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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the attempts of a government supported accountancy college within an African country to bring about change. The quest for change was necessitated, in part, by the sudden departure of the founding Executive Director. The paper looks at this, and how his successor then tried to bring changes as an attempt to maintain the reputation of the college as a premier plus college. In an attempt to understand the process of change better a Kurt Lewin’s Force Field, Group Dynamics, Action research and the 3-step model were evaluated in order to establish whether they would not have been valuable to be followed by the college’s executive management in trying to bring about change. Most importantly, the author has borrowed significantly from the analysis on Kurt Lewin change models by Burnes (2008). The paper concludes by attributing the major causes for the failed change management strategy as inability by the college to come up with: a suitable strategy, a structure and developing the requisite skills within the organization to help drive the change.

Furthermore, the report uses pseudonyms to protect the reputation of the institution and its employees since some of the information is sensitive.






1. BACKGROUND

The Institute of Learners (a pseudonym) was formed in the 1990’s as a merger between what was then known as the Academy of Learners (a pseudonym) and the Ashanti Training Centre (a pseudonym). Before the merger the two institutions were operating in parallel, providing similar programs and yet government had a direct stake or contribution in the two institutions. It was logical, therefore, that the two merge and benefit the stakeholders, in terms of the synergy which was expected. This synergy was expected in terms of reducing duplication of activities and hence reducing operating cost.

Structurally, TIL was headed by an Executive director who was assisted by course directors. There were three course director positions: Director for Professional studies (ACCA, CIMA), Director for Technician Courses and Director for Computing Courses. Despite this set up, it was a highly known fact that the Director for Professional Courses was more influential than the other directors. The Executive Director and the Director for Professional studies, it would appear, have over the years forged a closer working relationship, hence the duo was considered to be “the college management”.

The founding director of the The Institute of Learners was a technocrat having had experience of working as a lecturer in one of the largest professional accountancy colleges in the United Kingdom. Basically his style of management was getting himself enmeshed in work, as well as running the college in the position of an Executive Director. It would appear that the man had a lot of both conceptual and technical skills, that is, he would even give himself a number of teaching hours. Despite this, he somehow appeared to know how to motivate both students and staff to achieve the desired results. It was during these times that TIL got itself international repute by becoming the only college in Africa to be awarded the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) status as the premier plus college. Pass rates in most professional papers exceeded world pass rates, exam sitting after exam sitting. In addition to this, TIL got another reputable status from the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) as a Learning Through Quality partner.















2. THE DRIVE FOR CHANGE AT T.I.L.

Then, sometime in 2006 the executive director called an emergency meeting, which was a bit odd to have happened that way, as all staff meetings were well calendared in those days. Everyone gathered in the board room, and then came the news from the Executive Director that the Director for Professional Courses was resigning. And, off he left, to join the ACCA office in London. Three months along the line, the Executive Director left to join FTC Kaplan, one of the largest professional accountancy books publishers in the United Kingdom.

Now, the result was that within a spate of three months the top echelons of management had resigned. In their stay at TIL, they had failed to put in place a succession planning model. This sudden departure of the college’s executive led the board of directors’ into action. Whether they were thoughtful or panicked in response to the situation, only they know. Their response was that they brought in one of their own to be the new Executive Director. Although their selection criteria was never made public, those in the know said the board felt that by bringing in one of the board members would bring “continuity” at the college. In other words, they thought that since the appointee would be familiar with the issues it would be easier for him to run the college.

Comparatively, the new appointee was a marked contrast to the previous Executive Director. The man was inexperienced, literally, he had had no previous lecturing experience and he did not make any attempts to gain any. He was detached from the operational issues, or so most of the staff at the college felt. He sought to change the way things were done by emphasizing that his focus would be on strategic management. But, most employees had a problem in understanding what he meant by that, as in the end he was locked in his office without much to do other than to attend the many corporate board meetings around town. In a sense, most staff members felt that the college had lost direction. 

