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CHAPTER 1

Mapping the territory

Someone saw Nasrudin searching for something on the ground.
“What have you lost, Mulla?” he asked.
“My key,” said the Mulla.
So they both went down on their knees and looked for it.
After a time, the other man asked: “Where exactly did you drop
it?”
“In my own house.”
“Then why are you looking here?”
“There is more light here than in my own house.”

– Idries Shah

Introduction

Over the past 40 years or more, much light has been cast on the nature
and management of organizational change. Several useful concepts, tools
and techniques have been introduced during this period, which have
helped managers to lead and facilitate change more effectively. At the
same time, research consistently suggests that upwards of two-thirds of
all structured change efforts fail to deliver what they set out to achieve.
As further evidence of this high failure rate, I constantly meet and work
with managers who are exasperated by the inability of quick-fix prescrip-
tions and seductively packaged change methodologies to make a real
and lasting impact on the challenges they face. And yet, confronted by
ever-increasing demands for performance improvement, they continue to
search in these same areas for the keys to organizational change and
performance improvement.

Given the pressures that today’s managers face to deliver short-term
results, it is understandable that most prefer to look for answers where
there appears to be “more light.” Despite their regular disappointments,
there is some comfort in continuing to look “out there” – at the familiar,

1



2 Informal coalitions

well-documented areas of formal structures, systems and processes, and
the n-step change methodologies that promise to transform these pain-
lessly into high-performing organizations. Unfortunately, as research
evidence and our own experience shows, an exclusive focus on these
well-lit areas of the organizational landscape is unlikely to deliver the
benefits that managers are looking for – however commonsensical this
approach might appear to be.

Against this background, Chapter 1 progressively introduces the
elements of a sensemaking framework – the Change Map – that blends
together the formal, rational and conventional approaches to change
with insights into its hidden, messier and more informal dynamics. In
doing so, it offers a means through which leaders and change special-
ists can make sense of change as it unfolds in their organizations and
help to shape its outcome. Many managers have found that this approach
has enabled them to get to grips with the underlying dynamics of
change and to find pathways through the challenges that these bring.
Whilst recognizing the value that many of the established approaches
can offer, the Change Map invites managers to look for the “lost
keys” of change leadership and organizational performance within the
informal, unstructured and a-rational dynamics of their organizations,
rather than being seduced by the superficially attractive, but ultimately
misleading, “light” provided by many of the keep-it-simple fads and
fashions. In particular, it calls upon them to look “inside their own
houses” – at the ways in which they, as leaders and organizational special-
ists, understand and engage with the everyday dynamics of change and
performance.

Rational views on how change happens

Figure 1.1 identifies three basic views on how change happens in
organizations, which I call management edict, education and training and
joint problem solving. These represent the conventional perspective on
how change is achieved in organizations.

Management edict sees change as being imposed by management to
achieve decisiveness and control. The focus of education and training
is on explaining the required changes and modifying the behaviors of
staff to achieve alignment between people’s values and ensure consistent
behaviors across the organization. The third view, joint problem solving,
argues in favor of involving a wide constituency of people to achieve
consensus in decision-making and to create a sense of ownership for
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the changes. Each of these is described in turn below, before their
interrelationships are discussed and the implications of these for under-
standing the dynamics of change explored more fully.

Management edict

This represents the classic, top–down view of organizational change.
It is often presented as the primary route to organization-wide trans-
formation; and, for many managers, it is what change leadership is
all about. As its title suggests, it is imposed on the organization by
management. Bate (1994) calls this general approach “aggressive.” It
presents an attractive view of the world to many managers because it
takes for granted management’s ability to exert its will on the organ-
ization. Most high-profile stories of organizational change start from
this perspective. Its main appeal is that it can achieve some highly
visible “quick wins,” in terms of shifts in strategic direction, physical
re-structuring, systems redesign, organizational re-sizing and so on. It
can also appear radical and innovative; which matches the expecta-
tions of some key stakeholders (such as City analysts) for a “bold and
decisive” style of leadership. It is usually built around a simple message
and therefore reduces the feeling of ambiguity – for managers and staff
alike – by setting out a clear vision of the way ahead and appearing
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to offer a certainty of outcome. On the downside, it can lead to high
levels of resistance from those on the receiving end of the imposed
changes. Managers, though, often view this as an inevitable price to
pay for the felt need – and management right – to take decisive action.
Being imposed from above, it usually lacks buy-in from the organization
at large, tends to be inflexible in its approach and can be difficult to
sustain.

Leadership in the management edict mode sometimes flows from the
personality of a high profile leader, who imposes his/her vision through
new strategies, structures and systems. More often, it is vested in one
who uses the legitimacy of their position to enforce the desired changes.
Resistance is seen as undesirable and, by some, an illegitimate response
to management’s intentions; and from this perspective, it is something to
be overcome, worn down or eliminated.

Management edict will often be put forward as the only way to act
where there is a perceived crisis to be addressed. In such circumstances,
it is argued that there is little time for structured participation or an incre-
mental approach to change. Similarly, even where a more participative
approach is planned, it is often preceded by a “dose” of management edict,
to overcome any initial inertia. In these cases, the “burning platform”1

metaphor is frequently invoked to motivate change. According to Conner
(1993: 93), “The urgency of burning-platform situations motivates us to
sustain major change. Two types of situation can generate this urgency:
the high price of unresolved problems or the high cost of missed oppor-
tunities.”

The principles and practices embodied in the management edict view
of change leadership can clearly make a significant impact on organiz-
ational performance and capability, as evidenced by the large number
of company biographies that line management bookshelves. In challen-
ging the status quo, the approach can create energy and revitalize a
flagging business. It can also help to reinvigorate individuals who are
lacking in challenge and motivation. But it can easily degenerate into
confrontation and destructive conflict, if not handled well or if used
as the sole tool for managing change. Crucially, it is also built on the
false premise that the manager is an objective observer and controller
of the change process. But more of that later. Management edict’s
dominant position in conventional management thinking and practice
inevitably means that any consideration of organizational change must
take account of the impact of this approach on the overall dynamics of
the process.
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The core assumptions of the management edict approach can be
summarized as follows:

• Change occurs in episodes that are initiated by formal management
action.

