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Leadership and changing organisations  

 

Adriaan Bekman

Introduction

The Brazilian Carnaval

Once I had the pleasure of visiting the carnival in Rio de Janeiro. Standing on a tribune on a one and a half kilometre long road with more than 80.000 Brazilians and visitors I observed with compassion and admiration the spectacle before my eyes. I saw samba schools passing in a swinging and excited mood.

Here was a perfect example of the human organisation. In a precision schedule enormous groups of beautiful dressed Brazilians danced the samba. Every samba school had its own theme, its own music, its own choreography, its own story to tell. In one hour one school passed. First I saw a group of children dancing and then groups of older Brazilians, youngsters and a beautiful and sexy couple. I saw well decorated wagons and on them there were men and women dancing in an erotic way. The band plays the same song for the whole hour. After an hour there is a break and a group of cleaners clean the street in a swinging way.

Brazilian friends that have been dancing for many years in similar samba schools explained how it is possible that such an event can be organised in such a way. A neighbourhood owns a samba school. Everyone can join this school through family contacts or by paying money. A small group of people design the costumes and make sure that everything is in order. Every school organises a competition for bands and choose a popular song. Leadership is seldom in the hands of the local Mafia. During the whole year people save up to buy their costumes. In small groups they practice the dance figures. Only on the night of performance the whole thing is put together. The schools participate in a competition and the samba school that wins can perform their show again the following night. Millions of people watch this show on television.

This is a sublime example of the human capacity to organise. Around this whole festival an enormous tourist business is organised. Taxis, bars and restaurants have their best night of the year. If one thinks through all aspects of organising like logistics, finances, people management, transport and so on they are all present here and it is a wonder that it all functions in such a perfect way.

Practice and Theory

When one expands the picture and thinks about the trip to Brazil and all the processes that one experiences during such a trip like flying, living in hotels, sitting in cars, visiting organisations and so on, it is even more impressive that this is all possible. So many people are involved in the processes I experienced as a client, so much technology is involved and so much money is involved: they appear commonplace but, when one thinks about them, they are not commonplace at all.

In the organisation and management literature one finds nowadays quite abstract pictures and theories about how organisations work and how they are structured and how they can be managed best. Reading these theories it feels as if there is a great gap between practice and theory. In theory for instance, there is often the image of organisations as a system of where technology, people and capital come together as the mixture of ingredients one has to manipulate to create success. In practice however, there is a great variety of factors involved in the process of organising and it is the human being that pulls them together through his personal intelligence. Let’s put, as in a Carnaval, people at the centre of our considerations.

The structure of this article

In this article I will focus on some of the key ideas that have been developed and in which a humanistic way of leading organisations and changing them has emerged during a practice of thirty years research, investigation and consulting.

With this my aim is to show you a different set of ideas about leading and changing organisations than we see today in management literature. These ideas have a more European touch then the Anglo-American mainstream theories of organisational change and management and they are practised more in real life then they are published in the text books.

The organisation as a living community

Peter Drucker

“One and a half centuries ago most social tasks were being handled by families” says Peter Drucker “ now they are all performed by managed institutions that need autonomy to be able to perform. I dare say that the level of our civilisation depends on the performance of all these institutes and of their management”.

Not only does Peter Drucker point us towards the dominant role of organised institutions in our society, but the ex-Shell planner Arie de Geus writes about this in his book “The living company”. He makes us aware of the limited vision many managers have on their organisation. They see the organisation as a means to a goal and not as a living organism, a community of people. He says:” Why is it that so many companies disappear and die so quickly? About the cause of this there have been many speculations and a lot more research than is needed. But there is ever growing evidence that this is due to the fact that manager’s thoughts are limited to terms of economics. In other words managers are fixated on the economic performance of the company and forget that the company is a community of people”.

De Geus

De Geus sees four major factors as crucial for the life of organisations:

1. Long established companies were sensitive to their surroundings, they learned to adapt to their surroundings:

2. Long established companies were coherent and had a strong sense of identity, they were able to build a community of people and develop an identity:

3. Long established companies were tolerant towards activities on the fringe of the organisation; they had a conscientious and constructive relationship with other communities outside the company;

4. Long established companies were prudent in managing finances; they controlled their growth and development in an effective way.