Before going into minute details as to how the changes were or attempts at making changes were instituted, the report will look into Kurt Lewin’s model on change management, so that the change process at TIL could be understood from the perspective of the model. The model was chosen, because in the author’s view it is easier to understand and visualize. 











3. KURT LEWIN’S CHANGE MODEL
a) Kurt Zadek Lewin
Kurt Zadek Lewin (1890 - 1947), a German-born psychologist, is one of the modern pioneers of social, organisational, and applied psychology. He is also often recognized as the "founder of social psychology" and was one of the first researchers to study group dynamics and organisational development. Lewin had originally been involved with schools of behavioral psychology before changing directions in research and undertaking work with psychologists of the Gestalt School of Psychology, (Wikipedia, 2008)
One of the most influential developments in the field of social science has been the development of the principle of Force Field analysis by Lewin. It provides a framework for looking at the factors (forces) that are either driving movement toward a goal (helping forces) or blocking movement toward a goal (hindering forces). 
b) Force Field theory

Force Field theory can be looked at as a methodology for understanding group behaviour by attempting to highlight the entirety and complexity of the environment in which the behaviour takes place. According to Burnes (2004, pp.981 ) Kurt Lewin argued that to understand any situation it was inevitable that: 
…One should view the present situation – the status quo – as being maintained by certain conditions or forces…

Furthermore, Lewin postulated that group behaviour is a complex set of symbolic interactions and forces that not only affect group structures, but also transform individual behaviour. As such, individual behaviour is a result of the group environment or ‘field’, as Lewin termed it. As a result, any changes in behaviour stem from changes, be they small or large, in the forces within the field. A field, in terms of Lewin’s explanation, is a sum of coexisting facts which are conceived of as mutually interdependent. He also believed that a field was in a continuous state of adaptation and that ‘Change and constancy are relative concepts; group life is never without change, merely differences in the amount and type of change exist’, (Burnes, 2004). 

When I reflect on the attempts to effect change at TIL, I remember that there has been little appreciation, or none at all, from those who yearned it to be cognisant of the fact that you ought, first of all, change a group rather than the individual. In fact, it occurred more than once that when complaints were made by certain individuals, the “executive management” interpreted that to imply that those voicing the complaints were trouble makers. What they failed to appreciate was that these people were reflecting the sentiments of the groups they belonged to.
 
Lewin used the term ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’ to signify that whilst there might be a rhythm and pattern to the behaviour and processes of a group, these tended to vary constantly owing to changes in the forces or circumstances that impinge on the group, (ibid). What the “executive management” at TIL failed to also realise was that although, at times it appeared as if  employees were behind them, the contrary was true. Some staff members even confessed openly by saying that: one needs to note the “flow of the wind” if you were to survive. In their view, it was important to be seen to be on the right side of opinions. Basically, any dissent was viewed as being tantamount to insubordination and it was easy to figure why that was the case because the so called “executive management” was detached from the operations, and basically did not understand how to put things in order, so to speak. This scenario, sort of, created chaos hence making it even difficult to understand where people stood in terms of the issues because the positions portrayed were not representative of the true feelings. The problem was exacerbated by the division between citizen employees and expatriate employees. Often times, expatriates felt that their contracts may not be renewed if they showed any dissent; but worse still and generalising, some would act in a manner contrary to what they said in private. In brief the point being made here is that the forces for change at TIL were hard to figure out, to start with, due to fear of victimisation.

Lewin’s view was that if one could spot, plot and establish the strength of these forces for change, then it would be possible not only to understand why individuals, groups and organizations act as they do, but also what forces would need to be diminished or strengthened in order to bring about change. In general, Lewin viewed behavioural change as a gradual process; however, he did realise that under certain conditions, such as personal, organizational or societal crisis, the various forces in the field can shift quickly and radically. In such situations, established routines and behaviours break down and the status quo is no longer viable; new patterns of activity can rapidly emerge and a new equilibrium (or quasi stationary equilibrium) is formed, (ibid). 

