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Introduction

High performance organizations have reinvented the corporate training function to cope with the rapid pace of organizational change (Manville & Foote, 1996). These dynamic organizations have learned to compete in a turbulent competitive environment by deliberately altering business practices on an ongoing basis (Eisenbach, Watson, & Pillai, 1999). While many organizations may be adept in process and technology change management, they often lack the mechanisms to rapidly align workforce capabilities and quickly complete the implementation process (Knies, 1997). High performance organizations close the performance gap by working up-front with corporate trainers as the co-designers of change initiatives. Fishman (1997) stated that “the real challenge of change is not just to come up with a brilliant idea – it’s to implement it” (p. 3). High performance organizations recognize that people and their ability to perform are the discriminators of successful organizations, especially during times of transition. According to Gilbert (as cited in Agility Forum, 1997):

Change is a constant and always poses new challenges, but the successful competitor can trust its employees to make appropriate decisions rapidly, and with good reason: because it hires the right people, gives them proper tools and training, and shares information. It’s no surprise when such an organization thrives – as do its people. (p. 2) 

Thus, the literature supports the notion that thriving or high performance organizations have focused corporate training efforts on the rapid alignment and reintegration of its people, processes, and technology. The purpose of this paper is to review the industrial literature on change management & training, and thereby, serve as an “idea” resource for change management professionals.

In the Wake of Change

The increasing number of change management initiatives and accompanying high failure rates suggests that a stronger foundation of research must be built for corporate trainers. Schaffer and Thompson in 1992 (as sited in Siegal, Church, Javitch, Waclawski, Burd, Bazigos, Yang, Anderson-Rudolph, and Burke, 1996) reported that while 73% of high-tech industry is engaged in some sort of total quality or change initiative, 63% had failed to achieve the improvements they had anticipated. This is comparable to the 60% failure rate for all organizational change efforts as reported by Mourier (1998). Industrial researchers have taken note of the large number of change initiatives and accompanying high failure rates and have begun the search for more effective ways for managing the change process. Towards this goal, the International Society for Performance Improvement (1999) has suggested that corporate trainers must be able to anticipate the performance problems that could impact the workforce’s ability to carry out the organization's strategy and achieve its mission. Moreover, Stebbins, Shani, Moon, and Bowles (1998) found that there is a lack of comprehensive models for the early stages of change management. This may partially explain why corporate trainers often fail to guide organizational development during times of transition. While a trainer might employ post-hoc analysis and ultimately decide that certain early steps were critical to implementation success: generating this same analysis prior to the actual roll out has proven to be much more difficult. 

This shortcoming in needs analysis handicaps an organization’s ability to assess organizational readiness for change and identify gaps in key performance metrics. As noted earlier, corporate trainers are increasingly benchmarked on their ability to impact the performance of individuals, business units, and the collective corporation (International Society for Performance Improvement, 1999). The routine of a workforce operating under typical and anticipated conditions fosters a relatively stable learning environment (Old, 1995, p. 12). Change in the workplace disrupts this stability and invalidates many of the steady-state operating assumptions corporate trainers can normally take for granted. Common causes of organizational instability brought about by change include the following: (a) the new or proposed operating environment may confound the workforce’s ability to link individual contributions to satisfaction of the client’s needs, (b) the flow of important information about the status of business operations may be ill defined; and (c) new work habits may be slow to be accepted by the workforce (Sadavage & Serulneck, 1997). Deficiencies such as these can cripple implementation efforts and lay waste to any investment in training. The corporate trainer must analyze the organization’s collective progress towards the attainment of business goals and seek to remove any such impediments (International Society for Performance Improvement). Additionally, a successful roll out effort will commonly require multiple and simultaneous adjustments to both the business plan and training strategy (Stebbins et al., 1998). Since the corporate training function normally services all business units, corporate trainers are uniquely positioned to provide both: (a) real-time feedback on the state of success of current operations, and (b) supplemental training to where it’s needed most on a just-in-time basis (International Society for Performance Improvement). It is this turbulent environment of change that has forced corporate trainers to grow beyond the traditional boundaries of training and has spurred the search for more responsive needs analysis tools.

Change Management and Human Performance Technologist Primer

This section is presented as a concise review of the change management literature and the role it has had in evolving the corporate training function. Readers unfamiliar with change management theory will be introduced to the current state-of- practice in an industrial setting. The review of the literature will additionally demonstrate that the duties of the corporate trainer have evolved to encompass a deeper understanding of the business processes of an organization. This section is segmented into the following topics: (a) the nature of change, (b) the discipline of change management, (c) the gap between executives and workforce, (d) time as a driver of implementation success, (e) failure rate of change management initiatives, (f) the search for new tools and techniques, (g) systems approach to change management, (h) the impact of systems thinking on the design of training interventions, and (i) transitioning from training to human performance improvement.