Arie de Geus sees the consequence of all this in the following way: ”This means that managers of a living company must involve their people in the continuous development of the company …. Long established companies had a sense of community and affinity with their surroundings. This sense was not a weak attitude or the result of wanting to be a social responsible institute. It was part of the self-interest of the company”.

Not only management guru’s discovered the meaning of an organisation being a community, also post-modern philosophers and sociologists pay more attention to the meaning of organisation for society and for the individual. They see the transformation of our society from being a set of communities in which the individual belongs and has their feelings of self connected to, towards a society in which the individual stands in the centre and chooses to what community he or she wants to belong. It is the transformation of our lives from living in traditional communities like a family, a nation, a religion, a profession towards living in organisational contexts. The organised community is seen as a social contract between free individuals. People come together when they have shared interests. People belong to very different organised communities nowadays.

Aristoteles

It is a good thing that we become aware that humanity has been part of a development that can be characterised as falling out of the godly world, the natural circle of existence, and becoming part of a self created organised world. Since Aristoteles pointed out to us that through exchange of goods we leave the natural circle of events created by the Gods there have been substantial breakthroughs that have strengthened this process. The process of saving for later needs, the division of labour, the ability to remember, the innovation of technology, the development of language, all have brought us into a human world with human creations of which the organisation is the ultimate creation.

It becomes apparent that an organisation is far more then we have been telling each other in the management and organisation theories.

The organisation as an entrepreneurial being

Capital driven

Organisations are being seen today as a tool for realising specific aims. People in organisations are seen as one of the categories, as there are categories like technology, system, process. Organisations and humans are instruments for creating added value. The financial profits that this leads us to are the main focus for managing organisations. The fact that we all participate in the financial interest of organisations nowadays has become stronger during the last three decades. The steering principle of shareholder value is becoming the leading principle in organisations. This has infected most organisations in the public domain. Government organisations have to be effective and efficient and profitable. We think it is absolute normal that results of organisations are only expressed in terms of money. The capital owner’s thinking is the dominant one and capital ownership controls the organised world.

The client and the worker

One can ask the question what does this means to the other two key players in the field, the client and the worker. In practice it means that the client is at the end of the line. He is taking the goods and services that have been produced and the client is the end-station of the efforts. The worker is seen as an operator that is hired to produce. Big multinationals like Shell and Unilever and many others all over the world have been following an anorexia strategy in which they cut systematically the labour force and increase the profits in an extreme way. The argument is that international competition forces them to do so but a Dutch study about this strategy and the effect it has on these companies has shown that it is a threat to the well being of these companies because the clients and the workers don’t feel much affection for the company and don’t feel loyal to it’s future. It ruins the community and this leads to panic interventions that cost much of the profits.

A different view on organisation

People like Arie de Geus, Peter Drucker and Peter Senge give us a different view on what an organisation is. They see the organisation as a learning community in which young people can start their lifelong learning experience, in which people can apply themselves to useful tasks in life and where older people can share their experience with the young ones. They show us the essential meaning of co-leadership.

Bernard Lievegoed did show us in his book ‘The developing organisation’ how leadership is transforming over the last decades from an individual task to a community challenge. It started with individual entrepreneurs that created family businesses by exploiting a brilliant idea that met a need. A good example is Henry Ford. He had a very strict set of ideas and principles he worked with. For example he pointed out that the key of leadership is the realisation of the service or good to the client with the cheapest price possible. To realise this, he said, there should be a solid product that lasts over time and a constant change and improvement of the process of production and distribution. He was already in his time aware and negatively critical towards the capital driven attitude of many entrepreneurs and reading his book one can see that there has been little change in this attitude until today. He sees this as the dominant factor for organisations not having a long life.

From entrepreneurs to management

After the world wars we saw leadership developing into managerial performances. The management system took over from the individual. This leads to a system of capital driven leadership in organisations. The selling and buying of companies shows us the extreme working of this management system in today’s economic system.

This type of leadership is now more being discussed as we start to see the damage created in our society. Not only do we see unemployment and high sickness rates but also environmental problems, administrative criminality and conflict and company battles. The required balance between the three key factors in organisational life being capital, labour and goods/services is disturbed.