According to Burnes (2004) notwithstanding the obvious value as a channel for understanding and changing group behaviour, with Lewin’s death, the general interest in Field Theory deteriorated. However, of late, considering the work of Argyris (1990) and Hirschhorn (1988) on understanding and overcoming resistance to change, Lewin’s work on Field Theory has once again begun to attract interest. Burnes (2004, pp. 982) further notes that:
…Accordingly, even critics of Lewin’s work have drawn on Field Theory to develop their own models of change. Indeed, parallels have even been drawn between Lewin’s work and the work of complexity theorists. Back (1992), for example, argued that the formulation and behaviour of complex systems as described by Chaos and Catastrophe theorists bear striking similarities to Lewin’s conceptualization of Field Theory. Nevertheless, Field Theory is now probably the least understood element of Lewin’s work, yet, because of its potential to map the forces impinging on an individual, group or organization, it underpinned the other elements of his work.

c) Group dynamics
Group dynamics refers to the study of groups, and it is also a general term for group processes. To elaborate further, a group is two or more individuals who are connected to each other by social relationships. Because they interact and influence each other, groups develop a number of dynamic processes that separate them from a random collection of individuals. These processes include norms, roles, relations, development, need to belong, social influence, and effects on behavior. The field of group dynamics is primarily concerned with small group behavior.


Burnes (2004, pp.982) adds that:
. . . the word ‘dynamics’ . . . comes from a Greek word meaning force . . . ‘group dynamics’ refers to the forces operating in groups . . . it is a study of these forces: what gives rise to them, what conditions modify them, what consequences they have, etc. 

Kurt Lewin is credited as being the first psychologist to write about ‘group dynamics’ and the importance of the group in shaping the behaviour of its members. He is, also, commonly acknowledged as the founder of the movement to study groups scientifically. He coined the term group dynamics to describe the way groups and individuals act and react to changing circumstances. Indeed, Lewin’s definition of a ‘group’ is still generally accepted by most scholars, the author of this paper included. According to Lewin, it is not the similarity or dissimilarity of individuals that makes up a group, but interdependence of fate. In other words, what is it about the nature and qualities of a particular group which causes it to respond or behave as it does to the forces which impinge on it, and how can these forces be transformed in order to bring forth a more desirable form of conduct? It was to address these questions that Lewin began to develop the concept of Group Dynamics, Burnes (2004).

The essence of Lewin’s message on group dynamics is that group behaviour, instead of individuals, should be the main focus of change. The emphasis of the message is that it is worthless to focus on altering the conduct of individuals because the individual in isolation is constrained by group pressures to fit. Based on that argument, therefore, the focus of change must be at the group level. And, such focus must be on: group norms, roles, interactions and socialization processes to create ‘disequilibrium’ and change, as I guess Lewin would have said. However, understanding the internal dynamics of a group may not be adequate to bring about change. Lewin also appreciated the need to provide a process whereby the group members could be engaged in and devoted to changing their conduct. This led Lewin to develop Action Research and the 3-Step model of change (Burnes, 2004)

d) Action research
Action research is a reflective process of progressive problem solving led by individuals working with others in teams or as part of a "community of practice" to improve the way they address issues and solve problems. Action research can also be undertaken by larger organizations or institutions, assisted or guided by professional researchers, with the aim of improving their strategies, practices, and knowledge of the environments within which they practice.
Kurt Lewin, then a professor at MIT, first coined the term “action research” in about 1944, and it appears in his 1946 paper “Action Research and Minority Problems”. In that paper he described action research as a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action and research leading to social action” that uses “a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action.
Lewin (1946, p.201) stated in the same article that: 

…in the last year and a half I have had occasion to have contact with a great variety of organizations, institutions, and individuals who came for help in the field of group relations. However, though these people exhibited . . . a great amount of good-will, of readiness to face the problem squarely and really do something about it . . . These eager people feel themselves to be in a fog. They feel in a fog on three counts: 1. What is the present situation? 2. What are the dangers? 3. And most importantly of all, what shall we do?... 

