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Systems Thinking and Managing Organisational Change 

Guangming Cao 

Abstract 

This thesis is about how systems thinking might contribute to the successful 
management of change (MOC). The motivation is the increasing importance of 
MOC in an environment where competition and internationalisation of markets 
are ever intensifying: organisations either "change or die", yet MOC suffers 
adversely with unacceptably high failure rates. 

A critique of MOC literature shows that current MOC methodology is 
characterised by reductionist approaches with 
contradictory suggestions and recipes. This is seen to be impoverished where 
different types of organisational change are interacting. All these suggest that 
MOC methodology itself needs to be improved and a systemic approach is more 

a diversity of confusing and 

appropriate. 

In search of methodological underpinnings for proposing a systemic approach to 
MOC, literature on systems thinking is reviewed, indicating that systems 
approaches, especially critical systems thinking, are potentially powerful to 
inform the development of MOC. Nevertheless, important questions are raised 
about applying systems ideas to MOC. Further research is needed. And this has 
been done by triangulating data, theory and method to develop a fuller 
understanding of systems perspectives and their relevance to MOC. 

By combining MOC and systems thinking together in a theoretically informed 
way, a systemic MOC framework is suggested and revised. This framework is 
seen to provide a characterisation of MOC by identifying the conceptual 
components, a coherent theoretical structure by specifying and ordering the 
relationships between these components, and a way of helping understand and 
manage the diversity in organisational change systemically. This framework is 
theoretically underpinned and applied to a case study where different types of 
organisational change and their interactions are surfaced. 

The outcomes firmly support the view that MOC is characterised by different 
types of organisational change and their interactions, for which systemic 
approaches are more appropriate; thus the systemic MOC framework developed is 
seen to be useful in helping understand and manage organisational change more 
effectively. The findings are critiqued within the study, and from this come out 
the conclusions, and recommendations for future research. 
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1 . 1  Overview 

The subject of this thesis is to consider how systems thinking might contribute to 

the management of change (MOC) .  An immediate question is why this is so 

important to be studied? This overview aims to explain the reasons by discussing 

three related aspects. Firstly, evidences of MOC failure and the possible reasons 

will be reviewed to highlight the need for holistic approaches to MOC. Secondly, 

if holistic approaches are to be applied to MOC, what might be the key issues to 

be addressed? Thirdly and finally, how might MOC and systems thinking be 

usefully integrated together to develop a stronger approach than either might be 

individually? 

With ever-increasing supply capabilities, ever-increasing global competition, and 

ever-increasing customer expectations, most organisations have accepted that they 

"either change or die" (Beer and Nohria, 2000; Wetlaufer, 1999). For instance, 

increasingly important area for management attention (Burnes, 1996, p 173 ). 

of TQM programmes fail (Spector and Beer, 1994; Jackson, 1995; Siegal, Church, 

Javitch, Waclawski, Burd, Bazigos, Yang, Anderson-Rudolph and Burke, 1996), 

and that up to 75 per cent or more oflreengineering programmes fail as well 

(Stanton, Hammer and Power, 1993 ; Homa, 1 995; Gupta and Rohe, 1997; Crowe 

and Rolfes, 1998 ;  Marjanovic, 2000) .  According to Strebel (1996, p86) : 

Change management isn 't  working as it should. In a telling statistic, 
leading practitioners of radical corporate reengineering report that 

What has gone wrong with these change programmes? To answer this question, 

the holistic nature of organisational change and MOC must be understood in the 

first place. It can be argued that organisational change is a dynamic process with 

different but interrelated forms of diversity . The diversity might refer to part icular 

"approximately 84 per cent of American companies are undergoing at least one 

major business transformation" (Romano, 1995) . MOC has therefore become an 

However, sufficient evidence from literature indicates that MOC suffers adversely 

with unacceptably high failure rates . Some experts believe that up to 75 per cent 

success rates in Fortune 1 ,000 companies are well below 50%; some 
say they are as low as 20%. 
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dimensions such as organisational structure and culture, or the interactions 

between dimensions of a whole organisation. The diversity could arise from the 

interactions of technical and human activities ; the organisation with its 

environment; or organisational design and management style. Fundamentally, 

there are different types of organisational change and they are interacting (Ackoff, 

1 995; Flood, 1995a; Cao, Clarke and Lehaney, 1 990, 2000) (see chapter 2 for 

detailed discussion). 

Secondly, MOC failure can be imputed to the inappropriateness of MOC 

methodology itself. If the methodo logy is not holistic , then it might be argued 

that the high failure rates of change programmes couldn't  be attributed to the 

implementation of MOC methodology . 

Evidence from the literature has suggested it is the MOC methodology that needs 

to be improved (see chapter 2 for detailed discussion). One maj or concern is the 

nature of current research on MOC.  Although there are many suggestions about 

how to manage organisational change, "unfortunately, what is available is a wide 

range of confusing and contradictory theories, approaches and recipes" (Burnes, 

1 996, p 1 ) ,  each of which views organisations from the disciplinary angle of its 

originators . This often leads to the following scenario : 

Managers end up immersing themselves in an alphabet soup of 
initiatives. They lose focus and become mesmerised by all the advice 
available in print and on-l ine about why companies should change, 
what they should try to accomplish, and how they should do it . This 
proliferation of recommendations often leads to muddle when change 
is attempted (Beer and Nohria, 2000, p 1 33 ) .  

Based on this holistic view, possible reasons of MOC failure may be understood 

in terms of implementation and methodology. Firstly, if MOC methodology itself 

is ho listic, failure to implement MOC approaches properly can lead to the failing 

of change programmes. If this is the case, then the blame falls entirely on the use 

of the methodology rather than on the methodology itself. 

In other words, i f  this diversity of MOC approaches is not managed properly, it 

tends to be confusing rather than helpful. 
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Another major concern, closely related to the previous one, is suggested to be the 

use of reductionist approaches to change: companies "keep breaking change into 

small pieces and then managing the pieces" (Duck, 1 993) ;  they "manipulate the 

parts of systems without regard to how their manipulations affect the whole 

through interactions of the parts" (Ackoff, 1 995 ) .  So the result will be that "these 

companies (that undergo change programmes) achieve dramatic improvements in 

individual processes only to watch overall results decline" (Hall, Rosenthal and 

Wade, 1 993 ) .  All this strongly suggests that holistic, or systemic, approaches to 

MOC offer potential improvements. For example, Beeson and Davis (2000) 

understand "change as a characteristic feature of the whole organisation . . .  where 

future states cannot be predicted or controlled from past states , and where small 

initial changes generate large variations" . Montuori (2000) contends 

organisations as continuously interacting with external forces, emphasising the 

necessity of systems approaches that involve "balancing attention to multiple 

roles" rather than "single-minded attention to one overall goal" .  Similarly, White 

(2000) suggests that "whole system approach appears to be a promising avenue to 

address current public sector organisational di lemmas". Or regarding business 

process reengineering, Stebbins, Shani , Moon and Bowles ( 1 998) argue that 

processual change and other change initiatives may occur in tandem, therefore 

"comprehensive system-wide change programs" are necessary . This holistic view 

is also supported by a number of other authors (Galliers and Baker, 1 995 ; Gull, 

1 995 ;  Bennett and Kerr, 1 996 ;  Werr, Stj ernberg and Docherty, 1 997; Valiris and 

Glykas, 1 999 ; Cao ,  Clarke and Lehaney, 1 990, 2000 ;  Ragsdell , 2000) . 

Fundamental ly, if systemic approaches are to be usefully applied to MOC, several 

key issues will have to be addressed in the first place . Firstly, it has been found 

that there are different schools  of systems perspectives. Some for example may 

focus on quantification and optimisation; some on understanding people ' s 

meanings and values; and yet some on critical awareness, improvement and 

methodological plural ism (Midgley, 1 996). Furthermore, each school is often 

understood differently by different groups of people .  So what is meant by 

systems thinking or being systemic? Which systems perspectives are to be used 
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in this thesis? Secondly, if systems approaches are to be usefully integrated with 

MOC, this means using multiple methods together. Then a key question to be 

asked is whether this can be done in a theoretically informed way? Finally, if 

indeed systems thinking and MOC can be usefully used together, what are the 

possible relations? How is it to evaluate the systemicity and effectiveness of such 

an approach, thus enhancing learning and improving the abil ities to deal with 

complex problem situations? 

Bringing together these understandings of MOC and systems perspectives, the 

purpose will be to provide a characterisation of MOC by identifying the key 

conceptual components . The aim is to bring these different elements together 

within a coherent theoretical structure by specifying and ordering the relationships 

between them, informed by systems perspectives . Consequently, certain 

inferences could be drawn concerning the implications for the understandings of 

MOC. 

Having given a general overview of the domain, in the following section, the 

research objectives are defined, and the structure of the thesis is described. 

1 .2 Objectives of the Research 

The basic argument of this research is that organisational change is a dynamic 

process with different but interre lated types of diversity, necessitating a holistic 

approach. The purpose of this study is therefore to consider how systems thinking 

might contribute to MOC . The obj ectives of the study are as follows . 

1 .2 . 1  Obj ective I-Critiquing Methodology of Management of 

Change from Literature 

The high failure rates of change programmes strongly suggest that MOC is yet to 

be effectively improved in a holi stic way. Objective 1 aims at developing a 

critical reflection upon MOC and determining how it might be improved. The 

sub-objectives are to 
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• Develop a generic critical model and classify key types of organisational 

change, 

• Critique MOC methodology by using the generic critical model developed, 

and 

• Specify and order the relationships between the key components of MOC, to 

identify key issues to be addressed. 

1.2 .2 Objective 2-Critiquing Systems Thinking and Proposing 

a First Systemic Framework for the Management of 

Change 

An informed application of systems perspectives to MOC needs a comprehensive 

understanding of systems thinking, which has different schools of thought and is 

very likely to be understood differently by different groups of people. To critique 

and inquire into systems thinking, the sub-objectives are to 

• Critique literature on systems thinking and examine its relevance to MOC, 

• Suggest a first systemic MOC framework, 

• Determine understandings of systems, systems thinking and its relevance to 

MOC by empirical investigations, and 

• Propose criteria for judging the systemicity and effectiveness of an 

intervention . 

