its environment. This process takes place in relation to an environment that rewards particular interpretations and penalizes others, but does so in a highly uncertain and ambiguous manner. Organizational members who are interested in gaining acceptance for their ideas will exploit this ambiguity, utilizing influence strategies that associate the new idea with an increased sense of certainty or the promise of positive outcomes. 

Figure 1: The Structure of Continuous Change
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The change agent in this first phase must therefore be an Evangelist – literally the bringer of good news – selling the idea to other key organizational members. In order to do this successfully across diverse stakeholder groups, the Evangelist needs to have a wide repertoire of influence strategies. In some cases, the idea may simply need to be taken to the right people and presented in a straightforward manner that is easily acceptable throughout the organization. Many ideas, however, require more of a boost in order to gain any momentum. Evangelists may need to reframe ideas in dramatically different ways for different audiences; to attach their ideas to other already accepted ideas or plans; to enroll well-respected organizational members to act as spokespersons for the idea; to demonstrate concrete, economic benefits for its adoption; to show others how the idea might help advance their own careers. In other words, the Evangelist must be fluent in all of the varieties of influence and persuasion. 

Consider the case of Tim Good, CEO of a major British symphony orchestra (BSO)
. Good often challenged the prevailing assumptions of the business in which he worked. He was quite exasperated at the apparent lack of awareness that others in the business had of the need for large scale change. While most of his peers argued vociferously for more government support of Britain’s orchestras, Good commented:

“I’ve always felt there’s got to be a solution to the number of orchestras in this country...There are too many – there are 16, I think there should be 8... you need to be ruthless... because then the money would work.”
 

He was keen to start this process at home, arguing for the benefits of a merger between his orchestra and another (ASO) based in the same region to create a “superorchestra”. Following discussions with the orchestra’s overseers, he began to arrange meetings with a variety of ASO stakeholders, including the board and key management figures. Good argued that the merger would allow the continuation of the ASO brand while attracting new sources of government funding to support the orchestra. The result was that relations between the two organizations, which in previous years had been quite strained, now became much more constructive. According to one of Good’s senior colleagues, this could be attributed to Good’s personal style, which he described as “outward going, gregarious, drawing people in, [asking] how can we work together?”. 

At the same time as holding discussions with ASO stakeholders, Good met with representatives of the Association of British Orchestras (ABO), the national advocacy body for professional orchestras in Britain, to explain his thinking and gauge the ABO’s opinion. Here he defended the superorchestra proposal as the only viable way forward for the long term future of the two orchestras and most of their musicians. At a BSO teambuilding workshop attended by members of the orchestra’s players’ committee and a group of BSO managers, Good again raised the idea of the superorchestra. As part of a general discussion of the financial problems facing the orchestra, he suggested a merger as a “what if” for the future. Talking in general terms, he did not address issues of the superorchestra’s size or the number of positions that would be cut in the process, explaining in a subsequent interview that he often found it useful to “sow the seeds” of an idea in musicians’ minds early on in a change process. He also did this with his own management team: in the weeks that followed, junior managers began to mention the superorchestra as a possible future scenario for the BSO. Although some saw it as a threat, others talked in Good’s words, suggesting it was the only secure future the orchestra could hope to have.

In the coming months, he made contact and raised the proposal with senior figures in the city council and in the country’s main funding body for the arts, the Arts Council of England. Although Good strongly believed in his idea, for political reasons, he did not want to be seen as driving or “needing” it. He explained:

“...the next conversation that will happen here is we sit round a table… and we talk about how do we progress this – but we’re not going to show great enthusiasm.” 

His next step, he explained, would be creating 

“an independent little working group, possibly with people on it like champions of industry who’ve done big merger companies, who have a very good view of the way we’re going, what the implications are: redundancies, restructuring, renaming, re-everything...” 

This group would also contain people from the music industry, who would work with “number crunchers and visionaries, and marketing people”, looking at all the options, the cost, the consequences, and “the political flack”. 

Alongside these plans to bring together the diverse set of people he believed were necessary to make his superorchestra idea fly, Good continued to be an active member of the Regional Orchestra Group, a body of representatives from several local orchestras who met to discuss a variety of general collaborative projects. No mention was ever made of the superorchestra in this group. When asked how the plans of this group were compatible with his own for merging with the ASO, Good replied: 

“Politics. I think (the Regional Orchestra Group) is something that’s keeping everybody off our back for the moment … We have to keep something ticking over ... the Regional Orchestra Group is a gap-filling exercise for the moment.” 

