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Introduction 
 
This study examined two large bureaucratic organizations which are in the midst of massive 
change.  One is a public sector organization (PSO) and the other is a financial services institution 
(FSI).  The industries of these organizations are being redefined and restructured.  Both 
organizations have new leaders who expressed a desire to change the organizational culture to be 
more innovative and flexible.  There is tremendous uncertainty in both the industries and the 
organizations. 
 
Managing change has been the focus of popular and academic management writings for the past 
decade.  In this paper, the concept of managing change is replaced with “managing changeability”.  
Both concepts suggest that the future will be different from the present but for many writers, 
managing change implies that the future may be unknown but somewhat predictable with the right 
tools.  Managing changeability addresses futures which are inherently unknowable.  It assumes that 
organizations are both complex systems as well as being part of complex systems themselves.  An 
inherent feature of complex systems is that there are many points of interaction both within the 
system and on the boundaries of the system.  The large number of points of interaction mean that 
the system can have almost an infinite number of future paths.  Therefore, the future outcomes are 
unknowable. 
 
From the perspective of complex systems, it would seem that “managing changeability” is an 
oxymoron.  Can one manage what is unknowable?  The preferred focus is to conceive not of 
managing the outcomes but instead of managing the patterns which create the outcomes.  
Complexity theory indicates that patterns repeat in creating the infinite number of outcomes.  In 
essence, an understanding of the replicable patterns provides a means of “managing” - a means of 
recognizing the system as it is unfolding.  Pattern recognition as a means of becoming ultrasensitive 
to the environment replaces pattern recognition with the goal to forecast the future. 
 
Given the perspective of managing changeability, the research questions were: 

-Do these organizations have the capacity to be changeable? 
 
-What are the systemic barriers to changeability? 
 
-What facilitates changeability in these organizations? 



 
The research used a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to create a theory or 
framework.  The framework – tension through suspension – emerged from the transcripts as a way 
to interpret the patterns or categories of data.  The framework is influenced by work on learning 
organizations and complex systems thinking. 
 
The paper presents the methodology followed by the framework.  The framework includes the 
categories which emerged from the data and the insights from the literature review.  The highlights 
of the literature review are presented in an appendix.  The remainder of the paper presents the 
findings which created the tension through suspension model. 
 
Methodology 
 
Ethnographic interviews (McCracken, 1988) were used as a technique to understand the 
organizations from the perspective of “insiders”.  FSI has over 30,000 employees and the PSO over 
10,000.  In both cases, we interviewed 14 people chosen by the snowballing technique.  This 
technique involves using data from the first interview to indicate who else should be interviewed.  
For example, if an interviewee mentioned someone as a “real change blocker” this would be a likely 
candidate for the next round of interviews.  When the “real change blocker” identifies one division 
as a source of innovations, we often look to an employee in that division for the next interview 
candidate.  Like a snowball, the interview sampling rolls out during the process.  In addition to 
ethnographic interviews, we conducted archival analysis in preparation for the interviews. 
 
Our research methods were viewed with suspicion by members of the organizations.  “How could 
we uncover patterns with such a small sample?”  After three months of archival analysis and 
interviews with 10 employees, we were able to demonstrate to FSI the power of the method.  They 
had just completed a large sample survey (10,000 employees), and focus groups or structured 
interviews with 1000 employees.  Our interviews revealed approximately 75% of the findings that 
were uncovered in the larger samples.  In addition, we revealed other patterns which members of 
the research sites found helpful.  The whole was in the parts and needed a research approach which 
could access these patterns. 
 
The interviews were ethnographic.  This technique involves probing the respondents to reveal their 
experiences and insights.  Interviewers used cues in the language of the respondent to shape the 
interview.  This flexibility in design allowed the interviewers to discover the categories of data as 
they emerged and further investigate those that seemed most promising.  Interviews were 2 hours in 
length and focused on personal perspectives on change.  The interviewee and specific names of 
places or events in the stories are disguised.  This encouraged more openness and personal 
reflections in the interviews. 
 
Two overall themes or conceptual views of the data emerged from the research.  One is labelled 
“Workaholism versus Work-holism” (Zimmerman, 1994) and is addressed in another paper.  
Workaholic or addictive behaviours were seen to inhibit changeabilty in the organizations.  Work-
holism which is based in part on complex adaptive systems and fractals was a lens to understand 
how individuals and systems which were self-referent were tolerant of change and uncertainty.  
Tension through suspension is the second framework and the subject of this paper. 
 
The Framework:  TENSION THROUGH SUSPENSION 
 
The metaphor from which this framework is derived is that of a suspension.  Suspensions are 
simultaneously both liquid and solid.  They exist as a physical paradox - a tension between two 
states. 



 
In our model, we explore the notion that organizations in order to continue to evolve (concept of 
changeability) must exist in three states or phases, simultaneously including: 
 
1. A solid (stability) state; 
 
2. A suspension (changeable) state; and 
 
3. A liquid (changing) state. 
 
In figure 1 we see both the physical and metaphorical images of the three states. 
 
Figure 1 - Solid, Suspension and Liquid 
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LINKING THE THREE STATES  
 

1. This framework sees value in all three states and suggests that what is critical is the 
“recognition” of the state, considering both the organization and the individuals 
within it. 

 
2. In some cases, components of the organization will move between states.  In other 

cases, it will make sense for a part of the organization to remain in a solid, 
suspension or liquid state.  The same is true for the individuals within the 
organization. 

 
3. What is important is to find the processes that support creative tension for 

innovation and evolution rather than destructive tension which leads to distractive 
discord and fragmentation. 

 
Features and outcomes of the three states are summarized in Figures 2 and 3, following, and 
are described after the figures.  In reviewing them, consider both the system or organizational 
perspective and the individual perspective. 



 
 
Figure 2 – Features of the Three States      
 
 

 

   

Features Solid Suspension Liquid 

Information Flow Linear Both linear and non 
linear 

Free flowing (internally 
& externally) 

Structure Clear boundaries and 
structures 
 
Context is given 

Boundaries becoming 
permeable 
 
Context is changeable 

Constantly recreating 
boundaries & structures 
 
Context is co-created 

Tools Rules, procedures and 
data driven change 

Visions and value 
statements 

Issues and info. 
(meaning) framed by 
context and sense of 
identity 

Accountability Local  AUTHORITY LOCAL authority LOCAL AUTHORITY 

Ideally suited for Pattern maintenance Pattern Recognition Pattern Generation 

 
 
 
Figure 3 – Outcomes of the Three States 

   
 

 

   

Outcomes Solid Suspension Liquid 

Safety Found through rules 
and structures 

Found through 
increased awareness 
of the context 

Found through self-
reference and 
connectedness 

Change I t ll d fi d I t ll Ch i i t ll



event defined event that 
sometimes becomes a 
state 

driven state not an event

People Connected through 
structures 
 
Cognitively engaged 
 
Externally defined 

Connected through 
structures and context 
 
Cognitively and 
behaviourally 
engaged 
 
Externally and self-
defined 

Connected through 
processes and context 
 
Cognitively, 
behaviourally and 
emotionally engaged 
 
Self-defined 

Risk management Rules, compliance & 
procedures to minimize 
risk of goal 
incongruence 

Increased awareness 
of context decreases 
dependency on rules 

Judgement-based 

 
 



SOLID STATE 
 
Features 
 
In the solid state information flows tend to be linear - clear direct linkages – usually vertically.  
There are clear boundaries and the structure is obvious.  Context, or the environment, is external to 
the structure and can be mapped out or predicted. 
 
The structure and its related processes are designed to maintain patterns.  Rules, procedures and 
data-driven changes are the primary tools to maintain the patterns.  Accountability is focused on 
authority rather than local context or conditions. 
 
Outcomes 
 
In the solid state, safety is found through rules and structures.  Hence, risk management relies on 
rules, compliance and procedures to minimize the risk of goal incongruence. 
 
Change is something that happens to the organization; it is an externally defined event. 
 
The people are connected primarily through structures and their sense of identity tends to be 
externally defined by position or reputation.  They are cognitively engaged in the change 
management process. 
 
 
LIQUID STATE 
 
Features 
 
At the other end of the continuum from the solid is the liquid state.  Here information flow is free-
flowing, non-linear and does not respect the distinction between internal and external structures.  
The boundaries are not fixed but rather are constantly being defined or recreated.  Context - the 
environment - is co-created by the various parties. 
 
This state is ideal for generating new patterns, for innovation or novelty.  A strong sense of identity 
and that ability to create meaning or interpret context are critical tools for this phase.  
Accountability is concerned with authority but in balance with the context or needs of the 
constituents. 
 
