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To my parents and their bequest, the hunger for
knowledge; and to science, which reveals both the
fragility and vast potential of the human intellect.
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Introduction

“It is curious how often you humans manage to obtain that
which you do not want.”

—Spock, Star Trek: The Original Series, “Errand of Mercy”

How to Set 3 Million Dollars on Fire

In March 1993, the derivatives market was booming, and banks—
although intoxicated by the profits—were worried about the risks of
these strange, complex instruments and how to control the armies of
traders making all that money. The normally reserved world of British
commercial banks had been taken over by brash traders using swarthy
epithets as often as the gammas and deltas of the trade. Senior man-
agement loved the income, but did not understand the math, hated
the new trading-room culture of risk, vulgarity, and aggression, and
were at sea with how to manage a business they did not understand.

So they called in the cavalry: consultants.

PwC had assembled a team from MIT, Harvard, and Oxford to
help Barclays develop a comprehensive “Risk Management Frame-
work.” T was on the team as “a math guy” and because, as a former
trader, I spoke the traders’ language, the gammas, the deltas, and the
epithets.

We worked for months interviewing senior leaders, traders, and
other risk experts by day and writing our reports by night. The result
was 12 ring-bound volumes of several hundred pages each. The one
featuring the majority of my contributions was filled with pages of
equations describing how financial instruments behaved under various
stresses using advanced statistics. The other volumes were similarly

1



2 THE SCIENCE OF SUCCESSFUL ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE

detailed and dense, suggesting what strategies, systems, accounting
procedures, processes, and management practices Barclays should
use to manage risk.

We charged 1.8 million pounds ($2.7 million), which was a hefty
consulting fee for 1993.

And then, nothing happened.

“What?” you say, “surely not nothing?” To be more precise, our
findings were presented to the board of directors who nodded vigor-
ously at all the right times. Then we presented to the executive com-
mittee, to the managing directors, to the business unit heads, and to
their teams. They all nodded and applauded. No PowerPoint slide
was left unturned. Almost none of our recommendations became real
business change.

Although they found our logic compelling, and our recommen-
dations sound, Barclays failed to “mind the gap,” the one between
agreeing with something and doing it. Barclays might as well have
lit a bonfire on Lombard Street with the three million bucks (which,
given London’s spring weather, would have been better use of their
capital).

I was crushed. From Master of Universe Consultant to snake-oil
peddler on my first project. The project team remains the smartest
and most professional I had ever known. What went wrong? There
seemed to be three questions:

1. How could our recommendations not have been implemented
when Barclays was so worshipful of them?

2. If our recommendations were as good as we and the bankers
thought, what else should we have done to get them adopted?

3. When were they going to blow the whistle on consultants for
charging huge fees, producing no results, and hopping off to
the next assignment?

Reports in Drawers and Personal Change

Little did I know that such epic fails were more the rule than the
exception in strategy consulting; they have a name, “the report in a
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drawer.” Over the next 18 months, I worked on several strategy proj-
ects that soon decorated executive shelves and bottom drawers.

This professional epic fail paralleled one in my personal life.

As a teenager in 1980, I worked in cancer research before submit-
ting myself to the sleepless nights of medical education. My research
project involved studying the biochemistry of cancer to understand
the effect of Vitamin A on skin cancers through its effect on DNA and
RNA synthesis—Dby treating little white mice with a carcinogen from
cigarette smoke. Despite this, and since the age of 14, I smoked a
pack of Marlboro Red per day. At the lab, I would squirt the cigarette
extract, watch the mice get cancer, and grab a quick smoke between
experiments. While working at Barclays, I still frequented the parking
lot for smoke breaks, so for almost 20 years I had ignored all the sci-
ence, some of which I produced firsthand, which told me I was killing
myself one cancer stick at a time.

The link between the failed project at Barclays and my death wish
was not lost on me. There must be a link between how I systematically
defied in-your-face rationality, and how Barclays effectively ignored
our advice on risk management.

This birthed a tremendous hunger: How do people change, and
how do businesses make real change happen? How do good ideas get
acted upon in the real world, and how do reports find their way from
bottom drawers into hearts and minds? This seemed to be a prob-
lem at the root of human happiness, business prosperity, and how we
manage ourselves as a society.

The equation seemed to be:
E x X = Change!

E seemed to be expertise, knowledge, research, statistics, advice,
reasons, rationality, and clear thinking. My strategy colleagues and 1
were good at all that. X was the bit that stumped me completely, that I
knew nothing about—the “special sauce” that combined with reasons
produced change. X had eluded me in my personal life, and now in

! Later, in the change management practice, we used O = E? (output equals excel-
lence times engagement), and others use R = Q x A (results equals quality times
acceptance).
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my professional life. I wanted to make a difference, not just espouse
grand theories, and to be someone who did not just talk a good game
but could play ball. I wanted X.

I changed gears. For almost two decades, I lived, ate, and breathed
organizational change. My immersion was obsessive: in its academic
disciplines (psychology, sociology, Organization Development, and
Organizational Behavior), training in Daryl Conner’s change toolkit,
Californian “self-actualization” workshops, training as a counselor,
working as a change manager in dozens of businesses, and teaching
the advanced change management program to management consult-
ing partners.

From the Laboratory to the Sweat Lodge

Then another problem reared its head. Little did I know that leav-
ing the solid bedrock of science and reason for the world of change
meant journeying to the opposite end of the spectrum—a world
where ideas were much harder to test.

At first, I accepted perspectives in books such as Gladwell’s The
Tipping Point, or Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence uncritically, never
wondering how much meat there was on the sandwich, or whether
eating marshmallows really predicted success (it does not).> My new
change colleagues and I talked about emotions, socially constructed
realities, presencing, living systems metaphors, ancient wisdom, con-
sciousness, cultural memes, spiritual values, and stakeholder engage-
ment. I loved the writings of 1990’s change gurus—for example, John
Kotter (Harvard) and Tom Peters (McKinsey)—and at that time, I
accepted their ideas uncritically because of their reputations.

Then, as I traveled farther down the change rabbit hole, I
encountered notions such as “quantum leadership,” “right-brained

2 As with many psychological ideas that are presented as fact by popular media,
Mischel’s research on emotional intelligence is controversial. How the media
popularizes and exaggerates research in psychology is the subject of Chapter 6,
“Misunderstanding Human Behavior.”
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leadership,” and “leading from Source.” I attended Organization
Development (OD) workshops (also attended by household names in
that field) that began with an “attunement” to let in Spirit, and work-
shops to reveal the collective unconscious (Jung) of a business. One
workshop, hosted by consummate change professionals and attended
by senior executives from a leading consumer goods company, used a
labyrinth (a room-sized carpet that looks like a maze) to evoke insight
and creativity. The premise was that if one walked around this ancient
sacred structure with a question in mind, insight and creativity would
emerge. I just got dizzy. Clients, normally discerning business people,
suppressed whatever reservations they might have had.