This example illustrates the skills and resources that Evangelists need in order to inspire change. First of all, they need the skills necessary to go from being excited individuals to powerful opinion leaders: political skills, storytelling, ingratiation, the creative use of language and imagery, bargaining and persuasion. Looking at the example above, we see that Good carefully framed his proposal in ways that were convincing and appealing to each different party – for example, to the ABO and Arts Council, emphasizing the superorchestra’s novel and unique role in Britain’s orchestra provision, while to key ASO stakeholders, focusing on stability and brand maintenance. In each case, he ensured that the value of the proposal – both artistic and financial – was apparent to those with whom he spoke. We also see evidence of Good’s political skills as he curbed signs of his enthusiasm in meetings with the city council and Arts Council, and as he actively maintained his role with the Regional Orchestra Group whose agenda was quite different from, and in many ways at odds with, that of a potential superorchestra. 

Evangelists also need to be connected. For the initiation of continuous change does not flow through a company’s hierarchy but, rather, through its informal networks – the networks of communication, trust and expertise through which people really get work done and, consequently, through which they often first encounter ideas they take seriously. In the example above, Good was not only centrally placed in a number of  formal and informal networks, but also worked these networks both to spread the word of the superorchestra, and to connect key figures to one another in dialogue about it. As well as engaging members of the BSO and the potential merging ASO in discussion, he also made contact with key figures in the city council, the national orchestra and arts funding bodies, and had plans to pull together additional experts from the worlds of business and music.

Lessons on Managing Continuous Change from the Evangelist

The Evangelist teaches us that to effectively manage continuous change, we must ensure the survival and spread of good ideas that can inspire employees and stakeholders, and incite change processes. Three lessons follow from this. First, managers need to ensure that their employees are aware of and have access to the informal networks they will need to exploit in order to sell their ideas. To manage continuous change, a core activity of supervisory and managerial staff must be connecting their people to other groups and individuals across organizational boundaries, both vertical and horizontal, as well as assisting the growth of informal, friendship and trust-based networks. 

Second, managers who want continuous change to happen must provide the tools and opportunities for employees to develop the nontraditional abilities of the Evangelist. Politicking and storytelling are not the kinds of skills typically available in corporate training centers, especially to front line staff. But, if managers want their employees to be able to sell their ideas effectively, they need to find ways of making such training and development available.  

Third, as potential Evangelists work their connections and experiment with new influencing skills, they need to feel their actions are supported by those around them, and consistent with the values of the organization. Senior executives need to model positive forms of networking, politicking, and persuasive communication. They also need to they need to reinforce the efforts of Evangelists in-the-making – rewarding the ideas they bring forward and the attempts they make to spread them, and not just the ideas that prove to be winners. 

Phase Two: Using Authority to Change Practices 

Even the most widely accepted idea will not in itself create organizational change unless it is put into practice in some form. Thinking of customers as royalty, or patients as collaborators, is not enough – customers need to be treated like royalty, and collaborations need to be formed with patients. So once an idea has gained acceptance by key organizational members, the dynamics of continuous change shift from a focus on ideas to a focus on behavior. The transformation of new ideas into coherent, collective action is, however, a precarious process, as has been demonstrated in a variety of contexts ranging from technical innovation to social movements: many good ideas remain just that because their champions either do not understand what is needed to translate ideas into action or do not have the resources necessary to do so. 

To move organizational members to action requires more than the influence and networks necessary to gain acceptance of the new idea. Effecting collective action usually depends on the use of authority – the formal, legitimate power to tell people what to do, how to do it and when. This means that the person responsible for undertaking this second phase of continuous change needs to be something of an Autocrat – someone with the legitimate authority to translate ideas into action. 

The prudent use of authority is necessary here for a number of reasons. First, although key organizational members may have accepted the wisdom or benefits of a new idea, there may be considerable uncertainty or anxiety on their part when it comes to putting it into practice: What if it isn’t a good idea? What if they get it wrong? What if it’s just a fad? What if others don’t follow? At this point in time, someone in charge needs to approve – or reject – the new direction, not just in theory but for everyday practice. In this regard, Autocrats put their neck on the line and become responsible and accountable for the change. The second problem overcome by authority is the wide range of interpretations that can accompany a new idea. This issue is especially true with ideas that are genuinely novel within a company – employees may have vastly different ideas about what it would mean to implement such concepts as quality, customer orientation, inter-departmental collaboration, or innovation. Spelling out in practical terms which new behaviors or practices are required and which need to stop will certainly help. But often these prescriptions need to be backstopped with authority. Finally, authority may be needed to deal with resistance to change. New ideas may be somewhat threatening, but the implementation of new practices can really stir the pot, putting employees’ existing skills and relationships in jeopardy and consequently leading to active or passive resistance on the part of many. Continuous change processes do not mean continuous resistance, but they almost inevitably create resistance at this point. 

