
 

 
Too often organizations get trapped in their 

own question for predictability. This is 
understandable as most leaders were trained to 
think of organizations as machines.  However, 
adaptive organizations learn how to balance 
efficiency with innovativeness.  This requires 
different organizational mindsets, leadership, 

and processes than is typical of most 
organizations.  This paper discusses how to 

create an adaptive system.  
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Introduction 
A constant in the organizational marketplace is the need for organizations to continuously learn and adapt to 
the ever changing world.  Successful organizations demonstrate the ability to learn and change.  This ability 
enables them to successfully plot a course through the current economic and competitive environment; to 
survive and profit, and to provide an empowering environment for those responsible for doing the work of the 
organization.  As we know all too well, however, change is not as easy as it seems.  In fact, experts claim 
that a majority of all change efforts fail to achieve their intended objectives.  It is estimated that only 7% of 
organizations achieve anything near sustainable growth.  If the reasons for failure are examined, several 
seem ubiquitous: 

Barrier to Change % Reporting as Obstacle 

Employee Resistance 75 

Cultural mismatch 65 

Lack of execution and follow-through/follow-

up  

44 

What this list suggests is that to succeed at a change effort is very difficult without the sustained attention 
from change sponsors, mainly because every change competes for time, energy, resources, and attention 
and challenges old mental and behavioral habits.  The Somerset Consulting Group has developed and 
successfully uses a “change technology” that enables organizations to unfreeze the forces sustaining the 
current organization, to move the organization to a higher level of performance, and to sustain high 
performance over time. 

A Definition 

Because we focus on cultural change, let’s start with what we mean by the term culture.   

Culture is the shared beliefs (assumptions about human nature) that shape and sustain the 
collective practices of an organization. 

It is basically the answer to the three philosophical questions: 

 What is real? 
 What is possible? 
 What is important? 

Culture, once formed determines what people perceive, how they think about it, the decisions they make, 
and the actions they take.  By defining culture in terms of collective practices, it is possible to think of 
changing culture in terms of changing practices, doing more of some things and less of others and stopping 
some things while starting others. 

Culture and Change 

There are two kinds of change.  One is basically doing more with the same people, skill sets, 
and working relationships.  We’ll refer to this kind of change a problem driven, decision based 
change. The other is doing something different that requires learning new skills, new behaviors and new 
working relationships.  We will refer to this a values-driven change.   
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Nested within the SCG Open Systems framework is our basic change philosophy which we call Total 
Transformation Leadership Process (TTLP).  TTLP (see Figure 1) pertains to the latter of these two kinds of 
change and is based on some fundamental observations about the process of change: 

 Change is multidimensional. 
 It involves doing more of something (quantity) and doing it differently (quality).  This means that for 

change to take place, individuals, groups, and the organization as a whole must acquire both: 
o New capabilities and behaviors 
o New values 
o New  ways of thinking 

 Change is a process not an event.  It involves letting go of old feelings and behaviors and acquiring 
new ones.  In that sense change is developmental and goes through predictable stages: 

o Stagnation – disconnect with the old level 
o Preparation – moving toward readiness for change 
o Design – creation of the new 
o Deployment – creating the new 
o Fruition – sustaining the gains 

All else equal, our change philosophy is based on the knowledge that most change requires learning and 
practicing new knowledge and skills, new processes, and new working relationships and the best way to 
create such change is to get people to behave differently.  Ultimately this involves a change in cultural 
values and shared collective practices, especially those involving the exercise of influence and leadership.  
In fact, the ability to learn and adapt is not a strategy but a system that weaves together leadership mindsets 
and practices, processes, and the internal environment into a seamless, integrated whole.  Should any of 
these elements be out of alignment, then learning and adaptation are not possible.  

Figure 1: Total Transformation Leadership Process 

  

The Basic Learning and Adaptation Process 

TTLP, thus, focuses on creating an alignment between shared meanings, experiences, actions, and results.  
In terms of the SCG Integrated Open Systems Model, healthy organizations are characterized by high levels 
of: 
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 Shared meanings 
 Internal connectedness (focused experiences) 
 External responsiveness (right action) 
 Goodness of fit in the context 

Over time every organization tends to get frozen in time such that the requisite levels of unity, internal 
alignment, and external responsiveness are no longer adequate to compete successfully.  It is at this point 
that change is required.  The process of change is one of understanding the mix of forces maintaining the 
current system, envisioning a more meaningful future, designing a plan to transform the organization, and 
then unfreezing the current state and reorganizing at the new and more desired state.  

Even though experience and research show that change is more a matter of execution than of strategy, 
organizations place relatively too much emphasis on strategy and too little on execution. The SCG 
philosophy is that change must always be people focused and therefore a prime goal of any change effort is 
to get people involved in it. PathPlan serves as a guide to the learning and adaptation process and each 
step represents a critical step in this engagement process.  The TTLP model highlights the critical processes 
required to transform the organization culture and align meanings, experiences, actions, and results. 