Lewin conceived of Action Research as a two-sided process which would enable groups to address these three questions. Firstly, Action Research emphasizes that change requires action, and is directed at achieving this. Secondly, it appreciates that successful action is based on analysing the situation accurately; identifying all the possible alternative solutions and choosing the one most appropriate to the situation at hand (Bennett, 1983). 

To be successful, though, there has also to be a ‘felt-need’. Felt-need is an individual’s inner consciousness that change is necessary. If felt-need is low in the group or organization, introducing change becomes problematic. The theoretical foundations of Action Research is said to lie in Gestalt psychology, which stresses that change can only successfully be achieved by helping individuals to reflect on and gain new insights into the totality of their situation. Lewin stated that Action Research proceeds in a spiral of steps each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the results of the action. That is, Action Research is an iterative process whereby research leads to action and action leads to evaluation and further research, Burnes (2004). 

At TIL, it appeared as though there were divisions about the type of change needed. On one hand, there were those who wanted things to change. For instance, some people were not happy with the Human Resource Policy as they construed it to be in contravention with the laws of the country, e.g. failing to have a policy on maternity leave. Lecturers, for instance, were concerned that it was difficult to go on leave, since the vacation period is usually brief, and consequently are compelled to forfeit leave days. The leadership failed to provide guidance about the changes necessary, in my view. At times, some course directors appeared to band up with junior staff in criticising the executive management. As a matter of fact, one would tend to get a feeling that they did not want to be associated or seen as part of the executive team. The environment was generally characterised by misgivings, and almost any idea proposed by the new “executive management” was looked at with suspicion. It was as such, hard for employees to have a sense of felt need.

Indeed, Lewin’s view was very much that the understanding and learning which this process produces for the individuals and groups concerned, which then feeds into changed behaviour, is more important than any resulting change as such. To this end, Action Research draws on Lewin’s work on Field Theory to identify the forces that focus on the group to which the individual belongs. It also draws on group dynamics to understand why group members behave in the way they do when subjected to these forces, Burnes (2004). 

Essentially, Lewin stressed that the routines and patterns of behaviour in a group are more than just the outcome of opposing forces in a force field. That is, they have a value in themselves and have a positive role to play in enforcing group norms. Action Research stresses that for change to take effect, it must occur at the group level. And, most importantly, must be a participative and collaborative process which involves all of those concerned. At TIL, I believe, because of the mistrust among the course directors, and their inability to co-opt their subordinates to buy into the new executive management era, there was no felt need as mentioned earlier, and hence it was difficult to imagine an immediate collaborative process.

However, Burnes (2004, pp.984) stated that Lewin was concerned that: 
…a change towards a higher level of group performance is frequently short lived; after a ‘shot in the arm,’ group life soon returns to the previous level. This indicates that it does not suffice to define the objective of a planned change in group performance as the reaching of a different level. Permanency at the new level, or permanency for a desired period, should be included in the objective. It was for this reason that he developed his 3-Step model of change…




e) 3-Step Model

The 3-step model is often referred to as Lewin’s important contribution to organizational change. Burnes (2004) emphasises that it should be appreciated that when he developed his 3-Step model, Lewin was not thinking only of organizational issues. In addition, the author indicates that Lewin never intended it to be seen separately from the other three elements which comprise his planned approach to change; that is: Field Theory, Group Dynamics, and Action Research. 

Burnes (2004, pp.985) highlights that:
...rather Lewin saw the four concepts as forming an integrated approach to analysing, understanding and bringing about change at the group, organizational and societal levels. A successful change project, Lewin argued, involved three steps...