I was now a stranger in a strange land. I knew there was more
to producing organizational and personal change than reasons and
“smarts,” yet change theories had no science to back them up, and
most of my fellow practitioners disdained science in favor of “other
ways of knowing.”

I had found that the change world (Organization Development
and change management) had an overlap in values and methods with
humanistic psychologists, pop psychologists, therapists, 1960’s coun-
terculture, and New Age spirituality. As great “people-people,” they
made for outstanding facilitators, but I always had nagging doubts
about how reliable methodologies guided by those underlying belief
systems might be. Of course, there is no standard belief system that
represents the entire people side of business. I had explored the most
extreme realms, hungering for meaning, for personal answers, and
answers to the question, “How do people and businesses change?” On
my search for meaning and insight, in those extreme realms, I had alot
of company; the demand for esoteric approaches from senior business
people is enormous. In addition to labyrinths, I hosted Native Ameri-
can drumming workshops, encounter groups, Lego-play workshops,
monastic retreats at monasteries, ropes courses, trust falls and trust
walks, improvisational and standard theater sessions, yoga and tai-chi,
psychodrama, and workshops with concert violinists and pianists. The

3 There is no such thing as a “right-brained” person or a “right-brained” leader,
and psychological dispositions (such as being logical) are unrelated to hemi-
spheric dominance. This, too, is explored in Chapter 6.
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clients for these workshops were all in the top 100 corporations in
the world and household names. I would wager that 100% of com-
panies in the Global 500 have used and still use at least one of those
techniques.

While experimenting with those methods, I also hungered for
proof. Clients were happy and came back for more, so I left behind
happier workplaces—but was the change sustainable, and did busi-
ness results follow from the increased engagement? Naturally, in par-
allel with the esoteric work, I did much “change management” that
looked more traditional: stakeholder engagement, team alignment,
strategy facilitation, communications planning, organization design,
and change-leader coaching. Some of my change experience was on
projects with billion dollar price-tags.

Yet, how much better proven were the more conventional tools
I favored, such as business cases, process-mapping, organization per-
formance models, risk registers, stakeholder analyses, and criterion
matrices, than my friends” labyrinths? Was it just a matter of taste?
Although I became skeptical of some of the more esoteric approaches,
I had equally little evidence to prove what I did.

The most shocking thing is that during more than 30 years in
business, at the most senior levels, in the world’s biggest companies,
dispensing consulting advice, no client ever asked me whether there
was evidence to support the models, frameworks, tools, methods, and
ideas I proposed using. Never. I worry, silly me, about using methods
on billion-dollar projects that are based on beliefs for which there is
skimpy evidence. Do we just use what looks good, what is in fashion,
and what gurus say works? Do we use what methods we know best
rather than the best methods? How do we evaluate methods side by
side in this science-free world?

I sought to square this circle, in 1999, with some research. I was a
pioneer in an academic movement within Organization Development
(OD) called Spirituality in Business, which had the very sensible idea
that people had a spiritual dimension to their lives—either religion,
a deep sense of values, or a commitment to some kind of humanism.
By bringing their whole selves to work, they would be more engaged
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and passionate. Value-centered leadership would become the norm.
However, my research was aridly called Spirituality at Work: Defini-
tions, Assumptions, and Validity Claims. 1 tried to bring some hard
science to where my passions lay, and to the softest part of the soft
end of OD. This book, in some ways, extends that project—can we
bring some harder-edged concepts and some robust validity testing
to the tools and ideas used by change leaders? Can we prove a certain

kind of workshop “works”?

Defenders of the Faith—How to Prove
Something Works

In this book, I want to shake up our collective certainty that what
you do works. As you'll see in Chapter 1, “Failed Change: The Great-
est Preventable Cost to Business?,” change fails about half the time.
Defenders of the status quo say “my methods are tested and proven.”
They mean, “When I use this change management tool (for example,
model, framework, workshop, intervention, process), I cause the fol-
lowing result (for example, performance improvement, increased

>

engagement, reduced cycle time)

The problem is that we cannot easily prove cause and effect and
that what we do works. Why? When a car mechanic replaces a gasket
and the engine stops leaking, the mechanic has excellent evidence
that his craft has worked. There are few, if any, other likely explana-
tions for the engine leak stopping while the car was under repair in
the garage.

This is never true in business. As you will see in Chapter 4, “Deci-
sion Making in Complex and Ambiguous Environments,” businesses
are complex systems and complexity theory tells us that cause and
effect are never provable with any confidence in a complex system.
When I intervene to improve employee engagement in order to
improve financial performance, the causal chain between what I do,
the engagement, and the financial performance is far too flimsy for
me to make the same claim as a car mechanic can. People who make
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strong causal claims about what they do and company performance
are guilty of two logical fallacies: post hoc ergo propter hoc (it hap-
pened before it, so it caused it) and causal reductionism (reducing to a
single cause something that could have been caused by many things).
This kind of reasoning is why people buy homeopathic and herbal
remedies and over-the-counter cold medications. None of these beat
placebo,* but people claim to feel better after taking them. They
forget that they take them when they feel sick, are doing other
things that do work (resting), and that all mild ailments improve on
their own.

At the risk of being a bore, in the philosophy of science, if you say
some intervention you make caused an improvement in performance,
you have to prove it was a necessary condition, meaning the improve-
ment would not have happened without your help. Many consultants
make far stronger claims, that what they did was a sufficient condi-
tion, meaning what they did was enough by itself to cause the change.
There is too much going on inside a business—too many other
variables—that could have produced the result. This problem is
solved by scientists using an untreated control group, which is then
compared with the treatment group. In practice, this is hard to do in
business. You will see, throughout this book, but particularly in the
final chapter, how this even applies to research conducted by presti-
gious business schools. It especially applies to research done by con-
sultants who always have something to sell.

Business is a people thing, and the human sciences lack precision
and predictive power. We could go along pretending more precision
than exists, or we could take a different approach and be far more
skeptical (and humble) about what we do.

In this book, we visit some better-tested, more empirically valid
theories from the human sciences, debunk a large number of change
and psychological myths, and explore some recent discoveries that

4 Placebos can have a very powerful effect; the mind is a better healer than
pseudoscience.
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advance our understanding of people and consequently change topics
such as influencing stakeholder communication, decision making, and
behavioral change. Along the way, I also propose some ideas that have
not yet been tested, but ought to be.

Spoiler Alert—The Whole Book in One Diagram

Figure 1 divides the change world into valid/mot valid and
useful/harmful 3 I believe that the future lies in moving as much to the
upper-right quadrant as we can—that is, using practices that are both
valid and useful. This requires a shift in business culture, toward more
scientific validity, more measurement, and greater accountability for
results. The shift will take decades, but there are indications that it is
already under way with new analytics and data-driven approaches to
decision making and a phenomenon called evidence-based manage-
ment, which is discussed more in Chapter 9, “Leading with Science.”