The next step in leadership as an organisational category today is the integration of this responsibility and quality of live with the work process of many people. We can no longer leave this task to the happy few that reach the top of organisations. Today it is every worker that works independently with the help of systems. Only a few of them are waiting for bosses to tell them what to do. There is an interesting shift in what leadership and management has to contribute in this new phase. No longer do they have to lead people and tell them what to do and control if they did it right. This task is part of the management systems that are applied in many fields like production, finances and logistics and personnel matters. Management is asked to steer the complex totality of many differentiated work processes so it achieves the desired end. This means that the three key players in the economic field, the capital owner, the client and the worker must be balanced in their interests. And also many other stakeholders must be helped to meet their own interests. The organisation is the central point for many processes in society and all people involved in an organisation must steer their own work process in interaction with the work processes of many other people.

Let’s concentrate ourselves here on what leadership means in the organisation of today and how it relates to community issues.

The process of leadership

The process of leadership is in first instance a process of creating added value. By transforming natural resources into goods and services we create a new substance that is a real human creation. We answer the needs of people that use these creations in their own lives- and work processes. It is then a key issue that in producing these goods and services the organisation can balance the processes and connect them to the client and the market in such a way that there is an extra added value to the wellbeing of the company. This extra enables the company to innovate and for this mobilise the initiative powers of the people in the organisation. We can characterise the two dimensions of leadership in the following way:

1. The dynamic performance of operational actions through creating a balance between  capital interest, client interest and workers interest;

2. The realisation of innovations necessary because there are many external and internal impulses that want to be fulfilled.

The aims of an organisation

In the context of this vision on organisational leadership and community one can define the aims of leadership in organisations as threefold:

1. The organisational leadership is there to create added value in many different ways for capital owners, for clients, for workers and for the many stakeholders that have a link with the organisation:

2. The organisational leadership is there to create interesting and inspiring constellations of people that work together and learn together. Through interacting with many different people with very different backgrounds in organisations leaders are able to meet the unknown and participate in the making of society;

3. The organisational leadership is there to give everyone the opportunity to learn and develop him or herself.  As an individual we meet challenges in life, have to rethink our ideas and can grow by meeting the next step in life.

With these three aims that are met in practice but also very often are not seen by modern management as real in practical life, we create through organisational leadership a community in which human beings can meet their tasks in life and meet fellow companions that they can travel with during life.

In this context the most important process of leadership and community building is the process of changing and innovating organisations. In this process of changing organisations leaders can show if they can perform the key competences needed for creating change.

Researchers in the USA and European countries like Hammer, Champy and Boonstra show us that in most cases change processes fail to reach the intended targets. This is mainly due to the way the process of change is designed and the way the leadership act in it.

In the second part of this article we will explore new ideas on organisational change and leadership that have proven to bring good results in organisations.

Changing organisations           



Changing is more than improving. It means creating different patterns, visions and another way of doing. We all can experience how difficult it is to change a habit you have. It takes real will power, exercising a new way of doing and being prepared to reflect on it permanently. One could say that change questions are questions that stay with the organisation. Change means on the one hand integrating new elements in the way the organisation operates as well as in the shape of its institutions. On the other hand it means taking initiatives by people that feel responsible bringing the change about.

For now it is enough to say that leading change means in my view creating new patterns, new ways of doing and a renewed vision on the future path of the organisation. It is a search and initiative taking process. In this part I will now try to characterise a bit deeper the key management aspects of creating change. First I will describe how I meet processes that are meant to be change processes but very often turn out to be profound maintenance processes. Then I will describe an alternative way of leadership and changing organisations.

The need for changing the process of change

“There arises in the company a problem. For instance important clients are dissatisfied with the company’s service to them. They complain about that and the top management gets a bit frustrated because it thought these kind of problems had been solved after the internal memo they had sent to the managers responsible for quality client service. The top management decide to take it this time more serious. They create a steering group and one or more project teams to tackle this. The steering group is headed by the chairman and involves responsible top managers and some specialists. The project team is headed by the marketing manager and there are functional department heads and specialists nominated by the board in the project team. The project team starts its work. They first do an in-depth investigation into client complaints. They interview people involved. After many discussions also in the steering group the project team writes a report. This report is first discussed in the steering group and then in the top management team. In the report there are many recommendations given by the project teams. Management decides to take on board eight of the ten recommendations. These recommendations are given to the department heads and they are asked to implement them. Some department heads have been waiting for this and start immediately to act, others don’t see this as their first priority and they put the report on the agenda of the department meeting or even put it in the drawer.