This is something that is well-understood by Robert Heath, CEO of Triant Technologies, a leader in the development of software for advanced fault detection in the manufacturing of semiconductors. Since Heath’s first introduction to the company in 1997, he has understood the importance of acting as an Autocrat at key points in the change process. After a long relationship with the firm, Heath joined the Board in 2000, and became CEO six months later. For the first months of his tenure as CEO, Heath spent his time talking with and listening to stakeholders – dialoging with the investment community to help them understand the firm’s potential, working with employees to create a shared sense of the company’s operations and resources – in general, building relationships and nurturing trust within the organization. Over the course of this time, Heath came to realize that, although Triant had significant strengths, it was lacking in key engineering and managerial capacities. The need to rapidly correct these deficiencies led Heath to take on the role of Autocrat. A critical management practice that was missing entirely in Triant was the development of an annual budget. Heath described his shocked reaction to finding out that the company did not do an annual budget: 

 “What do you mean you don’t have a budget? This is a public company. It’s August. We need some idea of a budget. We’re not going to build it bottom up. It’s August. But we are going to do a budget, so we’re going to do a very quick and dirty budget.”
 

Rather than trying to sell his executives on the importance of a budget, Heath used his authority to dictate the new practice. Working directly with a few senior managers, Heath walked the group through the establishment of a budget. The Triant managers resisted the process, claiming that the uncertainty of their business made it impossible. Heath responded by forcing the group to work with the information they had. As he recalled the process: 

“First of all I need a sales forecast. What are you going to sell this year? Oh it’s too early to figure out what we’re going to sell? - it’s a very unpredictable marketplace? I said okay. So, we went to the whiteboard. I said, if it’s very unpredictable, just tell me what you know. Start writing stuff down that you know. And after about an hour and a half we had a forecast of about $4.2 million or so. So we put the revenue on the budget. And then we quickly figured out what our payroll was, etc. And we did more actuals, just extrapolated the actuals. And we put this budget together. I think we got it together by the middle of September. So, we presented it to the board and said we’re going to do 4.3 million this year. And we came in at 4.3 million. I mean this was dead nuts. So, that was really good because that lent some credibility to the process and procedure.”

The next year, Heath continued to rely on his authority to dictate budgeting practices to his senior managers, gradually bringing greater sophistication to the process, building the budgets from the bottom up in the following years. Key to the company’s success has been Heath’s willingness and ability to use his authority to start and stop important sets of practices.

The Triant example highlights three key resources needed by every autocrat. The first is the authority and credibility to direct teams of employees. Although this ability is tied partly to one’s position in the organization, authority and credibility also stem from the respect and loyalty of the people with whom one works: a team that does not trust its leader can undermine the implementation of new practices by hesitating, shirking, or avoiding; a Board without respect for its CEO can undercut his or her authority by stalling, challenging, and compromising. Before relying on his authority to force change, Heath built his credibility by working in the firm in a number of capacities over several years, and by developing relationships with internal and external stakeholders.

The second is timing. Autocrats need to choose among (sometimes competing) ideas and decide which changes will be adopted (and which will not). This makes timing a crucial issue. If Autocrats act too early, they may compromise the momentum developed by the Evangelists. Better to let an idea gain support as widely as possible than to pre-empt its acceptance with a sudden directive from above. If Autocrats act too late, however, they may delay important change. In Heath’s case, for instance, stepping in to establish budgeting processes was essential at the time because those processes would be a foundation for the change process to go forward in an efficient manner.

Finally, an autocrat must have what we refer to as “practical imagination”: the ability to identify and provide the necessary resources to permit the concrete implementation of a new idea.  Someone with practical imagination is able to translate the abstract, metaphorical or conceptual into tangible sets of behaviors and practices that make sense in the context of the organization and its work. Heath took the idea of improving management systems and translated that into concrete budgeting practices which he forced on his senior managers. As well as senior managers like Heath, we have found that employees with practical imagination are often a company’s experienced middle and line managers: steeped in the day-to-day work of the organization, but lacking the resources and authority to implement technological changes, these managers translate between the realms of ideas and practice by altering what they can which, in most cases, is the behavior of their subordinates.

 Lessons on Managing Continuous Change from the Autocrat

The Autocrat teaches us that continuous change processes, no matter how inspired or inspiring, often hit a point at which the force of authority is needed to move things forward, and when this happens, managers need to step up and make it happen. Two lessons emerge from this. The first is to maintain stable cadres of line managers. The need for these stems from the need for Autocrats to have credibility and practical imagination, both of which tend to increase with a manager’s tenure in the organization. Thus, stability provides managers with the time to develop the credibility to use their authority, and the experience to gain the “practical imagination” to turn ideas into behavior. 

The second lesson is to provide managers with the autonomy to act decisively but not rashly. The importance of timing means that before potential Autocrats attempt to force change, they need to make sure that they have the authority to do so. Senior executives who want their organizations to proceed effectively through continuous change processes need to ensure that managers are given significant autonomy, so that they neither rush to use authority because of pressure from above, nor delay because they lack support.