In addition to Burnes (2004) who has been extensively quoted in this report, Carter (2008, pp.21) reported that:
...one of the earliest change models was developed by social psychologist Kurt Lewin and describes a three stage process. The first stage, called "unfreezing," involves setting aside the existing mindset and preparing to change. During the second stage, change occurs, creating a period of transition and confusion as adaptation occurs. The third and final stage, called freezing" or sometimes "refreezing," involves solidification of the new mindset and a return to pre-change comfort levels...

The 3-step model has been well captured by Carter (2008) in the diagram below. The model shows the unfreeze stage, moving stage and finally the refreezing stage:

[image: ]
Diagram courtesy of Carter (2008)
f) Unfreezing
This is the process by which employees become conscious of the need for change. If there is dissatisfaction, then there would be little need in making changes. Lewin’s work shows that the stability of human behaviour is based on a quasi-stationary equilibrium supported by a complex field of driving and restraining forces. The argument is that the equilibrium needs to be destabilized (unfrozen) before old behaviour can be discarded (unlearnt) and new behaviour successfully adopted. 

At TIL, although most employees appeared to want change, there was a lot of resistance to the envisaged changes. This was because there was a general feeling that the executive management did not know what there were doing. So, the unfreezing part was never realised. To start with, there was no change agent. Or if there was, nobody took notice. However, what was prevalent was the suspicion that the newly recruited project manager meant to oversee the development of standard operating procedures might be the change agent. That was after she started getting people to work on various assignments in groups.

The bothersome question is: what is it that needs to be done to ensure that change takes place at TIL. The answer at this point can only be hypothetical. Enlarging on Lewin’s ideas, Schein (1996) commented that the key to unfreezing was to appreciate that change, whether at the individual or group level, was a profound psychological dynamic process. And, to prove his point he recognised three processes necessary to achieve unfreezing. These processes were disconfirmation of the validity of the status quo, the induction of guilt or survival anxiety, and creating psychological safety. He argued that unless adequate psychological safety is created, the disconfirming information will be denied or in other ways defended against, no survival anxiety will be felt. And consequently, no change will take place’. In other words, those concerned have to feel safe from loss and humiliation before they can accept the new information and reject old behaviours.



g) Moving
 
Schein (1996) notes that unfreezing is not an end in itself, but it develops motivation to learn but does not automatically control or predict the direction. This echoes Lewin’s view that any effort towards predicting or identifying a specific outcome from planned change is very difficult because of the complexity of the forces concerned. Instead, one should seek to take into account all the forces at work and identify and evaluate, on a trial and error basis, all the available options. This is, of course, the learning approach promoted by Action Research. It is this iterative approach of research, action and more research which enables groups and individuals to move from a less acceptable to a more acceptable set of behaviours. However, it is generally agreed that without reinforcement, change could be short-lived.

In essence, TIL has not reached this stage. The unfreezing part has not yet happened; what has happened is that the freezing has even got worse.


h) Refreezing 

This is the final step in the 3-Step model. Refreezing looks at stabilising the group at a new quasi-stationary equilibrium in order to ensure that the new behaviours are relatively safe from waning. The main point about refreezing is that new behaviour must be, to some degree, congruent with the rest of the behaviour, personality and environment of the learner or it will simply lead to a new round of disconfirmation (Schein, 1996). Accordingly, this is why Lewin saw successful change as a group activity, because unless group norms and routines are also transformed, changes to individual behaviour will not be sustained. In organizational terms, refreezing often requires changes to organizational culture, norms, policies and practices.


