Outcomes 
 
The relevant point for reference in this state is not rules and structures but rather a sense of identity; 
self-reference.  Paradoxically, we found that an increase in self-reference is accompanied by an 
increased awareness of the connections between parts of a system.  Consequently, risk management 
is highly dependent on judgment and an ability to learn and transfer the learning from different 
contexts and experiences. 
 
Change is not seen to be an event but rather an internally driven state - a way of being. 
 
People are self-defined, labels and positions are less relevant.  The connections are through patterns 
of interaction and context.  All three levels - cognitive, behavioural and emotional – are engaged in 
the change process. 
 



 
SUSPENSION STATE 
 
Features 
 
Poised in between a solid and liquid is a suspension where information flows are both linear and 
non-linear.  Boundaries are somewhat permeable and the context is changeable and must be 
constantly monitored.  Hence, this state is ideal for pattern recognition. 
 
The organizational tools for managing change, such as vision and values statements, tend to be 
cohesive statements with some room for interpretation.  Accountability in this state relates to an 
awareness of the local context more than on the rules or procedures.  This is a state in which local 
changes are recognized and reacted to. 
 
Outcomes 
 
Safety in this state comes through an increased awareness of the context - both the internal and 
external environments.  Risk management is derived from pattern recognition or monitoring skills. 
 
Change may be seen as an event or a state but in either case the source is external. 
 
People are connected through the context but also to some extent through the structures.  Their 
identity is both externally and self defined.  They are cognitively and behaviourally engaged in 
change processes. 
 
IMPLICATIONS AND CHALLENGES OF THE FRAMEWORK 
 
It is our hypothesis that organizations need to maintain all three states (solid, suspension, liquid), 
but in a tension which is creative rather than destructive and which increases understanding rather 
than creates turmoil, confusion and anxiety.  The challenge for organizations is to create this tension 
which allows the flux between the various phase states over both space and time for both the 
organization and the individuals within it.  This is a virtuous cycle in which all three levels - 
cognitive, behavioural, and emotional - needs to be engaged. 
 
We found that there were three possible cycles for the processes of change that are explored in this 
framework including two vicious cycles and one virtuous cycle (Senge, 1990).  In both cases 
reinforcing loops create cycles which repeat.  A vicious cycle reinforces undesired behaviour (e.g. 
resisting change when change is required or not acting on positive ideas).  A virtuous cycle 
reinforces desired behaviours (e.g. encouragement of innovation). 
 
The vicious cycles are depicted in Figure 4 on the next page and include: 

 
• Pattern recovery - a vicious cycle which gets pulled back to the stability stage 

before the innovations have had sufficient opportunity to take hold. 
 
The problem is a “failure to feel” the changes.  We found evidence of this where “old” tools were 
used to enhance the changes (e.g. using long standing “command and control” methods to 
encourage innovation).  In order for the cycle to be a virtuous cycle, all three levels - cognitive, 
behavioural and emotional - need to be engaged. 
 

• Pattern escape - a vicious cycle where innovative ideas dissipate because they are 
not enacted. 



 
We also saw evidence of pattern escape where changes “escape” or dissipate because they are not 
brought into the behavioural or action repertoire of the system.  This problem is a “failure to act” in 
that the emotional and cognitive beliefs were not translated into a commitment to act. 
 
 
Figure 4 – Pattern Recovery and Pattern Escape 
 
 

Vicious Cycles: Pattern Recovery and Pattern Escape 
 

 
 
  Vicious Cycle   Vicious Cycle 
   PATTERN RECOVERY   PATTERN 
ESCAPE 
 
 
 
Figure 5 illustrates the third possibility: pattern evolution - a virtuous cycle which incorporates all 
three phase states. 
 
 
Figure 5 – Pattern Evolution – Tension Through Suspension 

 
Virtuous Cycle: Pattern Evolution 

 



 
 
 
 



VICIOUS CYCLES, PATTERN RECOVERY AND OUR INTERVIEW FINDINGS 
 
We have labelled the first vicious cycle “pattern recovery” to indicate that the changes do not 
have a chance to take hold before the system is pulled back into its traditional or usual cycle.  The 
diagram below depicts this as a return to the stability state.  Although the changes may be 
understood cognitively, without an emotional buy-in the system reverts back to the previous state.  
It is a “failure to feel” which leads to system back to the old patterns. 
 

 
 
We found many examples of this vicious cycle in the transcripts and have captured the main themes 
of this data using three categories: (1) not seeing the micro-macro connections; (2) risk management 
- “not making mistakes”; and (3) using old tools. 
 
 
Vicious cycle – PATTERN RECOVERY 
 
Not seeing the micro-macro connections 
 
We have presented the data first for the public sector organization (PSO) and then for the financial 
services institution (FSI). 
 
(a) PSO 
 
A consistent theme in the interviews was the lack of connection to a context or to a whole picture.  
For some interviewees this was a source of frustration.  It offers a clue as to why some changes are 
unable to take hold in the organization. 
 

Gerry Woodman: ...“there are so many examples where a crisis has come and the 
public has said you have to do something.  And the response is to set something up.  So 
we have all these little things all set up.  If you look around PSO there are all these 
little nodes that exist.  But the linkages of the nodes are very difficult to understand.” 
 
Jo Murray:  “You know it's a little city in here with neighbourhoods, and nobody 
necessarily likes the other neighbourhood.” 
 
Julian Lewis:  “I don't know what's going on a lot of times in the organization in areas 
that affect me.” 

 
A senior executive argued that part of the “neighbourhood” problem was the lack of context for 
decision making.  She argued that they are “drowning in good ideas” but said that without an 
overall context to frame the issues the good ideas do not move the system forward. 
 

Jo Murray:  “ I don't think we've communicated redirection of the system.  ... And then 
what happens is we have people making what appear to be quite stupid decisions, but 
the problem is nobody every gave the context in the first place.” 

 
But for others the neighbourhoods were a reality which created a sense of independence.  A 



common idea expressed by directors or branch managers was the autonomy of their branch from the 
rest of the organization. 
 

Sam Olin:  “This branch is quite unique in that it sort of stands alone.  If I wanted to I 
could have very little involvement with the rest of the organization.  They could move 
us pretty well anywhere in PSO ...because we are self-contained.” 

 
Like Sam Olin, others argued that they say their divisions as “different” and most could not describe 
how they were connected to other divisions or the organization as a whole.  Three branch or 
division executives argued that their independence allowed them to develop their own systems, for 
example computers and telecommunications.  They spoke enthusiastically about their systems and 
how they were not linked to PSO.  One even expressed with animosity that “THEY couldn't take MY 
systems away.” 
 
(b) FSI 
 
The senior executives had created a strategic plan based on being responsive to stakeholders' needs.  
The core message of the plan was that awareness of the multiple stakeholders was an issue at all 
levels of the organization.  “The whole is in the parts” is a succinct summary of the plan.  Every 
work unity is assumed to carry within it all of the elements of the organization - responsibility to 
stakeholders, risk management, fiscal accountability and leadership.   
 
Alex Moore spoke eloquently about the changes in the company.  The strategic plan with the 
multiple stakeholders was changing the attitudes employees had to their work and to each other.  
Moving executives closer to the customers allowed them to gain awareness of the customers' needs 
but within the context of the corporation's needs. 
 
Although Alex spoke with enthusiasm about recognizing the corporation's needs at the local level, 
there was no evidence in the transcript to suggest how this was enacted.  In fact the interview 
revealed a reluctance to step outside of the prescribed authority and position.  When asked what 
action would be taken by Alex as an executive of the organization, if a significant moral or strategic 
issue arose in the organization which was not under Alex's direct authority, the response was: 

“It's really too bad ... but I probably wouldn't do anything about it... I'm not 
comfortable penning a letter to the president or the CEO.  I don't think I'd do that.” 

With further proving on this topic, Alex did not suggest any alternative approaches such as 
speaking to the peers involved.  The hierarchical structure-based solution of whistle-blowing was 
the only one that came to Alex's mind. 
 
Alex was not emotionally engaged in the strategic plan, the vision or the new management 
approach.  The behaviour changes were limited to things under the executive's authority.  
“Authority” dominated local knowledge or understanding.  The transcripts revealed many instances 
of situations which were difficult to assess.  In these cases, rule-following was more often chosen 
rather than applying professional judgment.  The unwritten rule was “we aren't allowed to address 
issues outside our authority”.  Alex's sense of identity or reference was in relation to the assigned 
role. 
 