• Effective change requires decisive and integrated organization-wide
programs.

• Management has the right and ability to impose change.
• Successful change depends on rational, emotion-free analysis and a

design-and-build approach.
• The whole organization is improved by improving its parts.
• Outcomes can be predicted and controlled.

The pros and cons of the approach are summarized in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Management edict – strengths and weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

� Can achieve some quick wins × Generates high levels of resistance
� Appears radical × Lacks “ownership” by those
� Can be idealistic and seem-

ingly offers a clear vision of
management’s intent

affected
× Often rigid and inflexible

� Appears to offer certainty of
outcome

× Difficult to sustain

� Can create energy to
revitalize a flagging business

× Usually underestimates the
complexity of change dynamics

� Can reinvigorate individuals

× Underplays social and
psychological dimensions

� Provides focus in a genuine
crisis

× Can easily degenerate into
confrontation and destructive
conflict

� Can help to overcome initial
inertia

× Assumes management knows
best

� Matches expectations of
some key stakeholders (such
as City analysts) for “bold
and decisive leadership”

× Places immediate results ahead
of capability development

Education and training

For those who view education and training (including formal communic-
ation strategies and practices) as the primary means of achieving organ-
izational change, their aim is to immerse staff fully in a core message,
and/or to instil a widely shared and aligned set of values, attitudes and



6 Informal coalitions

behaviors. Bate’s (1994) use of the term “indoctrinaire” to describe this
broad approach reflects the emphasis that it places, overtly or by implic-
ation, on themes such as compliance, consistency and control. Disney
and McDonalds provide high profile examples of this strategy in action.
But it also features prominently in most organizations’ “toolkits,” under
the guise of such things as internal communications programs (“to get
the message across”), competency frameworks (to develop the “right”
behaviors) and disembodied cultural change programs. I have used the
term “disembodied” to reflect the tendency of most conventional change
strategies to treat culture as a separate building block of performance,
which can be attended to independently of the structural aspects of the
change process and everyday management action.

Education and training is a less pejorative way of describing this mode
of thinking about change than Bate’s indoctrinaire label. In essence, it
sees change as being achieved through such things as developing shared
understanding, modifying behaviors, redefining and supporting changed
roles and responsibilities, and so on. It also points to the importance of
continuously renewing organizational capability, although this lesson is
not always learnt. From an education and training viewpoint, rational
analysis, logical argument and behavioral conformity tend to be seen as
the foundation stones of organizational leadership and performance; with
adherence to a formally defined best way of doing things as the hallmark
of success.

Education- and training-based change strategies and practices can
provide structured learning opportunities, through which new know-
ledge, attitudes and behaviors can be developed. They can also rein-
force the changes introduced through management edict; enabling these
to penetrate more deeply into the organization than would otherwise
be possible. In the extreme, though, no deviants are allowed; and
this can lead to rigidity or “cloning,” with a consequential lack of
creativity and experimentation. It can also be difficult to sustain the initial
momentum, as the intensity of structured communications and change-
related training gives way to the messier and amorphous realities of
business as usual.

As with management edict, the education and training approach is
usually applied in ways that perpetuate the myth of management control;
and it often adopts the modern-day equivalent of scientific-management
assumptions about organizational dynamics. The term “McDonaldization”
has even entered the language, to describe the extreme expression of this
view of the dynamics of change and organizational performance.
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The core assumptions of the education and training approach can be
summarized as follows:

• Organizations work best by achieving consistency and predictability:
– ensuring compliance with management’s intentions
– developing and adopting a set of shared values and behaviors
– adhering to formal roles, systems and procedures.

• Effective change requires a structured, programmed, design-build- and-
communicate approach.

• Cultural change is best managed as a separate stream of the overall
change process.

The benefits and drawbacks of the approach are summarized in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 Education and training – strengths and weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

� Emphasizes the critical importance
of communication

× Communication is often limited to
top–down message passing

� Provides structured learning × In the extreme, no “deviants” are allowed
� Can help to reinforce changed

behaviors
× Can result in excessive rigidity

� Can achieve greater penetration
into the organization than
management edict alone

× Paradoxically, can stifle learning and
creativity by emphasizing conformity

� Can improve consistency of
behavior and outcomes

× “Macdonaldization” can result in
machine-like approach to people and
relationships

� Can support longer-term
capability development

× Difficult to sustain momentum when high
profile programs fade

Joint problem solving

Joint problem solving reflects a more inclusive view of the dynamics
of organizational change. It argues for a more collaborative approach to
organizational leadership than those identified earlier. Proponents of this
view therefore seek to tap into a wider pool of talent and ideas than do
those who adopt the earlier perspectives. By working to achieve buy-in to
the specific changes being adopted, its advocates feel that it can help to
build mutual trust and generate greater commitment. Using participation
as a key organizing principle, its approach is inevitably less dogmatic and
more flexible than those discussed above. As a result, it is argued that
its outcomes are likely to be more durable. This view of organizational
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dynamics is characteristic of that advocated by the culture-excellence
school, which grew in popularity and prominence during the 1980s and
1990s (see, for example, Peters and Waterman, 1982), and of the Human
Resource Management movement in general. Here again, though, change
is seen as a design-and-build activity, with the emphasis often placed on
the “culture change” element of the overall program. This perspective
usually sees team working and empowerment as critical elements of an
organization’s working practices.

Managers who are reluctant to accept joint problem solving as the
primary means of achieving change will usually support their position by
arguing that it takes longer to arrive at decisions and can dilute manage-
ment’s message or intent. Some would also claim that the approach shows
a lack of leadership, vision and decisiveness; although, having the courage
and insight to tap into the wealth of under-utilized talent that often exists
in organizations would be seen by many others to be visionary in itself. It
is generally agreed that, if this approach is to flourish, people need to be
willing, able and allowed to collaborate. Effective group dynamics and
an enabling work climate are therefore important factors in its success.

Action flows from this mode when shared acceptance of a way ahead
is reached. At its best, this might reflect the creative integration of diverse
views into a new approach, through open dialogue. More usually, though,
it will be the result of compromise or, worse still, consensus around some
lowest-common-denominator points of agreement. Management control
of joint problem solving is often achieved through the framing of terms
of reference, retention of the right to decide, or the imposition of resource
limits on the implementation of any actions that might result.