Phase Three: Embedding Change in Technology

Together, Phases 1 and 2 – gaining acceptance for a new idea and implementing new practices – represent the transformative side of continuous change. At Phase 3, the emphasis shifts to the institutionalization of change, making sure that ideas and practices are maintained and elaborated on over time. In order for this to happen, the core ideas and practices need to be embedded in the company’s technology and culture. Our research indicates that the first step in this process is the design of organizational processes and structures that cement the intended change deeply into the organization, ensuring its maintenance independent of the shifting responsibilities and attention of the Evangelists and Autocrats who initially drove it. This shift is a precarious one in continuous change processes and needs to happen quickly, efficiently and visibly. Successfully making this shift can mean leveraging the early insights and efforts of the Evangelists and Autocrats, while failing to make it can result in the dissipation of energy, or increasing frustration, on the part of those who have bought into and invested in the process. Authority is enough to effect implementation of new practices within work groups and even departments, but cementing organizational routines cannot depend on the force of individuals. Technological change facilitates this in ways no other lever can. 

A new type of change agent is needed to begin the process of institutionalizing change: in order to design the systems required to embed change in corporate routines, organizations need to find and empower an Architect. A key role for the Architect is designing technological solutions that embody the spirit of the change process and entrench the behaviors and practices of individuals so that they become so routine as to be unquestionable. This can be accomplished with information, manufacturing and financial systems, as well as the physical infrastructure within which individuals work – the floors, walls, and spaces that bring people together, keep them apart, and channel their movement through the organization. In each case, the technology is critical here because it can rapidly and effectively eliminate undesirable options and facilitate collective behavior.

A good example of this can be seen in TD Bank Financial Group’s (TDBFG) acquisition of Canada Trust in February of 2000. At the time, this was the largest financial services merger in Canadian history, bringing together 2 very large companies with 1,500 branches, 44,000 employees, 10 million customers and $256 billion in assets. The aim of the merger was in part to gain scale, but also to draw on the best practices of each bank to improve the newly formed organization’s business and service model. Despite the hurdles and the ambitious aims for the merger, it went remarkably smoothly. And in large part, this was because the merger was managed in a way that recognized its place in a process of continuous change in the bank as it pursued its strategic goal of becoming the leading Canadian-based financial institution in North America.

In a change process as large and complex as this, the embedding of change in organizational systems by skilled Architects is critical to its success. This is perhaps especially true in industries such as banking, where the behavior of employees and the satisfaction of customers are tied intimately to the business and information systems in use. In the TD Canada Trust merger, the embedding of change in organizational systems was crucial to making the merger happen effectively and efficiently. The first set of architectural decisions was made regarding the core systems platform. What might be considered “plumbing” in another business was close to the hearts of TD and Canada Trust employees and executives. As Fred Tomczyk, Vice Chair TD Bank Financial Group, described it:

“Everyone was starting to go back and forth on which systems platform we were going to use. And I can tell you that there is a lot of emotion about that because Canada Trust basically had a really best-in-class – or close to best-in-class – retail banking platform. Unfortunately, TD did not have that, but had a big commercial banking system. We had no choice but, from the CT people’s perspective, to go backwards on the retail platform in order to have a viable commercial platform. We picked the TD system and added some CT functionality on the teller system, and decided to move forward with TD products for the most part, with a few exceptions.”

Tomczyk argues that the success of the decision to implement the TD systems, abandoning most of Canada Trust’s more advanced retail banking platform, came significantly from its timing. Making this decision early in the implementation of the merger provided everyone from the branches up to senior IT and financial executives with the certainty that they needed to continue to do their work and to leverage the synergies that the merger would provide.

A second set of systems that was crucial to embedding the aims of the merger into day-to-day routines focused on the monitoring and managing of two key stakeholder groups, namely customers and employees:

“In a bank you are what you measure. So, we put in quite a robust customer service index (CSI) measurement, so we could tell when customer service was falling short. We made CSI calls daily and, throughout the conversion of CT and TD customers to the new TD Canada Trust, we reported CSI performance weekly at the regional level. By “regional level” I mean, for example, Atlantic region or Pacific region. That way we could identify any potential service gaps and deal with any customer issues very quickly. We did the same thing with employee satisfaction. We were religious in our measurement of how employees were feeling. Because employee and customer satisfaction is initially going to go down in a merger, what you want to do is make sure the dip is as shallow as it can be, and that you come out of it as quickly as you can. We kept our employees and customers informed. Good communication was a critical success factor. Clearly our employees were focused on customer service and our customer service index is one of the measures that impacts bonuses throughout the organization right up to the CEO.” 

During a merger process, the uncertainty and upheaval can overwhelm the aims of the change itself, both for customers and for employees. The satisfaction monitoring systems used in the TD Canada Trust merger ensured that the strategic aim of “building a better bank”, focused on customers and employee engagement, did not get lost in the noise. These systems hit the very heart of the branch banking system – the interaction of front-line employees and customers.