About one dozen key executives had developed and drafted the strategic plan.  The interviewed 
executives who had participated in the development of the strategy, described with excitement the 
process; the heated debates, the laughter and the struggle with thinking through the implementation.  
Through the process it became “real”.  The “plan” held meaning and had multiple level impact:  
cognitive, emotional and behavioural.  Then the strategic plan was used as a data input for others.  It 
was published, distributed, and communicated in open sessions with the Chairman and others. 



 
For some of the interviewees, the plan was not real.  They were not engage in it at all three levels.  
Jan Melin said the plan was depicted as a table with legs - one representing each stakeholder.  But 
Jan described the organization as a pedestal table.  The pedestal was the shareholders.  The other 
legs were “decorative and provided a bit of stability but weren't necessary for the organization to 
survive”.  Jan was not emotionally engaged with the plan and so it did not significantly impact 
behaviour.   
 
In contrast, Terry Thompson demonstrated a strong emotional commitment to the plan.  She drew a 
holographic image of how the plan impacted her job as an executive in her department and how it 
influenced the staff's job at all levels and across the organization.  Terry explained how the plan had 
changed decision making.  She hadn't always felt this way about the stakeholder approach.  When it 
was first communicated, Terry saw some merit in it but didn't think it was widely applicable.  Only 
when required to make a speech to an external group did the process begin to engage the executive.  
Terry and another executive debated the plan.  “What could it really mean to ALL members of 
FSI?” was the focus of the debate.  By the end of preparing the speech, Terry was firmly committed 
to the plan and the approach. 
 
Jill Start headed a task force focusing on gender issues.  She gave a speech in early 1993, which 
focused to quite an extent on the strategic plan and the stakeholder approach.  Her presentation had 
numerous examples of how the approach affected her work and the decisions of others.  Like Terry, 
Jill had the opportunity to work through the details of the plan with a concrete task in mind. 
 
The plan was not real or emotionally grounded for Jan but was for Terry.  The difference is that 
Terry had to experience the process, much like the senior executives who originally drafted the 
strategy.  Jan had no experience which created those learning conditions for the strategy to take root 
emotionally.  Communication - written or verbal - engages the cognitive level but not the emotional 
or behavioral level.  Terry had the experience of creating the change by engaging all levels. 
 
 
 
By not seeing the whole in the parts, we diminish the ability of the part to be whole and diminish its 
capacity to contribute to the larger whole.  If team members fail to see how their specific 
contribution influences and is influenced by the actions of others, the action of the team can become 
disjointed and at times ineffective.  We found evidence in several transcripts of an inability to see 
the whole in their work units.  All interviewees were aware of and expressed a belief in the strategic 
plan.  But in the transcripts there were numerous examples where these beliefs were not translated 
into action. 
 
Risk management - not making mistakes 
 
(a) PSO 
 
Interviewees described the organization as consisting of “independent silos” or “vertical solitudes”.  
The linkage with this independence and risk taking can be seen in Sal Cobb's comments. 
 

Sal Cobb:  “The problem with vertical solitudes is that you think your expertise is 
based on detailed knowledge of processes and procedures.  And no one really tells you 
not to take risks, but you don't because the vertical solitude is your protection.  Risk 
taking could destroy that....Despite the design of the new organization, the tendency to 
mind one's own garden still is very very strong.” 
 



Mye Lee: “I think that the people who last the longest in this organization aren't the 
risk takers.  The ones who survive have established the networks and they work their 
way along them.” 

 
“Vertical” and “silo” imply a top-down linear approach.  “Solitudes”, “independent” and “minding 
one's own garden” suggest that seeking connections is not encouraged.  This message of isolation 
was reinforced by several interviewees.  In addition, Sal Cobb points out the role of procedures.  It 
is as if the employees treat the work in a legalistic sense; what is needed to cover oneself in case 
something should become a focus of head office or media attention. 
 
“We work in a fishbowl” said one senior executive.  Another remarked that the organization is a 
“highly publicized environment”.  Several of the most senior executives talked about waking up as 
soon as their morning paper arrives to see if any “embarrassment” has hit the front page.  When 
asked about what “success” means for them, a common theme expressed by the interviewees was 
that success meant “not making the [CEO] look bad”. 
 

Sal Cobb:  “So people are concerned about the kinds of things that can embarrass 
themselves, and embarrass the [CEO].” 
 
Andrée Illes:  “The organization creates an environment that discredits people rather 
than credits people.  So we are always looking for ways to not be discredited.  The 
culture is very cruel.  You have a reputation of being a star or being a failure.  You 
can rise to the top and down to the bottom.  The organization is not nurturing.” 

 
The focus on error prevention pulls the cycle towards pattern maintenance or pattern recovery 
where rules and compliance are relied upon in uncertain situations.  Examples of this state include 
limited interdepartmental communication, attention to hierarchy, and an increase in the number of 
decisions requiring multiple approvals.  In these situations, categories get hardened, there is more 
distance between functions and “silo” communication patterns emerge - all of which serve to limit 
the ability to seek or act on new opportunities.  In these cases, personal ownership of work is 
diminished and risk avoiding behaviours increase. 
 
(b) FSI 
 
Robin Jones, who had received several promotions in the last few years, defined success as not 
making mistakes. 

“I don't want to fail.... I am motivated less by a desire to succeed, and more by a 
desire not to fail.  ... I don't want to mess anything up....There still are expressions  
around the organization about how, you know - “Nobody ever got fired for not 
meeting their growth plan, but they've been fired for a bad audit.”  So that's a risk-
averse position.  ... If I were an entrepreneur, I wouldn't be as happy or successful as I 
am in the financial services industry....I think you take increments of risk in reasonable 
pieces in this business.” 

 
Adrian Watson described the problem during the 1980s of a rule compliance culture as “teflon” 
control - there were so many sign-offs on any transaction that no one felt required to assume 
responsibility for the action.  No decisions “stuck” to any individual.  In effect, in the pursuit of 
error prevention, layers of hierarchy and sign-offs were added.  But without any personal ownership 
for the decision, the potential for errors was actually increased with the additional sign offs and 
other risk avoidance behaviours, according to Adrian. 
 
The focus on error prevention pulls the cycle towards pattern maintenance or pattern recovery 



where rules and compliance are relied upon in uncertain situations.  Examples of this state include 
limited interdepartmental communication, attention to hierarchy, and an increase in the number of 
decisions requiring multiple approvals.  In these situations, categories get hardened, there is more 
distance between functions and “silo” communication patterns emerge - all of which serve to limit 
the ability to seek or act on new opportunities. 
 
 
Using “old” tools 
 
(a) PSO 
 
In PSO, old tools included: (i) top-down directives; (ii) information as data rather than meaning; 
and (iii) a “meeting” culture. 

 
(i) Top Down Directives 

 
Julian Lewis describes a metaphorical tennis game between the head office and the branches. 
 

Julian Lewis:  “I think the clear message that went back to head office was one of 
“you came up with the strategies so you tell us which ones you think are the most 
critical.  And you tell us what you think needs to be done in those areas.  Because if 
you're asking us, we think you've got some of them wrong.  We think some of the 
priorities are wrong, some of the directions may not be totally right.” ... Using the 
tennis metaphor, in effect we said we have returned the ball and it is now back in your 
court.  And the answer we kept getting back was the ball has been hit back in your 
court.  ... The other key message was that they shouldn't make such a significant 
change in the mission, in goals for the organization and just serve it to people without 
giving them the proper equipment – the proper tools to be able to actually understand 
it and go to it... We were told that you would get these through a process.  That was a 
year and a half ago and nothing else has happened.” 

 
After head office had announced some broad based strategies (the tennis serve by a top-down 
strategy) the “opponents” (the branch and division executives) returned the serve.  It was a bottom-
up resistance by asking head office to “tell us” what has to be done.  The rally between the sides 
continued with resistance at each stage.  The old tools of “tell them and things will happen” didn't 
work.  Instead it set up a tennis game where each side returned the ball until one side seemed to tire 
of the game. 
 

Gerry Woodman:  “... What ideas they (the people at the top) do have and whatever 
visionary aspects they want to make or even some of the key management decisions 
aren't filtered down.  So the bottom doesn't really have a good idea of what it's doing.  
The top gets real frustrated, because it doesn't seem to be getting anything coming up.  
And really to be quite honest with you, there must be a bunch of dams somewhere you 
know in between that are holding back the water going up and coming back down.  It 
just really must be that way...” 

