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Intro 

A consultant (process facilitator, coach, trainer …) working with (in) an organization is in theory 

always looking at improving business results.  The consultant’s approach and the kind of 

working relationship the consultant builds with the client-organization is very much the result of 

the consultant’s beliefs about learning, change and improvement mechanisms in organizations. 

Typical training and coaching interventions are looking at individual development hoping that 

the knowledge, insights and accrued awareness (all of which are very useful as such) will result 

in changing behavior and performance improvement of the individual and business effect at 

organizational level. 

The Organization Development approach is looking at the organization as a system and sees 

behavioral change fundamentally as a systemic, social and relational process, triggered by the 

organizational ‘setup’ (the ‘architecture’ of the organization).  “Organization development is a 

system-wide process of application and transfer of behavioral-science knowledge to the 

planned development, improvement and reinforcement of the strategies, structures and 

processes that lead to (sustainable) organizational effectiveness1 ”.  That means that we focus our 

interventions also on ‘the system’ and the interactions within the system.  We do not think that 

individual coaching or training of individuals in (often) isolated competencies, will in and of itself 

change the way the system behaves nor will it result in sustainable change, learning capability 

or business results for the organization.  Consultants who believe that, will still use from time to 

time coaching and training, but embed in a holistic intervention and combine it with more 

organization focused tools such as : Large Group Interventions, Force Field Analysis, Action 

Research, Appreciative Inquiry, Team Coaching, etc… 

In this short article, we try to summarize our main 

‘assumptions’ about how an organization can 

sustainably develop its performance.  That mental 

model about Organizational Performance and 

Development guides also our ‘work’ as Organization 

Development consultant or process facilitator and 

more generally our Move! approach to organizational 

learning, change & performance improvement.  

                                                           
1  Cummings & Worley, (2005).   Organization Development & Change.  8th Edition. Thomson South-Western.  (Sustainable was added by the author of 

this article) 
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Mental model for Organizational Development  

The business context most organizations operate in & the expectations and bargaining power 

of the organization’s stakeholders (internally and externally) have dramatically changed over 

the past few decades.  Those changing conditions created a whole new set of challenges for 

organizations.  The context organizations operate in today is : 

  fully global 

  fast changing 

  extremely complex 

  unpredictable. 

These elements cause the performance model in most businesses to change.  In a stable, 

protected, predictable environment, the best way for success is to repeat the successful recipes 

of the past.  The success formula for companies till the early seventies was to (re)-produce its 

limited set of core products & services in a consistent way, and to create a workplace 

organization that guaranteed standard quality against the best possible price.  That formula 

ends up with a mechanistic organization, where thinkers and doers are separated, with 

specialization, standardization, vertical hierarchical structures, managed top down with a limited 

span of control, etc… 

But when technology is rapidly evolving, when products and services are outdated in no time, 

when customers can buy globally through the internet, when fossil fuel and raw materials are 

getting more expensive and ‘en route’ for depletion, when internet and social media create 

fantastic opportunities for expertise sharing and ‘virtual’ organizing, …the business model 

needs to change. 

To be successful in that changing context, people need to work and manage differently.  That 

‘new behavior’ will not be triggered by the same ‘mechanistic’ organization that worked so well 

in stable business environments.  Working together, strategizing, deciding, solving problems, 

inventing new product, learning, etc… does not mean the same thing as it did yesterday.   

The challenge for the organization is to (re)design it’s organizational setup (strategies, 

structures, culture, management practices, work allocation, workplace design & HRM 

processes, …), in a way it triggers those behaviors that produce sustainable business success, 

in a very complex, fast changing, global and unpredictable environment such as : autonomy & 

initiative, entrepreneurship, continuous learning, shared leadership, engagement, etc…  That 

organic, flexible, agile and outward looking organization we refer to as Learning Organization.  
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For half a century now, organizations have understood that they need to involve people to solve 

(operational) problems and draw on their expertise.  But till now it is set up very much from the 

top and controlled from a business vision that was not developed through participative 

processes.  Control stays the name of the game for most organizations.  The ‘floor’ is involved 

in looking for answers, but the questions asked are strictly directed from the top. 