The TD Canada Trust example highlights the skills and resources needed by organizational Architects in order for them to be able to cement routines and maintain the momentum within a cycle of continuous change. Organizational Architects need the ability to envision the “changed” organization – with new and transformed “spaces” and “walls” that ensure employees work, interact, and move in the direction of the change. In the example of the TD Canada Trust merger, Tomczyk was concerned with implementing systems based on their fit with the strategy of the new company the merger was intended to create, and so he chose to implement a retail banking system that tied closely to the commercial system, even though many in the bank might think it was technically inferior. In order to gain the ability to imagine the organization anew, Architects need a breadth of experience in the organization wide enough to understand the strategic purpose of its different elements and how they fit together in order to accomplish organizational goals. 

Architects also need technical expertise. They need the technical skills and knowledge to understand what can be built, and to translate inspiration into processes and structures that will effectively guide the actions of employees. Tomczyk was able to deal with the technical complexities thrown up by the size and scope of the merger because of his extensive experience in the banking and financial sector, and his professional accounting background. More broadly, the technical knowledge needed to be a successful organizational Architect might involve expertise in information systems, physical plant, organization design, or financial systems. Such specialists, with the right experience, might become effective organizational Architects, bridging their technical abilities with a broad organizational vision. 

Lessons on Managing Continuous Change from the Architect 

The Architect teaches us that for continuous change to persist, it must be embedded in organizational structures and systems: influence and authority can move change forward, but without systemic change, new ideas and behaviors are likely to dissipate over time as attention shifts and champions move on to other issues. This role again provides concrete lessons for managing to achieve continuous change. The first lesson concerns the career paths of potential Architects: organizations seeking to enable the development of skilled Autocrats therefore require career and succession planning systems that encourage senior executives to build multi-disciplinary career paths. The combination of vision and expertise essential to an Architect is likely to stem from a significant tenure within the organization, and an employment history that spans different departments or divisions and encompasses positions near enough to the top of the organization to have enabled an awareness of the overall operational and competitive landscape.. This kind of background is difficult to acquire in organizations in which narrow, disciplinary career paths are the only way to senior management posts. 

The second lesson is the need to ensure that a range of technical experts have the opportunity to reach senior levels in the organization. This means both creating executive level positions in technical areas, such as IT or HR, and legitimating promotions to senior ranks of those whose technical backgrounds might not fit with the dominant pattern in the organizations. Organizations who have traditionally looked only to finance or marketing for the top spots, for instance, need to draw in other technical specialists. 

Phase Four: Managing Culture to Fuel the Cycle of Change

The final phase in the process of continuous change is perhaps the most critical and, in our experience, the most commonly overlooked. This phase is about ensuring that the change process leaves a legacy that surpasses its original objectives; it seeks to create a culture that fosters innovation which extends and elaborates the initial ideas and practices. Although planned change programs often include a cultural component, the emphasis is typically on instilling into the organization a new set of values, such as quality, that relate to the program’s initial aims. In contrast, the cultural component of continuous change processes is forward-looking with a focus on helping employees gain the expertise and motivation not only to enact the direction of change, but to extend and elaborate it through further innovation. Once a new idea has been accepted, translated into new practices, and embedded in organizational systems, the essential next step becomes creating an environment that fosters innovation and strategic thinking, and from which ideas emerge that extend and shape the organization’s strategic direction. This phase sets the stage for the birth of new ideas that can then be picked up, evangelized, and integrated into workflows and structures. Practically speaking, this involves establishing routines and practices in organizations that provide employees with the motivation and ability to generate new ideas that build on and extend the strategic direction of the firm. 

The key to this phase is fostering what we call “strategic intuition” – individuals’ insights that connect their own work to the strategic direction of the firm. Strategic intuition is not a magical process – it is a cognitive one that involves the recognition of patterns where others do not see them. We know from a great deal of research that intuition, whether in the form of new product ideas or efficiency-producing process innovations, stems from employees’ expertise in particular domains – their sophisticated understandings of markets, processes and customers that are built on deep experience. What makes this intuition “strategic” is the connection made by employees between recognized patterns and ways in which their organizations add value, or could add value, for customers. Employees with strategic intuition are like the chess masters who not only recognize thousands and thousands of chess patterns, but also recognize their potential value and have the confidence to exploit that potential. Marketers with strategic intuition, for instance, recognize patterns among complex demographic, social and cultural data that their firms will otherwise miss. 

The change agent needed in this phase is an Educator – not simply a teacher, but an individual with the ability to structure the work experiences of employees so that they gain expertise in ways that foster their own strategic intuition. As in the best contemporary institutions of learning, Educators in organizations recognize that experiential learning is essential for developing expertise and understanding. So the Educator, like the Architect, is concerned with the development of organizational systems and structures, but the focus of the Educator is on creating environments within which employees gain expertise which can nurture and inform future continuous change. This might involve formal training systems that offer highly experiential approaches to learning, but just as often it will involve the development of work environments in which employees are able to gain a mastery of their work, where that mastery is publicly acknowledged, and where there are the time and resources available for experimentation. Developing systems that enable members’ mastery of a domain is a critical part of the Educator’s role: this sense of mastery directly affects employees’ ability to see the patterns and potential patterns that form the basis for strategic intuition. 