 
(ii) Information - Data rather than meaning 

 
Gerry Woodman went on to describe this problem of the ideas being blocked due to information 
being disconnected or not coordinated to create a whole.  He said it was as if the organization was 
“information naked”.  But then he went on to describe the organization as an “information bag 
lady”. 



 
Gerry Woodman:  “... The organization is like an information bag lady – lots of layers 
of stuff or information but nothing matches – nothing goes together...  There are bare 
patches where there should be coverage and some parts where there is layer upon 
layer most of which are useless.  She can hardly move because all of the layers get 
tangled with each other and weren't made to go together.” 

 
The incoherence of the “information bag lady” results in a feeling of information overload by many 
at this organization.  Electronic mail systems were talked about by several interviewees as causing 
problems of too much irrelevant information but not being able to address the critical information. 
 

Lisa Devon:  “...E-mail!!  If we don't get a hold of this E-mail system we will have real 
problems.  People put junk on there and you have to go through 87 E-Mails to find the 
important stuff.  So I have to keep writing to people and saying, please take me off the 
distribution list.  Now, it's abuse of the E-Mail.  It's been a very poorly trained 
system.” 
 
Gerry Woodman:  “...other than the fact that there are perhaps some other difficulties 
and challenges that make the culture of this organization very difficult, the major 
problem is the lack of good information to make decisions and good information which 
is linked together.  We need to draw information from various sources to make those 
decisions...” 
 
Julian Lewis:  “PSO is unhealthy.  Healthy would mean that people know who their 
leaders are and what their views are.  Health would mean that there isn't a significant 
distance between your upper levels and your workers...  There is a lack of frequent 
interface between the two.  For example, when a change is announced – a new 
program or a new direction or whatever – the message comes through electronically, 
or you've got a copy of the news release that says this is what's happened... There isn't 
the kind of interface to tell people what the context is.  We get told after the fact, when 
it is too late to use the information...  I don't know what's going on a lot of times in the 
organization in areas that affect me.” 

 
Paradoxically, information overload and lack of information were common themes in almost every 
interview.  Information as data - as discrete bits of knowledge - very quickly overwhelmed the 
interviewees.  When information was seen as meaning - as a way to create an understanding of a 
system - the participants were able to take in more data.  They could create a context for the 
information. 
 

Lisa Devon:  “When you see the overall plan – the change process – that we are 
involved in, you know it can't happen overnight...  And you have to take every 
opportunity that comes along and use it to reach that goal...  Sometimes we like to 
avoid taking the opportunities because taking opportunities often hurts.” 

 
Knowledge of the overall direction allows Lisa Devon to recognize opportunities.  She expressed 
the fact that it was very difficult and often easier to focus on the details and to avoid the big picture. 
 
When asked for an example of taking an “opportunity that hurt”, Lisa Devon told a story about 
trying to eliminate repetitive type business - assembly line work like data entry clerks.  In order to 
prepare for the change, the data entry clerks needed to be trained in new skills so that they could 
continue to serve the organization but in a different capacity.  There was no slack time for re-
tooling.  All of the data entry clerks were fully employed and busy.  Lisa Devon made a decision to 



contract out some of the data entry work to an independent firm.  This freed up staff who could then 
re-tool in a variety of other skills.  Taking the opportunity “hurt” in part because the union was 
furious with Lisa for contracting work out to non-union workers.  Lisa argued that preparing for the 
next wave of change was worth the animosity the decision generated.  
 
 
 
Peter Senge believes that the process of change is supported by creating learners rather than 
imparting information to effect change.  Evidence gathered from the transcripts indicated that in 
some cases imparting information about change was expected to effect change.  The ability of these 
changes to take root and create a lasting impression seems limited. 
 
 

(iii)  “Meeting” culture 
 
One of the common themes in the interviews was the amount of time spent in meetings.  Often the 
meetings would be large groups of people.  Julian Lewis described a typical day as an executive at 
one division...  
 

Julian Lewis:  “My day starts anytime between 7:30 and 9:00, depending on meetings 
that day.  I go through a series of meeting after meeting after meeting after meeting, 
until the end of that day which could be 4:30, 5:30. 7:00, 8:00 whatever the case might 
be.  So that's a typical picture of a day.  And that may involve going back and forth 
between here and head office once or twice or three times a day.” 

 
Interviewees expressed frustration with the number of meetings and amount of time spent in them.  
They said that they attended meetings where they couldn't make a contribution and were not needed 
for the process.  One interviewee provided an explanation for her attendance at such meetings. 
 

“Often it is not so much what is talked about but who is sitting with whom or who is 
“important” enough to be invited and who isn't.  So I attend these meetings to be seen 
and to see who still has influence.  Of course, the official explanation is that this is a 
CRITICAL issue or whatever.” 
 
Mye Lee:  “You know in this place it is the fire-fighters who get ahead.  Those who can 
spot a fire or crisis and put it out.  It looks good to outsiders and so they get a profile 
and promotions.  I suspect a lot of fires are created for that reason.  It is a shame that 
a hard working, effective manager like XX – who keeps his division running smoothly, 
satisfies the needs of his clients and the community and puts out any little fires that 
come his way in a quiet effective way will never have a hope – not a change – to be an 
executive in this organization.” 
 
Jo Murray:  “There's no shared value system internally, and there's no shared set of 
standards of success or failure.  Frequently creating a crisis is incentivized(sic) 
because at least you're at the centre of tension.  Quiet problem solving is not 
incentivized because it's not heard about.” 

 
The need to have a profile, to let others hear of your accomplishments helps create a “meeting 
culture” for the organization.  A “meeting culture” implies that meetings rather than strategy or 
responsiveness to the client are driving the organization. 
 
(b) FSI 



 
Using old tools was played out in the financial services institution by a focus on training instead of 
on learning.  It is not unlike the idea of information as data instead of information as meaning 
described for the public sector organization. 
 
During the interviews, there were expressions of frustration with the process for change and the 
expectations from the processes. 
 
Some complained about the organization being driven by head office circulars.  “Change can't 
happen unless it is printed on a circular”, said three of the interviewees.  Many felt the volume of 
head office circulars was so massive that they were forced to ignore many of them.  They had 
difficulty framing the flood of circulars with the overall direction of the organization.  The 
comments were that changes were happening but not necessarily for the reasons the senior 
executives believed. 
 
Chris Pegg said: 

“I think that at the top they think ... change is happening because of things they've 
done ... like training programs. ... One day there was a complaint about a customer 
service representative at a branch which I am responsible for.  The complainer phoned 
a top executive at head office.  The executive phoned: 
 “Hasn't that employee taken this one-day course in customer service?” 
“Yeah, why?” 
 “Well, don't they know what to do?” 
“Well, they knew the day they took the course.” 
 “Well, dammit, we invested $5 million in getting this course taken by 
every employee in the company.” 

The belief that a one day training course provides the learning environment to change behaviour is 
based on a notion of data-driven change.  Teaching the data or communicating the changes are 
based on linear information flows and a belief that change is an event not a state.  Applied to 
nonlinear activities, such as interpersonal relations, the learning is limited because it doesn't match 
the patterns or flow of the work. 
 
Although FSI has invested heavily in training, none of the interviewees mentioned training except 
for a seminar on gender sensitivity.  This course seemed to capture them emotionally.  The course 
was described as involving a process which requires emotional interaction with the material.  The 
cognitive process was begun with a head office report but the course deals at a more emotional 
level.  Organization level actions are in place and are continuing.  Individual level actions that 
follow are not as obvious but it appears likely that this course, unlike some other data-driven 
training course, has the ability to influence change and move the process through the entire cycle 
because of engaging the participants at all three levels – cognitive, behavioural and emotional. 
 
 
As Senge says, the issue is about creating learners rather than imparting information for real change 
to occur.  Evidence gathered from the transcripts was that some of the models of change relied on 
imparting information as the critical, and sometimes the only, step in the process.  The ability of 
these changes to take root and create lasting impression seem limited. 
 
 
VICIOUS CYCLE, PATTERN ESCAPE AND OUR INTERVIEW FINDINGS 
 
The second vicious cycle from our model is “pattern escape” - a vicious cycle were innovative 
ideas dissipate because they are not enacted.  In these instances, the ideas were understood at a 



cognitive level and often even at an emotional level.  However, there was a failure to connect the 
ideas and emotions into the behavioural or action repertoire of the system.  This problem is a 
“failure to act” in that the emotional and cognitive beliefs were not translated into a commitment to 
act.  We have depicted this cycle in the diagram below as returning to the liquid state – constantly 
generating ideas without enactment. 
 

