
What Psychologists understand about organisations that management consultants don’t, and how that gives us an edge in supporting leadership through change

Introduction

This paper will examine the differences between a standard management consultancy approach to change and a psychology based approach to change. It will consider the differences in the underlying understanding of the phenomena of organisation; the beliefs about people inherent in the metaphor; the approach to achieving organisational change; the language used; the change methodologies; and the consequences and the risks inherent in each approach. It will suggest that psychologists, understanding that organisations are full of people who behave like people are in an excellent position to assist leaders to achieve effective and sustainable organisational change.

Understanding organisations

In essence, management consultancy bases its approach to change on a model of an organisation as a machine. This is a strong yet unacknowledged legacy of Fredrick Taylor’s characterisation of the Corporation as a machine to be engineered; by contrast psychologists understanding organisations as living human systems.

The beliefs about people and organisational change inherent in the metaphor

The mechanistic understanding of organisations leads to a series of beliefs about the nature of organisations and about how to achieve organisational change.

· Belief in the power of problem solving to change organisations

· Belief in the power of naming problems to produce change

· Belief in the power of instruction to achieve change

· Belief in emotions as problematic

· Belief in the power of criticism and fear to motivate change

· Belief in the head/body organisational split

· Belief in the power of separating elements to enhance clarity and so the ability to act efficiently

· Belief in a ‘right answer’ to the problem of organisational design

By contrast psychologists can recognise organisations as living human systems with the properties of life, people and systems. This leads to a different set of beliefs about the nature of organisations and how to achieve organisational change.

· Belief in the power of appreciation to promote growth

· Belief in the power of inquiry

· Belief in the power of talk to change things

· Belief in the power of imagination to produce change

· Belief in the power of positive emotional energy to achieve change

· Belief that language is creative

· Belief in the place and power of stories in organisational life

The approach to achieving organisational change and the language used

The management consultancy approach is centred in and on project planning and planned change. Terms such as ‘driving through change’ ‘cascading communication’ ‘implementing the change plans’ ‘singing from the same hymn sheet’ and ‘resistance’ are indicative of an organisation as machine mindset. The psychological approach is based on affecting social relationships through large group participation events. Terms such as ‘system intelligence’ ‘organisational stories’ ‘diversity and variety’ ‘searching for ways forward’ are possible indicators of a more people and living systems orientation.

Change methodologies

Management consultancy approaches are about producing planned, predictable, successful and manageable change. Methodologies based in this understanding emphasise these features and suggest that strict adherence to the methodology will produce successful change. The emphasis is to implant pre-designed change in a serial manner.

Psychology based approaches recognise the inherent resourcefulness of people, their own strivings for sense and meaningfulness and the importance of local context to sense-making and behaviour. Methodologies based in this understanding emphasise the uncontrollability and the unpredictability of the response of the organisational system to the challenge of change, suggesting that such interventions will produce change with many predictable and unpredictable consequences. The emphasis is on creating conditions for the organisation to respond creatively in parallel rather than in series to the challenge.

Adverse consequences and inherent risks

One of the known consequences of the planned approach to change is the phenomenon we call ‘ resistance’. Others include increased monitoring activity, increased planning and increased information load. Of the inherent risks to this approach, the greatest maybe that all the activity produces ‘change but no change’.

The adverse consequences for organisational functioning of the more psychological approach are less apparent at the present time, but may include duplication of effort, uncoordinated activity, unpredicted power shifts. The greatest risk is strong desires, ideas, expectations, motivations and emotions are created/released that the leadership is ill equipped to capitalise on as a positive resource.

And that’s where we come in

Psychologists, understanding the nature of human emotion and motivation, of human systems of belief and action, of status, of group relations and so on, are in an excellent position to offer education, support, reassurance and courage to a leader who has decided to treat his or her organisation as the intelligent, resourceful, creative living entity that it is. Change is a risky business, so is standing still. We can’t make the risk go away, we can help leaders manage the unpredictable, iterative, messy nature of human change.
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