4. IMPLEMENTING CHANGE AT TIL

At first, an attempt was made to bring forth a consultant during the away day in 2006. At TIL, an away day could be one day, literally or could be two days or maybe more. It was during this time that a consultant was brought from MaSt Rwanda to try and present on organizational strategy. The resistance started this early, actually. Some employees felt the consultant was not educated enough, and that he did not even understand the strategic process; and yet some people still questioned how the consultant could actually help to bring change when he was so closely involved with the previous Executive Director. What even upset a lot of people was a line he delivered that “...an employer is not supposed to make his (her) employees happy…”

Following on this, the executive management announced that a consultancy would be set up to look into the conditions of service at TIL, and most importantly review payments for staff. Indeed a consultancy was engaged from South Africa, but when it started work the mandate had changed, the focus now was on statements of operating procedures, the so called SOPs. Basically, the consultants were tasked to come up with standard procedures for doing the various tasks within the organization. This was, however, met with some resistance although such resistance was never made official. The point here is that people simply did not want to have prescriptions on how they have to do their work. The other reason for this resistance was that people were initially told that the consultancy would be on a review of their conditions of service. At the helm of all this was the project manager, who for all intents and purposes was recruited to try and bring change, in my view. Her task, we were told, was to help ensure that the consultancy on SOPs succeeded. In fact, her duties, as we saw them, were simply to collect information from staff and pass it on to the consultants. As everyone was waiting to see what will come out of the consultancy, some task force committees were formed to look into: Human Resource Management, Strategic issues, Communication etc. In other words, there was a new urgency; the focus had suddenly shifted from the SOPs to these committees. As if the drama had no ending, it was initially communicated by the executive management that all committees report their findings, simultaneously- but later the tone was changed to say that the strategic committee report first, so that all other committees be guided by the agreed strategy.

However, the strategic committee of which the author was a part finalized its work and made a presentation at the away day of 2008. The executive management then made an announcement that they were going to adopt the recommendations contained in the strategy document and then produce a final strategy document for the college. Six months later, however, there is no progress. The executive management is now coming back to the strategic committee and requesting it to prepare the final strategy document.

In my view, there has not been any move to effect change at all within TIL. Did management try to make changes? Yes, they tried, but it would appear that they did not know how. The officer initially employed as a project officer, who was in fact trying to act as a change agent, has now been given a new portfolio, which is that of a marketing officer. What can be said to have changed is the fact that there have been new positions created, but as to how these positions link up with the strategies, mission or vision of the college is not yet clear.
 
In order for an organisation to be changed successfully at any level, be it departmental or organisational, success is more likely if you apply more than just change management approaches. Changing requires addressing the strategy, what you are trying to change; skills, what capabilities the recipients of the change need for success in the new state, and structures, the long-term and short-term organizational tools that support the new state. Moreover, if these areas are not aligned, then the desired outcome may never be realised, Carter (2008).

Part of the explanation why change failed at TIL, in my view, was because the strategy was never clear from the beginning. It was realised later in the process towards change implementation that the strategy should provide guidance. In addition, and equally important TIL failed to put in place people with the right skills to introduce and manage change. That is, those who were supposed to steer the organisation towards the new era appeared oblivious. In other words, they did not have the requisite skills and in the end most employees lost confidence in the ability of management to bring about any positive improvements. This lack of confidence also bred resistance to change. Again, because a comprehensive structure was never developed at the beginning no proper structures were available, but rather positions in the organisation were created to reward certain individual, not necessarily that such positions connected with the college’s objectives.

5. MONITORING AND SUSTAINING CHANGE

At this point the change agent and the top management group should be assessing the degree to which the change is having the desired effect. In other words, they measure progress towards the goals of the change and make the necessary changes, if appropriate. Unfortunately, for TIL this stage is far from being reached. 

The consequence has been that TIL has ended up with a strained relationship with its important stakeholders like the government ministries of education and finance. And, most frustrating financing for some of the envisaged project has failed because the government appears not to trust the current management.











6. CONCLUSION

Kurt Lewin provides a good and elaborate model for change. If properly followed, the model could help an organisation move from one condition to another. For organisations such as TIL there is a need to pause and do a position audit as well as scan the environment in which they are doing business. Obviously, the business environment has changed and will continually be changing. As such, if TIL is unable to adapt itself to the new changes it would definitely be left behind, and experience substandard performance. Evidence that inability to change is hurting is vivid enough as pass rates continue to decline, and yet TIL continues to carry on as if it is business as usual.
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