Unit 14
Managing Change

In discussing change, I would like to draw your attention to Kurt Lewin, and his three step model for change.  
The chart below outlines the three stages. 

	
Kurt Lewin’s model of change

	Stage
	Characteristics
	Organizational impact

	Unfreezing
	People in the organization made aware of problems/performance gap and need for change
	This diagnosis stage is often driven by a change agent 

	Changing
	People experiment with new workplace behavior to deal with needed change
	This intervention stage features specific training plans for managers and employees

	Refreezing
	People employ new skills and attitudes and are rewarded by organization
	Changes are institutionalized in the corporate culture


Source:  http://transitions.atwork-network.com/2007/07/25/kurt-lewins-change-model/

I have always found this model very insightful and instructive.  If you examine situations in which people make major lifestyle changes in their lives, you will generally see that the change is preceded by a cathartic, life-altering event—unfreezing of behavior.  For example, when someone stops smoking it is commonly because of a death of a family member or close friend from lung cancer.  Weight loss, religious conversion, changes in drinking behavior, etc., are often preceded by a major life event.  A lawyer friend of mine stopped practicing law, and moved to Vermont to raise turnips.  He did this after a fellow lawyer died of a heart attack.  

Here is the problem: As leaders we are regularly tasked with effecting change.  We want our employees to be more efficient, have a better attendance record, show a positive attitude, come to work on time, be aggressive in sales, etc.  We do have a tool to create a life-changing environment of the employee--two words: YOU'RE FIRED.  This behaviorist tool is our weapon of last resort, and an effective one.  But, used too often it is also a sign of failure.  It not only indicates poor management, but also poor hiring skills, and poor training.  

There must be a better way.  Do we have to wait for a life shattering event to get people to change?  
Lewin also says we have to "refreeze" behavior.  How do we do that?  If we don't, the change will not be permanent.  Also, do we have the right to change people?  Isn't that manipulation?  Is that ethical?  Can we help people to change and do so ethically? 

 

Empowerment
Empowerment is a change concept.  Commonly, the change that we talk about most in the corporate world is changing from a top-down organization to one in which employees are empowered.  As we have discussed, the idea of empowerment is not a new one.  Peter Drucker talked about Management by Objectives 25 years ago, and while this idea is an attractive one, implementation has been difficult.  In the literature, you will see changes of this type frequently discussed.  The articles generally give instructions to management on what it needs to do to create an empowered organization.  

I have worked for many years in organizations that have preached MBO or empowerment of employees.  The first time I went through MBO training was nearly 30 years ago.  I was a young, first-line supervisor of approximately 35 people in a research library.  All management was called in for training and told how to work with our employees to make them feel that they were a part of the process.  We were told that they were to be given both authority and responsibility for their work.  Goals would be set, together with the employees, and their performance ratings would be based on these goals.  The reward system (raises, bonuses, etc.) would be based on the attainment of goals.
 
I was enthusiastic.  This looked like a real opportunity for some transformational leadership--although I didn't know the word at that time.  My fellow supervisors were equally enthusiastic.  

Much to our surprise, the employees were not!  In fact, some of them were down right hostile.  They had problems with both the responsibility they were to be given, but more importantly, with the authority.  They didn't want it!  They were perfectly comfortable being told what to do, and not carrying any responsibility for it.  What they saw was a system which was going to make it more difficult for them to get a pay raise, because they were going to be accountable to meet their targets.  As one young man put it, "you're the manager, why should I do your job as well as mine?"

I suspect we have come a long way from those early attempts at MBO, but I also suspect that there is a lot of cynicism on this subject.  In the last 25 years, employees have been given many false promises.  There has been lip service to MBO or empowerment, but not a lot of it is happening.  It is nice to talk about, but as soon as the market gets a little tight, many companies have a tendency to revert back to their old ways (new behavior, not refrozen), and simply tell managers to, "take charge."  From the employee's point of view, "empowerment" is just another form of "management-speak"--blah, blah, blah, with no real action.  

In fact, recent literature suggests that top down goal setting may actually be superior to joint goal setting with employees and managers.  This certainly flies in the face of traditional wisdom on this subject.  
As we discussed, managers and leaders are under no obligation to use scientific research to determine how they will manage.  Lawyers take the bar exam to qualify as lawyers, but managers have no certification process.   As a result, we have no guarantee that any manager even has the remotest idea of how to do his or her job.  Much of the research on management is summarily ignored by industry and the gap between theory and practice is getting wider.  Because of this gap, academia is not really fairing any better.  As the research is ignored, university researchers have done more and more research without any actual application in the workplace.  Academia and practice are drifting farther and farther apart.  

The result is that much of the research is ignored and business run on unproven ideas or opinions.  One of these is empowerment.  Research clearly shows that companies with traditional empowerment programs (joint goal setting) are less profitable than companies with top-down goal setting.  

Does this mean that empowerment is bad?  Certainly not.  But, it does mean that empowerment programs need to be properly administered.  Empowerment programs only work in transformational organizations.  This is not to say that all organizations must be transformational.  However, if the organization is not transformational, then it should not attempt to use an empowerment program.

It is up to you, as a manager, to determine if your organization is (or can be) transformational, and thereby determine if you can use empowerment programs.  If you are on the road to becoming a transformational organization, keep in mind that empowerment is a RESULT, not a step in the transformation process.  
Questions:  
What is your experience?  Are the employees in your organization empowered?  Do they want to be?  If given the opportunity for real change, would they want to be?  Who is more willing to accept empowerment, management or line employees?  How do you know this?  Do you have any recommendations about how to put a system in place in which true empowerment takes place, and which cannot be overturned by higher management if they don't like what happens?
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