Today fundamental challenges such as global 

warming, pollution of our own habitat, growing 

world population and depletion of oil and other 

fossil raw materials will require from 

organizations, fundamental strategy and 

process changes.  We move from ‘incremental 

improvement’ to radically rethinking not only of 

our processes and the way we work, but of all 

fundamental paradigms businesses were built 

on.  We are talking about making Total S.A.  

into a company without oil.  We are talking 

about ‘knowledge’ as the base for ownership 

instead of money.  We are maybe evolving from 

‘selling products and services’ to selling the 

‘use’ of products and then take them back as 

nutrient for another production process in line 

with the Cradle-to-Cradle2 concept. 

It is inconceivable that we can develop our industry, business and organizations in a situation 

where we suffocate ourselves, we rob the last natural resources, we plunge 1.3 billion people 

into abject poverty and we head for 10 billion people on earth by 2050. 

Sustainable industrial development will only be possible and feasible if we dramatically rethink 

our ways of producing, selling, using, consuming and throwing away. 

That radical shift, can only happen in organizations with all stakeholders involved and through a 

deliberate organizational design for change and innovation.   

                                                           
2  Cradle-to-Cradle thinking sets forward the idea that intelligent design can eliminate the concept of waste. It was developed by William McDonough and 

Michael Braungart and described in their book : Remaking the Way We Make Things (2002).  Cradle-to-Cradle design refers to a production process 
where products are developed for closed-loop systems in which every output ingredient is safe and beneficial – either to biodegrade naturally and restore 
the soil (called a biological nutrient), or to be fully recycled into high-quality materials for subsequent product generations (called a technical nutrient). 
Waste doesn’t exist in this way of thinking.  But it has also far reaching consequences for our vision on the role and responsibility of a ‘designer’, a 
producer and the consumer.  The producer stays for ever responsible and owner of the products he makes and the consumer is no longer ‘buying stuff’ 
(to throw it away later on), but is ‘paying for using something’ (not for possessing it). 

 

From : Marvin Weisbord. (2012),  Productive Workplaces.  Dignity, 
Meaning and Community in the 21st Century.  Jossey-Bass. 
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In an attempt to bring things together, Move! created a mental frame to look at organizational 

performance improvement and change.  It helps to understand how the outside context triggers 

the need for a different organization setup, that will cause people to do things differently and 

create sustainable business results.  This model helps organizations to reflect on their own 

‘capacity’ to drive the right behaviors.  It forces consultants to look at how their approach can 

contribute to sustainable change and improvement for the organization.  In this article we will 

zoom in essentially on the organizational setup and processes.  That’s where usually 

consultants intervene at in order to help the organization trigger the expected behavior for 

sustainable business performance. 

The organizational challenges do not only come from the changing socio-economical, 

geopolitical, legal and technological frame the organization operates in, but is also triggered by 

changing stakeholder needs and bargaining power.  The consciousness is growing within and 

between stakeholder groups that their interests and their expected added value from the 

organizations and businesses they have a stake will depend on the synergies those 

organizations can create between economical, social, societal and ecological outcomes. 
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The rapid democratization of the western world since World War II and particularly May 68 

(schooling, information, political participation, …) together with the evolution towards a 

knowledge economy, turns employees (in whatever role) into the real ‘owners of the business’.  

That is especially the case for organizations owned by venture capitalists and pension funds 

who have no ‘industrial’ interest and are actually not in the business of producing goods and 

services, but are focusing exclusively on buying and selling financial paper, riding on the waves 

of the stock market highs and lows. 

Organizational triggers  for effective organizational behavior  

So you need employees (managers and workers at all levels) to take ownership for the 

business and demonstrate autonomous, entrepreneurial behavior to move the business 

forward.  That is the only way to mobilize the energy, creativity, experience and expertise that is 

(sometimes unknown) present in and between people in an organization. (See some behaviors 

listed in the blue pillar) 

In order to trigger those collective and individual behaviors leading to sustainable business 

results (green pillar), you need to create an organizational set-up that makes that behavior in 

real day practice easy, evident, possible, clearly expected, collectively supported, and 

organization wide coherently deployed. 