There is much research (upper-left quadrant of Figure 1) that is
little known or used, and I hope to offer some of the research I find
most interesting that has had little take-up in the change community.
Businesses, I hope to show, must move practices (policies, models)
from the lower-right quadrant into the upper-right quadrant by evalu-
ating, proving, and testing them. Alternatively, policies, models, and
practices that are proven harmful should be moved to the lower-left
quadrant and discarded. In many sections of this book, I challenge
some of what passes for accepted wisdom in the change world. I also
take the liberty of introducing some ideas (on change-agility) that are
interesting, useful-looking, but unproven.

5 Both vdlidity and usefulness are nuanced and contested terms. There are hun-
dreds of books on how we can prove that we know something (in the philosophy
of science, epistemology, and books on research methods). In short, by validity
and evidence, 1 mean (very roughly) that you can prove what you do with the
scientific method, and if T did it also, I would get the same results. The final
chapter has more details exploring evidence in the section on evidence-based
management.
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(brain biology)

Organizational behavior
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Experimental psychology

Evidence-based practices
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Choice architecture
Mindfulness
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Biases and heuristics

Information deficit model

Grief (death and dying)
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Executive stock options

Learning style inventories

"Burning platform"

Unstructured interviews
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Debunk Practices
Shown to Be
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Personality testing
Performance pay
Engagement surveys
Strategy/change models
Standard models of training
Large group interventions
Change agility

Disruption

Validate Models
and Tools in
Widespread Use

HARMFUL/USEFUL /

Figure 1 Change management culture needs to move toward increased validity
and accountability even though it will take decades.

The War Between Validity and Usefulness

In the business world (especially in HR/change), we have a war,
between the “validity people” and the “usefulness people.” The valid-
ity people berate the usefulness people for lack of evidence and
pseudoscience. The usefulness people, when they do not just ignore
the researchers, respond, “Leave me alone, I have a job to do.” The
usefulness people, in their desire to get on with things, are guilty of
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dropping rigorous evidential standards, hence we get fads, pseudosci-
ence, antiscience, and lack of accountability. They then berate the
validity people for not “being in the real world.” This theory-practice
war destroys value and not just in business. I once asked a criminology
professor about the evidence basis for what happens in the criminal
justice system. He replied, “Whatever the evidence proves, the sys-
tem (prisons, parole, courts) does precisely the opposite.”

Some topics I weigh in upon are hotly contested. Neuroimaging is
an exciting area, but there is much debate around whether brain scans
show what they claim to show. (One researcher put a dead fish in a
brain scanner and found it lit up when shown images. This did not end
the debate about imaging; it was more like putting out the fire with
gasoline.) There are volumes—thousands of articles—written about
performance-related pay (PRP). When I bluntly say “PRP does not
work,” this is to act as a counterweight to the “commonsense” idea
that paying people for performance increases motivation and perfor-
mance.® The truth is more complex, but the weight of evidence goes
against commonsense.

Most of what happens in the change world (and generally in busi-
ness) has little scientific evidence at all, and we cannot simply switch
off the juice until everything is proven. The need do something on
Monday morning should not prohibit us from working in parallel on
improving the validity of what we do.

Scientific evidence is not necessary for everything: Agriculture
existed in preliterate societies as practices developed by trial and
error were handed down over generations. However, they also made
a lot of mistakes and some rituals they thought worked, such as those
to influence the weather gods, were wasteful. Business is more like
that than it is like medicine, but even medicine was based on folklore
200 years ago. Doctors had well-established rituals and practices, but
they were based on utterly wrong ideas about the body (biochemistry,
physiology, and so on) and lack of evidence on whether a treatment
worked—Dbecause the scientific method had not permeated medicine.

6 This is explored further in Chapter 7, “The Science of Changing Behaviors,” but
the relationship between incentives, motivation, and performance is not straight-
forward. If you have to choose between “PRP works” and “PRP does not work,”
you are safer with the latter claim.
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Doctors believed in things such as “humours” and used things like
leeches. As with business change today, patients sometimes got bet-
ter and sometimes died. When they improved, the doctors took the
credit (and not the fact that they would have recovered without the
leeches). When change fails, do we admit to ourselves that some of
our “rain dances” may not work as well as we think, or that maybe
our understanding of what make people tick still has “humours™ In
change leadership, success has many fathers, and failure is an orphan.

On these contested topics, it matters a great deal less whether
we are right or wrong on a particular topic than that we start to ask
ourselves the hard questions within the practitioner community (for
example, change, HR, or OD people). Business clients can hold the
experts’ feet to the fire and insist upon higher standards of account-
ability and evaluation.

The Path Ahead: Change-Agility, Strategy,

and Tactics

Although most books on change focus on change tactics, I believe
that sound strategy in a change-agile organization should reduce the
need for extensive tactical change interventions. Accordingly, The
Science of Successful Organizational Change is organized in three
parts: Change-Agility, Change Strategy, and Change Tactics. The
final chapter and conclusion deals with change leadership.

In Chapter 1, the first, context-setting chapter, we look at the
scale of the change problem through two questions: How much
change happens, and how much does it fail? Leadership is, uncontro-
versially, the single most important factor in making change happen.
The chapter shows that leaders are poorly equipped to lead change
because of the structure of business education and because even the
expert world is rife with bad metaphors and change mythology.

Change-Agility

One essential capability in a VUCA world (Volatility, Uncertainty,
Complexity, and Ambiguity) is the ability to adapt, learn, invent, and
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build quickly. If every major change project entails bloodletting, over-
runs, damaged trust, and unintended consequences, eventually an
external threat or internal change will arise that will be too much.
In that scenario, each major change leaves the business no better, or
perhaps worse, change fatigued, demoralized, and unready for the
next change. Change-agility creates adaptive organizations, ones that
appear to surf the waves of disruptive technologies, avoid the rapids
in turbulent economic times, and set the pace for other businesses to
follow.

Chapter 2, “From Change Fragility to Change-Agility,” explains
those ideas with examples from Google, 3M, IBM, and Shell and four
perspectives: agile people and behaviors, agile cultures, agile struc-
tures, and agile processes.

Change Strategy

Starting with two premises, that no tactical interventions can
fix a flawed strategy and that most of what is written about leading
change is tactical, we look at strategy. Chapter 3, “Governance and
the Psychology of Risk,” examines some of the pitfalls from the realm
of where math meets people. Chapter 4, “Decision Making in Com-
plex and Ambiguous Environments,” introduces two tools for decision
making and discusses the human side of analytics. Chapter 5, “Cogni-
tive Biases and Failed Strategies,” covers strategic errors that result
from cognitive biases.

Change Tactics

Change tactics are a much better-traveled territory than change
strategy. Rather than provide a book of tools, this section looks at
twenty-first-century human sciences for insights on leading people
through change.