 
 
The data on pattern escape is presented in three categories:  (1) “turf protection” - crash of a good 
idea;  (2) raising expectations: “why don't we see it yet?”;  and (3) “do as I say not as I do”. 
 
 
Vicious cycle – PATTERN ESCAPE 
 
“Turf protection”:  Crash of a good idea 
 
Why is PSO not enacting good ideas at a time when it is “drowning” in them?  Interviewees told 
stories of their own work which showed that good ideas were there but some of them failed to take 
hold.  They dissipated or failed to become action steps.  Sometimes they started as action steps but 
were thwarted by the hierarchy. 
 
Syed Bhanich described the organization as “distant” because the parts don't connect.  In particular, 
the top of the organization does not connect with the “workers”.  He tells a story of a group of 
managers who began to meet informally to create linkages across the organization. 
 

Syed Bhanich:  “A number of us across the organization, felt so frustrated that we 
developed our own informal process, whereby we met informally once every two 
weeks.  And the purpose of those meetings was primarily to share information which 
would have an impact on our work.  We had nothing written, no terms of reference, no 
formal structure around it.  And the membership, or the people attending, grew from 
about five or sic, to about 20, 25, to the point where people were asking if they could 
attend.  We were being questioned by some of the corporate people as to what mandate 
did we have and what authority did we have for meeting.  We said none, except that 
we're meeting on our own time at 7:30 in the morning.  But that we saw something that 
brought people together.  That's why I say it's distant, because I don't have a sense that 
there is anything that brings it all together.” 

 
The group stopped meeting after the CEO announced a forum to create these linkages formally.  
But Syed Bhanich felt the formal linkages were slow in getting started and had not created the same 
sense of sharing information of the informal “linkages group”.  Even with the formal groups, the 
organization still felt “distant”. 
 
In the story of the “linkages group”, corporate people were suspicious of an unofficial group.  It 
didn't fit with the approved structure.  Repeatedly we were told stories of “turf protection” such that 
good ideas were not able to take hold.  In addition, those who had experienced the “crash of a good 
idea” were often disillusioned and not motivated to put in the extra effort another time. 



 
Jo Murray:  “There's not a high level of cross-group cooperation at all, there's not 
even a medium high level or a medium level.  It's pretty minimal.  ... Everybody gets 
into the ghetto and tends to stay there.  ... They're not our most senior people, but 
they're in positions of real influence in the organization, and nobody knew about 
anybody else's part of the piece.  And sure as shooting nobody knew how it all fitted 
together.  So I think the turf wars and the estrangement are a real problem.” 

 
One manager told a story of creating a package of ideas, action plans, and tools for change 
management.  The material was well received by senior bureaucrats and front line staff.  However, 
the corporate human resource staff quashed the ideas saying “change management is our mandate 
not yours”.  The employee showed the interviewer the package with enthusiasm and put the file 
away with disgust saying “why should we bother”.  The energy to carry the innovation forward was 
drained by the turf protection. 
 
At the private sector organization we heard similar comments.  During our research, one senior 
executive complained that since this project dealt with learning it should be under that division's 
mandate.  “Learning is my mandate – it is my job to oversee learning initiatives.”  By assuming that 
learning or change can be isolated or centrally controlled, the organizations run the risk of reducing 
the natural energy to create innovative change or learning initiatives at all levels of the organization. 
 
 
Raising expectations: “Why don't we see it yet?” 
 
(a) PSO 
 
Consultation with others was a double edged sword according to many interviewees.  Although 
consulting with staff and clients in the community is an important source of information, several 
mentioned the problem that with consultation comes an implied contract: “You asked us what we 
want so why don't you do it – or you told us it was going to change but I don't see it yet.”  This 
sense of frustration with consultation and lack of action was obvious in the discussions about the 
changed organizational structure.  Several argued that every CEO comes in and reorganizes in the 
first six months.  One said that she “can ignore the restructuring because things work as they work 
and pretty soon a new CEO will be appointed and the game will begin again.”  There was a sense 
that the structures are unnatural and thus won't take hold.  Like the “linkages group” which emerged 
spontaneously, there are natural processes which the structures didn't reflect and therefore were at 
times ineffective in securing change. 
 
One senior executive lamented about the lack of consumer responsiveness in the organization.  That 
in spite of numerous consultations and raising expectations, the ideas relating to consumer needs 
often are not implemented. 
 

“I think the organizational environment over the longer term is frankly corrosive....if 
your principles are pretty clear in terms of some level of integrity and responsiveness  
in consumer orientation, that's not the way a bureaucracy is set up.  I mean you're 
frequently asked to suppress issues which may be the truth.  Your masters and control 
points change.  Responsiveness isn't always what is needed or wanted.  ... That isn't to 
say we don't have honest people who are consumer oriented and responsive in here, 
but frankly that's not the way the organization is set up.  I mean, what I am sort of 
bullied and lobbied and beleaguered to do every day is get involved in a whole series 
of activities that frankly, if you look at them, obviate against change, that obviate 
against product, that really are process and activity driven, and they don't get you 



where you're going.” 
 
(b)  FSI 
 
Dissonance and frustration results when the vision of a transformed organization becomes more real 
for more people at all levels of the organization, but the actions required to realize this changed 
state seem lacking or absent.  We heard evidence of FSI managers hiding head office information 
video tapes rather than showing them to staff because they were concerned about raising 
expectations and felt that head office was losing touch with what was happening in the field.  
Without exception, we found interviewees agreed with the strategic direction and creating a new 
culture for the organization but some were having some difficulty translating this into specific 
actions. 
 
“Do as I say not as I do” 
 
At FSI, we heard evidence from many interviewees that the words spoken at the top often did not 
match their body language or actions. 
 
Pat Schroer commented on the role of feedback with staff. 

“One of the things that we learned from our past was the role of positive feedback in 
motivating people.  We were known as an organization that excelled in beating up on 
our people.  We have learned that negative feedback is rather limited in its effect.  It 
has some short run impact but not much is sustained in the long run.  I always tell the 
people who work for me to give positive feedback to their staff.” 

Pat was asked to provide examples of using positive feedback.  Pat squirmed in the chair for a 
minute and then quietly and with a sheepish grin responded, 

“I can't think of any time I have used positive feedback.  I am more likely to focus on 
the 20% that is missing or needs improvement than the 80% that was well done.” 

 
Pat understood cognitively that positive feedback was useful in developing staff.  Given the passion 
with which the topic was discussed, the emotional level may also have been engaged.  But the 
behavioural component was missing.  No action resulted from the cognitive and perhaps emotional 
belief in the idea.  The patterns did not get replicated because at least one dimension was missing – 
the link between the belief and specific changes in behaviour. 
 
There were many other examples in the transcripts of ideas believed in, spoken about and yet not 
acted upon in their work lives (i.e. Recognizing work as only one valuable component of life, 
espousing diversity as a value and yet promoting homogeneity in race, gender and mindset at senior 
levels in the organization).  A manager we interviewed recognized this and said that as employees 
“we learn very quickly to separate the 'rhetoric' from the 'reality'.” 
 
 
VIRTUOUS CYCLE, PATTERN EVOLUTION AND OUR INTERVIEW FINDINGS 
 
One aspect of the pattern evolution as illustrated below, is that all three dimensions (cognitive, 
behavioural and emotional) need to be engaged for the cycle to be complete and begin again.  This 
sense of multi-dimensional engagement is analogous to the scalar attribute of fractals in chaos 
theory.  In order for the whole to be in the parts, the processes or relationships need to be replicated 
at all levels or scales. 
 

Virtuous Cycle: Pattern Evolution 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Virtuous cycle – PATTERN EVOLUTION 
 
The data on pattern evolution is presented in three categories: (1) “Just do it”: breaking the briefing 
note mindset; (2) “It is just small potatoes”: the butterfly effect; and (3) Pattern Fluctuation: 
“Chairman of the Border”. 
 
“Just Do It”: Breaking the briefing note mindset 
 
(a) PSO 
 
The CEO and some of his management team borrowed Nike's expression “Just Do It.”  In contrast 
with the forecasting and planning of some decisions where the future is predictable, there are times 
when they needed to try things without knowing the future.  In essence, this approach was used 
when the future was unknowable. 
 