The organizational set-up consists of numerous elements such as organizational structure, 

work organization, management practices, workplace design, HR processes and practices, 

etc…  In order to cope with the challenge of innovation and change, organizations will need to 

design these elements in a way it triggers four key organizational processes : 

  Participation & Co-creation 

  Team & Transversal Collaboration 

  Experimentation 

  Experiential and relational learning 

Those processes clearly reinforce each other.  In the rest of this paragraph we describe the 

four processes and try to link them to organizational behavior and performance.  Each of those 

processes have organizational, team and individual behavioral impact.  Important is also the 

awareness that every ‘organizational architecture’ decision is hindering or facilitating these four 

processes from happening in your organization.  
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1. Participatory processes & Co-creation 

There are a few ‘paramount’ reasons why 

organizations need to create Participation & Co-

creation and abolish the classical divide between 

thinkers and doers, deciders and executers.  And if 

we say ‘participation’, it’s not just about ‘ask the 

opinion of your people’ or ‘bottom up approaches’.  

Neither it is about Employee Satisfaction 

Questionnaires.  The challenge is to fundamentally 

co-create the direction and strategy for your 

organization by bringing together the expertise and 

experience of people in all key areas of your 

organization, including the operational level3. 

Co-creation makes things messy, takes time, takes collective skills to deal with diverting visions 

and insights.  Why would you do that? 

  Quality of analysis and strategy.   In a very complex and fast changing environment it is virtually 

impossible for an executive committee or board of directors to have neither a solid view on what 

is changing (technologically, societal, global, competition, customer expectations, legal, …) nor a 

valid analysis of what that means for the organization.   The active involvement and participation 

of all stakeholders and their respective expertise, the challenging process of sharing that with 

each other and the energizing process of assembling that into an effective strategy is the only 

way to go.   That is a hard nut to crack for top-management.  They continue to think often that 

their credibility comes from having the answers, where in reality in modern organizations their 

credibility comes from explicitly saying they don’t have the answers and invite people in to 

‘MAKE’ the answers, and support that process effectively4. That does not reveal weak leadership 

or incompetence of top management, to the contrary! 

  

                                                           
3  Peter Senge already signaled in his Fifth Discipline Fieldbook (1994), that in situations where you have  and scattered  leadership throughout the 

organization, you need co-creation in change processes.  That is exactly the situation a knowledge business is in, with very different and highly 
specialized expertise and experience.  In line with that idea the figure shows that if there is a high degree of uncertainty, combined with multiple 
viewpoints on different possible solutions (here labeled as disagreement), you need to create participation and co-creation. 

 

4  See also : E. Schein., (2009).  Helping how to offer, give and receive help.  Berrett-Koehler 
 

From : Ralph Stacey's Agreement & Certainty Matrix. 
Modified from Brenda Zimmerman. (From : http://www.change-
management-toolbook.com) 
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  Need for ‘shared’ vision and direction.  Business success is the result op people being able to 

take initiative, to think ahead, to behave in an entrepreneurial fashion, and to make things 

happen.  It is expected of them regardless of position, role or job in the organization (because 

the customer doesn’t care what your role is but wants to be taken care of).  To enable that you 

need a shared, understood framework of the business, with clear direction and vision.  That 

shared framework is the playing field in which initiative and autonomy can thrive.  You do not 

create ownership for a vision by posh communication campaigns and selling approaches, often 

perceived as shoving things down people’s throat or the unsatisfactory result of power play with 

labor unions.  

A truly shared vision is co-created, transversely shared and challenged by stakeholders, 

expertise groups and external sounding boards.  That process will create the necessary energy, 

shared direction and understanding for people, to decide and act autonomously and at the same 

time act responsibly in line with the needs and interests of the organization (because they are the 

organization).  

  Need for fast and interdisciplinary problem solving & decision making.  In a fast moving 

business, operational issues need not only a quick response, but also a ‘cross organizational’ or 

multi disciplinary response.  That is only possible if there is a very active, network based, cross-

organizational dynamic that exists on a permanent basis and not for that particular incident or 

problem.   That is only possible if participation is a fundamental and ongoing process in the 

organization.  Some organizations developed the idea of ‘centralized, technical expertise 

centers’, which intervene ‘on site’ each time there is a major technical problem.  Besides the fact 

that this often ‘slows down’ the problem solving process, it has as main disadvantage that it 

makes operations dependent on their interventions and it prevents people on site of 

understanding the issues, the causes and the routes for solving them.  In doing so, they mainly 

prevent people of learning and create dependence instead of autonomy.  When to the contrary 

such technical expertise centers are focusing on involving the stakeholders and coaching the site 

in recognizing, solving and preventing issues by themselves and invest in local competency 

building then they can be a useful tool in building sustainable performance in the organization.   