Conventionally, joint problem solving groups are used at the “back
end” of top–down change programs. Typically, these involve staff in the
detailed implementation of already decided upon changes; and they may
also be used to symbolize the principles of delegation and empower-
ment, where these form part of management’s “grand design.” More
recently, though, several large-group change methodologies have been
introduced, which place joint problem solving at the center of the change
process. These include such approaches as Real-Time Strategic Change,
Whole-Scale Change, Preferred Futuring, Open Space Technology and
Participative Design (see Holman and Devane, 1999, for example).

The use of joint problem solving opens up the possibility of enga-
ging a wider range of talent than is available through the earlier routes.
Creating conditions in which such groups are genuinely unconstrained
can be difficult, though. This is especially so for managers schooled in
the established view of management prerogative and “heroic” forms of
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leadership. Often, therefore, these participative sessions are still framed
within a strategic context set by management (i.e. bounded by a manage-
ment edict philosophy). As a result, the underlying assumptions about the
nature of management control and the validity of the design-and-build
notion of cultural change typically remain intact.

In summary, the core assumptions of the joint problem solving
approach are that:

• Organizations work best by adopting people-based assumptions.
• Change can be facilitated and potentially improved by involvement.
• Results are achieved by analysis and a participative, design-and-build

approach.

The benefits and drawbacks of the approach are summarized in Table 1.3.

Table 1.3 Joint problem solving – strengths and weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

� More inclusive than Edict and E&T × Takes time
� Taps into a wider pool of talent and

ideas
× Can dilute management’s message

� Can create greater trust, commitment
and buy-in

× Some argue that it lacks vision
(compared to the “heroic
leadership” model)

� Less dogmatic and more flexible × People need to be willing, able and
allowed to participate effectively� Outcomes likely to be more durable

× Requires effective group dynamics to
gain full benefits

� Cross-functional working can
improve understanding and foster
collaboration × Often overly constrained by Terms

of Reference� Provides evidence of “walking the
talk” when the plan advocates a
more participative style

× Can create cynicism if seen as paying
lip service to participation

Mixing the colors

The three approaches discussed so far are rarely – if ever – used in
isolation. It is more likely to be the mix of approaches used and their
practical application that will differ from situation to situation and user
to user. As illustrated in Figure 1.2, the perspectives discussed so far
cover a broad spectrum of approaches, from “tight” (imposed, directed
and programmed) to “flexible” (more involving than imposed, facilitated



10 Informal coalitions

EDUCATION 
and 

TRAINING

JOINT 
PROBLEM 
SOLVING

Tight

• Imposed

• Directed

• Programmed

Flexible

• Involving

• Facilitated

• Ad Hoc

MANAGEMENT 
EDICT

• Top–down

• “Heroic” leadership

• Whole-system 
 transformation

• Decisiveness and 
 control

• Organization-wide 
 communication and
 development

• Promote core message and 
 behaviors

• Understanding, value alignment 
 and consistency

• Participative

• Co-operative

• Tap into talent 
 and ideas

• Consensus and 
 ownership

CONVENTIONAL VIEW 
Rational, formal, “legitimate”

Figure 1.2 Spectrum of conventional approaches to change

rather than directed and with a degree of adhocracy as opposed to being
overly programmed).

What’s missing?

Although these approaches embrace the full range of conventional views
on how change happens in organizations, something is missing from the
discussion so far. What this something might be is best addressed initially by
considering what happens in an organization when management announces
a specific change – whether organization-wide or more locally.

Invariably, people get together informally and talk to each other about
it. They share their perceptions, interpretations and evaluations of what’s
going on; and they decide – individually and collectively – what to
make of what they’ve heard, and how they will react. This response is
universal. When introducing this “What’s missing?” question into discus-
sions on organizational change, everyone recognizes that this happens.
This is not least because they initiate and/or participate in it themselves
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on a continuing basis. It is a basic human need to make sense of the
world in which we live. And these informal conversations with people
in our personal networks and incidental encounters are the way in which
we satisfy this need. Importantly too, people also agree that this activity
unavoidably impacts significantly upon (i.e. changes) the nature, time to
implement, and ultimate effectiveness of management’s original propos-
ition, whether overtly or covertly.

This leads to a fourth view of how change happens in organizations,
which is critical to a full understanding of change and organizational
dynamics. Amongst other things, it is an approach that recognizes the
impact that these informal conversations, power and politics have on
organizational outcomes, whether or not these are seen as legitimate in the
formal arenas of the organization. I call this fourth perspective informal
coalitions.

Informal coalitions

Figure 1.3 adds informal coalitions to our earlier three views on how
change happens in organizations: management edict, education and
training and joint problem solving.

The dotted line signifies that the informal coalitions mode of change is
qualitatively different from the other three. It differs fundamentally, for
example, in terms of its assumptions about the dynamics of organizations
and its view of the nature and role of leadership in the change process.
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Figure 1.3 How change happens in organizations
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The informal coalitions view of organizational dynamics stresses the
complex, developing and unpredictable nature of the process. It therefore
rejects the ability of managers to plan and control change in the ways
that the other perspectives imply. Instead, it sees outcomes arising from
the coalescing of people around particular “themes” that emerge from
the informal networks of conversations that take place spontaneously
around the organization – and beyond. These themes may either support
or oppose the organization’s officially stated positions. Change in line
with management’s intentions occurs where the informal conversations
reinforce the official line. Other, unplanned changes occur where the
informal conversations run counter to the formally stated position and
themes emerge around which a sufficiently powerful coalition of support
forms to make these other things happen.

Informal coalitional activity is present in all change, although it is
usually only recognized in terms of so-called “resistance” to management-
imposed initiatives. When viewed as a conscious approach to “managing”
change, it is deliberately informal. It seeks to influence outcomes through
everyday conversations and interactions – working with these natural
dynamics to build support for the desired changes. Its disadvantages –
from the perspective of a management world wedded to “keep it simple”
mantras and quick-fix solutions – are that it appears “messy,” indecisive
and lacking in structure. Change arising from this mode appears slow to
build and unfocused. At first sight, therefore, it does not appear able to
deal with crises or generate rapid step change. Its outcomes are also neces-
sarily unpredictable. However, those who adopt an informal coalitions
perspective would argue that this is no less so that in the seemingly more
certain world created by the management edict, education and training
and joint problem solving approaches. They would also maintain that its
emphasis on the here-and-now of everyday organizational life inevitably
makes it more adaptive and responsive to changing needs and conditions
than are the more formally structured approaches outlined earlier.