“What used to happen here is that proposals would come to my management team... 
where there would be questions and then it would go off to a myriad of other 
committees where further [analysis] and “if this then that” kind of work would occur 
but often this meant nothing would happen.  We would simply keep studying it 
expecting to get all of the answers ahead of time.  What I'm trying to do is to 
encourage an attitude of “Just Do It”.  Let's make some decisions, let's take some 
risks, let's get some stuff happening.  If we have to go back later and eat humble pie, 
we will.  But we'll be managing a process on the fly, we'll be making some changes, 
we'll be managing it while it's being rolled out.” 

 



He told a number of stories of stalled projects, excellent proposals that were shelved because of 
bureaucratic stumbling blocks.  He described the organization as having a “briefing note culture 
because people were much more comfortable writing briefing notes than making decisions.” 
 
The briefing note culture also had a power dimension which he articulated.  He said that when 
power was granted to staff on the line to take actions steps, the head office people saw their power 
being eroded and balked saying that the proper research had not been completed on the topic and 
therefore it was irresponsible to grant them the authority to act.  He argued that this mentality 
inhibited innovation.  “Sometimes you can't know all of the answers ahead of time and just have to 
get on with trying things and seeing what happens.”  For unknowable futures, a different mindset is 
required. 
 
(b) FSI 
 
An element of risk management while breaking out of the briefing note mindset, is a conscious 
attempt to create the “whole in the parts”.  In this way, the parts can act congruently with the whole 
without having to go to a central body to get approval. 
 
One example of “the whole in the parts” can be seen as replication at scales in the hierarchy (i.e. 
Different levels of the hierarchy from executive to customer service representative replicated same 
processes).  Terry Thompson's depiction of the strategic plan as a hologram showed a replication of 
the strategic orientation at different hierarchical levels.  At all levels of the organization, the same 
criteria for quality work could be established. 
 
Alternatively, “the whole in the parts” can be seen as replication of processes in scales of a 
qualitative nature (i.e. cognitive, behavioural and emotional levels engaged).  The following story 
depicts this second concept of scalar replication of processes. 
 
Chris Pegg told a story about granting local authority to customer service representatives to reverse 
service charges.  Prior to this change, reversals had to be approved by the supervisor.  Chris said:  

“We thought that change was really radical.  'You are going to give the farm away', 
we complained...  Well we got Kyle's authority, it went out in writing.  Now not only 
were we supposed to allow them to do this but we were to expect them to do it.  And do 
you know something?  Our reversals went down.  Not up, down... Now a customer 
comes to the counter, and the customer service rep wants to do the same thing, but 
then says, 
“Oh hold it – I've got the authority to do this.  ... Now, why do you want me to do this, 
Mr. So and So?  ... Oh, you mean you want us to reverse a fee we charged for 
bouncing a cheque?” 
 “Yes.” 
“Did you have the money in your account?  You mean, we bounced your cheque and 
you had money in your account?” 
 “No I didn't have the money in my account.” 
“Oh, you mean you had an arrangement with us whereby we are supposed to transfer 
money from a savings account?” 
 “No, I didn't have any arrangement like that.” 
“Well on what basis are you asking me to reverse this?” 
 “Well, just because I think it's wrong.” 
“But we didn't do anything wrong.”” 

Chris went on to explain that in these cases the customer service representative did not reverse the 
charges but instead often was able to sell the customer another service package.  In addition, Chris 
said the customer was satisfied that their concern had been listened to and a solution – at least for 



the future – had been created. 
 
The example is minor but it shows the implication of granting local authority when the local person 
has the knowledge base (cognitive awareness), the emotional base (interacting with the customer's 
concerns) and the behavioural base (being able to act).  When all three components were accessed, 
the employee could perform the work in the best interest of the multiple stakeholders. 
 
“It is just small potatoes”:  The Butterfly Effect 
 
The phenomenon in chaos theory of small changes creating large difference is known as “the 
Butterfly Effect” derived from research in weather systems.  It was found that weather systems are 
so complex that even the smallest difference in conditions can dramatically change the weather in a 
relatively short period of time.  Metaphorically the story is told that if a butterfly flaps its wings in 
Tokyo, it can cause an unexpected thunderstorm in Toronto the following week.  The Butterfly 
Effect is caused by positive feedback which means that minor differences replicate to eventually 
impact the entire system. 
 
In PSO, often small dollar items are believed to have no significant impact.  “It was only a million 
dollars – that's small potatoes.”  Yet at times, the small potatoes can have an impact in changing the 
patterns of interaction in the system such that they grow to become a whole field of potatoes. 
 
Linked with the issue of small potatoes in terms of dollar impact, is the issue of the source of the 
change vis-a-vis the hierarchy.  Several high level bureaucrats at PSO believed that innovation can 
be initiated anywhere in the organization – independent of the hierarchy.  However, the upper 
echelons of the organization were said to inhibit rather than enhance innovation.  The CEO argued 
that the future was not in the “macro changes but the micro changes – it is the little things that 
make the difference”.   
 
An example of the innovation at lower levels is a story of media attention being directed at one of 
the programs of PSO.  The program was portrayed as essential but inefficient in the way it was 
operated and hence wasteful.  The issue reached a crescendo in the press and the CEO sent the issue 
back to the line operators for resolution.  “Within days they delivered a full-blown proposal that was 
elegant involving [outsourcing an activity and changing the logistics for part of the program].  It 
was going to save a million dollars.”  The proposal was so complete that the senior people probed 
as to its source.  The response was that the same proposal had been put forward to several senior 
executives previously but had not gone forward in part because it was “small potatoes”. 
 
The interviews were filled with stories of innovations conceived at the lower levels of the hierarchy 
that were thwarted by the administration.  The interviews also revealed stories where this 
innovation had been released, had been supported and taken hold. 
 
 
Pattern Fluctuation - “Chairman of the Border” 
 
One of the lessons from chaos theory is that order from fluctuations is not waffling or dualistic.  
Rather, fluctuation has been shown to be a positive process for the survival and evolution of a living 
system.  In organizational terms, this is revealed in a pattern of fluctuating productively from a 
structural (solid/stability) phase state to a process-oriented (liquid/innovation) phase state.  The 
resulting tension is creative – it both consumes and creates organizational energy.  This creative 
tension supports the conditions for further innovation and development. 
 
(a) PSO 



 
In describing his job, the CEO said that a significant role was as “an Ambassador for the 
organization”.  In his first 15 months he gave 185 speeches - “185 variations on the same theme”.  
The theme had to do with the inevitability of the changes that were required in the industry.  These 
“changes are necessary for the future and were built in the last 20 years”.  The past is in tension 
with the future and is also creating it. 
 
(b) FSI 
 
Kyle O'Connell, CEO, was described by interviewees in paradoxical terms:  he was seen as both the 
“same” and “different” from the interviewees.  The “different” Kyle was described as a “healer”, “a 
movie star idol”, “a saviour” and “a hero”.  The “same” Kyle was said to be “one of us”, “one who 
knows us” and “he can remember being here”.  Usually a transcript included both categories of 
descriptions.  This dichotomy was seen to be his charisma, which all interviewees mentioned in 
some manner. 
 
In some cases, this paradox or dichotomy was addressed by the interviewees by recognition of the 
need and the difficulty to play both parts.  Interviewees who fell in this camp, respected the CEO's 
need to play multiple roles and personalities.  They felt the tension caused by the charisma and the 
tough work to be done would provide the necessary leadership.  But many expressed fear of the 
charisma – how it raises unrealistic expectations and puts undue pressure on Kyle to “always be the 
star”.  Two interviewees talked about the problem of being seduced by their own press clippings 
and were fearful that over time it would be difficult for the CEO and his team not to succumb to the 
seduction. 
 
Several mentioned the fact that the leadership of the organization wouldn't work without the second 
in command Howard Stone.  Howard was not described as charismatic but “authentic”, “incredibly 
intelligent”, “someone you can really trust” and “real”.  Kyle and Howard were described as a 
“dynamic partnership”.  Dale MacDonald described them as being “like parents who work well 
together... you can't get around one by telling the other... they work as one.”  The combination of 
Kyle's roles and personalities and Howard's approach created an impression of creative tension and 
focus. 
 
In other cases, the paradox of the dual roles or personalities of Kyle O'Connell was seen as a “lack 
of credibility”.  In these cases, rather than viewing the tension as creative, they saw the paradox as 
destructive. 
 
The tension in the leadership was not just in terms of personality traits but also in terms of focus.  
The senior team were described as spending a great deal of time focusing outside of the 
organization.  Speeches in the past three years focus on creating healthy communities, the 
leadership role the company should play in fiscal and social responsibility and, influencing 
government beyond lobbying for changes for their industry.  The senior executives did not 
categorize their work tasks as either internal or external but rather saw the two as inseparable. 
 