"Si tu veux construire un bateau, ne rassemble pas tes hommes 
et femmes pour leur donner des ordres, pour expliquer chaque 
détail, pour leur dire où trouver chaque chose... Si tu veux 
construire un bateau, fais naître dans le cœur de tes hommes et 
femmes le désir de la mer." 

 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
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  Need for effective execution. Any decision, any plan needs to be executed and brought to 

implementation and operational success.  In today’s complex organizations, execution cannot be 

controlled from the top, you need initiative, shared leadership, responsible decisions and 

autonomous motivation.  The energy, the competencies and the shared direction to do that as an 

organization is built up during participative processes 

and is far more effective then the kind of ‘external 

motivation’ you get with usual ‘carrot and stick’ 

management methods.  They slow things down, 

make the organization less agile, create bottle necks 

and more importantly they ‘underuse’ the experience 

and expertise that is available and block it from being 

even developed further.  The Self Determination Theory, one of the models that support the 

thinking about ‘participation’ and self-directing professionals mentions three important factors for 

autonomous motivation: Sense of Belonging, Autonomy and the Feeling of competency5.  Those 

three factors are developed through active participation in the development of vision and strategy 

for the organization, for the team and for each individual professional role.  

2. Collaborative processes 

We need the organization to trigger effective collaboration.  Working and learning with and from 

each other is key.  After the era of management by individual objectives, job description and 

classification, we realize more and more that it’s not hard, individual effort that creates added 

value to the customer, but an effective internal customer-supplier process that enables 

success.  That means that we need individuals to think in terms of their contribution and benefit 

to the overall business chain and not in function of ‘my job’ or ‘my objectives’.  All sorts of 

collaborative processes will trigger that ‘mindset’. 

Collaboration takes different shapes like teams, projects or more nimble and flexible transversal 

network structures. 

However, we should not confuse the structure with the quality of collaboration.  Teams for 

instance as such are not a sufficient condition for collaborative work and learning.  Often it is 

not very much more than the ‘name’ you call a group of people that are reporting into the same 

manager.  A team means more: common vision, actual working together, collaborative problem 

solving, peer challenge and feedback, real mutual dependence, collective responsibility for 

performance and shared leadership.  Cohesive and collaborative teams, can stop looking at 

their contribution to the value chain and create silos between them and their internal customers 

                                                           
5  Gagne, M., & Deci, E. (2005).  Self-determination theory and work motivation.  Journal of Organizational Behavior. 26, 331–362. 
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/ suppliers.  Effective transversal (and cross team) collaboration can be triggered through :  job 

rotation, learning networks, social media, etc… 

Why is all that crucial for an organization? 

  Working in different constellations with other people, from other backgrounds or expertise areas 

constitutes individual and collective competency development and learning 

  It enables more effective operational problem solving / decision making, since you tap into more 

resources, viewpoints, expertise areas and experiences. 

  It creates challenge & questioning that can lead to creative solutions and innovation 

  Actually working together develops behavior that is deeply rooted common values & vision (the 

translation of business vision and strategy into every operational vein of the organization)  

It develops a better understanding of the ‘organizational system’ and how the internal 

customer-supplier chain creates added value for external customers.  Having a better holistic 

view on the organization creates awareness of how an individual or team is contributing to the 

overall business performance.  That is an important condition for individual employees or teams 

to ‘improve the way they do things’ since it enables them to think ‘output’ (how do I contribute to 

the performance of others in the chain) and prevents them of ‘belly staring’ and input thinking 

(work harder, make things more efficient), without actual effectiveness in terms of overall 

business performance. 
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3. Experimentation processes 

If the name of the game is “inventing new solutions and answers” for old or new challenges and 

problems, (and not copying the recipes of the past) then it is obvious that we should create 

‘experimentation processes’ in the organization that trigger “Out-of-the-Box Thinking”.  

  Organizational Culture : It is important for experimentation that people are encouraged to stick 

their noose in everything that doesn’t regard them.  A culture of free expression where every idea 

is welcomed as an opportunity for challenge and innovation and where the doors are not 

systematically closed by cynicism and sarcasm with the usual “we have now time for that” 

excuse.  A few examples of ‘cultural hindering factors for experimentation’ are : 

- A heavy project process were very early in the creative process, hurdles are built in 

(heavy approval structures) that are difficult for out-of-the-box ideas to come by. 