1 .2.3 Objective 3-Determining Pertinent Research Methods 

After the gaps in the domains of MOC and systems thinking are surfaced, 

pertinent research methods for this study will be determined to achieve the 

research objectives defined. The sub-objectives are to 

• Classify the research contexts in terms of the current research objectives, 

• Determine the pertinent research methods for each research objective, and 

• Manage the diversity in research contexts and research methods to achieve the 

research objectives as a whole with trustworthiness. 
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1 .2.4 Objective 4-Developing the Systemic Framework for the 

Management of Change 

objectives: 

• Examining the conceptual compatibility of MOC and systems thinking, 

• Discovering how MOC and systems thinking might be connected, and 

By achieving the previous objectives, a fuller understanding of MOC and systems 

thinking should have been developed at this stage. This will provide the basis to 

further develop the systemic MOC framework by achieving the following sub

• Establishing any benefit that may be achieved by using the systemic MOC 

approach. 

1 .2 .5 Objective 5-Testing the Systemic Framework for the 

Management of Change 

compared with what might have happened based the systemic MOC framework, 

so that a viable and practical framework might be developed. 

1.2.6 Objective 6-Critiquing the Work Done in This Thesis 

Finally, the objective is to critique the main aspects of this study to re-examine to 

what extent and degree this research is credible. Three critiques and responses 

reflecting main aspects of this study are presented : 

• Reflecting upon the theoretical assumptions in this thesis, 

• Re-examining the relationships and classifications developed in this study, and 

• Challenging the trustworthiness of the outcomes of this study. 

1 .3 Structure of the Thesis 

This chapter provides an introduction to the thesis. The broad area is about 

managing organisational change informed by systems perspectives. Six research 

objectives and their sub-objectives are defined. Finally, the structure i s  outlined. 

This objective is to test and improve the developed systemic MOC framework 

through pattern-matching, in which what had really happened in reality will be 
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Chapter 2 critiques the management of change (MOC) through literature review, 

highlighting the diversity in organisational change and in approaches to change. 

A classification of four types of organisational change is developed. And this is 

further used as a framework to categorise and critique different MOC approaches. 

Finally, these two classifications are brought together to specify and order the 

relationships between them, and to determine the key issues to be further 

addressed. 

Subsequently, chapter 3 reviews l iteratures on systems thinking critically , 

searching for a theoretical and methodological grounding for managing the 

diversity of MOC systemically .  The focus is diversity management by using a 

variety of methodologies and methods, and how this can be achieved in a 

theoretical ly informed way. This provides the basis to suggest a first systemic 

framework to address the key MOC issues surfaced in chapter 2. At the same 

time, issues about systems thinking wil l  be highlighted for further investigation. 

In chapter 4, systems perspectives are applied to guide managing the diversity of 

research contexts and methods for this thesis .  The research is designed in terms of 

research methods , trustworthiness of the findings, and the analysis of the 

qual itative data. Multiple methods are mixed together to best serve the purposes 

of the present research. Triangulation and critical reflection are briefly discussed 

and built into the research methods .  Qualitative data are to be analysed through 

comparing the theoretical considerations and the results from the empirical work. 

Chapter 5 further enquires into the issues raised in chapter 3 about systems 

thinking by triangulating data, theory, and method, with the purpose of developing 

a fuller understanding of systems thinking. On the one hand, this examines the 

relationships between systems thinking and MOC. On the other hand, this wil l 

help propose criteria for j udging the systemicity and effectiveness of an 

intervention .  
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Based on the critical analysis of  the previous chapters, chapter 6 fully develops 

the systemic MOC framework. Firstly, it critiques the compatibility of MOC and 

systems thinking by using different theories. Then it examines the way MOC and 

systems thinking can be usefully connected and developed. This further gives rise 

to the benefits of using a holistic approach to MOC . The purpose of this systemic 

MOC framework is  to help understand and manage organisational change as a 

whole .  

Chapter 7 uses the systemic framework proposed to conduct a case study . A 

historical analysis i s  used to help understand the background and consequences of 

changes occurred in the case, and to put the systemic framework in the context 

and environment of the organisation concerned. The focus of the case is to 

compare what had real ly happened in practice to what might have happened had 

the systemic framework been employed.  Thus the gaps between the practice and 

the theoretical analysis could be discerned and insights could be obtained. The 

understanding and insights gained from the case will be of great value in 

improving the systemic MOC framework.  

In chapter 8 ,  a critical reflection upon the completed work in this study is 

undertaken to re-examine to what extent and degree this research is credible .  

Three critiques and responses reflecting main aspects of this study are presented. 

Firstly, theory of structuration is  used to challenge the theoretical assumptions in 

this thesis .  Secondly, perspectives of modernism and postmodernism are 

employed to re-examine the re lationships and classifications developed in thi s 

study . Final ly, the outcomes of  the study are re-examined. 

Finally in chapter 9,  the thesis is summarised and concluded, and contributions of 

the thesis highl ighted. Future research is al so recommended. 

In the next chapter a critical reflection upon MOC will be developed through 

l i terature review and theoretical analysis .  
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2. 1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 introduced organisational change as characterised by  the interactions of 

different types of diversity, and suggested that the high failure rates of change 

programmes might be imputed to non-systemic approaches to the management of 

change (MOC) and inconsistent research on MOC. This chapter aims at further 

exploring the characteristics of MOC, to shed l ight on how to manage 

organisational change successfully. That is, to achieve Objective I-critiquing 

MOC methodology. The sub-obj ectives are to classify key types of organisational 

change and develop a generic critical model , to categorise and critique MOC 

approaches ,  and to determine key issues to be further addressed by specifying and 

ordering the relationships between them. 

This chapter begins with an explanation of the concepts and categories of 

organisational change .  It follows with a brief review of several current 

approaches to change . Then a four-dimensional perspective of organisational 

change is suggested to help understand the diverse nature of organisational change 

hol istically .  This perspective is further used as a conceptual framework to 

categorise and critique MOC approaches, assessing the strengths and weaknesses 

of different approaches .  Then the two classifications will be brought together to 

specify and to order the relationships between them, and by so doing to identify 

and highlight the gap to be bridged. 

2 .2 The Concept and Categories of Organisational 

Change 

Having characterised organisational change as a whole with interacting parts
_, 

this 

understood to facil itate MOC. 

Organisational change can be argued to be a subjective phenomenon depending on 

how peop le understand o rganisation and change (Ragsdcll, 2000) .  From the point 

section aims at critiquing current concepts and categories of organisational 

change . The purpose is to highlight how organisational change might be better 
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of view of an individual in a department, a new job description or a new post may 

count as change; from the point of view of higher management in that institution, 

this may be very insignificant . Even changes that higher management feels to be 

important may appear insignificant from the local community, which is yet a part 

of a larger society . Thus the same phenomena can often be perceived as evidence 

of either change or stability depending upon the perspectives taken, and upon how 

the organisation within which the change is taking place is defined. "Where we 

sit not only influences where we stand, but also what we see" (Pettigrew, 1 985,  

p 1 ) . 

However, it is still possible to produce categories that people will understand as 

meaningful to order their thinking, to communicate with and learn from each 

other, even though there may be disagreement over which is the most appropriate 

one. As a matter of fact, there are a number of different ways of categorising 

organisational change. For instance, there are strategic and non-strategic changes 

(Pettigrew, 1 987 ;  Rajagopalan and Spreitzer, 1 996) .  There are incremental and 

radical changes (Burnes, 1 996;  Johnson and Scholes, 1 993 ; Goodstein and 

Warner, 1 997) .  There are incremental and 'qua__:1.!um' changes (Greenwood and 

Hinings, 1 993). There are changes of identity, co-ordination and control (Kanter, 

Stein and Jick, 1 992) . There are also planned and emergent changes (Wilson, 

1 992); and changes in terms of the scale (from incremental to radical) and the 

centrality (from peripheral to core) to the primary task of the organisation 

An examination of one of these categories, the differentiation between 

incremental and radical changes, might shed light upon why a different 

classification will be developed in this thesis. Incremental change can be referred 

to as the sort of ongoing change that is routinely necessary for any organisation to 

adapt to what is going on in its environment. Radical change can be referred to as 

the sort of fundamental change that transforms an organisation. Whilst these are 

helpful to order people' s  thinking, however, there are several concerns here. 

(Buchanan and Boddy, 1 992). Perspectives and definitions about the organisation 

all play important roles to construct the concepts of organisational change. 



Chapter 2 :  Critique Literature of the Management of Change 1 3  

Firstly, whether the change will be perceived as incremental or radical will be 

contingent on peoples' opinions, since change is seen as "predominantly a 

perceptual phenomenon, understandable only in terms of individuals' accounts of 

definition of the situation" (Wilson, 1992, p7). Will it serve a useful purpose to 

say that the change is incremental or radical if the attached meanings and 

assumptions are not revealed? 

Secondly, whether the change is incremental or radical will dependent upon who 

considers what constitutes the organisation from specific viewpoints and why, 

whilst it is very unlikely that different people will have the same opinion. 

Furthermore, is the j udgement taken for granted, or is it decided through 

discussions? What are the assumptions of the judgement? If these questions are 

not transparent, there might be a possibility that the change will be uncritically 

determined before a more comprehensive investigation might be otherwise 

undertaken. 

Thirdly, change regarded as incremental can develop and expand to have radical 

implications for the organisation, therefore incremental change will sometimes 

appear retrospectively as transformation rather than adaptation, making 

incremental change often more difficult to discern than might be expected. 

Fourthly and finally, change seen as incremental or radical is mainly about the 

magnitude of any organisational transformation. It tells little about the main 

dimensions and their interactions, not to mention about how they might be 

managed. 

In short, seen as a subjective phenomenon, organisational change might be better 

understood by means of subj ective categories. However, categorising change into 

such as incremental and radical does not seem to be able to unearth the 

underpinning assumptions, and to grasp the interactions and interdependency of 

various factors in organisational change particularly well. This suggests that a 
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new classification might be needed to better reflect the holistic nature of 

organisational change. 

Similarly, how useful are current categories of approaches to change in assisting 

with MOC? In the next section, three approaches to change are assessed. These 

particular approaches have been chosen because, though powerful in their own 

right , each helps demonstrate the shortcomings of non-systemic MOC methods, 

and the relevance of diversity and holism to the domain. 

2.3 Categories of Current Approaches to Change 

For the purpose of informing the development of MOC, this section critiques 

three different categories of current approaches to change, to understand their 

advantages and limitations. 

2 .3 . 1  Leavitt' s Category 

Leavitt (1964) views an organisation as a multivariate system including 

interacting variables such as task, structure, technology and actors. Task refers to 

organisational purpose such as manufacturing, servicing, etc. Structure means 

systems of communication, systems of authority and systems of workflow. 

Actors refer to organisational members. And technology includes technical tools, 

machines and programmes. These four factors are highly interdependent , so that 

change in any one will most probably result in compensatory change in others. 

