Last update: March 27, 2004

Chapter 1 Organizations and Change

In 1993, Eric Saperston graduated from college and bought a 1971 Volkswagen Bus. He set off with his golden retriever, Jack, on a journey. Eric said that he had decided to call some of the most powerful people in the world and ask them out for a cup of coffee. His adventures have been documented in the film, The Journey. All of us who have been intrigued by a new idea and set off to try to introduce it have felt like this—excited, anticipating a great adventure, ready for a journey! We hope you see these pages as a guidebook when you need help along the way.

You’re interested in leading or helping to make a change in your organization. You want to learn know more. You’d like to understand why change is so hard for you and your colleagues. You’re concerned about survival in these tough times. The strategies in this book will help you address all these needs. In this first chapter you will find an introduction to the change process and the forces at work to help or hinder your struggles.

Implementing change takes time. How much time? It depends on many different variables. It may be easy to get a few people interested, and, depending upon your goals, that may be enough. For example, if the innovation is a new software tool, your goal may be to persuade your own team to use it. On the other hand, you might eventually hope to encourage the entire company to integrate the software in its processes. This is a substantially more challenging task that may require years of effort with some discouraging slips backward along the way.
Research into the factors that affect change has identified several misconceptions that many of us share. The first is that innovations will be accepted just because they are good ideas. I’m sure you can think of many good ideas that have failed and been replaced by other, sometimes poorer ones. Sony’s Beta technology for videocassette recording lost out to the VHS format. The Macintosh operating system clearly had advantages over the DOS operating system for personal computers, but it lost impact in the marketplace, first to DOS, and then to Microsoft Windows. 

Since those of us who have discovered an intriguing new possibility clearly see the advantages of our idea, it’s easy to be deluded into believing that all we have to do is explain logically why the new idea is better than the one it should replace and voila, others will sign up.

The second misconception is that once a new idea is introduced, nothing else is required. Adopt this new approach. The end. Drop the seed in the ground. No watering or fertilizer or pruning or tending needed. Unfortunately, the reality is that it takes a lot of work. To reach your journey’s end, you must be in for the long haul. 
You may have heard the argument that the quickest way to introduce a new approach is to mandate its use. While you might get compliance you probably won’t get much commitment. An edict from on high may prompt some change in the short term but there is likely to be resistance in the not-too-distant long term. A high-level executive cannot simply declare, “OK, guys, we’re going to do <innovation> from now on!” and expect it to happen. With top-down change, the emphasis is on making the changes quickly and dealing with the problems only if necessary. Bottom-up change is more gradual, but it addresses resistance more effectively. The emphasis in bottom-up change is on participation and on keeping people informed about what is going on, so uncertainty and resistance are minimized. Based on our experience, we believe that change is best introduced bottom-up with support at appropriate points from management—both local and at a higher level. Peter Senge appears to agree:

During the last few years, a new understanding of the process of organizational change has emerged. It is not top-down or bottom-up, but participative at all levels—aligned through a common understanding of a system.
As you can see, we believe in a participatory approach. Otherwise, you may share Carly Fiorina’s experience when she became president of Hewlett-Packard and tried to make major changes. Because the workforce had little opportunity to be involved, many were skeptical and resistant. They didn't openly attack her new ideas; they simply appeared to meet her goals, while continuing to do things as they always had in the past. The resistance was so subtle and so pervasive that it was difficult to accomplish anything. As an old Chinese proverb states: “There’s a lot of noise at the top of the stairs, but no one coming down.” Change driven from on high without significant across-the-board participation creates more heat than light and often ends up becoming a recipe for failure.

Our approach in writing this book is to help you introduce new ideas by encouraging others to become intrigued and interested so that they want to become involved in the change. 

The strategies we recommend take advantage of research by E.M. Rogers and Geoffrey Moore, who observed how individuals become aware of an innovation and make the choice to accept or reject it. They describe change not as an event but a process, the innovation-decision process. We move through the stages in this process before we adopt or reject a new idea. During the first three stages—knowledge, persuasion, and decision—we gather information and form opinions. If we decide to adopt the innovation, then we proceed through the last two stages—implementation and confirmation—where we are users but continue to need assurance that our decision was a good one.

This research has identified several factors that speed up or slow down the innovation-decision process, and, as a result, the time it will take the change to become part of the environment. We consider three factors: the change agent, the culture, and the people. To begin a successful change effort, you will need to understand all three and how they work together.

The Change Agent 

We believe that change can be instigated and led by anyone. Lack of power is no excuse for inactivity or anticipating failure. In fact, many acts of leadership we see every day are often performed by relatively powerless people—those whose ability to influence others exceeds the extent of their authority. In healthy companies, people not only lead their peers, but also lead their bosses, all without the official sanction to do so.