More obvious tensions were seen in the description of the organization culture that one senior 
organization executive said that he and the team were trying to create. 

“I would like to institutionalize paranoia and insecurity at the same time...we work at 
fighting off complacency...it keeps us sharp.  The minute you start thinking that you've 
got it made, you're dead...you go back and study history through the eyes of a 
paranoid, then you begin to learn things, because you see a big discontinuity in the 
world that the players missed...if you really feel that if you have to worry about the 
next discontinuity...then you should have a percentage of your operation working to 



put the other parts of it out of business.” 
Institutionalizing paranoia and insecurity were talked about in the context of the whole organization 
rather than the individual employee.  They were designed to keep the employees aware that the 
future is unknowable – the only known is that it won't remain the same.  A complacent organization 
was “safe” in the short-run for employees - “nobody got fired here in the 80s”.  But “it was not a 
great place to work then”.  People were said to be publicly humiliated but had job security.  
 
He went on to describe the various products and services they were involved in which were playing 
the role of preparing them for unseen or unknowable discontinuities.  

“You watch the affect of technology, a huge amount of the revenues in this business 
come from paper based services... Technology poses an enormous threat to all those 
paper-based systems and they are dead; it’s just a question of when.  So what do we 
do?  We set up a group that is responsible for dreaming how to put the paper-based 
system out of commission.” 

 
This provided evidence of managing changeability as opposed to managing change.  The future was 
unknowable.  The only predictable was the fact that the current products and services would not 
exist for long.  There are different skills and structures required to manage changeability.  These 
include challenging both the status quo and the fundamental assumptions of current operations.  
Setting up a group whose job is to find ways to destroy the current paper based system is one way 
of creating this skill base in the organization. 
 
The same executive talked about the need for constant innovation and movement to prevent the 
employees from feeling secure about the success of the business.  The insecurity was akin to the 
David and Goliath complex he referred to during the interview.   

“If you're not innovating... there is something wrong.  You are missing something... 
there has to be continuous improvement in every element of the business.  So I think 
that the lack of complacency and never getting smug, never thinking you have it all, 
can be consumed all the time with how you can do it all, can be consumed all the time 
with how you can do it better and different than somebody else.  If you could implicate 
that in your organization, that a tension, I would call positive tension.  I don't mean it 
has a kind of a fear, but it is a tension that is in the organization, that, you know that 
old line that goes “nothing quite focuses the mind more than the prospect of being 
hanged in the morning”.  We try to create the prospect that the organization may be 
hanged every morning in our day to day lives.  ... That is in the environment... it may 
not be the most comfortable environment, because it is much nicer if you can delude 
yourself but I think it works.” 

The fear of “being hanged” they were trying to create was a collective – or organization level – fear 
rather than an individual fear.  Three executives talked about instilling a sense of uncertainty about 
the industry in general and the company in particular to avoid a sense of complacency in spite of the 
positive financial picture of the company in the past couple of years. 
 
Tension in the leadership is seen in: (1) who they are and what roles they play, (2) where they focus 
attention, (3) what products and services will be replaced in the unknowable future, and (4) how 
they will be conducting their business.  There is a feeling of both-and requirements rather than 
either-or in almost all dimensions of the organization.  They were developing a performance 
evaluation system building on the foundation of multiple dimensions of work and of employees. 
 
In our research studies, we have seen that some leaders operate in a role which one person 
characterized as the “Chairman of the Border”.  The intent of this remark was to depict the 
relationship between leadership, changeability, and the multiple external contact points for a given 
organization.  These contact points may involve the provision of services to clients, contacts with 



stakeholders, interaction with the general public, perceptions of the organization mirrored in 
community contact and commentary, relations with collaborative structures, etcetera.  Each of these 
“border” contacts is a point of communication for the organization with the “external” world, and 
vice versa.  In this scenario, being the “Chairman of the Border” means that leader can examine the 
patterns of interaction between the larger community and the organization, with a view to both 
reading, anticipating and influencing these patterns. 
 
Kyle O'Connell can be seen as the “Chairman of the Border”.  He and his team have set themselves 
the challenge of managing and creating the tension between the past and future, the known and the 
unknowable, the analytic and human skills, and the efficiency and innovation required for the 
organization's survival. 
 
 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
Our research revealed evidence of both negative patterns and positive patterns within the 
framework of “Tension Through Suspension”.  These patterns can be further examined through the 
following contexts: 

•  developing learning organizations 
•  managing information and context 
•  seeing “the whole in the parts” 
•  practising risk management  
•  managing changeability 

 
 
1) A Learning Organizational 
 
Our analysis revealed patterns and tensions which suggest ways in which FSI's goal of an 
integrated, learning organization is being both blocked and facilitated at the same time.  The data 
supported the view that all three levels – cognitive, behavioural and emotional – are engaged in 
successful (sustained) change processes.  Nevertheless, one of the themes revealed a belief that 
“training” or short-term courses could create sustained and fundamental changes in behaviour and 
attitudes.  There was repeated evidence of differences between the espoused view of creating a 
learning environment and the actions taken. 
 
These organizations may wish to examine and share the learning from those instances wherein 
significant organizational change has been accomplished and sustained.  Both organizations share a 
need for learning designs to promote innovation via personal ownership and engagement of 
cognitive, behavioural and emotional dimensions.  It may be possible then for these organizations to 
reduce the expectation gap through the creation of a discovery environment (that supports the 
development of pattern recognition) versus an information processing environment that is more 
conducive to maintaining the status quo.  To develop this bias for a learning organization, risk 
management needs to shift from compliance based accountability (i.e. “lining up behind the boss”) 
to accountability based on personal judgment and personal ownership. 
 
Staff development and organizational processes are recommended which support a passion for 
quality, risk assessment and acceptance, a bias for action, the recognition of strategic and tactical 
opportunities, a facility with leveraging resources as part of a change process, and an integrated 
sense of corporate priorities such that they permeate decision-making and workflow choices. 
 
Training change agents and natural leaders in the unpredictability of structures, boundaries and 



hence outcomes, may be instrumentally helpful.  In such a learning environment, predictability is 
found only in the processes – the replicable patterns of interaction or relationships. 
 
 
2) Information and Context 
Changing organizational structures attract frequent staff frustration.  Part of this frustration reflects 
a lack of understanding of the forces driving industry reform beyond the control of the organization.  
It seems helpful to develop a greater awareness at all levels of the hierarchy of the “macro” context 
in which the organization operates. 
 
 
3) “The Whole in the Parts” 
 
The key dimensions of “the whole in the parts” are cognitive, behavioural and emotional.  In our 
analysis of the data, we sometimes referred to the presence of these three dimensions as the “CBE” 
feel (i.e. CBE – Cognitive, Behavioural, Emotional).  The presence of these dimensions seems to be 
correlated with the following examples from the “virtuous cycle” in the workplace:  (1) employees 
reflecting intuition and integration in their analysis of stakeholder issues, (2) a passion for quality, 
risk assessment and acceptance, (3) a bias for action, (4) the recognition of strategic and tactical 
opportunities, (5) a facility with leveraging resources as part of a change process, and (6) an 
integrated sense of corporate priorities such that they permeated decision-making and workflow 
choices.  Evidence of all of these characteristics can be found at any given level in the organization, 
and their presence at all levels would be indicative of both “virtuous cycles” and “the whole in the 
parts”. 
 
The implication of the scalar concept from fractals is that each of three dimensions need to be 
replicated at every level in the organizational hierarchy.  For example, “the whole in the parts” 
becomes a criterion which we can use in examining evidence of quality work, integrated decisions, 
framing and analysis of issues, and defining implications for stakeholders for every level and work 
activity, whether it be in the CEO's office or at the level of an individual line worker. 
 
In some ways, every work unity at FSI and at PSO carries within it all of the elements of the 
organization – responsibility to stakeholders, risk management, fiscal accountability and leadership.  
However, there is evidence that many senior employees have an inability to see the “whole” in their 
specific areas of responsibility. 
 
For people with a strong sense of identity and self-reference, labels and positions are less relevant.  
More important connections are through patterns of interaction and context.  These individuals 
demonstrated skills in seeing and experiencing the “whole in the parts” - linking one's work to the 
total organizational and external environment. 
 
It may help to promote the concept of “community” within the organization – communities need to 
be seen as colleagues, not just existing outside of the four walls.  At FSI, the concept of community 
has been successfully promoted in terms of external stakeholders.  However, internally vertical silos 
still exist. 
 