- Very financially driven efficiency culture, where you need to prove the financial return 

and / or operational success before you actually work on the idea. 

- A culture that blames people for making mistakes will make people risk averse and as a 

consequence of that they will turn into ‘sitting ducks’ instead of creative minds. 

- Strict pay for performance schemes might also drive people away from innovation and 

experimentation since the immediate outcome and impact on performance is highly 

uncertain.  

- A heavy and not very flexible internal mobility process or rules, such as : minimal time in 

a job before being eligible for another internal move, limiting mobility only to the next 

hierarchical level (which sometimes has very little to do with having or not having the 

competencies for the new job), etc… 

  Open job borders / role indications (output objectives) : if you want people to ‘innovate’ and to 

take initiatives out-of-the-box, you should not define their ‘box’ to firmly.  It’s better to create 

broad roles, with a number of output objectives rather than focusing on very accurately 

describing what you want somebody to do in his job (mainly input variables).  It makes a huge 

difference to say to somebody in HR : “you need to organize 20 management training sessions 

per year” as opposed to “you need to support learning within the management population”.  The 

first is input, the second is output and the whole question of how you do that is open for 

innovation and experimentation. 

  Incentives for ‘experimentation’ : although in a very participative culture, innovation, initiative and 

risk taking are probably triggered sufficiently, some organizations create specific incentives for 

people to ‘experiment’.  Those incentives are not ‘linked to the result’, but to the process of 

experimentation as such (irrespective of success or failure).  Some organizations like Google 

and 3M have a policy where people get the explicit mandate to work part of their time on 
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personal projects they are particularly passionate about  (out of specs if you want). “For decades, 

engineers at 3M have spent up to 15 percent of work hours on their own projects, playing with 

ideas that have nothing to do with their job's mission. This unwritten rule of 15 percent 

dreamtime is so ingrained at 3M 

that ‘you can feel it right down to 

your toes’ as one scientist put 

it.” (source : www.wired.com) 

Some organizations foresee a 

‘funding stream’ for small 

experiments to avoid that those 

ideas will be crushed in the 

conventional OPEX – CAPEX 

discussions of the Project 

Management Process. 

Organizations are looking for their own strategy to encourage risk taking and to celebrate 

mistakes as learning opportunities6.   That means that the boundaries between jobs become 

deliberately blurred and the organization evolves towards a network organization where people 

are belonging to different ‘entities’ at the same time (team, project, expertise group, taskforce, 

community of practice, intervision group, etc…).  More and more we see that long time standards 

in HR such as job descriptions, individual objectives, job classifications may be ‘qualified’ today 

as hindering factors for organizational learning and development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

From : http://www.realcom.co.jp/en/company.html  

                                                           
6  Cassandra Frangos.  (2011),  How to Embed Innovation into Your Organizational Culture.  Balanced Scorecard Report, vol 12, 1. 

(from : http://www.bscol.se/_wcm/documents/How%20to%20Embed%20Innovation.pdf ) 
 

Here are some of the things we do to facilitate a motivated 
inspired workforce: 

¶ We work in small teams to promote spontaneity, creativity, 
and speed. 

¶ We listen to every idea, on the theory that any Googler can 
come up with the next breakthrough. 

¶ We provide the resources to turn great ideas into reality. 

¶ ²Ŝ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƻǳǊ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎ άнл-pŜǊŎŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜέ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
ŦǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘΦ 

From : http://www.google.com/jobs/lifeatgoogle/englife/index.html 

 

http://www.bscol.se/_wcm/documents/How%20to%20Embed%20Innovation.pdf
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4. Experiential Learning Processes 

Since organizational learning is not so much aiming at “transferring existing knowledge and 

insights” but at “constructing new knowledge and insights”, our paradigm of learning is also 

shifting.  Next to the formal ‘training infrastructure’ of most organization, mostly still geared at 

transfer of knowledge to individual workers and managers, organizations are looking at creating 

Learning Processes embedded in the workplace and in the core business processes. 

That new paradigm of learning is based on social constructivist views where people create new 

insights and construct meaning in the relationship with others, out of their own and other’s 

experiences : EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING7 will enable the organization (at organizational, team 

and individual level) to learn from experiences, mistakes, experiments and success. 