The notion of a coalition is particularly important here, since it breaks
away from the accepted wisdom that alignment behind a common and
enduring set of values, beliefs and behaviors (a “strong culture”) is
essential for effective organizational change. It’s important to recognize
that coalitions don’t require people to buy into a set of shared values,
only to agree the need to achieve a particular outcome. Coalitions also
tend to be transient and issue-specific, rather than long-standing and all
embracing. It is also particularly important to recognize that those who
decide the intention, nature and timing of particular management edicts
(ordinarily members of senior management), themselves participate in
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informal coalitions. And these coalitions will often owe more to political
accommodations and social networking than to the “unity of purpose”
implied by the popular conception of a unified top team.

Informal coalitional activity is therefore unavoidably political. It is
political in the sense that it recognizes the inevitability of differences of
view and motivation within all organizations; and it also uses a wide
range of informal power sources to influence the nature and direction
of the change process. Bate (1994: 186) views this type of activity
primarily as negative and uses the term “corrosive” to describe a polit-
ically based approach: “� � � corrosives tend to be covert and devious,
skillfully manipulating relationships in order to achieve their ends. Theirs
is a zero-sum game conception of life in which gains are made only at
other people’s expense.” Clearly, the informality and potentially covert
nature of this change strategy could lead to it being driven more by
self-interest than organizational need. If abused, it could fuel suspicion
and mistrust. Equally, if it is used by managers – or perceived and inter-
preted by others – as simply a more subtle form of top–down control
(i.e. management edict in disguise), it is unlikely to add much to our
understanding of organizational dynamics.

However, whilst recognizing the potential for these more negative
characteristics to arise, I see coalition building both as an essen-
tial aspect of leadership and as a natural process of organizational
dynamics, which everyone engages in. Furthermore, the informal coali-
tional mode is the only one of the four perspectives that overtly
engages with the shadow-side dynamics of the organization. These are
the characteristics of the “hidden organization,” as embodied in its
informal networks, social and political processes, underlying patterns
of taken-for-granted cultural assumptions, and so on. It is here that
much of the real business takes place, even though what goes on
is not discussed in the organization’s formal arenas. Those wishing
to influence the outcome of change in organizations must therefore
become aware of these dynamics, including the impact of their own talk
and actions on the emerging pattern of relationships, assumptions and
outcomes.

From this perspective, constructive engagement with the political
nature of organizations is seen as the very essence of leadership. For
the dynamics of informal coalitions to be properly understood, though,
some of the cherished assumptions of management need to be set aside;
and we will explore this aspect of the model later. For now, it is suffi-
cient to note that leadership in the informal coalitional mode, like the
strategies and changes that result from it, is emergent. It is not based
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upon formal position or even expert technical knowledge. Instead, it
arises from an ability to get people willingly to engage in things that
matter. It is about helping them to make sense of the events that are
going on around them, and to act in ways that advance the change
agenda. In short, it is about interaction, sensemaking and coalition
building.

In summary, the core assumptions of the informal coalitions approach
are that:

• Change is continuous and outcomes are uncontrollable by any one
individual or group.

• Power and political processes are central to effective performance.
• Organizations do not behave in line with conventional wisdom:

– mess is inevitable and can be productive
– small changes can have large, unpredictable effects
– outcomes are jointly created (“co-created”) by participants

through their everyday interactions and conversations
– managers are active participants in this process, not detached,

objective observers
– leadership is informal and often invisible.

The benefits and potential drawbacks of this as an approach to change
are summarized in Table 1.4.

Table 1.4 Informal coalitions – strengths and weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

� In tune with the natural, everyday
dynamics of organizations

× Initially invisible – could be seen as
covert and devious

� People “sign up” voluntarily × Potentially subversive – could be
used to promote own self-interest
at organization’s expense

� More adaptive and responsive to
changing needs and conditions

× Ordinarily slow to build� Overtly engages with the political
dimensions of organizations × Outcomes unpredictable

� Uses a wide range of power sources × Relinquishes management’s
(apparent) control� Welcomes ambiguity, paradox and

contention as sources of energy and
creativity

× Diffuse rather than focused

� Values diversity
× Out of step with “heroic,” visibly

decisive model of leadership
� Adopts a relationship-building and

sensemaking view of communication
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In reviewing this, it is critical to recognize and act upon the following
point: Managers cannot prevent informal coalitional activity from
happening. The only choice they have is whether or not they wish to
engage with it in an informed and deliberate way.

We can now complete the picture of how change happens in organiz-
ations, as shown in Figure 1.4.
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Figure 1.4 The dynamics of organizational change

Interrelationship of the four views of change

The four basic views of the dynamics of change, outlined above, do not
occur in isolation. They each exert their influence, to a greater or lesser
extent, in all organizational change. This is illustrated in Figure 1.5, the
core of the Change Map, which shows the four perspectives overlap-
ping. Moving in a clockwise direction, the diagram arranges the earlier
“continuum” of rational change modes, from imposed and so on (top left)
through to involving and so on (bottom right). The a-rational dynamics
of the informal coalitions mode occupies the bottom left zone of the
resulting Map.
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The change context

Change does not exist in a vacuum. It occurs within (and impacts upon)
a change context, formed from the perceptions, interpretations and evalu-
ations that organizational members make of their personal circumstances,
organizational factors and external environment. A full appreciation of
the dynamics of change therefore needs to reflect its contextual nature,
as suggested in Figure 1.6.

Conventional views of managing change recognize the importance
of an organization’s external environment to the nature, direction and
success of change; but less attention is usually paid to its internal context
when seeking to import ideas and concepts from elsewhere. Appre-
ciation of this aspect of change dynamics is critical because of the
unavoidably complex nature of organizations. Complexity here does not
mean complicated. Organizations are complex because they comprise an
intricate and ever-changing web of interdependencies and interrelation-
ships.