 
4) Risk Management 
  
For many interviewees, “safety” is found through rules and structures.  Hence risk management 
relies on rules, compliance and procedures to minimize the risk of goal incongruence.  Without 
sufficient personal ownership for decisions, the potential for errors may actually increase with 



additional sign-offs and other risk avoidance behaviours. 
 
Some systems and processes reinforce a dominant “error prevention” culture where rules and 
compliance are relied upon in uncertain situations.  Examples of this state include limited 
interdepartmental communication, attention to hierarchy, and an increase in the number of decisions 
requiring multiple approvals.  In these situations, categories get hardened, there is more distance 
between functions and “silo” communication patterns emerge – all of which serve to limit the 
ability to seek or act on new opportunities.  In these cases, personal ownership of work is 
diminished and risk avoiding behaviours increase. 
 
Senge (1990) describes a generative organization as one that can generate new futures and evolve 
rather than merely adapt or react.  A definition of personal success as “not making mistakes” is not 
conducive to creating a generative organization.  Too much attention on avoiding errors crowds out 
opportunity seeking. 
 
 
5) Managing Changeability 
 
Training in changeability and change management is recommended which differentiates the context 
of the experienced/desired change – solid, suspension or liquid. 
 

Solid state – requires rules, data driven change, performance evaluation systems and 
traditional training where knowledge or specific skills are taught. 
 
Suspension state – requires cognitive and action based change programs, multiple 
criteria performance evaluations and the use of vision and values statements to create 
goal congruence and behaviours which fit with the strategic plan. 
 
Liquid state – learning rather than training, requires free flowing information 
(vertically and horizontally), greater awareness of neighbours and context (seeing the 
whole in the parts), engagement of three levels (cognitive, behavioural, and 
emotional), strong sense of identity to frame issues and information – uses process 
based tools. 
 

The role of information and the process and control of dissemination was a central them in our 
interviews.  What was particularly interesting was the belief that once the direction of change was 
communicated through 'information' it should occur.  Equally interesting was the use of information 
as power and the role of secrecy and limited access in the definition of organizational culture and 
position in the hierarchy. 
 
A review of work units within the organization for evidence of all the elements of an organizational 
capacity for enhanced changeability is recommended – for example: vision and values to create goal 
congruence and behaviours which fit with a strategic plan, free flowing information (vertically and 
horizontally), greater awareness of neighbours and context (seeing the whole in the parts), 
engagement of three levels (cognitive, behavioural, and emotional), strong sense of identity to 
frame issues and information – use of process based tools, information driven change, and multiple 
criteria performance evaluations. 
 
 
 
Tension through suspension helps us understand an organization's resilience or capacity for change.  
The framework emphasizes a fluctuation between stability and instability.  Tension through 



suspension suggest that real change can take hold only at the boundaries and thereby influence the 
patterns in a system.  Although this metaphor was derived from the data of PSO and FSI, the 
insights about changeability hold promise for other organizations managing for both unknown and 
unknowable futures. 
 



APPENDIX – LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Chaos Theory, Complex Adaptive Systems and Fractals1 
 
In this section, we will provide a brief overview of the science fields of chaos and complex systems.  
The key attributes will then be linked back to organizations.  In effect, the question posed by this 
section is “how can these sciences inform our understanding of organizational change processes?”. 
 
The science of complexity, chaos theory, and fractals are proving to be valuable for scientists in 
many fields in understanding adaptive systems.  Its application to the social sciences and 
organizational processes is growing fast (Drazin & Sandelands, 1992; Gersick, 1991; Goerner, 
1994; Goldstein, 1988; Kagono, 1985; Leifer, 1989; Nonaka, 1988a&b; Smith & Gemmill, 1991; 
Stacey, 1991, 1992, 1993; Wheatley, 1992; Zimmerman, 1991, 1993a, 1993b; Zimmerman and 
Hurst, 1993). 
 
These sciences provide us with a means of examining and understanding the dynamic tensions 
which both result from and contribute to changeability in organizations, including the primary 
tension between stability and innovation.  Managing change-ability is derived from complexity 
theory.  Complex systems have many points of interaction between their components.  In effect, 
there are infinite ways to create connections due to the large number of points of interaction.  
Therefore, the number of outcomes from a complex system is theoretically infinite.  Complex 
systems (for example – weather systems) are therefore inherently unpredictable beyond a short time 
frame.  The future outcomes are unknowable.  Paradoxically complex adaptive systems are created 
by patterns that repeat.  It is the patterns of interaction that become the driving force. 
 
We are using the concept of complex systems as a metaphor for organizations.  In both cases, there 
are (1) many points of interaction, (2) many (perhaps infinite) potential outcomes from the 
interactions and (3) yet patterns which repeat in the organizational context. 
 
Fractals, the geometric outcomes of complex systems, are complex intricate patterns.  We see 
fractals in nature – i.e. clouds, coastlines, leaves.  Some of the determining attributes of fractals are: 
(1) self-similarity or “the whole in the parts”; (2) micro-macro complexity; and (3) constant change 
but order. 
 
Self-similarity is demonstrated by showing that every piece of the fractal bears a resemblance to the 
whole.  A cauliflower is an example of this.  If one breaks off a piece of the cauliflower, the piece is 
in the same form as the whole.  The part is a miniature cauliflower.  The whole is in the parts. 
 
Micro-macro complexity builds on the whole in the parts concept.  As one zooms in on a fractal, the 
complexity is not decreased.  A coastline from a distance has jagged, irregular and complex 
boundaries.  If we take a close look at a portion of the coastline, it too is jagged, irregular and 
complex.  We could continue this process of zooming in indefinitely and never lose the jagged 
irregular and complex features.  The boundaries are permeable and yet seem to have an infinite 
length. 
 
Constant change but order is a critical attribute of fractals.  There is an unreconciled tension 
between the positive feedback loops which push the process to change and the negative feedback 
loops which try to maintain the patterns.  Prigogine (1984) refers to this as “order through 
fluctuation”.  The order is not in the structures which are inherently unstable but in the processes or 
the patterns which create the structures. 

                                                 
1This section is from Zimmerman, 1994. 



 
With complex adaptive systems and fractals as a lens to view organizations, we used this study to 
uncover some of the underlying self-similar patterns in the organizations.  One of the implications 
of this lens is the belief that patterns are repeating at all levels in the organization which are creating 
the order and also the change-ability.  We chose a research method which reflected our lens of self-
similarity.  The research method which best suited this lens is ethnographic interviews.  This is 
described in more detail in the methodology section. 
 
 
Peter Senge's Concept of Learning Organization 
 
Senge's text “The Fifth Discipline” (1990) coined the term “learning organizations” and provided an 
analysis of this concept.  This work has been further elaborated by Daniel Kim at the Sloan School 
of Management at MIT. 
 
The key points in this framework are: 
 

1. You need first to define learning – what does it mean to you on an individual or 
organizational level.  Examples include: 

 
• Continuous change  
• Increasing capacity to create one's future 
• A real change in behaviour and action (versus just learning new information) 

 
2. What is a Learning Organization? 

 
     An organization that continually enhances its capacity to create its own future.  These     
     organizations are: 
 

• Generative versus Adaptive (Reactive) 
• Inspirational versus Motivational (intrinsic versus extrinsic) 
• Knowledge-based versus Resource-based (managers as researchers) 
• Managing Dynamic Complexity versus Detail Complexity 

 
3. How can we create Learning Organizations? 

 
• We need to clearly identify and understand that assumptions, actions, and policies 

that create our realities: 
 

-What are our paradigms? 
 

-How do we categorize information? 
 

-How do these paradigms and categorizations limit our potential to learn or change? 
 

• We need a vision and a sense of purpose: 
  

-More than just continuous improvement and error correction (which can lead to a 
problem-focused culture) 

  
• We need an understanding of the nature of time delays in complex orgnaizational 

systems: 



 
-The initial reaction (or non-reaction) to change may not be the real long-term 
reality.  It is important not to react too early – tendency to quickly return to the status 
quo. 

 
• We need new approaches to problem solving: 

  
-Need to step back and test the assumptions underlying our definition of problems. 

 
-Think about desired outcomes. 

 
-Don't jump to solutions. 

 
-“Dialogue” with others to create a shared meaning of what we need/intend to create, 
versus how to solve the problem. 

 
• We need to value diversity in our organizations. 

 
-Need to get past superficial diversity to value diversity in approach and values. 

 
-Be mindful of organizational tendency to screen for staff wit the same value 
systems and paradigms (often resulting in organizational “group think”). 
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