To improve solutions to task, three types of approaches to change are 

distinguished (Leavitt, 1964 ). The first type is structural approach, focusing on 

"redefining areas of responsibility and authority, enforcing the chain of command, 

and so on" (Leavitt , 1964). One of the main techniques is decentralisation, which 

affects the performance of tasks and changes people 's behaviour by creating local 

autonomy. The second type of approaches to change is technological, centring on 

optimising solutions to the effective performance of tasks. The third type is the 

people approach, focusing on changing people's behaviour and in turn changing 

the technology and structure in an organisation. 
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Leavitt ( 1 964) highlights that organisational change is a complex system 

consisting interacting factors, so that change in one will most probably result in 

compensatory change in others. However, he does not address how this 

interdependence can be managed methodologically . The awareness of the 

interactions is of course very important, but without clear guidance as how to 

address the interactions, MOC might be characterised by "error and trial" 

approaches. This might have serious l imitations (see section 3 .3 for detail) .  To 

manage today's  organisational change, this earlier comprehension needs further 

development. 

2.3.2 Greiner's Category 

Another classification of approaches to change is made by Greiner ( 1 970) along a 

power distribution continuum. At one extreme are those which rely on unilateral 

authority. Toward the middle of the continuum are the shared approaches. 

Final ly, at the opposite extreme are the delegated approaches . 

To introduce organisational change using unilateral authority emphasises the 

authority of hierarchical position in the organisation. The definition and solution 

to a problem tend to be a top-down process through formal and impersonal control 

mechanisms. This approach appears in three forms. The first is by decree, 

essentially a "one-way" announcement that is to be followed by people towards 

more effective results. If this fails, then the second form is by replacing key 

persons to bring about sweeping changes . The third form is by changing 

organisational structure, assuming that people will behave accordingly, although 

sometimes people ' s  need wi l l  also be considered. 

More toward the middle of the power distribution continuum are the shared 

formal authority. Group decision making is one way allowing people to develop 

and choose alternative solutions to problems that sti l l  tend to be defined from 

above, assuming people wil l  be more committed to action when they have a voice 

in the decisions. Another way is by group problem solving where the definition 
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and solution of problems are to be decided by the group. In addition to greater 

commitment, this also assumes that people have knowledge to contribute to the 

definition of problems. 

At the other extreme of the power distribution continuum are the delegated 

authority approaches, where subordinates have almost complete responsibility for 

the defining and acting on problems. One example is the training group that 

focuses on increasing individual' s  self-awareness and sensitivity to group social 

processes, whereby behavioural change is expected. 

Greiner (1970) puts power at the centre of MOC. Nevertheless, it seems that 

other dimensions of an organisation for example processes and structures are 

neglected; only power is centred on. Even regarding power, only "approved" 

authority is considered. This seems too simple a model of the political activities 

in an organisation, where interacting forms of struggle for power and influence are 

evident (Mintzberg, 1 998a) .  

2.3.3 Burnes ' Category 

A recent classification of approaches to change is Burnes' 

between the planned change and the emergent change. The planned approach 

(1996) category 

"views organisational change as essentially a process of moving from one fixed 

state to another through a series of predictable and pre-planned steps" (Burnes, 

1996, p 170) . A typical planned approach to change is perhaps Lewin' s ( 1958) 

unfreezing-moving-refreezing model. The first step is unfreezing, according to 

Schein ( 1 980) ,  which is creating the motivation to change by dis-confirming 

present behaviour or attitudes, setting up sufficient felt-need to change, and by 

reducing barriers to change. The second step is moving, to develop new attitudes 

and behaviour on the basis of new information relevant to the present situation. 

The third and final step is refreezing, to stabilise the changes by positively 

supporting the new attitudes and behaviour. Again, these are issues of subjective 

perception. For example, "refreezing" does not mean a state of true stasis, but 

there being no perceived movement in vari ables of particular concern. Besides, 
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there is always a question about who considers what attitudes and behaviour are 

"refreezing'' at a personal level, or a group level, or an organisational level . . .  ? 

The basic as sumptions of the planned approach to change are that common 

agreement can be reached, planned change can occur, and this is suitable for al l 

organisations . However, the main charges are that it ignores organisational 

conflict and politics, that change i s  continuous and open-ended process ,  and that 

turbulent conditions demand different responses (Burnes, 1 996, p 1 8 5- 1 86) .  

This is  for example  very much in agreement with Stacey ' s  ( 1 992) position about 

an organisation is unknowable .  Subsequently, a single vision of the 

organisational future i s  dangerous and deceptive . Instead, the strategic focus 

should be multiple challenges and ambiguous issues that are usually i l l -structured 

and conflicting. Whil st realising that a strong culture blocks an organisation ' s  

abi l ity to develop and handle strategic issues, "counter-cultures" should be 

developed to foster different perspectives and enhance the inquiry and complex 

learning. Cohesive teams based on consensus may be needed for normal problem

solving, but to manage strategic issues spontaneous and self-organising learning 

groups are vital . Logical and analytical deci sion-making is no longer pertinent, 

whereas an exploratory and experimental approach based on intuition and 

reasoning seems appropriate . Further, top managers ' ro les are changing from 

control l ing to creating favourable conditions for, and participate in, complex 

learning and effective politics .  

The emergent approach therefore assumes that change is a continuous and 

unpredictable process of aligning an organisation to its turbulent environment. 

Though it is a relatively new and lacking an agreed set of methods and techniques, 

nevertheless, there seems to be some agreement on the main beliefs: structures, 

cultures ,  organisational learning and managerial behaviour (Burnes, 1 996, p l  93-

1 94) .  Firstly, organisational structure is  seen as an important enabler for 

achieving change, with flatter organisational structures being favoured . Secondly, 

MOC. He argues that due to ever-changing environment, the long-term future of 
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the essence of change is to create a culture that encourages people taking 

responsibility for identifying the need for change and implementing it. Thirdly, 

managers are expected to become facilitators rather than directing and controlling 

staff. They also have the prime responsibility for developing a collective vision or 

common purpose that gives direction to their organisation. Finally, information

gathering, good communication and learning are key activities allowing these to 

operate successfully. 

It is worth noting that Burnes' situational model rightly points out that 

organisational change is a very complex phenomenon with interacting factors, and 

So much for the literature on approaches to change, it may be inferred from 

previous discussions that research on MOC is not a too coherent collection of 

bodies of literature (Beer and Nohria, 2000) .  For instance, different approaches to 

change seem to be promoted as the one best way to structure and manage 

organisational change. Although there are some efforts to understand the 

strengths and weaknesses of each approach and the situations in which each can 

best be applied, nevertheless, the interactions of different types of organisational 

change are largely neglected. Current research addresses only weakly the 

interactions among different types of and approaches to organisational change. 

What is avai lable comes across as a diversity of confusing and contradictory 

theories, approaches and recipes, each of which views organisations from the 

disciplinary angle of its originators (Burnes, 1 996, p 1 ). 

that each approach has strengths and weaknesses, therefore should be used under 

ce1iain conditions. However, it can be argued that the diversity and interacting 

nature of organisational change is actually neglected and the methodology 

suggested is not exactly addressing the diversity and interaction of organisational 

change. For instance, the planned approach is perceived pertinent to deal with 

technical and structural issues, assuming that this kind of change neither have any 

influence on people 's perceptions and attitudes, nor can be influenced by political 

activities. This approach is actually characterised by reductionism, rather than 

seeing different organisational dimensions as interrelated and interacting. 
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The basic function of organisational classification is that "it  allows people to order 

and make sense out of their worlds by sorting things into discrete and relatively 
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If this is the case, it wil l  be essential to develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of MOC, with the purpose of highlighting the interacting nature of 

organisational change, and illuminating on how to manage organisational change 

more successfully . 

2.4 A Generic Critical Model with a Four-Dimensional 

View of Organisational Change 

This  section begins to clarify the purposes of developing classifications , and then 

a generic critical model with a four-dimensional view of organisational change is 

proposed. The purpose is  to review the literature, to critique approaches to change 

and to identify key issues to be further addressed . 

2.4. 1 The Purposes of Classification 

homogeneous groups" (Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1 993 ). The assumptions behind 

this are organisations neither al l alike nor all individually unique (Rich, 1 992) . 

However, whether typologies can function as theoretical models is debatable. The 

counter argument l imits their roles to description. For example, Rich ( 1 992) 

"pseudotheories" formed by causal induction instead of rigorous deduction from 

theory .  On the other hand, typology is seen as theoretical model-"a unified 

analytical construct" by Weber ( 1 96 3 ,  cited in Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1 993) .  

Whichever is the case ,  categories and relationships are important knowledge 

practices (White and Jacques, 1 995) ,  or important steps in understanding 

commonalities across organisations (Rich, 1 992; Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1 993 ) .  

Consequently classification has been a research tradition to understand 

organisati onal divers ity, to abstract and systematically explore key theoretical 

argues that it is  a sophisticated information storage and retrieval system, which 

provides the basis for strong detailed research and provide a basis for theory 

development and hypothesis testing . Meyer ( 1 99 1 )  suggests that typologies are 
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ideas (Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1993 ). Examples are Mintzberg's (1998b) 

distinction between entrepreneurial, machine, professional, diversified, 

domination. 

In line with these assumptions, another very important function of classification, 

which is recently developed in the area of systems thinking, is that it can help 

relate problem solving methods to problem situations (Jackson and Keys, 1 984; 

Jackson, 1987) . This function of classification is to help characterise the problem 

contexts, to assess the strengths and weaknesses of different methodologies and 

methods, and finally to help practitioners to choose pertinent approaches to the 

problem situation (this will be discussed in detail in chapter 3 ) .  

In the following section, and based on the earlier arguments, a generic critical 

model is developed, its main purpose being to help order people's thinking about 

the diversity and relationships in organisational change. 

2.4.2 A Generic Critical Model with a Four-Dimensional 

Perspective of Organisational Change 

In an attempt to better understand the nature of MOC and highlight the key issues 

to be managed, based on Flood 's  ( 1995a) four dimensions of an organisation: 

process, design, culture and politics, a generic critical model with four types of 

organisational change is suggested : processual change, structural change, cultural 

change, and political change (Cao, Clarke and Lehaney, 1999, 2000). 