Robert Heath, CEO of Triant Technologies, introduced earlier in the paper, understood that the role of Educator is a critical one if the burden of change is to shift away from those with the original inspiration and authority towards a cycle of improvement, learning and strategic adaptation that is self-perpetuating. A critical part of the change at Triant was an improvement in its engineering capacity and a way of tying that capacity more closely to the needs of customers. Some of this was accomplished through Heath’s autocratic establishment of new practices, and some was accomplished through investment in technical systems by the new VP of Engineering who acted as the key Architect for this change. But in order to fuel engineering and product development competencies as a continuous process, Heath promoted work experiences for engineering personnel that would provide them with an ongoing education in the needs of their customers and their roles in addressing those needs. For example, instead of separating engineering from customer management, as is common in many high tech companies, Heath began to integrate them:

“What we do is get our engineers to go into our customers as well, so all our engineers visit customers. They go to Korea, they go to Japan, they go to the States, they go to Ireland; they visit with customers, they spend time with them. They sometimes go and install new releases and things like that. They engage with customers; they have contacts; they have e-mails with customers.” 

Giving software engineers close, meaningful contact with customers dramatically shapes their understanding of customer problems, and hence their understanding of the value of different technological solutions. In Triant’s business, innovation is a critical competency, but just as critical is creating new products that exactly match the needs of your customers. As well as improving the engineers’ appreciation for customer problems, this process also nurtures their capacity to participate in Triant’s continuous change cycle: unlike those who spend all their time in the lab, Triant engineers understand themselves as key to their customers’ ability to flourish in the marketplace. The educational aspect of Triant’s continuous change process connects them to the customers – engineering solutions become customer focused, and engineers become customer advocates.

The work of Educators is perhaps the most overlooked in the management of organizational change. Evangelists, Autocrats and Architects all tend to attract significant attention; they are highly visible proponents of change, their words loud and dramatic, and their actions noticeable. In contrast, the effectiveness of Educators is often dependent on subtlety, leading others to work in ways that indirectly shift their perceptions and understandings. From our research, this seems to depend on the combination of two distinct skills and abilities. First is the ability to assess the relationship between the strategic importance of the changes which the organization is undertaking – how those changes add value for customers through increased efficiency, quality, innovation or service – and the day to day work of frontline employees. For example, Heath’s appreciation of this complex relationship led him to realize that it would be Triant’s engineers who would create the ideas that could fuel the next cycles of innovation and change in the company. Getting software engineers out of their labs and on site to work with customers may have had short term costs for Triant in terms of immediate R&D efficiency, but Heath’s eye was on ensuring a long-term competitive advantage based on customer-focused innovation, not short term results.

The second critical skill is the ability to create work experiences for employees through which they can acquire an intuitive understanding of the firm’s strategic direction and gain the expertise to extend that direction through product, process and organizational innovations. Heath’s redesign of the engineers’ work relationships with customers displays this second skill: he understood that no amount of talking to Triant engineers about getting customer-focused would be as powerful an education as having engineers on site working with customers, helping them solve their problems, and through that process gaining customer-oriented expertise and perspective.

Lessons on Managing Continuous Change from the Educator

The Educator role demonstrates the importance of building into change processes the potential for revitalization through innovation. This role suggests two key lessons. First, encouraging Educators demands a long-term outlook on the part of senior managers. This is a critical issue for organizations that are undergoing change, where there is almost always pressure to “finish” the process: complete the merger; finalize the restructuring; nail down the new marketing strategy. All of these pressures belie the fact that these processes are often just a moment in a continuous process of adaptation and transformation, where mergers lead to other mergers, restructuring necessitates systems changes that create the potential for further restructuring, and new marketing strategies spin out further opportunities. The subtle, slow work of Educators must be evaluated and rewarded over long time horizons, with plenty of room for experimentation and false starts.

A second lesson is that senior managers must recognize and reward the creation of processes that do not necessarily contribute directly to the bottom line, or even directly to the change initiative. A key difference between the organization that successfully manages its continuous change and one that does not is an understanding by members of why change is necessary, and an ability to consider alternative ways of organizing for the future. Educators thus facilitate the capacity for members to do the sort of “double-takes” that are necessary to understand how and why current practices differ from previous practices, and why and when alternative practices may be more appropriate than current practices.
The Four Phases of Continuous Change

Together, the four phases we have described create a cycle of continuous change in organizations that is powerful and self-fuelling. Evangelists promote the value of innovation and creativity, influencing those around them so that those ideas spread and take root. Autocrats choose which ideas are translated into practice, using their authority to shift behaviors. Architects design and implement organizational systems that embed change into the organizational infrastructure. Finally, Educators create experiences for organizational members that increase their expertise and sense of mastery and lead to the strategic intuition that generates new ideas that extend and potentially transform the organization’s direction, thereby keeping the cycle going around. Table 1 summarizes key lessons for managing continuous change in terms of the four roles we have described. 