Chapter 6, “Misunderstanding Human Behavior,” looks at how
we learn what we know about leading people from psychology, the
media, popular culture, and gurus. Those concepts from popular psy-
chology lead unhelpfully to pop leadership and notions particularly
unhelpful to change leaders.
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Chapter 7, “The Science of Changing Behaviors,” looks at
neobehaviorism—how behaviors can be changed without always using
persuasion and influencing, but also without resorting to coercion.
Chapter 8, “The Science of Changing Hearts and Minds,” examines
multistakeholder dialogue, influencing with facts, mindfulness, and
new ideas on resistance to Change.

Chapter 9, “Leading with Science,” summarizes the implications
for leadership and leadership development, suggesting that the fac-
ulty of “farsight” (that seemingly uncanny knack for spotting future
opportunities and niches) is an important, although neglected leader-
ship asset, but one that can be developed (so we do not have to run
around looking for geniuses). The chapter then discusses ideas on
leading with science, or leadership as a science-based craft. First,
antiscience and pseudoscience must be stamped out, but then I intro-
duce an intriguing possibility. In the twenty-first century, medicine
began to move toward evidence-based medicine. I believe if we can
follow the lessons from medicine, evidence-based management could
be an exciting paradigm shift.

How to Read This Book and Make It Useful

This is a short book with an enormous breadth of topics, many of
which are extremely complex. My ambition is to provoke debate and
ask the right questions, not to have the final word (for example, on
whether neuroscience is useful). I ask your forbearance in advance
should the treatment of a big subject be too abbreviated; many sec-
tions of the book, such as mindfulness, neuroscience, complexity,
choice architecture, or cognitive biases, have entire libraries devoted
to exploring them. I am usually trying to do one of four things on a
topic:

1. Challenge the received wisdom in a particular area, such as

neuroscience.

2. Bring a newer area to the attention of change practitioners,
such as cognitive biases or the psychology of risk.
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3. Introduce a subject well understood by the change community
to an executive audience, such as large-group interventions or
systems thinking.

4. Air some of my own models and ideas, such as the systematic
change model, leadership as a science-based craft, or strategic
coherence, so they can be challenged and strengthened.

One early reviewer of this book said, “What you suggest is correct,
but easier said than done.” Everything in the business world is easier
said than done! Leadership is as challenging a practical discipline as
philosophy and mathematics are as abstract disciplines because tech-
nical complexity and social/interpersonal complexity intersect, some-
times making straightforward technical challenges difficult to solve
practically.

What I ask of you is that you read with the question, “How might
I apply this?” in mind. You will find basic scientific findings on com-
plexity, on analytics, on risk, on biases, on changing behaviors, on
influencing hearts and minds, on changing culture, and on creating
agile organizations interesting and thought provoking. In a practical
discipline, such as business, interesting ideas are the booby prize.

The devil is not in the detail, but in the application. The heavy
lifting of applying it to the organizations you lead must be up to you.
Mindfulness research has shown that the practice reduces stress,
improves emotion control, and betters focus. That does not mean
saffron robes at the next executive committee meeting, but it might
mean a few private, five-minute sessions per day to reequilibrate, or
educating workers in how to practice mindfulness at work. Similarly,
you will see how cognitive biases plague high-stakes decision making.
You can shrug, and hope they do not affect your teams, or you can
design safeguards and new practices that help auto-correct the deci-
sions before they cost money. In short, making these insights useful
will be your job. The Science of Successful Organizational Change will
be useful only if it sparks intense conversation and alters the way you
change.
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Failed Change: The Greatest
Preventable Cost to Business?

The Change Problem—How Bad Is It?

Atatime when governments worldwide were desperate to cut def-
icits, and asking citizens—one way or another, whether by increased
taxes or reduced benefits—to foot the bill, the 2011 headline in the
British tabloid rag, the Daily Mail must have been unwelcome:

“£12bn [$18bn] NHS Computer System Is Scrapped...”

The UK government had, after a decade, canceled the largest
civilian IT project in the world at the National Health Service (NHS).
Initial cost estimates had come in at a mere £2.3 billion ($4 billion),
which presumably seemed a steal at the time. On the other side of
the pond, the U.S. Census Bureau canceled the planned automation
of the decennial census project after approximately $3 billion in cost
overruns. A few years later, the U.S. Air Force canceled a logistics
management program that had accrued costs of $1.2 billion. The
development cost overruns for Boeing’s 787 “Dreamliner” approxi-
mated $12 billion, Avon wrote off the entire $100 million of the
“Promise Project,” Denver airport’s baggage system snafus cost $1.1
million per day until abandoned with an estimated cost of $3 billion.
Merger failures are even more astonishing—if that is possible. The
AOL-Time Warner merger is reputed to have destroyed $100 billion
dollars in shareholder value—more than the GDP of a few countries!

17
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Part of that was market timing, but most of the destroyed value arose
from cultural and interpersonal conflict that made structural and stra-
tegic integration of the businesses impossible.

Visible megaproject failures such as those get plenty of media
and political attention, but they are just the tip of the iceberg. Most
change failures are below the waterline, either failures of standard
change programs, or difficulties with everyday, nonprogrammatic
change. Seventy percent of change programs fail is the “statistic” that
many gurus and even some experts cite. This seems an extraordinary
figure; it should raise eyebrows, yet few people challenge it. Is it true?

Because this is a book on science and change, this is the place
to first blow the whistle on a statistic that is neither true nor useful.
The statistic “70% fails” was based on survey data published in a non-
peer-reviewed magazine and on out-of-context remarks by two well
respected Harvard professors (Kotter and Nohria).! When I say here
that the survey findings are “non-peer-reviewed,” why does that limit
their trustworthiness? The peer review process means that the meth-
ods, data, and conclusions have been scrutinized by a jury of one’s
peers, and it is the gold standard for quality because of this scrutiny.
Despite this, even quality popular business magazines (for example,
Harvard Business Review and McKinsey Quarterly) are not peer
reviewed. This is astonishing, unique to business compared to other
professions, and very worrying. In medicine or science, the most pop-
ular journals also have the highest peer-review standards (such as The
New England Journal of Medicine and Nature).

This raises a theme that will recur in every chapter: business has
the lowest standards for “knowledge” and the lowest standards for
entry among the professions (such as medicine, architecture, science,
or law).

Seventy percent is a horrific number. The critical questions are:

e Is it really that bad? What is the quality of the evidence?

e What do we mean by change? Do some kinds fail more?

* What do we mean by failure, complete write-offs, and slight
delays?

! Hughes, M. (2011, Dec. 16). Do 70 per cent of all organizational change initia-
tives really fail? Journal of Change Management, 11(4), 451-464.
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Evidence on Change Failure Rates

It seems that 70 percent is only a modest exaggeration: Doz-
ens of surveys place the actual failure rate at around 50 percent, for
example:?

e Fifty percent of mergers (totaling one trillion dollars in the
United States alone) fail to deliver value.?