Firstly, there can be change in organisational processes. According to Hammer 

( 1 996, pS-9), ''a process is a related group of tasks that together create a result of 

value to a customer," or "a black box that effects a transformation, taking in 

certain inputs and turning them into outputs of great value," for example product 

development and order fulfilment . Organisational processes often involve 

innovative, missionary and political organisations; and Morgan's ( 1997) 

differentiation between organisations as machines, organisms, brains, cultures, 

political systems, psychic prisons, flux and transformation, and instruments of 
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material flow from raw materials to finished products, cash flow from investments 

to profits, and human resource input .  Processes can also be looked at from 

various perspectives depending on the kind of  information required, and four 

common views are thus identified by Bal ( 1 998 ) .  First, a functional view relates 

to what element of the process is going to be done. Second, a behavioural view 

relates to when and how it is being done . Third, an organisational view represents 

who is performing the process. And fourth, an informational view considers both 

the data involved and the relationships .  Therefore, change in organisational 

processes and controls over processes is one of the key issues organisations have 

to deal with. 

Secondly, there can be structural change in organisational functions, their 

organisation, co-ordination and control .  Three essential elements are 

distinguished (Greenwood and Hinings, 1 993 ) .  The first is concerned with the 

vertical and horizontal structures of ro les and responsib i l ities. The second is 

interested in decision systems, or policy and resource al location mechanisms, such 

as whether decisions are made from systematic analysis of problem situations, 

whether decision making is individual and directive or collective and consensual . 

And the third i s  focused on the human resource systems, such as the criteria used 

for recruitment, appraisal , compensation and career development. The main 

concern of organisational design is consequent ly with how responsibilities and 

authorities are differentiated and integrated verti cally and horizontal ly. 

In general , Reed ( 1 992b), based on several authors ' work, suggests that 

organisational forms in developed industrial societies have been changing from 

rational bureaucratic structures to flexible, network-based configurations. The 

typical form of the former is characterised by extreme internal differentiation and 

rigid hierarchical control , aimed primari ly at achieving efficiency and 

effectiveness . The adequacy of such forms in conditions of economic uncertainty, 

and the globalisation of competition has been challenged (Whitaker, 1 992) . 

Managers need to find ways to manage this great turbulence. 'The outcome has 

been a search for organisational flexibi l i ty of, for example, product ranges, 
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technology, and organisational structures. Thus the emphasis in the study of 

organisational form has been shifting towards network structures, which are 

characterised by a flat authority structure and multiple horizontal linkages 

between the inner core of a firm and its outside suppliers, contractors and 

customers. 

Thirdly, there can be change in organisational culture. Flood ( 1 996) argues that 

organisational culture means, "there are people who share a common history in 

some way, have a common sense of belonging, and are therefore readily able to 

engage with other people who share these feelings." However, Flood argues that 

sharedness does not mean that total overlap of meanings developed in 

communication. The concept of organisation, he argues, is subj ect to individual 

understanding; there are as many different forms of organisation as there are 

people thinking about the forms. Therefore, Flood maintains that the cultural 

similarities and differences must be appreciated since they come into play in 

decision-making. Similarly, the recently developed cultural diversity 

management (Cox and Blake, 1991, Chemers,  Oskamp and Costanzo, 1 995, 

Milliken and Matins, 1 996) argues that cultural diversity is a competitive 

advantage and thus a "multicultural organisation" should be created. This, it is 

suggested, will encourage more creativity, better problem-solving and flexible 

adaptation to change, keeping the company ahead of the competition through 

mutual learning among organisational members. 

Actually, organisational culture had been considered as an important factor as 

major US and UK companies in a range of industries experienced a decline in 

their economic fortunes throughout the 1 970s (Collins, 1 996; Morgan, 1997, 

p 1l1 9). It became a popular topic in management in the 1 980s and early 1990s, 

and the main argument is that in order to compete managers would have to act on 

a large scale cultural change (Collins, 1996) .  Interest in and emphasis on the study 

of the cultural change approach is clearly growing (Reed, 1992a, p4 ; Collins, 

1 996) .  
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Fourthly and finally, there can be change in power distribution and the way 

organisational issues are influenced (Pugh, 1978 ;  Morgan, 1997; Kanter, Stein 

and Jick, 1 992; Pfeffer, 1992; Flood, 1995a) .  Power is defined as the potential 

ability to influence behaviour, to change the course of events, to overcome 

resistance, and to get to do things that they would not otherwise do (Pfeffer, 

1992). Politics and influences are the processes, the actions, and the behaviours 

through which this potential power is utilised and realised. In getting things done, 

it is imperative to understand that different groups of people have different issues 

of concern from, regarding where power comes from and how these sources of 

power can be developed. 

Thus organisations are seen as coalitions of interest groups in tension. For 

example, management versus workers, production versus sales, accounting versus 

power : (1 ) authority is based on legally approved power, (2) ideology is on widely 

accepted beliefs, (3) expertise on power is officially certified, and ( 4) politics, in 

contrast, is not legally approved, widely accepted or formally certified. 

Furthermore, Mintzberg ( 1998a) identifies thirteen political games in 

organisation, and argues that pol i tical activity is usually divisive, conflictual, and 

works against the more legitimate systems of influence. Nevertheless, he points 

out that political influence can also serve functional roles in organisation. 

This political view might be mirrored by Yolles' (2000) "possibilities 

dimensions" of an organisation, focusing on obtaining "greater organisational 

viability" through liberating individuals or groups from various constraints. 

Possibilities relate to emancipation, manner of thinking and freedom. 

Emancipation implies critiquing the existing power structure and processes, thus 

enabling people to liberate themselves from factors such as "the structural 

violence" or the rules to be followed within an organisation. People can also free 

themselves by reflecting critically  on the manner of thinking of the decision-

research and development, head office versus production location, etc. The 

resultant organisation is a particular balance of forces, which is continually 

subject to modifications. Mintzberg ( 1998a) distinguishes four different types of 
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makers, which relates to the ideological and ethical attributes, or "an organisation 

of beliefs and attitudes", whereby information is filtered. Fundamentally, 

emancipation and ways of thinking are affected by political knowledge concerned 

with the conditions of social order, which is maintained and addressed by power. 

Critiquing this knowledge to reveal any false assumptions will, it is argued, give 

people more freedom to achieve their potential. An appreciation of political 

dynamics will help understand whose views are powerful in determining 

organisational strategy and policy, and how this power is exercised. 

There are not only different types of diversity in managing organisational change, 

but they are also highly interconnected (Burnes, 1996; Lancourt, 1994). 

Organisational change can be seen as a dynamic process : change in any one 

dimension will probably result in compensatory change in other dimensions. 

For instance, "Shifts in the large culture influence individuals, who influence 

organisational culture, which in turn affects organisational structure" (DeLisi, 

1990) .  Another example is that drastic process focused changes affect virtually all 

aspects of the organisation, with multiple change initiatives being evolved in 

tandem (Stebbins, Shani, Moon and Bowles, 1998) . Consequently any attempt to 

carry out change through isolated single efforts is likely to fail (Kanter, Stein and 

Jick, 1 992) . A significant and lasting change in organisational behaviour needs 

structural change, task change, change in social environment, as well as changes 

in the individuals themselves (Nadler, 1 988) .  This holistic idea is also mirrored in 

a study about the ongoing change from courses of study to a modularization 

system in higher education (Clarke and Lehaney, 1995; Clarke, 1997). It is 

indicated that in the change there is processual and structural reorganisation, the 

shift from a bureaucratic culture to an autonomy-oriented culture, and the careful 

management of the influences from different interest groups, such as the balance 

of position power and expert power. 

This is corroborated by Beer, Eisenstat and Spector 's (1990) study, which tries to 

find why some change programmes do not produce change. They argue that most 

change programmes address only some types of diversity, not the interdependence 
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of different types of diversity. For example, a philosophy statement about 

teamwork is issued without letting the employees know what teams to form or 

how to function within them to improve co-ordination. An organisation is 

restructured without providing the necessary attitudes and skills to make the new 

structure work. They assert that such programs are destined to fail since the 

efforts are isolated. 

Organisational change is also inseparable from its intra-organisational and broader 

contexts. Pettigrew ( 1 9 8 5) argues that achieving strategic organisational change 

requires the successful management of three aspects. First, organisational 

changes exist in a particular context .  This context consists of the internal and the 

external environment of the organisation. The internal context refers to all aspects 

of an organisation' s  functioning but in particular to its culture, the history of 

existing procedures and systems, and structure. The internal context exists within 

a broader economic and political context, such as factors of stakeholder 

perspective, government, and competition. The second aspect is the management 

of the change process. Here, concern is with the cultural dynamics of interaction 

between the participants in a project and others who are affected by it or can affect 

it. Thirdly change management requires some content, a vision, a plan, a 

programme that the change is trying to achieve. 

In summary, based on previous research on MOC, especial ly on Flood ( 1 995a) 

and further on Cao, C larke and Lehaney ( 1 999, 2000), a generic critical model 

with four interrelated types of organisational change can therefore be suggested: 

• Processual change---change in flows and controls over flows. 

• Structural change-change in functions, their organisation, co-ordination and 

control . 

• Cultural change-change in values, beliefs, and human behaviour in tem1s of 

relationship to social rules and practices. 

• Political change-change in power distribution and the way organisational 

issues are influenced. 
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This classification is an effort to understand the multifaceted diversity of 

organisational change by highlighting the key dimensions of organisational 

change and their interactions, and by so doing to illuminate on how to manage 

them holistically and successfully. 

A holistic view of the four types of organisational change can be shown in Figure 

2. 1 .  The four ovals represent four types of organisational change, while the 

intersection of the four in the middle represents the interactions of different types 

of organisational change .  The dashed line represents the organisational boundary, 

which is always subj ect to change depending on who is involved in and whose 

views are considered to be pertinent (see chapter 3 for details). This view 

emphasises that organisational change should be understood as a whole with 

interacting components , and should be managed holistically. 
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Figure 2 . 1  Four Types of Organisational Change and Their Interactions 

This four-dimensional view of organisational change consequently leads to an 

understanding that managing organisational change needs diversity in theories and 

methodologies . Each of the four types of organisational change is the source of a 
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type of problem. Accordingly this means that there must be four categories of 

MOC approaches to deal with different types of organisational change, and they 

might be needed simultaneously, or at different stages of the changing process . 

Fundamentally, managing the interactions of different types of organisational 

change is the most challenging task to be done . Unless all four types of 

organisational change and their interactions are taken into account, and different 

MOC approaches are used in a way that the whole organisational change can be 

addressed holistically, change management is  likely to be ineffective .  

Furthermore, these ideas can be  used to  critical ly assess the strengths and 

weaknesses of approaches to change .  Specifically, any approach can be examined 

in terms of whether or not it is able to deal with the four types of organisational 

change and their interactions, which is  summarised in Table 2 . 1 .  The columns 

represent types  of change : processual, structural , cultural and political .  The rows 

are methods of managing organisational change . Each cell in Table 2 . 1 may be 

allocated a value ranging from well  coveredl(✓) , partly covered (✓x) or usually 

ignored (x) .  This indicates how pertinent a particular method is in relation to a 

type of organisational change. The ratings will be subj ective but supported by 

di scussions . Thi s model wi l l  provide a transparent means whereby the 

appropriateness of particular approaches to change might be assessed, which wi ll 

be used in the next section. 