As a result of this, it is important to recognize that initiatives that
have been successful elsewhere have been so within the context of
specific local circumstances and the unique network of relationships that
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comprises that organization. This has important implications for such
things as:

• the blind application of fads and fashions, however successful these
appear to have been in other circumstances;

• the notion, interpretation and application of so-called “best practice;”
and

• the way that external benchmarking is used as an improvement tool.

Key aspects of organizational dynamics

The interplay of the four primary views of the change process, as illus-
trated in the Change Map, highlights four key aspects of organizational
dynamics that are central to an understanding of organizational change.
These are identified in Figure 1.7 and described briefly below.

Overt management philosophy

The development, formal communication and adoption of a core manage-
ment philosophy are key elements of all strategies that rely primarily
on management edict and education and training as the prime movers
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of organizational change. This statement of philosophy typically covers
aspects of organizational “hardware,” such as strategy, structures and
systems; but it is also likely to refer to the publicly stated beliefs and
values that the organization sees as the desired “recipe for success.”
Purpose, mission and vision statements, brand promises, annual reports,
organizational manuals, press briefings and formal presentations are the
most likely places to find this philosophy articulated. This segment of the
Change Map is labeled overt management philosophy to recognize that,
more often than not, there is a gap between the formally stated position
and that which people experience in practice.

Capabilities, tools and techniques

As the emphasis shifts toward a more participative view of the change
process, education and training interventions aim to enrich the joint
problem solving approach by introducing new capabilities, tools and
techniques through which organizations can function more effectively.
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The range of change enablers is unlimited, but these might typically
include:

• access to relevant organizational, team and individual assessment
frameworks, including psychometric instruments, diagnostic question-
naires and so on;

• a practical understanding of the concepts and techniques of group
dynamics and situational leadership techniques;

• a compendium of performance- and capability-enhancing models,
concepts and interventions;

• a toolkit of problem solving and opportunity-search tools and
techniques;

• new behavioral competency frameworks to support more empowered
and participative working.

Similarly, besides addressing issue-related tasks, joint problem solving
groups may be used to create and develop new capabilities, tools and tech-
niques for wider dissemination through various education and training
interventions. The latter distribution routes might include communication
programs, leadership development initiatives, competency frameworks,
focused training courses and so on. Sustaining and developing the capab-
ility to deliver both the desired changes and the continuing demands of
current business commitments are central to this aspect of the change
process.

Relationship dynamics

Since organizations are nothing more than people interrelating with each
other for a purpose, the dynamics of these relationships are of critical
importance to an organization’s capability and performance.

Relationship dynamics are positioned within the joint problem solving
mode to emphasize that the effectiveness of (formal) problem-solving
groups as agents of change depends heavily upon the quality of interper-
sonal relationships that exist within and beyond the business. Building a
context of collaboration and promoting the active networking of know-
ledge, ideas and resources across the organization are therefore usually
seen as being crucial to the effective delivery of these more empowered
approaches to change. This is reflected in the emphasis that many organ-
izations place on team building, team working and related issues, as part
of their planned organizational change programs.
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At the same time, the positioning of relationship dynamics within the
informal coalitions mode recognizes that all organizational relationships
are power relationships. And these will not necessarily embody the ethos
of trust, collaboration and mutual support implied by the joint problem
solving ideals set out above. Whilst the existence of informal coalitions
may lead to increased trust within them, this is not the issue. The notion of
informal coalitions recognizes that it is the fluid network of power rela-
tionships that will govern the dynamics of the change process. And this
will be the case irrespective of the “quality” of those relationships. Key
influences on the dynamics of relationships from an informal coalitions
perspective include:

• the relative power of participants;
• their personal motivations;
• the opportunities that present themselves for them to interact; and
• their sense of identity that may be threatened, reinforced or transformed

by the relationship.

During a workshop, a group of senior managers suggested that relation-
ships within a joint problem solving mode are essentially relationships
of the “head.” That is, the functional needs of the task and a rational
assessment of group members’ capabilities primarily determine these
role-based relationships. In contrast, they suggested that informal coali-
tions are relationships of the “heart.” These are driven primarily by an
emotional commitment or attraction to a particular cause. This insight will
be important later, when we consider in more depth how managers can
engage effectively with the complex, messy and self-organizing dynamics
of informal coalitions.

Shadow-side dynamics

I first came across the notion of the shadow side of organizations in the
work of Egan, and later in the complexity-based writings of Stacey. Egan
(1993: 91) describes the shadow side of an organization as:

� � � [those] realities that often disrupt, and sometimes benefit, the
business but are not dealt with in the formal settings of the organization.

The shadow-side dynamics of an organization have a powerful impact
on all aspects of its performance and capability. However, by definition,
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such issues are rarely raised in open, formal meetings and publications,
where these ordinarily remain undiscussable.

Egan identifies five components of the shadow side of organizations.
These are:

1 the impact of real-life messiness and informality on business strategy,
organization and management, which doesn’t sit easily with the way that
orthodox, “rational” theories of management suggest things should work;

2 the problems and idiosyncrasies of individuals, which run counter to
the “universalist” assumptions and approaches that tend to dominate
conventional management thinking and practice;

3 the operation of the organization as a social system, with its in-groups
and out-groups, social routines and rituals, all of which “distort”
the interrelationships and decision-making processes implied by the
“legitimate” organization;

4 the organization as a political system, which recognizes that all organ-
izations reflect a diverse range of viewpoints, motivations and self-
interests, leading to competing coalitions of people, each seeking to
define the organization’s agenda and to shape its course of action;

5 the cultural assumptions of the organization, through which many
of the above characteristics become embedded and taken-for-granted
ways of operating – whether these are outside people’s immediate
awareness or known but undiscussable.

In later chapters we will further explore and extend the themes that
organize shadow-side activity and the dynamics that these generate. For
now, it is sufficient to recognize two things. First that shadow-side dynamics
are a powerful and unavoidable characteristic of organizational activity,
even though these are not formally acknowledged. Secondly that shadow-
sidebehaviorsarenotnecessarilynegativeordestructive,despite thesinister
sounding name. Indeed, a central proposition of this book is that active
engagement with these dynamics is a key leadership task.