Table 1: Key Lessons from the Four Roles

	Role
	Lessons For Managing Continuous Change

	Evangelist


	Ensure the survival and spread of good ideas that can inspire employees and stakeholders, and incite change processes

· Grow and support informal, interdepartmental networks that act as the channels through which good ideas flow 

· Provide mentoring and a variety of other learning opportunities to enable rank and file employees to develop political skills in storytelling, ingratiation, bargaining and persuasion

· Model and reward the positive politics of expanding connections to others, using influence skills, and taking risks to propagate untested ideas. 

	Autocrat
	Do not hesitate to use authority when continuous change processes hit the point at which the force is needed to push them forward.

· Establish and maintain stable cadres of managers who have gained the credibility to use their authority, and the “practical imagination” to turn ideas into behavior.

· Provide operational managers with autonomy so that they neither rush to use authority because of pressure from above, nor delay because they lack support. 

	Architect
	Embed change in organizational structures and systems.

· Build multi-disciplinary career paths to senior management, so that organizational Architects understand the corporate strategy and the components of which it is comprised.

· Ensure that technical experts have the opportunity to reach senior levels. 

	Educator
	Build the potential for revitalization through innovation into the process.

· Reward for the long term, so that potential Educators are motivated to create learning and innovation opportunities for their staff. 

· Recognize and reward reflection and experimentation that does not necessarily contribute directly to the bottom line, or even directly to the change initiative.


Taking these lessons together provides a summary lesson from the four roles, in the form of a paradox. The paradox lies in the fact that successfully initiating and maintaining continuous change in organizations depends on a foundation of stability. Managing continuous change is not the same as managing a project or an individual change program: it is a capacity that gets built into organizations over the long term, allowing them to deal on an ongoing basis with environmental shifts, new competitors, and disruptive technologies. Establishing the conditions that allow the four roles we have described to flourish will provide the foundation for this capacity. Looking across the lessons we note that emerge from consideration of the four roles, there is a striking consistency with respect to the importance of organizational stability in fostering continuous change: Evangelists rely on informal networks that take time to build and political skills which take time to acquire; Autocrats rely on credibility and trust earned over time, and practical imagination gained through experience; Architects benefit from multi-disciplinary career paths, which might be slower than isolated, disciplinary trajectories; and, Educators need stable, long-term reward structures to motivate the slow work of fostering innovation and learning. Thus, innovation and continuous change depend on stable cadres of managers and employees with predictable career paths and long-term reward structures.

Why it Doesn’t Happen – Pathologies of Continuous Change

The underlying structure of continuous change has important implications for understanding how and why organizations fail to successfully manage such processes. Specifically, it suggests that organizations who are unable to successfully engage in cycles of continuous change are very likely afflicted with some kind of pathological condition that is limiting or disrupting the continuous change process. And when this happens, it usually signifies that the organization is in some way out of balance. To better understand this, note how, in Figure 1, the underlying structure of continuous change is associated with two key balancing points: one point falls between individuals and systems as instruments of change; and the other between cognition and behavior as the target of change efforts. Table 1 summarizes the relationship between potential organizational imbalances and the change pathologies they create.

Table 2: Pathologies of Change

	Organizational Imbalance
	Change Pathology

	· Over-reliance on individuals

- too many Evangelists and Autocrats

- too few Architects and Educators
	· Creativity without learning

	· Over-reliance on systems

- too many Architects and Educators

- too few Evangelists and Autocrats
	· Institutionalization without creativity

	· Over-emphasis on thinking

- too many Evangelists and Educators

- too few Autocrats and Architects
	· Ideas without implementation

	· Over-emphasis on doing

- too many Autocrats and Architects

- too few Evangelists and Educators
	· Change without strategy


Balancing Individuals and Systems

The first balancing point in the cycle of continuous change is between empowering individuals in phases one and two, and empowering systems in phases three and four. Recall that the first two phases of continuous change rely on the ability of individuals to affect the thinking and behavior of other organizational members – Evangelists influence the beliefs of other employees, and autocrats dictate their behaviors. In contrast, the third and fourth phases rely on organizational systems as their levers of change – architects use technological systems to institutionalize new practices, while educators employ organizational culture to shape employees’ sense of mastery. Unfortunately, many organizations are unable to balance these two sides of the continuous change cycle, fostering pathologies that lead to flawed outcomes. 

