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Why change

fails

Change management theory suggests that taking a

planned approach to change in organisations is a

successful route to take.  However, even the most

planned of change programmes often fail to achieve

their objectives in practice.  

Some visible factors that can impact on change

success, such as technology, processes, leadership

and structure, are often considered during change

programme.  But, given the volume of change that

continues to fail, I believe that there are other hidden

factors that are not being considered.   

When I gathered employee stories of change as part

of my PhD research these showed that two factors

were particularly important in change success. 

 Firstly, the history of an organisation frames change

programmes and secondly, employee identity

interacts with history to influence how change is

enacted or resisted.  Crucially, these factors were

also dynamic and changeable during a change

programme, challenging assumptions within most

change programmes that organisations are

ahistorical and that employee identity is static.

In fact, my research has shown that employee

perceptions of their identity in the organisation, in

relation to being either an insider or an outsider, alter

during a change programme.  These changes also

impacted on their perception of their relationship

with other people in the organisation, for example

management consultants and leaders.
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The hidden factors in organisations that

impact change success 

These hidden factors act as a filter to any organisation change

meaning that the outcome may not be what was originally desired.  

The research also showed the robust nature of strong organisation

cultures over time, how employees struggled to retain and protect

this culture during periods of change and how difficult it was to

effect change due to that. 

Therefore, the context of the change should be examined within

an organisation prior to any change process, in order to increase

the likelihood of success.

Digging below the surface to understand

these hidden factors 

We know from experience and also from the research that much of

what matters and is important in an organisation, takes place

below the surface.

Getting underneath the surface of an organisation is key in

understanding how these factors impact on an organisation and

the people within it.  

I have developed and use ChangeStoriesTM (as a result of my PhD

research) to create the conversations that are needed in

organisations to “get under the rug” (as Manfred Kets de Vries

puts it) and understand the hidden life of an organisation.
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"The hidden factors

that impact on

change in

organisations are

like an iceberg - you

can't see them but

they can exert a

bigger force on the

organisation than

the aspects that can

be seen" 
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What are the most important hidden

factors to consider?
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Strength of the organisation culture

The importance of the organisation culture to

employees

Individual and organisational values and the link

between them

History and experiences of change in the

organisation

Nostalgia and memories of the past

Change resistance in the organisation

How employees see themselves in relation to

others, both inside and outside of the organisation

The use of consultants and how they are perceived

Views of management by employees and vice

versa 

Organisation history and employee identity emerged

from the research as the most important factors on

change success.

These can be broken down further into other areas to

consider before starting a change:
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Creating opportunities for better

conversations about change

Giving employees the chance to reflect and reframe change resistance. 

Creating opportunities for employees to talk and share

ideas is also a very positive experience.  Having the

opportunity to talk about their feelings and reflect on the

reality of change allows individuals to take time to reflect.   

In addition, giving everyone that chance to contribute

during change can help reframe perceived resistance to

change.

We can reframe resistance as an expression of frustration

with the change rather than a symptom of lack of

engagement with the change.  

By discussing any frustrations, it is possible to determine

whether the frustration is related to the actual change

itself, the way it is being implemented or the environment

within the organisation.  Then, by understanding the root

causes of frustration (or resistance), it is possible to decide

what to do about it.  

My research suggests that organisations should embrace

challenge and perceived resistance and discuss it openly,

rather than shutting it down.  This can only lead to longer

term issues.
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What is the right thing to do? 

What is achievable in this organisation? 

What is the human thing to do?

What level of change is sustainable?  

Taking time to reflect is critical during a change

programme but often doesn’t happen.  Change

processes often focus on what can be achieved in the

timeframe but not often about what a particular

organisation can cope with.   

Instead, there are other questions to answer: 

These questions and more can be answered using

ChangeStoriesTM.

ChangeStoriesTM is rooted in Appreciative Inquiry, a

strengths based approach, that asks individuals and

organisations to consider the best of what is.

Taking time to reflect is important
during periods of change 
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Using Appreciative Inquiry to ask the right

questions during change

What is working really well?

What is it like to work here right how? (you can use words or pictures to answer this)

ChangeStoriesTM uses appreciative inquiry to ask key questions of employee impacted by

change.  For example, in the Discovery phase, you could ask:

During the Dream phase, you can ask participants to use words or pictures to describe their

dreams for the organisation. 

During the Design phase, you can ask participants to list their top three improvement priorities

for the organisation and then in the Destiny phase, develop actions to implement these priorities. 
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Strengths - What are we good at?

Opportunities - What can we do better?

Aspirations - What do we care deeply about?

Results - How will we know we are succeeding?

What insights do the discussions and themes give

into your organisation?

What can you learn and do differently to shape the

way change is enacted?

What can we understand about resistance to

change as a result of these discussions?

As well as the in depth discussions that emerge from

ChangeStoriesTM, a key tool that I like to use is SOAR,

which is an appreciative inquiry version of SWOT:

Recent research has shown the organisations that

focus more on strengths than weaknesses (80% to

20%) rather than the other way round, are four times

more likely to have change success.  

Therefore, simply swopping your existing SWOT

analysis to a SOAR analysis is more likely to lead to

change success.

The key part of all of these conversations though is to

consider the themes and ideas that emerge from the

discussions: ·

Using SOAR to delve deeper
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Next time there is any change planned in your organisation, try asking some of the questions

from ChangeStoriesTM and see what you find out.  

Then consider how can you use these findings to expand your own change practice and the way

change is managed in your organisation. 

If you want to find out more, take a look at my website for more information and ideas for

managing change differently or listen to the ChangeStoriesTM podcast. 

Or just get in touch if you have any questions or want to find out more. 

"Best of luck and together, lets create change, one conversation at a time!"
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How can I find out more?
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http://www.feldsparconsulting.com/
https://www.feldsparconsulting.com/change-stories/
https://www.feldsparconsulting.com/contact/