Table 2 . 1  Generic Critical Model 

�d 
e 

Method 1 
Method 2 
. . .  

Processual 

value 
. . . 

Structural Cultural 

value value 
. . .  . . .  

✓ = well covered x = usually ignored ✓x = partly covered 

Political 

value 
. . .  
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2.5 Critiquing Approaches to Change 

The four types of organisational change further give rise to a categorisation of 

four approaches to the management of change (MOC): 

• Approaches to processual change, addressing change in flows and controls 

over flows . 

• Approaches to structural change, addressing issues related to vertical and 

horizontal structures of roles, decision systems, and human resources systems. 

• Approaches to cultural change, addressing issues rel ated to people ' s  values, 

beliefs, and behaviours . 

• Approaches to political change, addressing issues concerning power 

distribution and the way organisational issues are influenced. 

Whether or not these approaches might contribute to the successful MOC can then 

be assessed by using the generic critical model (Table 2 . 1  ). This is not only an 

attempt to make distinctions in order to organise the literature and certain core 

ideas, but also an effort to provide a way to understand the weaknesses and 

strengths of different approaches, by discussing examples of each, in relation to 

the four ideal types of organisational change. 

2.5 .1  Approaches to Processual Change 

Approaches to processual change focus on addressing change in flows and 

contro ls over flows effectively. Their origin may be associated with the classical 

models of organisation theory (Taylor, 1 9 1 1 ;  Fayol, 1 949; Weber, 1 946), focusing 

most influential approaches to processual change (Burnes, 1 996, p 1 72 ;  Siegal , 

Church, Javitch, Waclawski, Burd, Bazigos, Yang, Anderson-Rudolph and Burke, 

1 996 ;  Genus, 1 998) .  Although the connection between BPR and TQM in relation 

to organisational change is sometimes highlighted, however, the inter-linkage 

between them has been less widely discussed. Thus examining BPR and TQM in 

detai l may demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses of these approaches. 

on improving organisational efficiency and effectiveness. The most recently 

developed approaches may include for example Total Quality Management 

(TQM) and Business Process Reengineering (BPR), which are considered as the 
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Business Process Reengineering 

The idea of BPR is that organisations need to go "back to the drawing board" and 

rebuilding the organisation in a new image. Thus a cross-functional and radical 

reorientation of an organisation is required (Lee and Dale, 1998) .  The potential 

benefits of BPR include greater customer satisfaction, cost savings and business 

option value (Lillrank and Holopainen, 1 998). It became an extremely popular 

change approach since it was introduced in the early 1990s (Love, Gunasekaran 

and Li, 1998 ; Hill and Collins, 1998; Fowler, 1 998) ,  and entered the 

consciousness of many managers and consultants (Patel, 1 994 ) .  

However, the failure rate of BPR is reported to be i n  excess of  70%, (Stanton, 

Hammer and Power, 1993 ;  Strebel, 1996) . The reason for this failure might be 

better understood by using the generic critical model (Table 2 . 1 ). It can be argued 

that BPR mainly focuses on processual change, rather than on other types of 

organisational change, and their interactions . For instance, BPR is about 

. . .  the fundamental rethinking and radical redesign of business 
processes to achieve dramatic improvements in critical, contemporary 
measures of performance, such as cost, quality, service, and speed. 

(Hammer and Champy, 1 993 , p32) 

Similarly, it is argued that existing BPR methodologies 

. . . concentrate on organisational processes without paying any 
attention to the roles and responsibilities of the employees that carry 
out the activities that compose these processes. 

(Valiris and Glykas, 1999, p72) 

Taylor (1998) sees BPR as based on the optimisation of technology and work 

processes alone. In short, BPR says l ittle beyond organisational processes. 

In terms of value, belief, and behaviour, Macdonald (1998) maintains that fai l ing 

to change organisational culture tends to lead to the failure of BPR programmes. 

McKenna (1995) argues BPR overemphasises process but ignores behavioural 

consider what they want to achieve, how they are currently achieving it and how it 

can be most efficiently organised (Hammer and Champy, 1993 ) .  It is argued that 

there is often a gap between how things are currently done and how things should 

be done. BPR offers a series of too ls for identifying the necessary change and 
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change as the key t o  organisational success. Reengineering i s  often seen as little 

more than a technical fix for organisational problems . For example, 

If reengineering fails ,  no matter what the proximate cause, the 
underlying reason can invariably be traced to senior manager' s  
inadequate understanding or leadership of the reengineering effort. 

(Hammer and Champy, 1 993 ,  p2 1 3 ) 

Change in BPR, then, is basically a technical task that can fail if the managers' 

"craftsmanship" is  poor. 

Al-Mashari and Zairi ( 1 999) see the need to create a new organisational structure 

to support the implementation of BPR programmes. Furthermore, Jackson ( 1 995) 

argues that BPR requires breaking the old organisation to pieces before a new one 

is reorganised, with a flatter, less hierarchical structure. However, BPR is 

prescribed without reference to earlier research such as matrix structures, and 

provides no theoretical base to allow people to understand why it might work. 

Pruijt ( 1 998) argues that BPR is a top-down approach to increase efficiency on the 

basis of technical criteria, and that in this  sense its principles are no different from 

those of scientific management . He argues that BPR has become inseparably 

l inked to downsizing, and known as "Big People Reduction" . Downsizing also 

features strongly in the BPR work of Hammer and Champy ( 1 993 ,  p 1 95-8), and 

of Stebbins, Shani, Moon and Bowles ( 1 998) .  Ackoff and Pourdehnad ( 1 997) 

criticise this as irresponsible and ineffective . Large-scale redundancies may run 

the risk of damaging organisational image and losing customer loyalty, and of 

memory loss in terms of skil l ,  knowledge, and sources of organisational 

capability. Furthermore, this leads to social consequences such as increasing 

i ncidence of part-time, temporary, insecure work (Genus, 1 998) . The remaining 

workforce may feel fearful, cynical, alienated and powerless since they lack a 

voice in those deci sions (Taylor, 1 998 ) .  

In essence, BPR says l i ttle about problems of  resistance, conflict and competing 

values (Taylor, 1 998) .  It seems to say that the benefits are so transparent that 

there i s  little conflict within the organisation concerning what is needed, therefore 

assuming a unitary view of what should be done . This is a simpli fication of the 
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political nature of organisations where different interests do exist and often 

conflict. 

Ultimately, it seems BPR, seen in terms of the generic critical model (Table 2. 1 ) ,  

says little beyond organisational process, and fails adequately to  address the 

interactions of different types of organisational change. "For BPR to be taken 

seriously, for the proportion of BPR success stories to improve from the current 

low levels of 30% or so, a more balanced, holistic stance has to be taken" 

(Galliers and Baker, 1995). This is also supported by Werr, Stjernberg and 

Docherty, ( 1 997), Stebbins, Shani, Moon and Bowles (1998) and Valiris and 

Glykas (1999). 

In short, the strengths and weaknesses of BPR can be summarised in Table 2.2. 

Primarily, BPR covers the process dimension of organisational change very well, 

but ignores structural, cultural and political dimensions and the interactions 

among those different dimensions .  

Table 2 .2 Business Process Reengineering: Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
Processual Structural Cultural Political 

d 
e 

BPR ✓ X X X 

x=✓= well covered usually ignored 

Total Quality Management 

A forerunner to BPR was TQM, which originated in Japan, though most 

theoretical developments have been made in the USA (Martinez-Lorente, 

Dewhurst and Dalel, 1 998) by Deming ( 1 986), Juran ( 1 988, 1 992) and Crosby 

( 1979, 1 984) . 
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TQM began to be widely used in the West in the late 1980s as a response to 

competition from Japan, and later the whole Pacific Basin (Macdonald, 1998) .  

However, because of differences in culture, politics and company philosophy, 

there is a lack of total agreement on the understanding and application of TQM 

(Martinez-Lorente, Dewhurst and Dalel, 1998) . Nevertheless, some of the key 

concepts of TQM may include leadership, zero defects, continuous improvement, 

mistake-prevention, process, and work teams.  (Duffin, 1995) . 

TQM emphasises that each step in all phases of the production process is seen as a 

node of rel ationship between customers and suppliers (whether internal or 

external to the organisation). Suppliers have to meet customers' agreed 

requirements ,  formal and informal , at lowest cost, first time every time. TQM 

frequently uses scientific methods, including statistical process control. Therefore 

it can be argued that process change is central to the concept ofTQM. This view 

is supported by a number of researchers. For example, Peters ( 1 994) suggests that 

TQM programmes always involve addressing key business processes . He 

constructs a five-level road-map to help the implementation of TQM: operational 

sub-process improvement, intra-process improvement, inter-process relationship 

improvement, process redesign, and total process re-conception. Lee and Dale 

( 1 998) suggest that TQM is closely related to business process management . 

Waldman ( 1 994) and Schalkwyk (1998) suggest that TQM aims to continuously 

improve organisational processes , resulting in high quality products or service. 

Similarly, for Zairi (1994), "TQM is a corporate-wide process and has to involve 

all levels of employees ."  This view is also supported by Hill and Collins ( 1998), 

Bal (1998) ,  Almaraz (1994 ) ,  Spector and Beer (1994) and Burgess (1995). 

TQM also focuses on cultural change, concerning the commitment of employees 

to the idea of quality and teamwork, which is seen to be very difficult to achieve 

(Almaraz, 1994; Laszlo, 1998) .  Possible features of incompatible cultures may 

include value and norms oriented towards short-term production and quick fixes, 

discrete activities and pursuing departmental goals, and fundamentally the 

traditional individual i sm based organisational culture in Western economies 
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(Waldman, 1 994). I f  these are not addressed properly, the results tend to reinforce 

the idea that people are after gains scattered throughout the organisation, running 

the risk of worsening fragmentation and improving one process at the expenses of 

another (Gardner and Demello, 1 993 ) .  However, TQM seems to have l ittle to say 

about how to achieve cultural change and changing towards a culture that is in 

line with the team-based philosophy of TQM (Jackson, 1 995) .  As a result, TQM 

openness of communication, extent of participation and innovativeness, and 

degree of autonomy) of the participants (Kivimaki, Maki, Lindstrom, Alanko, 

Seitsonen and Jarinen, 1 997) .  