* Seventeen percent of large IT projects go so badly that they can
threaten the very existence of the company, and large IT proj-
ects run an average of 45 percent over budget, while delivering
56 percent less value than predicted.*

e 41 percent of change projects were described as successful in
an IBM report.

Perhaps this success rate is something we have to live with. In
baseball, a .500 batting average is stellar. Venture capitalists (roughly)
expect big returns on only about 20 percent of projects, break even
on another 30 percent, and write off the rest. Is change like this? On
the other hand, it is hard to imagine driving a car or using a computer
that works 30 percent of the time; we expect 100 percent or nearly so.

The challenge that change failure rates pose for C-level change
governance is: Are we being honest with ourselves when assessing
costs and benefits, return on capital, and risks of major change? Do
the firm’s accounting and capital budgeting processes reflect these
failure rates? Do internal and external management consultants’ pro-
posals reflect these failure rates?

Surveys of this kind are not robustly scientific, but they are the best that is avail-
able in this arena. There are those who downplay the source, saying that consult-
ing firms use the 70 percent number as a scare tactic to persuade clients that
they need their services. To me, this seems doubtful. In my mind, these abysmal
success rates are a striking indictment of the consulting profession rather than a
reason to use them more!

Bain US and European Acquisition Success Study (2007).

4 Bloch, M., Blumberg, S., & Laartz, J. (2012, October). Delivering large-scale IT
projects on time, on budget, and on value. McKinsey Quarterly (online).

> Jorgensen, H., Owen, L., & Neus, A. (2013). Making change work. IBM Future
of Enterprise.
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The next skeptical question is: What do we mean by change fail-
ure? Do failure rates vary by type of change?

Does All Change Fail the Same?

Change failure rates do seem to vary by the type of change
attempted. UK researcher Dr. Martin Smith summarized 49 sepa-
rate studies of change success from the academic and trade press and
found the kind of variability we might expect.® See Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Success Rates of Different Types of Change Programs

Strategy deployment 58%

Restructuring/downsizing 46%

Technology change 40%

Mixed change 39%

TQM (Six Sigma)

37%

Mergers and acquisitions 33%

Reengineering/process design 30%

Software development/installation 26%

Business expansion 20%

W |= | |N | |o|= o |©o |w

Culture change 19%

Total

'
©o

Surveys of this small number of firms are underpowered statisti-
cally and limited as scientific evidence, yet the numbers suggest fail-
ure rates just below 50 percent, with culture change (as expected) the
most fraught.

Leaders need estimates such as this before attempting something
like culture change: Do we expect to do better than the average 19
percent success rate? Why? If I may add to that number anecdotally,
I often say that if T had $100 dollars for every time someone said “we
have to change the culture” and I had to give back $10,000 every time
I saw culture change succeed, I would be well ahead.

6 Smith, M. E. (2002). Success rates for different types of organizational change.
Performance Improvement, 41(1), 26.
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Does Failure Always Mean the Same Thing?

Research including types of change takes us a bit further, but not
far enough. What matters even more is the type of change failure.
A complete business busting write-off is different than a 25 percent
overrun. The lack of definitional rigor of most change surveys pro-
duces an average that includes tolerable delays (by the standards of
organizational change) and those complete write-offs.

If some executives interviewed for the surveys use the word fail-
ure to signify “failed to deliver 100 percent of expected benefits,”
or “overran budget and timetable,” and others use failure to signify
“abandoned project halfway and wrote off entire project expenditure
with no positive and many negative results,” then even the average
estimates from Smith’s research conceal some important facts. To get
to a more useful statistic, we need a better definition of failure and an
analysis of outcomes by kind of failure, perhaps using a rough frame-
work such as SOCKS (Shortfalls, Overruns, Consequences, Killed,
Sustainable), shown in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 SOCKS Taxonomy of Project Failures

SOCKS CATEGORY EXAMPLE' [

Benefit SHORTFALLS: The project
completes, but there are important
shortfalls in benefits delivery causing
disruption of business processes.

Hershey’s ERP supply chain system
causes $100 million revenue dip.

Cost OVERRUNS:2 The project
completes, but there are significant
overruns (cost or time).

Boston’s “Big Dig” overruns by
$12 billion.

Unintended CONSEQUENCES: The
project completes, but there are costly,
unintended consequences.

Fox Meyer Drug $65 million ERP
system bankrupts the company.

Scott Paper successfully cuts costs,
earnings spike, but long-term
competitiveness collapses.

KILLED programs: The project is killed
after significant investment.

Denver Airport baggage system first delayed
airport opening by 18 months, but was
then scrapped at a rough cost of $3 billion.

Lack of SUSTAINABLE results: Results are
delivered, but are not sustained over time.

Following BP’s Texas City refinery disaster
a new focus on health and safety behaviors
brought about short-term gains that eroded
as memory of the event faded.#

Little data is available on the average
benefit shortfalls by type of change
or type of business.

Average cost overruns are 27%
with one in six more than 200%.3

Little aggregate data is available on
adverse consequences, either the
number of projects affected or the type
and extent of consequences.

Little data is available on the number of
projects killed and written off completely.

Little data is available on how many projects
have benefits that erode over time.

! Why projects fail blog. Goatham, R. (Ed.). Retrieved from http://calleam.com/WTPF/.

2 There is a strong relationship between overruns and benefits delivery. If a system will save
$1 million per month, delays extend costs and alter benefit timing.

3 Based on research we will revisit in Chapter 3, “Governance and the Psychology of Risk,”
from Professor Bent Flyvbjerg of Oxford.

4 Based on the findings of Baker, J.A., et al. (2007, January). The report of the BP U.S. refineries
independent safety review panel. Retrieved from http://www.csb.gov/assets/1/19/Baker_panel_

report1.pdf.
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This SOCKS categorization is not a scientific categorization
because terms such as consequences and sustainability can mean a lot
of things, but it is considerably better than just talking about “failure.”
It is a place to start, and every project should have a SOCKS review
once completed (or not) using early budgeted costs and benefits as a
baseline. This way, businesses can develop internal analytics on how
projects fare and how they fail to meet expectations in ways that are
useful for capital budgeting. They may be able to draw conclusions
such as “When we attempt reorganizations, we exceed budget by
an average of 30 percent, and there are often many negative, unin-
tended consequences,” or “When we have acquired a new company,
the financial returns were, on average, 25 percent less than we had

predicted.”

As you will see throughout this book, when it comes to measuring
change implementation performance, science is lacking, and practi-
tioners are very slow to challenge orthodoxy or urban legends such as
the 70 percent statistic. We need much better answers to questions
such as: What types of change are riskiest? How much more risky is
big budget change than small change? What factors increase/decrease
risk? Does performance vary across business regions or functions?