Back to Eric Saperston’s journey. Along the way he met CEOs, authors, and former president Jimmy Carter. When Eric asked what message he had for Eric’s generation, President Carter replied, “Remember how powerful you are. Never forget the power of the individual to make a difference. Enroll people in that possibility and change the world, change your community, change your family, change yourself.” 

We can all take President Carter’s message to heart. Appreciate the power you have. If you are a good communicator, genuinely appreciate people, and work well with others, you will have an edge when sharing your ideas. You will have more time to give to the task if the change effort is part of your job, rather than something you are trying to do in your “spare” time. The primary driver, however, is your passion, your deep and continuing belief in the innovation you are trying to introduce. You need three things to successfully share your idea: your belief in it, the drive to bring it into your environment, and some information on how to do it. You supply the first two; our strategies provide the third.
The Culture

It’s obvious that culture will have a significant impact on the speed of the innovation-decision process of your colleagues. The process will be easier and faster if the culture supports and nurtures new ideas, allows time for people to learn and do new things, is patient enough to support innovations that have benefits in the long term, accepts that learning curves can be long, and does not consider failure to be a death sentence. A supportive culture helps people to deal with their emotions so that they can focus on the task ahead.

There must also be enough flexibility to allow change. Stephen Covey tells the story of a man in the woods working feverishly to saw down a tree. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Can’t you see? I’m sawing down this tree.” 

“You look exhausted! How long have you been at it?” 

“Over five hours, and I’m beat! This is hard work.” 

“Well, why don’t you take a break and sharpen that saw? I’m sure it would go a lot faster.” 

“I don’t have time to sharpen the saw. I’m too busy sawing!” 

Unfortunately, there is usually little or no time to learn something that would increase efficiency and improve quality. Every successful learning initiative requires time for new activities: planning, collaborative work, training, and reflection. But realistically, change cannot occur without an up-front investment, even if there is strong interest. That said, small changes can happen even in the most conservative cultures, but you will need considerable patience because change will be slower.
Culture is also important because you need others who are willing to help with the change effort. Like it or not, you can’t do it alone. Peter Senge explains that a change effort needs many leaders:

It requires seeing how significant change invariably starts locally, and how it grows over time. And it requires recognizing the diverse array of people who play key roles in sustaining change—people who are “leaders.” We want to build institutions that, by their very nature, continually adapt and reinvent themselves, with leadership coming from many people in many places, not just from the top.

The People

In addition to the change agent and the culture, the third influence is the people. As we set off on our journey, we might remind ourselves that the entity we want to influence is not a thing, but a collection of individuals. To change the thing means changing the individuals in it. Even when the culture is open to new ideas, the people within it will accept the change at different rates. You may think that if the benefits of an innovation are clearly and widely presented, everyone will eventually see the light and adopt it. As rational human beings, we like to think that logic drives most of our decisions, but the reality is, in most persuasive situations, people base their decisions on emotion and then justify with fact. Nationally syndicated business writer Dale Dauten observed, “Facts are useful; they give the conscious mind something to do while the emotions decide what’s true.” 

Some people may pass through the innovation-decision process quickly, but most will move more slowly, and some may adopt an idea only when they are pressured to do so. Understanding how different people accept, or don’t accept, change will help you to appreciate each person’s style and adjust your strategies accordingly.

Peter Senge supports our observations.

Look for the positive side in each person you are talking to. If you have a deterministic view of people—that they come programmed by their genes, that there’s only a 10% margin of improvement and 20% of them will screw you if they get a chance—then that belief in itself will severely limit your ability to lead profound change. On the other hand, if you genuinely like people, and if you believe there’s an enormous reservoir of untapped potential in each person then you will want to help them be all they can be. If you can bring that attitude to your work, and if you can muster the courage and compassion to act upon it, then you can be effective.

E. M. Rogers noticed that new ideas tend to originate in a small group he calls the Innovators, then move to a second group, the Early Adopters, and then become accepted by the Early Majority and the Late Majority. Eventually, the Laggards may adopt it. Let’s have a closer look at each of these groups.

The Innovators make up a very small percentage of a “normal” population—about 2.5%. They accept new ideas quickly. They need little persuasion. They’re intrigued with something just because it is new. You know people like this! These are the folks who like something even better if it doesn’t work right! Their early interest in new ideas enables them to spark and help test new ideas. But they may not stay interested for long, and because their venturesome nature makes them open to risks, others usually don’t accept their opinions. Thus, Innovators are excellent gatekeepers, but usually not good opinion leaders. 