Furthermore, improving organisational processes affects other organisational 

dimensions . First of al l ,  organisational processes flow within organisational 

structures .  Nevertheless ,  TQM pays l ittle attention to what sort of organisational 

structure should be designed to enable people to produce quality products 

(Jackson, 1 995 ) .  It has been argued that TQM accepts existing processes and 

traditional structures as its starting point, (Burgess, 1 995) ,  which often obscure the 

idea of teamwork and autonomy (Flood, 1 993 ,  pxi i) .  For instance, the 

performance management system has been argued to be one of the key issues to 

be tackled ( S inclare and Zairi , 1 995) .  Schalkwyk ( 1 998) contends that the 

traditional performance management system is predominantly financially focused, 

which is not in l ine with the TQM phi losophy and thus can severely undermine 

TQM efforts . He suggests ten principles to guide the design of a performance 

management system to support the implementation of TQM. Waldman ( 1 994) 

argues that the traditional organisational performance management system in the 

West is based on individual ism, which appears to be largely unworkable and 

incompatible with TQM philosophy and activities. Therefore attention should 

now be turned to developing a performance management system focusing on team 

appraisal and rewards, which is in line with the team-based phi losophy of TQM. 

Harrington ( 1 998) ,  on the other hand, maintains that "only measuring and 

might be economically feasible but not necessarily efficient in terms of the 

wel lbeing (such as j ob satisfaction, work motivation and organisational 

commitment) and work related perceptions (including goal and process clarity, 
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rewarding teams is  a sure way to  achieve mediocrity but measuring and rewarding 

individuals honestly and fairly results in world-class performance". Whichever is 

the case, process change is unl ikely to be effective without changing structures to 

support the new processes .  

TQM says l ittle about organisational politics (Flood, 1 993 , pxii) , which might 

lead to some groups benefiting and others suffering (Jackson, 1 995) .  And it might 

lead to ideological control ,  manipulation and mistrust (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  a, 

p20) . Critical investigation of TQM programmes has highlighted practices at 

variance with the unitary image (Wilkinson and Wilmott, 1 995 ) .  For instance, 

"empowerment" may be a mask for work intensification than a genuine effort to 

facilitate more autonomous decision making (McArdle, Rowl inson, Proctor, 

Hassard, and Forrester, 1 995) ;  and the drive for quality can result in workers 

assuming greater responsibility without a commensurate increase in rewards 

(Roberts and Corcoran-Nantes, 1 995) .  

Briefly, i t  may be concluded that TQM is mainly about process change, and partly 

about cultural change. It says l ittle about how to manage structural and political 

change, and the interactions between different types of organisational change. 

However, implementing TQM programmes often l eads to maj or changes in 

people, culture, technology, and structure, resulting a transformed organisation 

(Almaraz, 1 994; Waldman, 1 994 ;  Spector and Beer, 1 994; Hill and Collins, 

1 998) .  If thi s i s  the case, TQM seems to be an impoverished approach where 

different types of organisational change are involved . Consequently, many 

organi sations have abandoned TQM because of its bureaucracy and over-focusing 

on process, cultural mismatch, and financial pressures (Cassidy, 1 996) . 

Finally, in search of  TQM success, it has been suggested that a systemic 

perspective is needed since the prope1iies of an organisation are not reducible to 

the prope1iies of the individual departments or functional areas (Gul l ,  1 99 5 ;  

Bennett and Kerr, 1 996 ;  Duck, 1 993 ) .  The strengths and weaknesses of TQM are 

summarised as follows in Table 2 . 3 .  
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Table 2.3 Total Quality Management: Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
e Processual Structural Cultural 

d 

TQM ✓ X ✓x 

✓ = wel l  covered x== usual ly ignored ✓x = partly covered 

Political 

X 

Having di scussed two of the most prevalent approaches to process change, i t  may 

be concluded that these kind of approaches are more pe1iinent to conditions where 

process change dominates ,  but tends to be impoverished where other changes 

surface .  The following section wil l  discuss several approaches to structural 

change . 

2 .5.2 Approaches to Structural Change 

Approaches to structural change emphasise addressing issues related to vertical 

and horizontal structures  of  ro les, deci sion systems, and human resources systems 

in an organisation. These approaches may be broadly associated with the classical 

models (Taylor, 1 9 1 1 ;  Fayol ,  1 949 ; Weber, 1 946) and with contingency theory. 

focusing on improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the more formal aspects 

of an organisation. For instance, contingency theory argues that organisational 

structure and performance is contingent on the situational variables it faces, such 

as organisational environment (Thompson, 1 967) , technology (Woodward, 1 965 ) ,  

and size (Pugh, Hickson, Hinings and Turner, 1 969; Pugh, Hickson and Hinings, 

1 969) . It fol lows that if  the key variables of an organisation can be determined, 

then organisational change can be effectively managed. 
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For the purpose of providing an explanation about managing structural change, 

transaction cost economics and the configuration approach are used as examples, 

and critiqued by using the generic critical model (Table 2 . 1  ). 

Transaction Cost Economics 

Transaction cost economics is advanced by Williamson (I 975), focusing upon 

atcontracts between organisations and how they relate to decisions about wh

activities an organisation should perform in-house or buy in from others. It asks 

whether it is efficient that certain transactions occur inside the organisation, or can 

they be more efficiently performed by contracting out to the market . This i ssue 

has also been recognised and studied for many years under such names as make

or-buy, vertical integration, core competence, and outsourcing (Maltz and Ellram, 

1 999), focusing on the strategic use of outside resources to perform activities 

traditionally handled by internal staff and resources (Lewis , 1 999). 

Consequently, the relevance to organisational change is that decision-makers will 

choose the structure that best economises the transaction costs. Thus the 

'architecture' of the organisation is not taken for granted. The rationale for the 

existence of any given organisational design is its efficiency compared to the set 

of available alternatives. The process of organisational design implies searching 

for and adopting the design that optimises efficiency. Transaction cost economics 

has been significant in helping managers decide whether to buy or to make, and in 

helping managers in the choice of organisational designs under various 

circumstances .  Issues such as sub-contracting, changes in ownership, and transfer 

pricing within firms arise out of this approach, and focus management on cost 

control as well as quality control (Starkey, Wright and Thompson, 1 99 1 ). 

Transaction cost economics has been used to explain a range of organisational 

choices, such as vertical integration and restructuring of organisations . Some of 

the main arguments for the former include internal capital markets and 

economising on the cost of negotiating separate market contracts. Some of the 

counter arguments include inefficiencies of internal labour markets and the 

political influences on resources allocation. The major problem is nevertheless 
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the need for  restructuring of the organisation i n  turbulent and unce1iain market 

conditions, then the original benefits of synergy no longer apply (Starkey, Wright 

and Thompson, 199 1 ;  Whitaker, 1 992) . Various strategies for restructuring are 

employed, such as contracting out, franchising, j oint venturing, the divested 

subsidiary becoming part of another or an independent organisation, or the 

spinning-off of an entity where the vendor retains equity interests. Whether these 

strategies are used individually or in combination, they are responses to increased 

innovation risk, demand risk and the difficulties of controlling the labour process, 

allowing large firms to move market fluctuations and uncertainty on to small 

firms. All of this may lead to the concept of the virtual organisation, a business 

structure whereby nearly all functions are outsourced to outside service providers. 

For instance, three virtual organisations in electric utilities are documented by 

Lewis ( 1 999). 

However, it is contended that this approach focuses on evaluating the efficiency of 

current available designs; it has no account of how and when new organisational 

designs emerge (Roberts and Greenwood, 1997) . Nor does it have much to say 

the core of the network structure may be either full-time or part-time and 

temporary workers, having weaker job security and other inferior conditions of 

employment (Whitaker, 1 992) . 

It could be further argued that this approach explains organisational change by 

exclusively seeking causes originating in markets, which are assumed to 

determine the course of organisational change, resulting organisational structures 

might be characterised as a loosely coupled system, or a network. The role of 

power has generally not been called into question. Consequently, this 

depoliticising view fails to consider the totality of economic and non-economic 

about process design. Furthermore, it explains related phenomena in terms of 

economic reasons rather than being fundamentally social and political (Kay, 

1 992) .  It says little about personal values and interests. Organisational flexibility 

sometimes is at the expense of certain groups : peripheral groups clustering around 
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social conditions (White and Jacques, 1 995) .  These arguments can be 

summarised in Table 2 .4  in terms of the four-type organisational change. 

✓ = well covered x = usually ignored ✓x == partly covered 

Configuration Approach 

There i s  a growing. interest i n  organisational configurations, archetypes, or 

"gestalts" and their transformation  and development (Greenwood and Hinings, 

1 993 ; Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1 993 ; Mintzberg, 1 99 8b) . According to 

management systems are best understood by studying the overall patterns (a 

coherent whole of interrelated subcomponents) rather than by analysis of narrowly 

focused sets of organisational properties . In this regard, organisational design is 

seen to have three essential elements : ( 1 )  the vertical and horizontal structures of 

not neutral instruments but a function of the ideas, beliefs and values ,  that 

underpin and are integrated in organisational structures and systems . 

Nevertheless, these ideas, values and beliefs are not necessarily shared by 

everybody in the organisation; they might be used by advantaged groups of people 

to consol idate their political positions and control over the distribution of 

resources . Furthermore, these ideas, values and beliefs underp inning the present 

Table 2.4 Transaction Cost Approach : Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
Processual Structural Cultural 

Method 
e 

Transaction 
cost ✓x ✓ X 

approach 

Political 

X 

Greenwood and Hinings, who draw on other authors, an organisational archetype 

is a set of  structures and systems that reflects a single interpretative scheme in 

terms of the following two statements. First, organisational structures and 

roles and responsibilities, (2) the decision systems, or policy and resource 

allocation mechanisms, and (3 )  the human resource systems . Second, patterns are 
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organisational design may be different from the current organisational culture. 

They would have been supported at some point in the organisation' s history, but 

over time the commitment waned whilst the structures and systems have remained 

unchanged. Such a situation would be amenable to change. 

The definition of archetype implies that it is probably institutionally specific 

because of internal and external forces (Meyer, Tsui and Hinings, 1 993). External 

forces to organisations are said to produce uniform configurations, including 

environmental selection for competitive fitness within particular industrial settings 

and normative pressures leading to standard operating procedures. Internal 

pressures also play important roles toward uniform configurations, such as 

replication of time-honoured practices. Therefore, it is suggested that within 

institutional sectors only a fraction of archetypes is viable, and that organisations 

tend to organise their structures and systems in terms of those archetypes because 

of the advantages of archetypal coherence (Greenwood and Hinings, 1993 ). 