Change Masters and Change-Agility

Even with better statistics on failure rates for types of change
(culture change versus IT system implementation), and types of fail-
ure (write-offs versus delays), businesses need to go one step further.
They need hard, empirical data on their own change performance.
IBM, in Making Change Work,” found enormous variation in change
success between organizations that know what they are doing and
those that stumble around.

The IBM survey identified a cohort of “Change Master” com-
panies, who claimed an 80 percent success rate for change (almost
double the average in the survey) and much better than “Change

7 Jorgensen, H., Owen, L., & Neus, A. (2013). Making change work. IBM Future
of Enterprise.
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Novices” who managed a miserable 8 percent success rate. The next
chapters explore some of the facets of these change-agile businesses.

A leader in this is Cisco Systems who, late in the last century, was
acquiring one company per quarter. Cisco started to study merger
success factors both in the market, generally, and also specifically
which factors affected their success and failure. They found that
mergers of similar-sized firms fail more often, as do mergers where
geographical distance is a factor, as do mergers where cultural dis-
similarities are pronounced. Although this sort of analysis is obser-
vational (only producing correlation, not cause), it nevertheless is a
step toward understanding specific factors related to a specific kind of
change, in a specific business.®

Failed Metaphors—The Fantasy of the Static
Organization

Heraclitus, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, intoned, “Every-
thing changes and nothing remains still... and... you cannot step twice
into the same stream.” It is not just a metaphysical truth; it is a prac-
tical one for today’s businesses. Today’s organizations are less static
than ever before; staff come and go faster due to shrinking job ten-
ure and the end of “job for life” careers; much speedier information
flows have demanded increased reaction times; local businesses have
become less local, buffeted by events in faraway lands (for example,
car dealers in Kansas affected by the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
disaster).

The kind of change covered by change surveys is called program-
matic change, the big CRM system, or the rollout of the new HR
policy. In the last section, we saw that about half of programmatic
change fails in some respect; what we did not yet consider was how
much change that might be! Consider this observation from 2012
while teaching at the University of Wisconsin.

8 From the superb book by Pfeffer and Sutton, Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-
Truths, and Total Nonsense, Profiting from Evidence-based Management (Har-
vard Business Review Press, 2006).
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If ever a group of businesspeople represented Middle American
business, this was it—25 middle-aged managers, from ranks of middle
management, of middle-American, medium-sized companies. The
middle of the middle of the middle of the middle. What does change
look like away from the headline-grabbing failures and $100 million IT
projects, smack in the middle of the business world? Our first task of
the day was for the managers in attendance to list the change projects
running in their companies. After 15 minutes, the whistle blew, and
we counted: 585! Each company represented was running an average
of more than twenty. The managers were then to “star” the projects
in which they were involved: Those 25 managers were involved in
214 projects. These middle-American managers were under constant
pressure from the day-to-day business of change—there was very
little that was stable.

Another kind of change is even more prevalent than program-
matic change, and that is continuous, nonprogrammatic change.
These managers were affected by centrally driven, big programs as
well as programs they initiated themselves (such as a departmental
reorganization). They also were expected to continuously improve
performance, help staff grow, make their processes more efficient,
build new relationships, network, hire new people, and much more.
Then, to add another layer of change, they were affected by change
in other departments/divisions—what I call change backwash. A big
change program in HR stretches HR’s capacity to serve the busi-
ness. These managers’ experience at work was more or less constant
change and its effects, constant pressure, and constant turmoil. The
manager who “just keeps things running smoothly and doesn’t have to
worry about change” is a fantasy, perhaps from a bygone era, but cer-
tainly not today. This also casts doubt upon the standard notion that
management is about efficient running of the status quo and leader-
ship is about change.?

9 This distinction is from two of the most eminent of leadership theorists, Ben-
nis and Drucker. They are so well regarded that their definitions of leadership
and management have essentially never been questioned. In my view, we need
to think critically about pat assertions such as this, however impressive their
sources might be.
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The underlying paradigm, upon which almost all change mod-
els rest, is that change is episodic, a disruption to an otherwise static
business. I cautiously predict the next decade will hasten the demise
(a demise that has been predicted for some time) of the notion of
a business as a mechanistic, static entity, with rigid structures, and
punctuated by episodic major change. This old paradigm can be seen
in two additional canonical (and I think highly inaccurate) change
metaphors, Business as Usual (BAU) and the oldest change model,
unfreeze, change, refreeze.!’ The first of those metaphors suggests
that there are things that are changing and things that are stable. The
second of those implies that organizations are stable, and then you
have to “unfreeze” them. There is no “frozen” in today’s businesses.

The above metaphors and models are sacred territory—rarely are
they challenged. From a scientific point of view, metaphors are nei-
ther true, nor false—they are either helpful, leading us to consider
things in a better light, or unhelpful. BAU, unfreezing, and “manage-
ment is about efficient running of the status quo™ are, I think, not just
unhelpful, but harmful in three ways:

1. Management education—In the way we train managers to-
day, we do not equip them to manage change continuously. As
we discuss more fully later, change management is thought of
as a specific, discrete set of skills tucked away in a corner of a
traditional MBA, or saved for later in management develop-
ment programs.

2. The role of the manager and the change specialist—
Managing change is not a small subset of management
and leadership; it may be the majority of management and
leadership—and even if only 20 percent of a manager’s role,
it may be 80 percent of her headaches. Change is every man-
ager’s job every day. Managing change is too important to be
outsourced to specialists.

3. Manager mindset and cognitive dissonance—Teaching
people that change is a disturbance to a stable status quo means
that they compare their experience with that nonexistent

10 From Kurt Lewin, a brilliant, pioneer social psychologist and change theorist
from the 1940s.
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ideal. Change frustrations arise because the world ought to
conform to that ideal: stable and predictable. This leads to the
widespread (and false) conviction that change must always be

difficult.

The amount of change managers deal with, the high failure rates
of programmatic change, and the constant challenges of continuous
change suggest that that failed (or failing) change is the single largest
preventable cost to business. Now we should ask why.

The Change Problem as a People Problem

“If it weren’t for the people, the god-damn people,” said
Finnerty, ‘always getting tangled up in the machinery. If it
weren’t for them, the world would be an engineer’s paradise.”