The Nature of Change

Before change can be managed, the nature of change must be first understood. Not surprisingly, change theory has evolved from when it was first formally articulated by Lewin in 1951 (as cited in Vrakking, 1995). Lewin proposed the “unfreeze, move, freeze” model for introducing change into an organization. In Lewin’s view, an organization is considered to be in a stable situation that requires it to be “opened up” so changes will be accepted. Once the changes have been introduced, the organization can return to its typically stable condition. Vrakking (1995) noted that this classical view is the foundation for the phased structures of many modern innovation models.

In contrast, Eisenbach et al. (1999) found that many modern day firms compete by engaging in change on a continual basis. Eisenbach et al. noted that industries that depend on multiple-product innovation, such as the computer industry, are characterized by an extraordinary rate of change. The very survivability of an organization depends on its ability to actively engage in rapid and continuous change. Compared to Lewin (as cited in Vrakking, 1995), Eisenbach et al. viewed change not as dissatisfaction with the status quo but as the result of taking the necessary steps to seize new opportunities in the marketplace.

The Discipline of Change Management

In 1995 Vrakking described the purpose of change management as the ability of an organization to “create, with a minimum of effort (and cost), the best possible chance that implementation of intended and approved complex innovations will actually take place” (p. 1). Vrakking further stated that a change management effort needs to proceed in a controlled manner while at the same time allowing for input and participation in the implementation process from the entire constituency. It was found that allowing people to realize their own ideas increases support for the change effort.

Stebbins et al. (1998) studied the reenginering efforts of 35 companies. These researchers stated that the strategic nature of a change management effort is not always appreciated. Reengineering [and thus change management] was found to be a cross-functional initiative that requires simultaneous changes to organizational design, culture, and information systems in order to realize the sought after performance improvements. Old (1995) argues that change management practitioners must do more than redesign the people, processes, and technology of an organization. They must also investigate the underlying structures and patterns that have evolved over time in the existing organization. Old recommended the development of interventions that disrupt existing structures and behavioral patterns while simultaneously laying a foundation for the emergent form of the organization. By not taking into account the extant organization in the change management effort “a successful transformation to the system’s new intrinsic order cannot result” (p. 6).

The Gap between Executives and Workforce

Few changes can be mandated from the top and successfully integrated into an organizational system without the acceptance and support of the workforce. According to Reichers, Wanous, and Austin (1997), the success of many innovations depends upon the workforce’s discretionary commitment and follow-through (p. 48). Executives and workforce were found to hold very different views when faced with the prospect of a change initiative. For example, executives might view change as an interesting challenge or timely response to changing competitive conditions. The workforce might view the same change as a necessary evil or incomprehensible action on the part of a senior management team out of touch with daily operations (Reichers et al., 1997; Vrakking, 1995). Reichers et al. studied 120 managers and employees in a large Midwestern component parts manufacturing plant over a three year period. The researchers found that 23% of the managers were cynical about change compared to 43% of the general workforce. The five most likely causes for cynicism about change were (a) feeling uninformed, (b) lack of communication and respect from supervisor, (c) lack of communication and respect from union representative, (d) negative disposition, and (e) lack of opportunity for meaningful participation in decision making. Therefore, the research supports the notion that the gap between executive and workforce perception of change may be rooted in a breakdown of organizational communications and failure to share information.

Time as a Driver of Implementation Success

Vrakking (1995) developed a representation of an innovation implementation process known as “leap change”, as shown in Figure 1. In this figure the IST-level represents the initial condition of the organization and the SOLL-level represents the target condition, which must be achieved through a leap change. Vrakking noted that immediately following time t2, when the decision to implement is made, employees dissatisfied with the change initiative will immediately begin to pull down the target level through derisive commentary. Vrakking drew on his own implementation experience and provided the following statements that were made by employees exhibiting this behavior:

... is the plan still correct? So many things have changed by now that ...; ... maybe we should take another good look at this and that, because the information on which this plan is based is quite dated and how do you know it is still valid? [material omitted by Vrakking] (p. 36)

This commentary is the start of a spontaneous “crumbling” process, represented by line a in Figure 1, in which the target goals decrease over the time of implementation. Vrakking states that this effect can be overcome by developing well-planned and irreversible actions which are implemented in large stages. The rapidity of action, represented by line b2 in Figure 1, is stated to convince dissenters that they are faced with an irreversible implementation path, thereby limiting the effects of sedition. Vrakking notes that intersections ab1 and ab2 reflect the results achieved through a slow and fast implementation. Therefore, the research indicated that a negative relationship exists between the time required to complete an implementation and the target level achieved.
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Figure 1. Leap Change. From “The Implementation Game,” by W. J. Vrakking, 1995, Journal of Organizational Change Management, 8(3), p. 37. Copyright by W. J. Vrakking