Why “shadow-side dynamics?”

I have been asked on a number of occasions why, given these poten-
tially negative connotations, I continue to use the term “shadow-side
dynamics.” My answer is twofold. First, the term has gained some
currency in recent years through the writings of Egan, Stacey and others.
And, secondly, the idea of a shadow conveys the sense that any action by
management will necessarily generate shadow-side activity, in the same
way that shining a light on an object will always cast a shadow. You
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can’t have the light without the shadow. Nor can you have a management
action without its shadow-side effects.

In the Change Map, therefore, shadow-side dynamics sit on the cusp
between the formal, top-driven, decide-and-impose, management edict
view of change and the informal coalitions that significantly influence
change in the “real world.” Its positioning in the model also serves to
emphasize the inherently paradoxical nature of organizational dynamics,
which belies the simplistic, either–or choices that many managers equate
with decisive leadership.

Organizational outcomes

Figure 1.8 suggests the outcomes that might be expected to occur, if
the different views of change dynamics outlined above were translated
into specific change strategies. Over recent years, most change programs
have sought to design and build the characteristics of a so-called “strong
culture.” The five shown in the model are:
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Figure 1.8 Organizational outcomes
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• strong leadership, characterized by decisiveness, control and
speed;

• greater clarity of purpose and repositioning of values and beliefs;
• penetration of key messages into the depths of the organization

and alignment of organizational members behind a new set of
behavioral norms;

• greater commonality of approach and integration of effort across the
organization; and

• high durability of the changes over time, through generating a wide-
spread sense of ownership of the changes.

More recently, the rapidly changing demands of the business
environment and recognition of the complexity of the internal dynamics
of organizations have pointed to the need for greater adaptability and
responsiveness to change. The greater diversity, spontaneity and reson-
ance that can be achieved and/or exploited through less formal and seem-
ingly less rational approaches are also increasingly being recognized.

The juxtaposition of these attributes of what has ordinarily been viewed
as a “weak culture” with those that have historically been pursued,
adds to the tension and conflict identified alongside the shadow-side
segment of the model. The task for organizations is to work to ensure
that these inevitable tensions are managed creatively and that any conflict
is handled insightfully. It means seeking to move the organization away
from divisive and adversarial “either–or” thinking towards a paradoxical,
“both–and” approach that will be discussed later.

Roles within the change process

Three roles are of particular interest when considering the dynamics
of change. These are change leader, change “specialist” (sometimes
referred to as the “change agent”), and change participant. In the language
of the management edict and education and training approaches, the
term “change target” is sometimes used to describe the last of these
(see Conner, 1993, for example). However, this label misrepresents the
position on three counts:

• First, it focuses solely upon those participants within the business
and ignores the critical impact that external stakeholders have on the
dynamics and outcome of change.



24 Informal coalitions

• Secondly, it implies that those “on the receiving end” of change are
passive participants in the process, rather than active, co-creators of
its outcomes.

• Thirdly, its use sets apart those in the change leadership and change
agent roles (the “doers”) from those who are “done to” – preserving
the myth that the first two roles exist outside the process, as objective
observers and controllers of the actions of others.

Leaders and change agents are participants too – “on the pitch playing,”
so to speak, not objectively observing and commanding events “from
the stands”! This should be borne in mind when looking at Figure 1.9,
which illustrates six elements of the change leader’s role (R1–R6); each
of which relates to a particular area of the Change Map� Similarly, there
are six corresponding aspects to the change specialist’s role that can be
mapped onto the diagram.
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Figure 1.9 Roles in the change process
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Change leadership

Clearly, the role that a leader carries out when operating from a manage-
ment edict perspective is different in approach and content from that
which he or she carries out to support, for example, joint problem solving.
The ability of the leader to recognize this, and to adapt to different role
requirements according to their intentions and the prevailing circum-
stances, is therefore essential, if the rational approaches to change are
to make a meaningful contribution to organizational outcomes. Specific
aspects of the change leader’s role, as embodied in the Change Map, are
summarized in Table 1.5.

Table 1.5 Summary of change-leadership roles

Change mode Role Change leader (Line manager)

Description Explanation

Mode-specific
MANAGEMENT EDICT
Impose the change on
the organization.
Aims: decisiveness,
control and
compliance.

R2 Dictator/Driver • Imposing changes
in strategy,
structure, systems
and philosophy.

• Driving major, centrally
managed change programs
“from the front”.

EDUCATION and
TRAINING
Inform and persuade
people about
the change.
Aims: alignment,
consistency and
willing acceptance.

R3 Advocate/Teacher • Formally selling the
need for change
and explaining its
intended outcomes.

• Articulating the new
management philosophy
and its practical implications.

• Teaching others, through
formal, structured processes.

JOINT PROBLEM
SOLVING
Involve people in
developing the
changes.
Aims: active
participation, joint
agreement and
ownership.

R4 In-line Coach/
Boundary
Manager

• Observing and
reflecting

• Challenging, guiding and
supporting team members.

• Clarifying and managing
boundaries, such as:
– required contributions
– interdependencies
– constraints, etc.
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Table 1.5 (Continued)

Change mode Role Change leader (Line manager)

Description Explanation

INFORMAL
COALITIONS
Interact with people to
engage them in the
changes.
Aims: joint
sensemaking,
engagement and
personal resonance.

R5 Coalition Builder/
Sensemaker

• Working with the hidden,
messy and informal
dynamics of the
organization.

• Building informal coalitions
of support for desired
changes.

• Dynamically managing
in-built structural and
political tensions.

• Stimulating and engaging in
ongoing sensemaking and
relationship building.

• Role-modeling the desired
values and behaviors during
everyday interactions.

General
Note: The adjacent
roles support all four
of the change modes.
These roles will be
expressed in different
ways, according to the
primary focus of the
intervention.

R1 Context Setter/
Visionary

• Understanding the context.
• Setting the strategic and

conceptual framework for
the changes.

• Providing vision.

R6 Sponsor/Enabler • Demonstrating consistent,
sustained and active support
for the changes throughout
the program.