A lot of very well know practices used (consistently or not) have their place in an organizational 

experiential learning process such as : intervision, coaching, after action review, action 

research, feedback, job-aids, etc… 

The basic steps for an experiential learning cycle are : 

1. Do something 

2. Get feedback and make others share their 

observations 

3. Process what happened and analyze the 

experience.  What worked, what did not 

and why would that be? 

4. Create general knowledge out of that, go 

and look for answers (here you could bring 

in expert instruction for instance) 

5. Build with that knowledge a new approach 

and try it out.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7  The Experiential Learning Cycle is based on work by Kurt Lewin and later on  David Kolb.  This model can be used at an individual level (within a 

coaching relationship) but can also be the model for team and organizational learning. 
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Organizational Mental Shifts   

Through Participation, Collaboration, Experimentation and Experiential learning you can trigger 

the behaviors you need for sustainable performance, development and business results, in a 

globalized, complex, fast changing and unpredictable environment8. 

It sounds so easy, and it is very much ‘common knowledge’ debated in every management 

training or publication you find.  In reality, with real managers and employees, with the real 

pressure of customers, unions, stock markets, etc… it has proven to be very difficult to put in 

place.  The reason for it to be so difficult is probably to be found in the radical depth of this 

paradigm shift, attacking our profound beliefs an basically all processes in the organization.  It 

is a paradigm shift from Control to Confidence, from Input to Output, from Containment to 

Stimulation, from Hierarchy to Contribution, Independence to Interdependence. It challenges 

the fundamental beliefs that have been anchored in organizations for the last century.  Another 

difficulty is that it needs to be a coherent practice.  You cannot do it ‘from time to time’. 

 

 

  

                                                           
8  Research indicated that organizations scoring well in the ‘parameters’ of the Learning Organization have also significantly better Financial results.  So 

investing in organizational performance pays. Sours : De Smet, Palmer & Schaninger., (207) The Missing Link.  Connecting Organizational and Financial 
Performance.  Mc Kinsey & Company. 

 

            Adapted from Schermerhorn, (2009),  Management 10th edition. 
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Resisting our thinking on Resistance to Change  

Since we are talking fundamental change & paradigm shift, the road will be steep and difficult, 

but also that change-journey will be a participative one or it will fail. 

Executives often do not involve people from the start.  First they want to have figured out what 

the problem is, have decided what to work on, and how to set up a steering committee and 

project groups to work.  The reason for that is the deeply engrained idea that people always will 

resist and will try to block any change.  Therefore, you’ll better be prepared and know what you 

want before confronting your employees! 

Well I have news for you : THAT IS SIMPLY NOT TRUE 

Where that perception comes from and why it is so widely spread among scholars, managers, 

change agents and consultants alike is not clear, but research has proven the contrary since 

many decades.  Lewin, Bevalas and later Coch & French created strong evidence, with their 

experiments in Harwood Manufacturing Company, in 1948 (is not a typo) that ladies who are 

involved in the goal setting process and in the workplace design, produce much more pajamas 

(Harwood was a garment company) then they ever had when engineers set the standards, 

goals and production processes.  The stress caused by ‘changes out of their control’ caused 

decrease in performance and a pay raise would not reduce the stress, nor increase 

performance: self-management however did. 

More recent research9 confirms what we all know (but often in organizations deny) :  

  Resistance is NOT a general reaction to change. 

  Management feels stronger committed in general to change then employees and first 

line workers. 

  The reason for that is not a difference in resistance, but a difference in participation and 

involvement in the change process. 

The general conclusion of this research is that people do not resist change, but they resist the 

fact that the change is thought out and implemented largely without them.   

  

                                                           
9  Kilian M. Bennebroek Gravenhorst. (2003) A Different View on Resistance to Change. Universiteit van Amsterdam, Faculty of Social and Behavioral 

Sciences.  (paper presented at the 11th EAWOP conference in Lisbon). 
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If you take a closer look at why people resist, than it is not difficult to understand that 

participation (or the absence of it) is of enormous importance10. : 

  They don’t understand the change, they don’t understand where you are going, they 

don’t have the background, they don’t understand how you are planning to get there. 

  They don’t have the time to engage.  They cannot both change and handle their current 

accountabilities.  Focusing on change puts them at risk on meeting their required 

accountabilities. They risk missing their objectives, getting negative feedback from their 

manager, who is also focusing on his work (for similar reasons) and not on getting 

involved in change. 