Failure Rate of Change Management Initiatives

The difficulties in successfully planning and implementing a change management initiative should not be dismissed or underestimated. Schaffer and Thompson in 1992 (as sited in Siegal, Church, Javitch, Waclawski, Burd, Bazigos, Yang, Anderson-Rudolph, and Burke, 1996) surveyed 300 electronic companies. Schaffer and Thompson found that while 73% reported having some form of total quality initiative under way, 63% had failed to achieve improvements in their level of product defects. This is comparable to the 60% mean failure rate for all organizational change efforts as reported by Mourier (1998). Siegal et al. stated that the high failure rate could be attributed to poor management of the organizational change process. Old (1995) also found that the transition process from concept to organizational action is a common milestone for the failure of change management initiatives. Despite the likelihood of failure, organizations continue to engage in change management efforts because the rewards can be as spectacular as the failures. Stolovitch and Maurice (1998) noted that a properly selected and applied training intervention could generate a return on investment [ROI] ratio exceeding 10:1. Thus, managers of change need to examine the efficacy of their implementation efforts in real-time and prepare for the reality that difficulties will arise while in-process.

The Search for New Tools and Techniques

The need to identify current or anticipated deficiencies in workforce performance or competencies has spawned a proliferation of intervention strategies and tools. Corporate trainers are beginning to develop increasingly sophisticated interventions that target performance improvement at the individual, group, and organizational levels (Schwen, Kalman, Hara, & Kisling, 1998). For example, at the individual level, better performance support systems are being constructed (Carr-Chellman, Cuyar, & Breman, 1998); at the group level, interesting and innovative action learning systems are coming on-line (Gates, 1999); and at the organizational level, process reengineering and structure redesign is being refined (King, 1999).

Amidst the sea of performance innovations, criticisms are arising over the expense of HPT interventions and the lack of measurable outcomes (Morris, 1997). Richey (1998) notes that while the benchmarks gathered in a training scenario are indicative of knowledge retention they do not have a direct relationship with on-the-job behavior. Moreover, there is little integrating theory available to corporate trainers which guides performance improvement efforts from multiple root causes to the successful implementation of interventions (Schwen et al., 1998). This suggests that the relationship between analysis, intervention, and on-the-job performance improvement must be made more explicit. 

One of the U.S.’ largest consulting firms has responded to calls from industry to research and recommend new metrics for managing change. Ernst & Young LLP (1997) stated that 64% of all U.S. controllers claim that their companies are actively experimenting with new ways of measuring, collecting and reporting non-financial data. The same report stated that “At the heart of this new thinking is a growing body of evidence revealing that reliance on financial measures alone will critically undermine the strategies leading-edge companies must [their emphasis] pursue to survive and thrive long term” (p. 2). In a change management effort, non-financial measures might be the missing metrics needed to pinpoint problems, guide the development of interventions, and achieve organization-wide performance goals. This reinforces the notion that corporate trainers must identify the appropriate metrics and develop the necessary tools to strategically guide the organization during times of change.

Systems Approach to Change Management

Old (1995) noted that “increasingly, change initiatives are getting larger, more comprehensive and more systemic, yet they are not well integrated and do not target a deep enough layer of the system to change and embed new patterns” (p. 6). Old described how the true transformation of an organization system is linked to changes in the underlying patterns and structure that determine thinking, behavior, and action in that system. This type of “deep” transformation was described as change which occurs at three levels: (a) transactional- observable ongoing work; (b) systemic - strategy, structure, culture, rewards, technology information; and (c) deep structure – underlying patterns. Old described a consultative framework that can be used to achieve deep structure transformation in alignment with transactional and systemic change. Members of a business sub-unit would meet with a consultant on a regular basis in strategically timed sessions. The members would describe emerging issues related to the planned systemic change, assess what was going on to block their efforts, and examine if recent activity was in alignment with the new patterns for work. The framework would be used in a repetitive manner until changes in the deep structure become embedded as the only behavior for conducting business.