• Providing relevant inputs
and removing barriers, to
underpin other roles and
enable the effective and
efficient implementation of
the changes.

Roles R2–R4 comprise the conventional view of change leadership.
An appropriate mix of these would be performed as part of the formal
change-management process. These would be designed to suit the specific
demands of the change task and preferred leadership style, from directive
(R2), through informative (R3) to participative (R4).

Role R5 relates to the leader’s ability to engage with the underlying
dynamics of organizations, as reflected in the informal coalitions view
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of change. This “below the line” capability differentiates the practiced
change leader from those whose knowledge is limited to the textbook,
project- and program-management elements of the process. Successful
change leadership requires the leader to engage effectively with these
dynamics, irrespective of other aspects of the role that they might decide
to carry out.

Roles R1 and R6 support all four of the change modes. These will be
expressed in different ways, according to the primary focus of the inter-
vention. Many initiatives under-deliver because managers fail to actively
sponsor the changes throughout the line organization (Role R6). Too
often, senior managers see their sponsorship role as having been fulfilled
when they sign the authorization to commit resources to a particular
change effort. Or when they endorse it as part of a formal communica-
tion plan. Others feel that they can satisfy this role by turning up when
asked to “lend their weight” to specific structured events in the change
program. However, active and sustainable sponsorship requires much
more of a commitment than this. Additional guidance on this critical
aspect of a leader’s role is therefore set out in Box 1.1.

Box 1.1 – The need for active sponsorship

Line managers have a pivotal role to play in legitimizing specific
strategies, initiatives and activities, by providing active sponsorship
throughout the implementation process. It is not sufficient simply
to “roll out” these changes to staff in a matter-of-fact way. Or to
believe that sponsorship is complete when the decision has been
taken to proceed and a senior, project-specific “sponsor” appointed.
Active sponsorship, throughout the line, demonstrates commitment
to the changes; and it also validates any actions that staff need
to take to bring these about. Equally, its absence severely reduces
the likelihood of success. For sponsorship to be effective, leaders
need to:

• help staff to make sense of what needs to change and why,
in ways that connect with their intellectual and emotional
needs;

• provide active and visible support for the changes throughout
the program – including the provision of any necessary time,
information and resources;
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• reinforce their formally stated commitment to the changes through
their informal interactions;

• recognize and empathize with the inevitable disruptions that
individuals will face, as the personal impacts of the changes
become clear;

• continue to show genuine interest in the progress of the changes,
even when other demands put pressure on available time and
resources;

• talk regularly with staff about the changes, to ensure that any
issues of concern are adequately addressed;

• ensure that sponsorship is carried out equally effectively
throughout their own line organization.

See also Conner (1993).

Change facilitation

As with the change-leadership roles outlined above, distinct facilita-
tion roles are required to support different leadership interventions. For
example, if change leaders are operating from a management edict
perspective (i.e. dictating what is required and seeking to drive these
changes through “from the front”), they might decide that they require
support in two areas. First, they may need expert input to develop the
detailed design for the changes that they intend to impose (“Architect”);
and, secondly, they may need support to orchestrate the implementa-
tion of these changes on their behalf (“Engineer”). Traditionally, large,
strategy-based consultancies have offered to fulfill these two roles. In
contrast, where a more participative leadership style is adopted, such
as when operating in a joint problem solving mode, the leader’s in-
line coaching and boundary setting might need to be supported by the
more directly facilitative role of “Team Coach/Facilitator.” Each of the
change-leadership roles set out above is therefore supported by a corres-
ponding change-facilitation role. These pairings are set out in Table 1.6.

These corresponding aspects of the change facilitator’s role are also
embodied in the Change Map, as summarized in Table 1.7. Dependent
upon the nature of the challenges faced and the capabilities of participants,
these roles might either be combined with those of change leader or
separately resourced.
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Table 1.6 Links between change-leadership and change-facilitation roles

Change leadership Role Change facilitation

Context Setter/Visionary R1 Envisioner/Diagnostician
Dictator/Driver R2 Architect/Engineer
Advocate/Teacher R3 Modeler/Developer
In-line Coach/Boundary Manager R4 Team Coach/Facilitator
Coalition Builder/Sensemaker R5 Process Consultant/Catalyst
Sponsor/Enabler R6 Enabler/Implementer

Table 1.7 Summary of change-facilitation roles

Change mode Role Change facilitator (External/Internal consultant)

Description Explanation

Mode-specific
MANAGEMENT EDICT
Impose the change on
the organization.
Aims: decisiveness,
control and compliance.

R2 Architect/
Engineer

• Prescribing approaches to
strategy development and
implementation.

• Designing structures, processes
and systems.

• Planning and orchestrating
integrated change programs.

EDUCATION and
TRAINING
Inform and persuade
people about the
change.
Aims: alignment,
consistency and willing
acceptance.

R3 Modeler/
Developer

• Supporting formal,
structured communication
processes.

• Introducing frameworks, maps
and models to guide and
support the changes.

• Developing new capabilities
and behaviors through
structured training and
development programs,
competency-based
development schemes, etc.

JOINT PROBLEM
SOLVING
Involve people in
developing the changes.
Aims: active
participation, joint
agreement and
ownership.

R4 Team Coach/
Facilitator

• Facilitating participative,
group-based problem
solving processes and
issue-based workshops.

• Designing and orchestrating
large-group change
methodologies.

• Addressing group/team
processes, relationships and
performance.

• Facilitating Action Learning
groups.
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Table 1.7 (Continued)

Change mode Role Change facilitator (External/Internal consultant)

Description Explanation

INFORMAL COALITIONS
Interact with people to
engage them in the
changes.
Aims: joint sensemaking,
engagement and
personal resonance.

R5 Process
Consultant/
Catalyst

• Enabling managers to gain
insights into their own
processes and resolve their
own issues.

• Helping them to understand
and work with the
underlying dynamics of the
organization.

• Detecting the patterns of
assumptions, beliefs and
behaviors that are channeling
everyday sensemaking and
action.

• Provoking new perspectives,
exploring possibilities and
identifying latent potential.

General
Note: The adjacent roles
support all four of the
change modes. These
roles will be expressed in
different ways, according
to the primary focus of
the intervention.