Based on the concept of organisational archetype, organisational change can be 

classified into two types. The one is incremental change within archetypes. The 

other is strategic change of large-scale, long-term and frame-breaking quality, 

which can be understood as the movement from one archetype to another. This 

approach links aspects of organisational culture to organisational structure, 

developing an understanding of how existing archetypes break down and 

organisations move from one archetype to another. 

However, this approach assumes that the set of values and beliefs underlying 

structures and systems is not problematic . It has little to say about conflicting 

values, beliefs and interests, and whether or not the configuration is the preferred 

outcomes of certain individuals and groups over others. It also says little about 

changing organisational structure as means to "divide and conquer the opposition" 

and to "consolidate your power" (Pfeffer, 1 994, p267). Therefore, it could be 

argued that the explanation for organisational change is depoliticized in this 

approach. The strengths and weaknesses can be summarised in terms of the four

dimensional viewpoint in Table 2 . 5. 
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Table 2.5 Configuration Approach: Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
e Processual Structural Cultural Political 

d 

Configuration X ✓ ✓ x 

approach 
✓ = well covered x == usually ignored ✓ x = partly covered 

X 

2.5.3 Approaches to Cultural Change 

Focusing on addressing issues related to people' s values, beliefs, and behaviours , 

examples of cultural change include strong culture (Peters and Waterman, 1982; 

Beer, Eisenstat and Spector, 1 990; DeLisi, 1 990 ;  Kanter, 1988; Kotter, 1996) and 

cultural diversity management (Cox and Blake, 1 991n; Chemers, Oskamp and 

Costanzo, 1 995 ; Milliken and Matins , 1 996) . These are critiqued in the following 

section through the generic model (Table 2 .1 ) .  

Strong Culture 

Within this approach, some researchers emphasise the need for a unitary or strong 

culture (Peters and Waterman, 1 982 ; Beer, Eisenstat and Spector, 1 990 ;  DeLisi, 

1990; Kanter, 1 98 8 ;  Kotter, 1 996) .  For instance, 

Given the changing nature of organisations today, organisational 
culture is more important than ever before and much more important 
than previously supposed. The answer lies in developing a strong 
organisational culture - a system of shared values that helps an 
individual develop a sense of what is right to do. 

(DeLisi, 1 990, p84) 

If this view is taken, the approaches tend to be threefold. First, identify the 

current values and norms of the organisation; second, state what should be the 

culture ; third, identify the gap between the two and develop a plan to close it . The 

unitary view emphasises consistency and organisation-wide consensus .  This 

seems to offer top management a guide and legitimation for their power and 
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status , yet the relevance t o  the employees is problematic. In addition, the danger 

of a strong culture is that it would be resistant to change (Pfeffer, 1 992 ), and it 

ignores the fact that the complex real world is far more diverse than it sees . 

Fundamentally, it is still an engineering approach, "driven by a top-down, 

consensus-fixated , closed systems view" (Collins, 1996) . This is also supported 

by White and Jacques (1995) .  They argue that as a new metaphor for 

understanding social systems in the late 1970s, the concept of organisational 

culture seemed to challenge theorists to think more cautiously about research 

modelled on the physical sciences, and to introduce more interpretative models 

based on social theory. However, the concept of organisational culture was soon 

taken as simply a new "variable" by mainstream researcher. 

Cultural Diversity Management 

On the other hand, the multi-cultural view, for example, of the interpretative 

approach (Aldrich, 1992), sees differentiation and multiple meaning or even 

accepts that meanings are always in flux, and sees consensus as ephemeral, 

fluctuating across issues, individuals and organisational life cycles. Related to 

this is the notable growing emphasis on managing cultural diversity, especially in 

the US (Cox and Blake, 199 1 ;  Chemers, Oskamp and Costanzo, 1995; Milliken 

and Matins, 1 996). The arguments for such an approach are the trends of 

globalisation, increasing ethnic and gender diversity, emphasis on teamwork, 

pointing to the importance of understanding how cultural diversity might affect 

organisational effectiveness. Milliken and Matins (1996), based on other authors, 

suggest that cultural diversity can be differentiated between the observable and the 

non-observable. The former includes ethnic background, age, gender, whilst the 

latter includes education, technical abilities, tenure in the organisation, personality 

characteristics ,  or values. It is suggested that the more diverse a group is, the less 

integrated the group is l ikely to be and the higher the level of dissatisfaction and 

turnover. However, diversity may bring in a great variety of perspectives, 

therefore increasing the l ikelihood of creative and innovative solutions to 

problems. Cultural d iversity thus appears to be a double-edged sword. In line 

with these arguments,  Cox and Blake ( 1 991) argue that cultural diversity may lead 
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to competitive advantages in cost structures, high quality human resources, 

creativity, problem-solving, and flexible adaptation to change . Therefore they 

promote the creation of "multicultural" organisations where various types of 

diversity can be valued, respected and appreciated . They suggest that the 

capability for managing organisational cultural diversity can be improved by 

taking into account factors such as leadership, training, and culture and human 

resource management systems. 

Chemers, Oskamp and Costanzo (1995) suggest that there are various methods by 

which cultural diversity can be managed . Cultural training through group activity 

emphasises awareness and appreciation of diversity, and the improvement of 

cultural skills. Mentoring is about coaching, protecting, supporting, and 

counselling. And technology mediated teams can be useful to appreciate different 

opinions on their own merits, using a variety of available technologies such as 

electronic meeting support systems, video, e-mail, and fax. 

However, diversity training is not a simple task. Lindsay ( 1 994) contends that 

there are several reasons to make it different from most other forms of 

management training. First, the topics in diversity training groups are often 

undiscussable because of people's education and culture, or because of fears of 

being racist, sexist or offensive. Second, the participants themselves are the topic, 

and they are different in various aspects . This is useful in that everybody has 

some knowledge about the topic . However, it is also difficult since the 

knowledge is individually specific .  In addition to the unspeakable, 

miscommunication is likely to be high . Third , diversity training contains 

emotional and self-awareness components, focusing on illuminating intra and 

interpersonal beliefs, attitudes and behaviour. Fourth, different voices are 

assumed to be heard in order to create large-scale organisational change. 

Consequently, Lindsay (1994) argues that if these difficulties are not understood 

and managed, instead of a creating constructive understanding and learning 

among different cultures, the tensions and conflicts among different groups might 
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be exacerbated for example by producing forced participation, anger and 

scapegoating. These views can be summarised in Table 2 . 6 .  

Table 2 .6 Cultural Approach : Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
Processual Structural 

d 
e 

Cultural X X 

approach 
✓ = wel l  covered x = usually ignored 

Cultural Political 

✓ X 

The cultural approach directs people ' s  attention to the human side rather than to 

processes, structures ,  markets, and technologies . It shows the importance and the 

possibility of culture in creating and shaping organisations by influencing values 

and beliefs. However, there are potential negative consequences as wel l .  

Convinced by the benefits of a strong culture, managers might attempt to create a 

new value system, believing this will be good for all in the organisation. 

Nevertheless, it i s  potentially dangerous in the sense that this could be developed 

into a process of ideological control (Morgan, 1 997 ,  p 1 50) .  Further, Reed 

( 1 992b) argues that organisational culture is shaped by organisational politics, and 

it will direct the long-term structural development. Another danger is that culture 

is often reduced to, and managed as, a set of variables (White and Jacques, 1 995 ;  

Morgan, 1 997 ,  p 1 5 1  ) .  Finally, the cultural approach does not tell managers how 

to structure complex organisations (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  a, p 1 2) .  

2.5.4 Approaches to Political Change 

Approaches  to political change emphasise addressing i ssues concerning power 

distribution and the way organisational i ssues are influenced : power, domination, 

po litical bargaining and negotiation within organisations. These approaches can 

be associated with a number of authors ' (Mintzberg, 1 998a; Morgan, 1 997 ;  
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Pfeffer, 1 992; Pettigrew, 1 985 ) .  In this section, in order to highlight the issues, 

Morgan' s political model and labour process theorists wil l  be examined in relation 

to the generic critical model (Table 2 . 1 ) .  

Morgan ' s  Interests, Conflict and Power Model 

Morgan ( 1 997) advances a systematic political model based on relations between 

interests ,  conflict and power. Interests are predi sposition such as goals, values ,  

desires and expectations that guide individuals '  behaviour, relating to one ' s  

organisational task, career and personal life. Task interests are connected with the 

work one has to do .  In doing one ' s  j ob, one has aspirations, visions or 

activities . 

Whenever interests disagree, confl ict ari ses . Conflict will always exist in 

organisations because of factors such as limited resources, status, and career 

advancement, or attitudes, values and other cultural aspects. Conflict can be 

personal, interpersonal or between groups .  Power is the medium through which 

conflict is finally resolved . The sources of power are rich and varied. Morgan 

distinguishes fourteen most imporiant sources of power, which provide 

organisational members with a variety of means for enhancing their interests and 

reso lving organisational conflicts . 

According to Morgan ( 1 997), interests, conflict and power can be further divided 

into unitary, plural i st and radical in terms of the amount of agreement between 

members of an organisation. The unitary view takes an organisation as an 

integrated whole  where personal and organi sational interests are the same. 

Conflict i s  seen as unwanted trouble, to be suppressed by using l egitimate power 

expectations about one ' s  future , helping build career interests . However, work 

life is not all .  Outs ide work, one has personal values and lifestyle. These 

different interests can interact but sti l l  remain separate. Most often, tensions exist 

between them, and they are ever changing. Morgan ( 1 997) te lls that the 

understanding of these interests helps make sense of how people relate to their 

work through thei r  own personal concerns and thus understand their actions and 
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such as formal authority . The plurali st view accepts that different groups of 

organisational members have diverse interests . Conflicts are pervasive, and not 

necessarily seen as negative .  Political activity is seen as inevitable and 

organisational life i s  shaped by various sources of power. Thus the focus of 

management i s  on balancing different interests so that people can work together. 

The radical perspective views organisations as comprising contrary class interests, 

held together as much by coercion as by consent, where accommodation is often 

extremely difficult and painful outcomes such as unemployment or bankruptcy are 

involved. 