After a while it is noted by the steering team that some actions have been taking but that others are not doing anything with it. The steering team recommends more pressure from the top. At the same time the top decides to start a company-wide programme for reducing costs. There should be teams formed that will analyse activities of departments and these teams should come up with recommendations for saving costs. Department heads that were involved in “improving client service” and had done this in a “total quality improvement project” in their own department decide to stop this temporarily and first concentrate on the cost reduction programme.

Unfortunately the management development programme that the board have agreed to adapt based on recommendations of the personnel manager absorbs some of the young potentials that have, because of this, little time to contribute to the cost reduction programme.

As you can understand the clients that were not so happy with the company’s service are still waiting for a change!!

This little story that I have seen over and over again in organisations, shows that bringing about change requires more than top – down performing steering groups and project teams at work that try to use business channels to bring about change.

Three main thresholds

In change processes in practice one can observe three main thresholds in bringing real change about.

The first threshold is that the change process does not meet what the client really needs in his process. The change process stays within the organisational frameworks. One client pointed out to me: “All we have realised is that we have put the basic problem in another place in the organisation.”

The second threshold is that all workers who have to carry the consequences of the change in their work process were not really involved in the change process. What some have thought out and tried out is not easily transferable to all others. Change has to be concurred man by man.

The third threshold is that systems do not meet the change process. You can see for example that even the most modern information systems do not meet fully the requirements of the change process and the new performance of the organisations. System development more and more dictates the speed of change.

How can we take care of these thresholds in managing the organisational change processes?

Conclusion

Based on my experience of 30 years consulting in organisational change processes in different kind of organisations I have come to the conclusion that there are three different levels of activity that leaders should concentrate upon for change to come about. As well there are three “leadership instruments” that should be used in the change process to have change come about. I will first put these 2 time 3 in a frame and then shortly characterise them.

Then I will concentrate on a different way of change processing that leaders can do to make change in the organisation into a reality.

Change frame

	Instruments

levels
	4. visioning
	5. networking
	6. technology/system development

	1. creating new organisational conditions
	7. CHANGE

	2. creating a new way of working and related behaviour
	PROCESS

	4. creating a new 

5. work process with different steps
	OWNERS


1.
Creating new organisational conditions. In a bank project in a German Sparkasse Bank the chairman of the board was dreaming of a future situation in which the sales person in a sales office would approach the client in a systematic way to help the client to manage his money(stream) in a, for both parties, profitable way. The salesman in the front practice however was drinking coffee with clients, chatting about family life and taking care that a client wish was going to be fulfilled within reasonable Sparkasse conditions.


The chairman had worked for years to change all possible conditions in the organisation to bring this salesman in the front office to a different business approach. The computer systems were renewed, the building refurbished, the salesmen had their own specific client groups. There were new products developed, there were extended competencies for the salesman allowed, new systems, new working procedures, new salary schemes, etc. But the salesman was still drinking coffee with clients responding to their wishes. The staff introduced new client strategies, market analyses, support systems etc. The salesman was still drinking coffee etc. This really made the chairman quite desperate. What else should he do to enable change in the front office to happen? It became clear to him that he could continue changing conditions but that this did not necessarily changed behaviour. It required an investment on a deeper level. 

2.
Creating a new way of working and related behaviour. One had to take a good look at the way salesmen worked with clients. With close observation one could see that each salesman and woman had developed their own way of working. There was a great variety in client approaches. Some of them felt uncomfortable to telephone clients and invite them to discuss a new offer, others had a very quick but improvised way of responding to clients and others liked to impress the client with computer data. It was not enough to send salesmen to seminars to learn new sales methods or different social behaviour. It required a deep understanding of the boss of the salesman what the practised sales concept of his salesman was. A new way of developing client strategies, exercising a new way of approaching clients by telephone, a new way of preparing, doing and evaluating client conversations, cross-selling techniques, such things had to be learned by practising them under guidance of a coach in the work situation. This systematic action learning approach to get a different way of working, to get a new sales systematic client approach, to get a different behaviour, needed a long-term experimental process in which bosses and teams with the help of experts developed their new way of working with the client.

3.
Creating a new work process with different steps. This second layer of change immediately asked for a deeper look in the third layer of change: that is the redesign of the sales process as a total client process. When looking more in depth into the client - organisation interaction process one is astonished about the complexity of this process in total and the many steps that have to be taken to get towards the final result. Administrative procedures, checks and double checks, data gathering, decision making makes the process a non-transparent process. With the help of expert systems many of these steps and complexities can be systematised to help the salesmen in the front to handle the whole process without any complicated process interfaces. This reduces working and writing time and limits the duration of the process.