R1 Envisioner/
Diagnostician

• Envisioning potential futures.
• Assessing the current situation.
• Diagnosing needs.
• Conducting appreciative-style

inquiry.

R6 Enabler/
Implementer

• Supporting each of the other
contributions as appropriate, to
secure maximum value from
the various interventions.

• Providing implementational
support (such as additional
resources) where necessary.

As before, Roles R2–R4 comprise the conventional view of change
facilitation. An appropriate mix of these might be performed as part
of the formal change-management process. These would be designed
to suit the specific demands of the change task and prevailing change-
leadership roles, from prescriptive (R2), through informative (R3) to
facilitative (R4).

Role R5 reflects the facilitator’s ability to engage with the under-
lying dynamics of organizations, as reflected in the informal coalitions
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view of change. This “below the line” capability makes the differ-
ence between the mechanistic application of conventional change theory
and the informed facilitation of “real world” change and development.
Successful change facilitation requires effective engagement with these
dynamics, irrespective of other aspects of the role that might be required.
Roles R1 and R6 support all four of the change modes. These will
be expressed in different ways, according to the primary focus of the
intervention.

The Change Map as a whole

For completeness, Figure 1.10 shows the Change Map in its entirety.
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The rational view of change

Management edict, education and training and joint problem solving
provide the main routes for managing change from a “rational” mindset.
Those who advocate these perspectives share a common set of beliefs
about organizational change, including the view that:

• change takes place in discrete episodes between periods of (relative)
stability;

• change is brought about deliberately, and within the formal settings of
the organization;

• the meaning of a particular change is determined by management,
who are external, objective observers and controllers of other people’s
actions;

• change strategies and programs have predictable outcomes, if cause
and effect are properly analysed and “leveraged” to achieve the desired
ends (e.g. through incentives).

This viewpoint goes on to argue that effective change is change which:

• is thoroughly planned, organized and controlled;
• follows organizationally legitimate power structures, systems and

processes, with top–down leadership being critical;
• focuses on the textbook functions of management, such as organiza-

tion, planning and decision-making, co-ordination and control, formal
communication, extrinsic incentives-based motivation, and detailed
resource management;

• emphasizes, and seeks to instil, organizationally legitimate themes
(such as top management’s vision for the organization, and formally
adopted policy stances on particular issues);

• views opposition to these themes as “resistance,” which needs to be
overcome, if organizational success is to be achieved;

• values analysis and being right, in the sense of finding and adopting
the “one best way” to proceed;

• suppresses emotions, politics, “mess” and informality, which are
seen as illegitimate aspects of organizational life and signs of poor
management;

• uses as its reference point “the real world,” where reality is seen as a
universally recognized given, which is already known or that can be
discovered through experience and/or expert analysis.
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Theories such as these underpin the stories of corporate transformation
and inform the best-practice guides that populate management book-
shelves. They also provide the principal rationale behind the change-
management offerings of the mainstream consultancy firms. At best, these
provide a partial view of how change happens. At worst, the failure of
these to address the hidden, messy and informal aspects of organiza-
tions means that they provide seriously flawed prescriptions for moving
forward.

Integrating the rational and a-rational dynamics
of change

Acknowledging the impact of shadow-side issues and power relation-
ships on organizations is the missing ingredient in the many approaches
to change that embrace the rational assumptions set out above. Dealing
with the effects that these have upon organizational dynamics must there-
fore provide a central focus for managers who wish to take change
seriously.

The Change Map brings the issues of power relations and shadow-
side dynamics into the open. It reveals why change strategies that
ignore the underlying dynamics of organizations are doomed to under-
achieve. At the same time, it integrates the rational and a-rational
aspects of organizational change into one sensemaking framework.
Managers and organizational specialists can use this to help them make
sense of what’s going on in their organizations and to intervene more
effectively.

However, managers who have thrived under the assumptions – and
privileges – of the well-established and rational concept of manage-
ment may not welcome this challenge to their relatively comfort-
able worldview. Nor will the need to manage paradox and to deal
with the shadow-side realities of organizations appeal to those who
crave certainty, are uncomfortable with complexity or see the world
in win–lose, either–or terms. Sadly, managers’ thinking in these areas
is rarely challenged at a fundamental level. Instead, their felt need for
control and predictability continue to be fed by “ten easy steps”-type
recipes, and the change-management equivalent of satellite navigation
that is promised by a plethora of scorecards, dashboards and IT-steered
project plans.
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In contrast, the Change Map argues for a “stripped down” version of
the rational, formal and “legitimate” approaches to change to be melded
with its a-rational, informal and messy dynamics. This then enables
managers:

• to gain the benefits that can accrue through the use of a structured
approach to the management of certain “structural” aspects of organ-
izational change; and, at the same time,

• to engage with the messy, informal and uncontrollable dynamics of
“real world” organizational change, as embodied in the informal coali-
tions element of the Change Map.

In Chapter 2, we will examine in more detail the underlying aspects
of organizations that are typically ignored by the conventional views
of leadership, change and organizational dynamics. As for the rational,
structured elements of the change-management task, there is already a
surfeit of books that provide recipes, tools and techniques in these areas.
I therefore don’t intend to labor these here.

Any map will do

Finally, in his book on organizational sensemaking, Weick (1995) tells
the story of a small group of Hungarian soldiers who had lost their
way in the icy wilderness of the Alps. Having been missing for over
two days, they eventually found their way back to base camp, weary
but alive. They said that they had almost given up hope of survival,
when one of their number had discovered a map in his pocket. This
had enabled them to gain their bearings and make their way to safety.
When the senior officer asked to see it, he was astonished to find that
it was not a map of the Alps at all, but of the Pyrenees. Weick uses
this story to suggest that, when sensemaking takes hold, “any map will
do.” The fact that the map was not the right map was irrelevant. It was
good enough. It spurred them into action, and gave them confidence that
they could make progress. In particular, it enabled them to ask useful
questions of themselves. They were then able to make sense of where
they were, and make use of that understanding to get to where they
needed to be.
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Similarly, the issue here is not whether the Change Map is “right”
in an academic sense – although it is based on sound principles. More
important is whether or not it is useful to those whose job is to lead
their organizations through the often “icy wilderness” of organizational
change.
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