Action Learning – The FOCUS™ Approach to Facilitating 
Learning 

A central component of TTLP is Action Learning through teams responsible for nurturing a change process 
through from conception to execution to stabilization.  The Action Learning Team is a diverse group of 
people who bring expertise and unique perspectives to the change process.  The work of the action learning 
team is focused on the change problem or opportunity for improving organizational performance.  The need 
for change is thus the first component of the action learning process.  We call our action learning process 
the FOCUS Approach (see Figure 2).   

Figure 2: PathPlan – FOCUSING on Creating the Adaptive System 

 

Focus 

There are two major challenges that must be addressed to execute change: 
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 Establish a need for change. The first task is generally accomplished through some form of 
diagnosis or demonstration that a change is needed. 

 Establish readiness for change.  The second task is accomplished by looking at the level of 
commitment of senior leadership to change and availability of supportive infrastructure.  Employee 
resistance is elevated when they feel out of control so the goal is to establish a sense of urgency 
for the change and to show them how they will be helped in managing the stress of change.  

Observe 

The challenge here is to understand what needs to change. This is accomplished by doing two things: 

 Defining the future and the present state.  What do you need to do more of and less of as an 
organization to create the desired future?   

 Understanding the present in terms of the future.  

Create 

The challenge here is to understand what you want to change. This is accomplished by doing two things: 

 Creating the change plan and strategy. 
 Mobilize the commitment of key stakeholders. The key questions here are - Who needs to be 

involved and how do we empower them to be involved? 

Undertake 

Undertaking the change plan is the next challenge in the process.  Again there are two sub-processes 
involved here: 

 Execution of the plan at the individual, group and organizational levels.  
 Monitoring progress through the measurement system and using this data to continuously improve.   

Stabilize 

Stabilizing the organization at a new level of performance is the next challenge.  Again there are two sub-
processes involved here: 

 Aligning current systems and processes with the requirements of the change strategy. For 
example, the performance management system must be aligned so that the proper behaviors and 
outcomes are enabled rather than inhibited. 

 Leading the change effort. As portrayed in the model, leadership is required throughout the change 
process. The key questions are: Who is responsible and what coalition will guide the change 
through to fruition? 

By dealing with specific change challenges, the action learning team learns how to generalize and test 
practical solutions to real problems and they learn how to work together as a cohesive unit.  Further, 
individuals learn important leadership competencies such as handling relationships, dealing with stress, 
motivating self and others, and self-awareness.  The bottom line is that an action learning approach can lead 
to specific knowledge that may be worth a significant amount, but it can also lead to generalized knowledge 
that is worth exponentially more. 
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A Case in Point 

PathMap uses an action learning framework to promote individual, team, and organizational learning and 
performance improvement.  An action learning approach to change can provide numerous gains.  Here is an 
example: An Action Learning team (which included suppliers and customers) was created to improve the 
performance of a picture frame manufacturing company.  In just over three months, the team considered 
and evaluated numerous ideas for improving performance, a process which lead to numerous action 
initiatives, including: 

 A new process for manufacturing the molding for the picture frames. 
 A new process for cutting and folding the molding. 
 A new quality control process that detected flaws early on in the process. 
 A new process for managing customer orders and inventory. 

These changes seemed simple on the surface but required a significant change in the culture and structure 
of this organization, which traditionally had been a very siloed organization, with many layers of decision 
making.  The new processes, however, required flattening out the organization and a redesign of the 
fundamental processes by which decisions were made and executed.  This required new mind sets, new 
leadership practices, new processes, and new levels of individual accountability.  In fact this new system 
required experimentation, learning and taking measured risks that can result in mistakes and failures—that 
contravened the old purpose of the organization, which was to produce standardization, predictability, 
reliability, and consistency.  

The new approach to doing business required new night mindsets, a new organizational environment, and 
more adaptive customer centric processes.  These new mindsets, organizational environment, and 
processes that enable growth were vastly different from the mindsets, internal environment, and processes 
that facilitated standardization and that was the challenge—to manage those tensions or differences so that 
the result is both excellent growth exploration and exploitative execution. 

Toward that end a transformation strategy was deployed which started first with getting leaders aligned 
around new mindsets that required leaders that valued empowerment, collaboration, initiative and risk 
taking, measurement and increased accountability for meeting customer needs.  Leaders were charged with 
enrolling their direct reports in the new mindsets and for making the required changes to the infrastructures 
and processes that enabled the organization to shift its attention away from traditional measures of success 
to a new more customer centric measurement system of measures such as customer relationship 
management and continuous improvement.  The result of this effort t of this effort was a significant gain in 
customer orders as well as a significant improvement in quality.  More importantly, this company learned a 
whole new way of identifying, responding to and learning from challenges to their supremacy in the market 
place.   



 2012 Somerset Consulting Group, Inc. 
6 

References 

Oscar Mink, Ph.D., Keith Owen, Ph.D., Betty Downes, Ph.D., and Barbara Mink, Ph.D. Developing 
and Managing Open Organizations, 1994 

Oscar Mink, Ph.D., Peter Eusterhusen, Ph.D., Keith Owen, Ph.D. and Barbara Mink, Ph.D.)Change 
at Work. (, 1993 

 