  They resist because they do not have the competencies to do what they have to do in 

the new world.  They are now respected for their expertise in their job, so engaging in 

the change process simply serves to demonstrate that they are not competent, which is 

not a comfortable feeling and might make them run away from it. 

  They believe it’s not a good idea.  They don’t share the values that drive the change.  

They think you are wrong. 

I follow Woldring’s analysis as far as the reasons for resistance is concerned, but I reject his 

suggestions for dealing with it.  He advices to sack the people who disagree, to explain to those 

who don’t understand, to reschedule the activities of those who have no time to engage, and to 

train those who risk to become ‘incompetent’ in the post change era and to sack those you 

identify as ‘not trainable’. 

In that mindset, you act as if in each organization there is a divine power who knows exactly 

what to do and how to do it, and all others are per definition too stupid, too lazy or just too 

stubborn to go along with it.   Managers need to use ‘coercive’ methods to get people in line 

again.  Whether that would ever lead to engagement and the entrepreneurial spirit you need in 

complex change processes is very doubtful.  On top of that we have plentiful examples where 

that ‘divine power’ in all its wisdom was indeed VERY WRONG. 

A different path exists.  Build the change from the very beginning by inviting all stakeholders to 

participate, to analyze the issues, create shared understanding, join in collaborative problem 

solving and decision-making.  That will not only make the reasons for resistance go away, but it 

will in a complex context make the ‘change solutions’ better, because you include all relevant 

expertise and experience from within your organization (and potentially from external 

stakeholders). 

                                                           
10  Roelf Woldring (1999). Workplace Competence International Limited, Hillsburgh, Ontario 
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How does participation affect the reasons for employees (and managers) to resist ? 

  If people participate in the data gathering and analysis that leads to identification of 

problems, and participate in developing the change objectives, how we are going to get 

there, etc… the organization as a whole develops a deep understanding and all those 

involved will understand why and how the ‘change decisions’ are made (because they 

co-made them). 

  If you start an ‘inclusive’ process, you can also together reflect on how you are going to 

‘marry’ the investment in change with the ongoing business.  It becomes part of the 

collective transition plan and is an ‘organizational agreement’ through which all people 

get the mandate to do what they have to do.  Some will spend more time on the change 

activities, covered by colleagues that will take over some of the ongoing business and 

the active involvement in change of particular individuals might vary over time.  Key is to 

keep everybody in the loop! 

  In a participative change process, you all start as incompetent and the insights and 

understanding are collectively build throughout the change process (= Action 

Research11).  Gradually people develop the technical but also social and process 

competencies they will need in the new situation, board, management and employees 

alike.  You do not create, as you would with the classical project, a group of ‘insiders’ 

and a very large group of ‘outsiders’, which is exactly the divide that causes resistance.  

This also means that you do not have to train people massively on the eve of 

implementation.  The learning process has started from day one you involved everyone. 

  Finally, the fact that stakeholders might disagree is not something you have to ‘combat’, 

but something you have to embrace.  You need people with different experiences, 

different expertise, from different areas of the organization, to look at things.  Their 

mutual challenge as well as their constructive collaboration will increase the quality of 

the change decisions.  And even if afterwards people still think that some decisions are 

not the very best, they will understand why those decisions are finally taken (you have 

always arguments for and against) and will feel respected and listened too because of 

their participation, even if the organization did not follow their original opinion on certain 

things.  By involving them you keep them (and their energy and expertise) on board. 

                                                           
11  The term action research, coined by Kurt Lewin starts from the principle that you can only understand a situation when you change it.  So instead of 

trying to understand everything in a ‘lab kind of situation’, you plan for action, you perform the action, look at the results and translate that in ‘insights 
and learning’.  Based on those insights the (spiral) process goes on, next action is planned, performed, evaluated, …   Action Research is typically done 
as a collaborative effort with all stakeholders involved. 
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If you look at it, participation is nothing else then granting the stakeholders a say on decisions 

and changes that will affect their work situation.  It seems in the debate on Corporate Social 

Responsibility and stakeholder engagement only logical and a ‘moral’ right to be involved.  For 

the organization, it is extremely useful to have them involved in order to create effective and 

sustainable change and performance. 

Participation & Leadership / Management  

Apart from structure, workplace design, work organization, etc… management practices are of 

utmost importance to trigger Participation & Co-creation, Collaboration, Experimentation and 

Learning.  That means that the role of leaders & managers is also dramatically shifting. 