The Early Adopters represent a larger part of a “normal” population—about 13.5%. They are also open to new ideas but will accept them only after serious consideration. They tend to look for the strategic opportunity an innovation can provide and can be persuaded if they see that the new approach provides a fundamental breakthrough. As highly motivated visionaries who are respected by their peers, they can serve as opinion leaders once they have accepted the new idea. However, the Innovators and the Early Adopters are small groups. To have impact, you must convince the majority.

The Early Majority is the first significant group (about a third of a “normal” population) to accept a new idea. The Early Majority interact with their peers but are seldom leaders. They tend to follow, and they want to know that others have been successful with a new idea before they consider accepting it themselves. As pragmatists, they are persuaded if the innovation can provide incremental, measurable, and predictable improvement. Once this large group is convinced, a grass roots foundation is established for the innovation. The Early Majority provides a vital link between the Early and the Late Adopters. The Early Majority is your bridge between the old and the new!

The Late Majority is the second significant group (about a third of a “normal” population) to accept a new idea .The Late Majority is composed of people who approach new ideas with skepticism and caution. They are conservative in nature and are persuaded only after most of uncertainty is removed. They need some kind of pressure before they accept a new idea. This pressure can take many forms: seeing people all around them using it, or a boss strongly suggesting that they use it, or their team adopting it so they must follow suit in order to work efficiently in the team.

The Laggards are the people who are last to adopt new ideas, when they accept ideas at all. Their view is typically “we’ve always done it this way.” Their friends tend to be other Laggards and because they are suspicious of innovation and change, their acceptance of a new idea usually comes through extreme pressure from others coupled with the certainty that the innovation cannot fail.

Notice that we keep referring to a “normal” population. We’ve never seen a “normal” organization! Each has its own character. Some very innovative companies have a larger than “normal” population of Innovators, while other companies are more conservative. The numbers that E.M. Rogers and other researchers have observed are only statistical guidelines. You are the best judge of what will work well for you.

Our philosophy is described by quality management consultant David Hutton. 

You do not have to spend a lot of time and effort on those who strongly resist change. You only have to help and protect those who want to change, so that they are able to succeed. Put another way, your job is not to plant the entire forest, row by row – it is to plant clumps of seedlings in hospitable places and to nurture them. As they mature, these trees will spread their seeds, and the forest will eventually cover the fertile land. The rocks will, of course, remain barren regardless. This is a logical, effective, and responsible way of using your limited resources. This does not mean that you can afford to ignore the existence of committed and influential opponents of change. You may have to find ways to prevent these individuals from sabotaging the process. However, once you have figured out who cannot be converted, you should not waste more time trying to persuade them.

Because our strategies focus on introducing new ideas, they do not target the more skeptical individuals (the Late Majority and Laggards), but we don’t ignore them either. Skeptics may provide valuable opportunities to discover problems with the innovation. Even though many people may consider conflict to be unpleasant, counter-productive, and time-consuming, we recommend that you see conflict as opportunity. Conflict doesn’t have to be destructive; you can use that energy to help solve problems and make improvements. In some cases, people simply need information about why the change is necessary, about the desired future state, and what needs to happen to get there. 

Much of the resistance to change stems from the need for control of our environment and destiny. You've probably enjoyed rearranging your office at times, but it would be a different matter if corporate cubicle police unexpectedly arrived one day to reorganize your office in a style dictated by some authorized master plan—straight out of a Dilbert cartoon! People do not resist change so much as they resist being changed
. People are better at coping with change if they have a hand in creating it. Therefore, our philosophy in documenting the strategies in this book is to engage people at all levels, so they can participate in planning what should be done and can help to make change happen.
We’ve outlined one explanation for how individuals accept new ideas. Malcolm Gladwell, author of The Tipping Point, helps us understand three roles that are critical for introducing change: Maven, Salesman, and Connector. Mavens are “information specialists.” They supply knowledge about the innovation. However, to spread the innovation, you must have Salesmen who promote the idea, and Connectors who know many different kinds of people. You must take on the roles of Maven, Salesman, and Connector to the greatest extent possible, and engage others who can help. Even if you are a Maven, you will still need people who can help you keep up with the latest information. You may find Early Adopters who are good Salesmen, and the more Connectors you enlist the better.

We recognize that introducing a new idea is a gradual, learn-as-you-go process that will have setbacks and small successes along the way. We recommend that you start slow and expect that your efforts will require time and patience. The journey cannot be successfully undertaken without some understanding of yourself, your culture, and the people within it. This understanding will enable you to make the most effective use of our guidebook. Above all, enjoy the process. As Steve Jobs of Apple Computer said, “The journey is the reward!” Bon voyage!
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