If multiple business units are undergoing transformation in tandem, special attention must be focused on the newly formed relationships between units. Stebbins et al. (1998) noted that management experts on reengineering have proposed that change initiatives consider the integration of all aspects of the system while focussing on reengineering key processes (p. 216). Stebbins et al. found that the effort to reengineer key processes often results in lack of attention to integration. This may be due to a failure to create formal organizational learning mechanisms. Such failure can cripple an organization’s ability to quickly identify the “disconnects” between business units, and thereby delay the realization of product/process improvement. Therefore, the flow of information and type of information being shared throughout an organization during a transformation will have a direct impact on the success of the change initiative.

The Impact of Systems Thinking on the Design of Training Interventions

Reigeluth (1993) noted that corporate trainers need to approach the design of training interventions from a deep understanding of the inter-related systems present in an organization. Corporations represent a complex human endeavor and are comprised of many subsystems such as training, personnel, research and development, sales and marketing, and production systems. Carr-Chellman et al. (1998) warn that “changing one major system component with the understanding that the ‘ripple effect’ will cause changes throughout the system does not recognize the inherent nature of systems to avoid change and the impact of interrelationships” (p. 99). This suggests that the corporate trainer will need an understanding of organizational design and business processes to design training interventions and achieve performance goals.

As the range of interventions available to the corporate trainer has expanded (e.g., Schwen et al., 1998) so has the complexity of the needs analysis required. Because of the inter-relatedness of the systems employed by an organization, there may be multiple root causes for performance problems originating in different subsystems. Schwen at al. described four categories of root causes (see Figure 2 next page) that may be useful in conducting a performance diagnosis: (a) skills and competencies, (b) information, (c) motivation, and (d) environment.

Note in Figure 2 how the intervention coordinates changes in distinct subsystems to achieve performance improvement. Thus, this approach takes into consideration the historical misuse and overuse of training as a universal solution to all organizational problems (Schwen et al.).


Figure 2. Core Logic of Human Performance Technology Analysis and Design. From “Potential Knowledge Management Contributions to Human Performance Technology Research and Practice,” by T. M. Schwen, H. K. Kalman, N. Hara, and E. L. Kisling, 1998, Educational Technology Research and Development, 46(4), p. 75. Copyright by T. M. Schwen.

It is generally agreed in the strategic management literature that internal organization assessment [e.g., system-based, root cause analysis as previously described] is less developed, theoretically and practically, than other areas of situational analysis (Duncan, Ginter, & Swayne, 1998). Situational analysis typically focuses on an examination of the success of the product or service in the marketplace. Such scrutiny might include an analysis of market share, competitor’s product quality, or purchasing behaviors of target buyers. By comparison, Duncan et al. found that the most common type of internal organization assessment involves a functional analysis of a single isolated subsystem such as financial, human resource, or information systems. They further stated that effective strategic management requires more than an independent appraisal of each subsystem: it also requires a detailed understanding of how each subsystem contributes to and impacts on organizational performance. Therefore, decision-makers would benefit from a diagnostic tool that could a) measure each subsystem’s ability of to adapt to change, (b) identify critical interdependencies between subsystems, and (c) elevate the performance gaps that could cripple the change process. Thus, the research needs of the corporate trainer and practical problems of the business world have converged at a crossroad.

Transitioning from Training to Human Performance Improvement

The International Society for Performance Improvement (1999) noted that training is seldom the sole solution to a business problem. In recent years, according to the International Society for Performance Improvement, the training profession has learned the value of expanding its training focus to include a broader understanding of the business processes of an organization. Jorgensen (1999) stated that the solution to many human performance problems in a corporate setting should include non-training interventions. Jorgensen emphasized that while instructor or student performance in a classroom setting is an important consideration, the primary concern must be the improvement of actual performance on the job. This view was echoed by Brethower (1998) who described six types of organizational gaps that the human performance technologist must be prepared to close in order to support human learning and on the job performance. The six gaps were between (a) strategic initiatives and rewards systems, (b) new-product initiatives and cost-cutting efforts, (c) marketing and production, (d) traditional practices and innovative practices, (e) old knowledge and new technology, and (f) yesterday’s competencies and today’s challenges. The range of disciplines represented in these gaps suggests that a corporate trainer will have been exposed to a rigorous and diverse education regiment. Ruckdeschel, Yarter, Riveccio, Cortes, and Cookson (1998) stated that academic preparation solely through instructional systems design is an incomplete and indirect route to meet the needs of today’s globally-competitive organization. Ruckdeschel et al. suggested development of a multidisciplinary program of study that draws from many domains outside of traditional instructional systems design courses. Thus, the traditionally defined role of corporate trainer is transitioning to the emergent role of change manager and performance analyst.
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Note:


“a”    line reflects the systematic lowering of the original “SOLL” level due to effective resistance during implementation


b1 = slow implementation


b2 = fast implementation


“SOLL”  level reflects target situation


“IST”      level is starting situation



