From a role where deciding, knowing how it works, giving orders, divide the work, control what 

people do, etc… towards a situation where they primarily need to be process facilitators to their 

teams.  Managers as facilitators of the process that leads to shared vision and strategy (at 

organizational but also team level), facilitate collaboration, stimulate risk taking, create a 

workplace where people can learn from experience and from each other.  Probably the best 

phrase to summarize it all comes from Kouzes & Posner12 : “Enable people to Act”. 

Managers have often difficulties to do that because traditionally their credibility came from their 

capacity (and power) to decide and to control.  On top of that, most managers have been 

promoted into management positions, not because of their ‘process skills to enable people to 

act’, but because of their technical expertise. 

That shift is something you cannot leave up to individual managers. 

That shift needs to be culturally driven by the organization as a whole and the organizational 

setup needs to trigger that ‘new’ management behavior.  Part of that process is also 

participative.  Managers can contract with their teams and reports on how they can add the 

most value for their team and the people that report to them. 

If you can create an organization that is consistently showing that “driving the participative 

process”, “supporting the learning organization”, creating professional challenges for people is 

what you expect from managers and you ‘reinforce that behavior’ coherently, then the mindset 

will change. 

 

                                                           
12  Kouzes, J. & Posner, B., (1995).  The Leadership Challenge.  How to Keep Getting Extraordinary Things Done in Organizations. Jossey-Bass. 
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Consult ing in Organizations : Put the ôwhoõ first ! 

An organization will get the help of an Organizational Development consultant in, to address an 

organizational performance issue.  That can be a new challenge or an experienced problem 

like lacking business results, high turnover, ineffective processes, stress and conflict in the 

organization, difficult internal job mobility, lack of innovation and improvement drive, etc… 

All those issues are ‘symptoms’ of a ‘misfit’ between what people in the organization do and the 

changing business environment and stakeholder expectations. 

An the OD intervention will then try to sync the behavior in the organization with what the socio-

economical context and stakeholders expect. 

We firmly believe that such an endeavor can only work if it is very actively ‘co-created’ with all 

stakeholders. 

The same guiding principles, that are so important for an organization to create sustainable 

change and performance in a complex, changing and unpredictable business environment, 

apply for effective consulting interventions, in those organizations. 

In Productive Workplaces13, Marvin Weisbord describes it as follows : 

Away from Toward 

Solve the problem Create the future 
Give it to an expert Help each other learn 
Get a task force Involve everybody 
Find the technique Find a valued purpose 
Do it all now 5ƻ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŘƻŀōƭŜ ς in season 

 

That means that we don’t see it as the consultant’s role to tell the organization what is wrong 

and what they have to do about it. 

We see our role as consultant mainly as ‘partnering’ with the organization to support them in : 

  Involving the stakeholders 

  Creating a shared understanding of the issues and a vision on addressing it 

  Creating a participative, collaborative working process 

  Building that process as a collective, experiential learning process 

  Trigger ownership and initiative with those internal stakeholders to start attacking the 

issues 

                                                           
13 Weisbord, M., (2012).   Productive Workplaces. Dignity, Meaning, and Community in the 21ste Century.  Jossey Bass, pag. 338. 
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  Develop some ‘functional skills and competencies’ with the stakeholders to be able to 

play and active role in the process (ex : coaching skills, feedback, listening and 

challenging, problem solving as a team, etc…) 

 

And of course consultants do some design work, some facilitation work, might do a training 

workshop, develop some tools, introduce some methodology… but all that is only done within 

the collaborative and participative process in order to support it, not to replace it. 

The choice of actions and interventions will very much rely on that process, but in general, the 

idea is to have people do as much as possible themselves.  Since the final objective of any 

consulting intervention is not only ‘solve issues’ but also make the organization stronger and 

develop some collective competencies (learning, problem solving, etc…) that enables the 

organization to cope with future challenges, autonomously, without consulting support. 

Rather than asking (and answering) the question WHAT do we need to do and HOW do we 

need to do it, Move! starts from the question WHO needs to be involved in order to create a 

process that leads to SUSTAINABLE business improvement and change in the organization.  

That means that we as consultants need to create a process that stimulates and triggers : 

participation, collaboration, experimentation and experiential learning by all stakeholders in the 

organization.  

 

Leuven, April 2012 
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