—Kurt Vonnegut, Player Piano

One unhelpful, yet commonplace, way of looking at change is
as either a technical problem or a people problem: “hard stuff” or
“soft stuff.” People problems involve engagement, culture, resis-
tance, communication, morale, involvement, skills, attitudes, behav-
iors, and so forth. Technical problems, on the other hand, involve
budgets, planning, quality, risk, controls, change processes, system/
user requirements, or other challenges of a technical nature (such
as how to integrate two CRM systems during a merger). The insight
that belies the false hard stuff/soft stuff dualism is this: The technical
dimensions of a change, strategy, tactics, planning, risk management,
and design of new processes and structures become people problems
because people have to solve them. For example, a massive systems
project was four months behind schedule because of a technical
programing issue. Our change team found that this was caused by
a shortage of internal C++ programmers with the right skills. The
issue then became a people issue that found its way to HR (recruit-
ment). Then we found that HR could not simply hire more program-
mers because it didn’t have the budget, or the clout. The problem
was weak HR leadership. The program delay was eventually (after
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months) escalated to executive leadership, who were irked that the
$120 million program was delayed because of inability to hire a few
people at 60 bucks an hour. Yet the program governance structure
did not permit the program director to easily push such issues up the
chain of command. The problem of getting some C++ code written
was, in fact, a leadership and governance problem at multiple levels.

The soft/hard (or technical/people) dichotomy has its roots in
the canonical writings on organizations in the 1950s. Businesses, of
course, are not really hard or soft, but most people see this metaphor
as a natural, intuitive, and practical way of looking at the world. The
metaphor lives on, like so much in management, unchallenged, as if it
were Truth. I am not so sure. The split engenders entirely the wrong
kind of thinking about the capabilities needed to implement change.
The split leads to people issues (the soft stuff) often being thought of
as separate or peripheral from the main objective (getting the “real”
change implemented). Indeed, even the word soft seems to diminish
its importance.

This split often causes the people side of big programs to be
undervalued and the change experts to become necessary evils (which
would be unnecessary if Finnerty’s “god-damn people” did not cause
so much trouble). For example, British Petroleum’s (BP) Global Head
of HR said of the change management plan of a $100 million project,
“I certainly do not want my people sitting in bean-bag chairs, next to
lava lamps, talking about how they feel during this project.” Accen-
ture technical consultants had a nickname for change management
experts: “chicks making slides,” a stunning, one-two combination of
ignorance and sexism. When I became a “change guy,” more than one
PwC colleague challenged my sexual orientation. The soft, in busi-
ness, is associated with the feminine, and the feminine is still regularly
discounted. Sexism is alive and kicking in the twenty-first century, and
it affects how both women and people issues (HR) are seen and heard
in the workplace, which is a much bigger issue than just change. One
IBM partner, who runs billion-dollar projects, described it this way:
“When budgets get tight, the first thing to get cut is change manage-
ment, the second thing is user skills-training, and the third is the pro-
gram management office.” If it is true that the most difficult aspect of
change is the people side, then it seems self-defeating that change is
the most quickly slashed part of program budgets.
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As alluded to earlier, this devaluing of the people side of change
is also found in business school curricula. A two-year Harvard MBA
has no leading or managing change in its required, core curriculum
of about 15 subjects. Managing change is 1 of about 100 electives
(although there are one or two that are change-related). The Europe-
ans do no better. INSEAD’s MBA also has zero change leadership/
management electives, and ostensibly squeezes what leaders need to
know about change into their core Organization Behavior (OB) mod-
ule. It is not a stretch to say that graduates from top business schools
emerge with little or no change management theory and (because the
courses are theoretical) zero change management experience. If we
accept that juggling multiple change programs is part of every man-
ager’s job, and that leading major change most severely tests execu-
tive mettle, then the content and structure of business education may
be part of the change problem.

In summary, technical problems (such as technology, systems,
and processes), project problems (such as governance and planning),
and people issues (such as stakeholders, engagement, and culture) are
all leadership issues. How we educate business leaders in change and
how we think about change (technical versus people, soft versus hard)
seem to be at fault.

Change Myths

Education in leading change is lacking in standard curricula, but
in addition, much of what is taught (canonically) in change leadership
programs is untrue—based on dated research, urban myth, or folk-
lore. Study the following list closely. How many of these change myths
were you taught, still believe, or ring true? These 20 change myths are
merely a sample of misconceptions about change that twenty-first-
century science has exposed. Upcoming chapters cover each of these
in detail. The specific chapters that deal with these myths are listed
in parentheses:

* You need a burning platform to drive change: Negative emo-
tions motivate. (2, 7)

e Trusting your gut is a reliable decision-making strategy. (5)
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* Rewards are at least necessary motivators and are sometimes suf-
ficient. Behavioral change involves the right mixture of carrots
and sticks. (7)

* Consultant-experts provide an objective analysis of business
problems. (5)

¢ Benchmarking tells us what good performance looks like and fast
followership is an effective strategy. (2)

* When stakeholders dissent about a complex problem, bringing
experts in to talk to them is essential. (8)

e People know what they want, and will act rationally in pursuit of
it. (5)

e There is a natural, inevitable division between people who decide
and people who do. (8)

e A concrete budget and delivery plan, from which little deviation
is permitted, are essential. (2)

e Changing habits is about having a big goal to get you motivated.
(6)

* Giving people more information will alter their point of view. (7)

e In times of complexity and chaos, the best solution template

comes from prior experience. (4)

e Change provokes an emotional response that follows the grief
model—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.
(8)

* Worst-case estimates accurately assess the downside risk of par-
ticular strategies. (3)

e If you change hearts and minds, behavior follows along. (7)

* Brainstorming (going for quantity of ideas first) is the best way to
generate high-quality new ideas. (5)

e Increasing worker engagement increases productivity and profit-
ability. (9)

e Involving many people slows progress. (8)

e If a program goes badly, it is very important to quickly “get back
on the change horse.” (5)

* When things get difficult, people become more cautious. (3)
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Everybody Is an Expert on People Issues—
Or Are They?

The change expert has to get his expertise recognized by people
who reckon they are “pretty good with people,” except everybody
reckons they are pretty good with people. As you will see in Chapter
6, “Misunderstanding Human Behavior,” it is in this arena that people
have the biggest gap between their confidence and their competence.

Change experts can be wet blankets. We make projects more
socially complex, raise stakeholder risks, recommend involvement
(usually), challenge cultural norms, and require resources and senior
leadership time to address those risks. We advocate time-consuming
engagement up front: “It is doubtful that engineering will accept that
quality control process without extensive involvement in its design.”
We have to challenge leaders personally: “Your personal style is effec-
tive in many situations, but it will be a liability in this one.” When we
give reasons for things, those reasons are couched in psychological/
sociological language that does not always play with project leaders
and budget holders schooled in finance. (What executive under pres-
sure wants to hear, “People may feel threatened and defensive,” or
“This may conflict with their cultural preferences and preferred com-
munication style”?)

In today’s businesses, with change expertise only in the hands of
specialists, and top-down change the norm, it is an error to assume
people will play nicely. The change expert throws cold water on
that convenient error, introducing the near certainty of resistance to
change. In Chapter 2, “From Change Fragility to Change-Agility,”
I speculate that certain business cultures (with the right mindsets,
structures, and processes) could make this kind of change resistance
a thing of the past.