To be able to tackle these three levels of change leaders need a different way of approaching the change question then one normally does over the operational structures, systems and procedures. These three levels of change can come better about when the change process is leaded in a process management way. In this process management way the process leader(s) need to mobilise three key leadership tools in the process of change that give direction to this process.

4.
Visioning. Leaders must develop a new vision on the required change. This vision should not only contain a view on the future desired situation, but this vision should include also the key policies with whom this change process is going to be steered. If leadership is not willing to apply new or renewed policies, if they do not communicate these new goals and policies, if they don’t interact on them with the stakeholders that have an interest in the change, the change will end up dying in the existing patterns of behaviour, thinking and doing.

5. Networking. Leaders need to mobilise and create new networks of people for working on the change process and leaders should give them a specific role in the process. Process owners, experts, clients, decision makers, legal authorities and all those that play a specific role in the process must be stimulated and authorised to do so. It is through new networks of people that new ideas can enter the organisation and that new interactions on these ideas can come alive.

6.
Technology/system development. The existing systems often do not allow changes to take place. Change processes require new systems. These systems come into existence through experimenting with them on a small scale. Systems can be developed through using technology innovations and through new system concepts based on learning processes of initiative takers and inventors.

The matrix as a picture shows the interdependence between layers of change and the tools of change leadership. On the one hand change means that vision, networks and systems develop themselves to a new level through transforming conditions, behaviour and process steps and learning by doing.

On the other hand conditions, behaviour and process steps are created a new through vision, network and new system management interventions.

7.
Process owners. These two sides of the matrix come together through the work of change process owners and here we come to a key notion of change leadership, the central heart of the whole matter, the key issue of change.


Who are the people that have the personality, the ability, the experience, the courage and the confidence to carry a change process? Who are the people seen by the key people in the organisation that get the support to bring the change about?

Destiny management

I strongly see a direct relation existing between the change issue question that is raised and has come alive in the organisation and a person that is there in the organisation that can take up this question. I call this “destiny leadership”.

In my projects I often run into this question “who is going to carry this?” Very often top leaders think that the department head, which is responsible for matters that are closely linked to the change question, should be given the task. Then other people from other departments are nominated in the project group. This procedure already makes change difficult because the existing hierarchical, functional network is used to carry it, although this network itself is part of the needed change process.

To find the right person for the question I very often use the intervention of asking the top leaders who they see as the process owner that personally qualifies for taking up the responsibility for the change process. I ask them to write down one or two names on paper. In most cases they immediately share the name of one person that has the confidence of all or most of them. It is quite obvious to me that a person and a change process belong to each other. 

Some conclusions

To finish this article I will summarise some conclusions that I have drawn.

1.
Change processes that are initiated out of the process with the client and are under pressure of external developments will be change processes that will really have an effect on the organisation and the way it operates.

2.
Changes that are initiated out of the organisation’s internal problems and/or conflicts will often blind management for the real changes that have to take place.

3.
When changing organisations it is better to take little steps and do actions that are directly related to issues that the client experiences in his own process.

4.
Change processes require change process owners who direct the change process from start to finish, from idea to reality based on personal abilities to do so. They are supported by experts that understand the content of the matter and are able to transfer this knowledge in doable advice and workable systems.

5.
Clear roles, transparent competencies and responsibilities or intensive co-operation between participants speed up the change process tempo of realising change.

6.
The normal ways of steering change through steering groups, project groups, work groups and committees give little basis for the change. Change process requires a different way of co-operating with a different set of rules.

7.
Having a clear shared goal, having co-operative networks of people, creating transparent time limits and mobilising tools and money are essential tasks for change leadership.

8.
Changing not only means changing organisational conditions, but also changing the ways of working for the people involved as well as changing and redesigning the process steps.

By creating change processes in organisations leaders bring themselves deeper into the organisation. They enable themselves to make a more existential commitment to the organisation. Leaders can learn and develop themselves in a way that would not be possible in the traditional community.  The organisation becomes a modern community for the human being of today. It is important for the development of individuals and the whole society that we have the courage to prolong on this road and make organisations into living communities.
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