For many organizations, a point of pride is their belief in individuals. These organizations work hard to ensure that employees understand their importance in achieving organizational results and provide those employees with the resources, training and connections needed to spark organizational change. Such organizations have influential Evangelists and decisive Autocrats leveraging the intuition and insights of individuals. These organizations are hotbeds of creativity: new ideas for products, processes, and strategies are in the air as Evangelists excite and enroll others in their causes; new practices are regularly tried out as Autocrats direct their employees toward the new way. And while the insights and directions of individuals are the foundation of continuous change, organizations who are overly reliant on individual initiative while failing to invest sufficiently in organizational systems, create serious problems for themselves. In brief, individual initiative without systemic institutionalization breeds creativity without learning.

In contrast, other firms have bestowed organizational systems with tremendous power – automated manufacturing systems, information technologies, systematized training and socialization schemes, and formalized product planning processes all ensure that the current wisdom of the organization is embedded in its routines and practices, and in employees’ self-understandings. These organizations manage the third and fourth phases of continuous change with skill. Desired behaviors are ensured through the development of appropriate technologies and key ideas and identities are instilled through work practices and training programs. However, if systems are not balanced by equally strong individuals, these organizations create their own pathological conditions. An over-reliance on systems as mechanisms of change leads to a condition of institutionalization without creativity: ideas and practices are efficiently embedded in the organization, but they tend only to extend or at best refine the status quo, rather than present new opportunities for growth, development and innovation. 

Balancing Doing and Thinking

The second critical balancing point for organizations managing continuous change processes is the balance between cognition and behavior, between thinking and doing. This balancing point involves the focus of a company’s change efforts. Some change efforts are directed at the hearts and minds of the company – swaying employees so that they buy into new ideas or shaping the formation of employees’ identities so that their intuitions become consistent with and extend the strategic direction of the firm. 

Including a cognitive aspect in change processes is critical to their success, but once again balance is what counts in completing cycles of continuous change. For some organizations, and especially those that promote the importance of corporate values and beliefs, an emphasis on cognition leads to a neglect of behaviors and practices. Executives and managers spend significant time and energy ensuring that employees understand the mission of the company and its relationship to their own work, but fail to ensure that those concepts are translated into action. An emphasis on thinking at the expense of doing leads organizations to achieve enthusiasm for new ideas and develop innovations based on those ideas, but to a failure in their ability to implement them. 

This balance can, of course, also tip the other way – toward an emphasis on behavioral change and a neglect of its cognitive foundations. For every conceptually oriented organization, there is another that has a “Just do it” attitude. These are often bottom-line oriented companies whose managers understand that all the talk in the world doesn’t mean a thing unless it is translated into action. These organizations excel at rapidly adapting to customer demands and other external shocks – they are full of Autocrats ready to dictate new behaviors as necessary, and Architects empowered to transform the technological infrastructure of the firm in order to make sure those behaviors stick. These, of course, are essential capacities for firms operating in the age of internet time and diverse, demanding stakeholders. The pathology, however, stems from the tendency for these organizations to lose sight of the importance of their employees’ attitudes, beliefs, values and identities. Without a balanced emphasis on cognition, on the thinking corporation, continuous change is stunted: instead of powerful, cumulative cycles of change, these organizations experience adaptation without the energy that comes from employees buying into new approaches and perspectives and reformulating their identities in ways that match the new direction. 

Conclusion

A key problem faced by managers today is the need to engage in change processes that defy traditional models of planned change. Organizations need to stimulate innovation, efficiently implement new practices, leverage creativity, and institutionalize learning – on a continuous, unyielding basis.

We believe that organizations can achieve this. Moreover, we suggest that doing so need not and should not be an anxiety-inducing occurrence. Instead, we believe that the ability to continuously effect change should be a core competency of any company seeking to survive in today’s economy. As we see it, the organizations that succeed today and survive until tomorrow will be those that can radically re-shape themselves with the same ease that they develop and introduce new products. For these organizations, devising and disseminating new practices will be a routine affair, as will institutionalizing and extending the practices. And this will be achieved by dividing their treatment of change into four parts, each corresponding to one of the four phases of continuous change. 

In practice, what this amounts to is a need for companies to ensure that their ranks include Evangelists, Autocrats, Architects, and Educators. This might involve reformed hiring practices that bring such people into the organization, as well as developing organizational training and reward systems that motivate and enable employees to fill these roles. What is clear is that, for change to be both formulated and effectively implemented, all four kinds of champions must be present. Without these, the pathologies we have described above will perennially arise and, with them, threats to organizations’ long-term survival.

Side-Box 1: How to Find Potential Change Agents

	Type of Change Agent
	Qualities:
What to look for
	Likely backgrounds:
Where to find the potential 

	Evangelist
	Intuition, Inspiration, Communication, Negotiation
	Informal leaders working at the heart of the organization

	Autocrat
	Practical Imagination, Confidence, Credibility 
	Experienced line managers with loyal teams

	Architect
	Wisdom, Vision, Systems expertise
	Technical systems training with broad organizational experience

	Educator
	Knowledge of the micro-practices of organizational work, Imagination 
	Deep experience in the work of the organization and training or experience in design of work systems
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