Putting the Change Manager Out of Work

This makes the expert’s job tough. More important, it suggests
something hinted at earlier: Change expertise is too important to be
left to specialists.
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On major projects, change people are called in to sprinkle change
pixie dust and make people problems go away. Their efforts are
directed at persuading, involving, and communicating in order to align
people with the change. However, this is a bizarre circumstance, for is
it not the manager’s job to persuade, involve, and communicate? Are
not change managers, and their tools, a Band-Aid to cover up manage-
rial insufficiency? (In the same way, consultants are sometimes called
in to do jobs that more capable teams might well accomplish on their
own.) This specialist discipline, practiced by experts (often internal or
external consultants), is used to provide tools, models, and expertise
that (mostly) ought to be part of every manager’s day job.

Imagine an organization filled with leaders at every level who
excelled at aligning staff with change strategy. Key change programs
become priorities for them; they work hard at understanding the big
picture, handle conflict assertively yet gracefully, motivate and align
staff, communicate with affected stakeholders (for example, custom-
ers), skillfully facilitate cross-functional or cross-cultural teams, facili-
tate strategy development and planning, and challenge recalcitrant
behavior. Would we, if such superstar skills existed throughout the
business, need change management?!’ Winning hearts and minds
and changing behaviors is the job of leadership; therefore, to some
extent, change management is used to shore up shortfalls in leader-
ship and to bring skills that are far distant from business education.

From Change Management to Change
Leadership

Following that line of reasoning, I believe that it is time to eutha-
nize change management as we now think about it, and replace it
with change-agile organizations and change-capable leaders at every

11 Yes, these activities must be organized, but the change facilitator who parachutes
into recalcitrant groups would be unemployed. Most of what I have been asked
to do is put the pieces back together of a change program that has fallen apart
because of poor leadership or insufficient attention to change issues at the outset.
Of course, there will still be high-stakes, critical conflict resolution, strategy for-
mulation and alignment, communication strategy development, and organization
design efforts that require deep specialist expertise.
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level. There will still be a need for change management skills and
knowledge, but those will be widespread, and not concentrated in a

few hands.

Table 1.3 proposes some principal differences between change
management and change leadership (though there is more overlap

than the split suggests).

Table 1.3 Change Leadership Versus Change Management

CHANGE LEADERSHIP

There must be an internal leader; this cannot be
outsourced to consultants.

Engaging with change and leading change is what
| do every day, constantly.

The main foci are change strategy and building
change-agility (removing the need for rearguard
change fire-fighting).

“Being” is important (hard to reduce leadership to
tasks): day-to-day engagement, inspiration, and
challenge (“the happy warrior” metaphor) are key.

There is a proactive focus on building local
change-agility and on business-wide issues.

Modeling leadership behaviors and personal
change is critical.

The critical role is before and during launch
(and throughout, but uniquely before).

Change management teams are often external
consultant-experts, especially on big projects.

Engaging people with change is done through
“set-pieces,” workshops, “town halls,” coaching,
and communication.

The primary focus is change tactics and, more rarely

developing change-agility.

Change management is largely process, event,
and tool based.

Change management is often reactive and more
narrowly focused.

Change manager behavior has less symbolic meaning,
and is less important than the behavior of key sponsors.

The critical role is from launch onward
(and generally this is a mistake).

Change Leadership and the Human Sciences

“Of dall the subjects which he might undertake to formally
study, none is more important for the businessman-to-be than

human behavior.”

—Wallace Donham, 2nd Dean of Harvard Business School,

1919-1942

Some of the change leadership skills required by local leaders are

attracting resources, resolving conflicts, streamlining decision mak-

ing, negotiating, influencing, coaching, removing obstacles, handling
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risks, motivating people to solve problems, and establishing the right
governance structure. Those skills depend on theories of what makes
people tick and how they respond in various situations.

The Science of Successful Organizational Change looks at the
assumptions and understanding of human behavior that lie behind
those skills. Influencing skills, for example, depend upon assump-
tions about motivation, communication, social factors, power and
resistance, how information is processed, what changes beliefs, and
how beliefs change behavior. For example, if the underlying fabric
of assumptions is flawed, the influencing skills (as recommended by
hundreds of books) will be less effective.

Much contemporary understanding of human behavior in busi-
ness comes to us through the discipline of psychology (and sister field,
social psychology). However, human behavior is much more complex
than any single field can explain, describe, or predict. Consider the
raft of tools used by HR: personality types, psychometric assessments,
engagement surveys, emotional intelligence, communications skills,
motivational concepts, happiness/satisfaction, trait and behavioral
models of leadership, coaching, self-esteem, learning style, and the-
ories. All are based on psychology, and are somewhat useful when
used correctly. As you'll see in Chapter 6, “Misunderstanding Human
Behavior,” the psychology on which they are based is a narrow, young
field, whose status as a science is mixed.

Many interesting insights come from the intersection of psychol-
ogy and other disciplines, such as economics. From just the nexus
of psychology and economics, we get economic behavior, decision-
science, incentives, predictive rationality, heuristics, cognitive biases,
and other insights not always found in traditional psychology texts
(nor, may I suggest, in the toolkit of most organizational change con-
sultants). The business leader and change consultant with only psy-
chological insight at her disposal is playing golf with a single club in
her bag.

This book promises a science-based treatment of change lead-
ership that takes the newest ideas in psychology but also introduces
concepts from other human sciences. The word cloud in Figure 1.1
illustrates just how rich this area is and the sorts of ideas soon to be
discussed.
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Probability theory

Public health

Game theory

Social messes

Figure 1.1 Human sciences with essential perspectives on change leadership.

Some of these subjects, such as neuroscience, are already much
discussed in the change leadership world. As I will show, neurosci-
ence does not quite measure up in usefulness to the amount of media
attention that it receives. Other terms, such as complexity and emer-
gence, are thrown around but are very much misused, and I will clar-
ify what they really mean and offer some tools for working with them.
Other areas, such as evidence-based medicine, the psychology of risk,
and neobehaviorism are relatively underrepresented relative to their
usefulness.

Conclusion

The headline “change failures” grabs attention, but change is a
substantial portion of what management does today. Businesses need
robust data on their (SOCKS) performance to understand realistically
where they fall on the Change Master—Change Novice scale. The idea
that organizations are static, and change is episodic, is harmful, and it
means that change skills are greatly undertaught in the business com-
munity. The soft-hard split between people issues and “real” issues
is harmful, and even this language suggests the people stuff is less
important.
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We should euthanize change management: If we had great,
inspiring, change leadership skills through the management pool,
there would be much less need for tactical change management.
The world is not ready for that because change management (and
related subjects) is just a tiny portion of traditional management edu-
cation, not reflecting the reality that most of a manager’s role today is
change-related.

The next chapter looks at how the world today might be differ-
ent and how some leading businesses face up to the challenge of

change-agility.
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