Typical examples are given here by using Morgan' s own words : 

Unitary characteristics are most often found in organisations that have 
a cohesive culture based on respect for management ' s  right to 
manage, especially those that have a long history of paternalistic 
management. Organisations primarily made up of white-collar staff, 
particularly where there i s  room for employees to acquire considerable 

(Morgan, 1 997, p200) 

Labour Process Theorists 

Another approach, the labour process theorists (Reed, 1 992a) have focused on 

managerial control strategies and practices in work organisations. In this 

approach, an attempt i s  made to develop a theoretical perspective on organisations 

that explains the complex interaction between intra-organisational control 

practices and the wider structures of  c lass power and domination. It is argued that 

there is an antagonistic relationship between the interests of owners and managers 

on the one hand, and workers on the other. The former are driven by maximising 

surplus values and sustained capital accumulation, whi le the latter are motivated 

by economic returns . Therefore the managerial control strategies and practices, 

whatever they are ,  wil l  inevitably generate worker resistance and resultant 

conflict; production can then be routinely achieved within a conflictual 

relationship between two class groupings. This conflict between contending 

autonomy, often tend to fit the pluralist model . Organisations where 
there are sharp racial or c lass distinctions between different categories 
of employee, where there are strong divisions between blue- and 
white-collar workers such as those found in many heavy industries, or 
where there has been a history of conflict between management and 
labour, tend to reflect the characteristics of the radical model . 
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power groups i s  the underlying force of structural change within complex 

organisations . 

In summary, the political approaches can help understand all organisational 

actions as interests based, where power plays a key role in addressing diverse 

interests .  ffectiveness are From this perspective, organisational efficiency and e

always political ; they may be rational for some groups of people, but not for 

others . However, the potential danger is that this might increase the possibility of 

people behaving politically for their own personal interests, resulting in cynicism 

and mistrust (Morgan, 1 997 ,  p2 1 2) .  Besides, political approaches may over 

emphasise the need to handle pol itical issues whilst downplay the importance of 

other organisational factors such as organisational structures, responding to 

market changes ,  etc . (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p 1 4) . The key points of the 

discussion are summarised in Table 2 . 7 .  

Table 2 .7  Political Approach: Strengths and Weaknesses 

� 
e Processual Structural 

d 

Political X X 

approach 

✓ = well covered x= usually ignored 

Cultural Political 

X ✓ 

In short, these  examples from the four different MOC approaches indicate that 

each approach has its strengths and weaknesses in terms of the generic critical 

model (Table 2 . 1 ), and that none is suitable for addressing all type of 

organisational change. The following section builds on this understanding toward 

a holi stic MOC approach . 
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2.6 The Need for a Holistic Approach to the Management 

of Change 

Having discussed the weaknesses and strengths of approaches to change based on 

the generic critical model , key methodological i ssues may now be surfaced and 

summarised as follows. 

Firstly, since there are different types of organisational change, these must be 

managed by different approaches .  There is unlikely to be one best way to address 

different types of organisational change. Whilst different approaches to change 

have been developed (for example, to manage processual change, TQM and BPR; 

to manage structural change, Configuration Approach and Transaction Cost 

Economics, etc ) ,  each focuses primari ly on one type of change situation. This 

study has highlighted four types of organisational change, and there are four 

approaches to managing these, but these now need to be brought together in a 

systemic framework. 

Secondly, s ince four types of organisational change are interrelated, they cannot 

be validly reduced into discrete parts and then managed in a reductionist way . 

This i s  mirrored by Gregory ' s  ( 1 996) ( or see section 3 .4 . 1  of this thesis) idea 

about critical practice including four dimensions. She argues that each dimension 

is essential but limited, therefore all four dimensions should be included in any 

intervention to enhance learning and understanding. The interrelatedness of the 

four types of organisational change implies that all four types and their interaction 

should be managed using multiple methodologies and methods. A systemic 

approach and multip le  methods are therefore needed to understand the dynamic 

interaction between different types of organisational change. That is, to look at 

the whole, rather than the parts . 

Furthermore, if  multiple methods are to be used in a theoretically informed way, 

how to choose between methodologies and methods and how to use them together 

becomes an i ssue to be resolved. It i s  often the case that there is more than one 

approach avai lable to address any one type of organisational change. For 
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example, both TQM and BPR can be used to manage processual change, but 

which should be chosen in any specific change context? Criteria are needed on 

which an informed choice can be made. 

decisions have been made, since is impossible to know all the facts and values that 

Finally, it can be argued that it may never be known that the most appropriate 

could lead to alternative conceivable options and consequences (Ulrich, 1 994). 

Decisions are based on current knowledge and within the limitation of 

organisational resources. Nevertheless, what can be done is to deal critically with 

what to be done, to reflect upon the shortcomings and sources of deception 

contained in a proposed solution, or in the definition of the problem. An example 

is the use of boundary judgements , to reflect upon issues such as who are 

involved and whose views are considered pertinent in MOC (see section 3.5 for 

details) . To achieve such a purpose, critical reflection is needed in the process of 

managing organisational change. From earlier critique of MOC approaches, little 

is said currently about how to use multiple methods to manage the interrelations 

of organisational change through a process of critique, reflecting upon the 

shortcomings and sources of deception that might be contained in the decisions 

made. 

The strengths and weaknesses of MOC approaches discussed so far may be 

summarised in Figure 2 .2 in terms of the four types of organisational change and 

their interactions. The key strength is that for each type of organisational change 

there exist alternative approaches. The key weakness is that current MOC 

approaches fail to manage the interactions of different types of organisational 

change. Moreover, current MOC approaches do not address explicitly the means 

whereby critical reflection can be effectively carried out .  
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Figure 2.2 Strengths and Weaknesses of Approaches to Change 

2. 7 Conclusions 

For the purpose of ordering and making sense of the MOC literature, critically 

reflecting upon the weaknesses and strengths of approaches to change, and 

surfacing key issues to be further addressed, this chapter developed a generic 

critical model with a four-dimensional view of organisational change : processual , 

structural , cultural and political changes. Several conclusions can be drawn from 

this critique, as follows . 

Firstly, different types of organi sational change need to be managed by different 

approaches .  Currently, each type of approaches is primari ly focused on specific 

dimensions of organisational change, to which each can be pertinent and effective . 

But there is  no one best way to manage change. 



50  Chapter 2 :  Critique Literature of the Management of Change 

Secondly, different types of organisational change are interrelated; therefore they 

need to be managed together as a whole by using a holistic approach. However, 

current approaches are unable to deal with situations where all types of 

organisational change are surfaced, and say l ittle about how to understand and 

manage organisational change holistically. 

Thirdly, if MOC interactions are to be successfully managed, this necessitates a 

mixed use of multiple methods and methodologies . However, current approaches 

seem to have little to offer beyond a single method focusing on a specific 

problem. The management of methodological diversity, how to choose between 

approaches, how to use different methods together, and how to reflect critical ly on 

the decisions made, are not addressed by current MOC approaches .  

and useful to look at theories of  hol istic approaches to find methodological 

guidance and underpinnings . This i s  the purpose of the next chapter. 

The proposed so lution drawn from this is to focus on a holistic approach that i s  

capable of using different MOC approaches to manage different types of 

organisational change, their interactions, and to reflect upon the shortcomings of 

the decisions made . If  this is to be achieved effectively, it is deemed appropriate 
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3. 1 Introduction 

Chapter 2, based on the generic critical model, argued that the key issue in the 

successful management of change (MOC) is to develop a holistic, or systemic, 

approach, which will be able to deal with intenelated types of organisational 

change, various MOC methods, and critical reflection. In search of theoretical 

and methodological underpinnings for addressing these issues, this chapter aims at 

achieving parts of Objective 2 (see chapter 1 ) :  critiquing the systems literature and 

its relevance to MOC, identifying key systems issues to be addressed, and based 

on the critique in chapter 2 and in this chapter proposing a first systemic 

framework for MOC. 

This chapter begins with a general introduction of systems concepts. Then it 

discusses several main systems perspectives in terms of solving the key issues of 

MOC. Various possible ways of managing multiple methods and problem 

contexts are then discussed. Based on these understandings, a first systemic 

framework for MOC is proposed . Finally, the chapter concludes with issues 

highlighted for further investigation. 

3.2 Systems Perspectives and Their Relevance to the 

Management of Change 

This section aims at introducing basic systems concepts and developing a general 

appreciation of systemic perspectives and their relevance to MOC. 

3.2.1 Basic Systems Concepts 

In systems approaches the concept of system is arguably understood rather 

differently by different groups of people. For some, it refers to the thing of 

interest in the real world; for others it is used "to refer to a particular way of 

organising our thoughts about the world" (Flood and Jackson, 1991a, p2) . 

Although systems concepts tend to be subjective, nevertheless, a system may 

generally be understood as a whole with interacting parts, separated by a boundary 

from its environment. For example, an organisation may be considered as a 
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system composing of interacting technical and human activities, operating within 

a broader economic and political context. The system boundary may be defined 

by judging what and who are to be included in or excluded from the system 

considered. 

One of the most important systems ideas is the concept of holism: the whole 

system is greater than the sum of its parts . For example, an automobile must have 

certain components, and they must be configured in a way that gives them the 

correct interrelationships . Therefore, it is not sufficient to gather all of the best 

automobile parts in one place to make a system. To become a system they must 

be designed to work together, otherwise the connections that make the system 

called automobile will be missing and the parts will remain a use less pile of 

materials .  

Holism implies systemicity, and points to approaches which do not see enhanced 

understanding being gained by reductionist approaches which break problems 

down into their fundamental elements (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  a, p3) .  

intangible problems. Yet another alternative is "soft systems thinking", dealing 

with people and people ' s  perceptions. Recently ,  the successful application of 

approaches such as Total Systems Intervention (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  b; Flood, 

1 996 ;  Clarke, 1 997) to organisational problems signifies that "critical systems 

thinking" is coming into being, helping deal with diversity of problem contexts 

and diversity of methodologies . 

In the following sections, a brief review of these systems approaches wil l  make it 

possible to discuss their relevance to MOC. The purpose, as explained before, is 

In the late 1 960s ,  various strands of theoretical development tended to converge 

towards a systems-based approach that focused upon the adaptability of 

organisations to their environments . This is closely associated with "hard systems 

thinking", which provides optimisation so lutions to tangible problems , and 

"sociotechnical systems thinking", which aims at optimising both tangible and 
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to find whether systems approaches will be able to help manage different types of 

organisational change and their interactions, use multiple methods in order to 

address the whole, and reflect upon the decisions made. 

3.2.2 Hard Systems Thinking and Its Relevance to the 

Management of Change 

Hard Systems Thinking (HST) basically includes systems engineering, systems 

analysis, and operational research, "characterised by a search for objectivity, 

quantification, systematic techniques and methods, optimisation, goal-seeking and 

determining correct solutions to tangible problems" (Flood and Jackson, 1 991 c ). 

Systems Engineering (SE) was developed from the engineering discipl ine in the 

Bell Telephone Laboratories in the 1940s, which extended the engineering 

approach, previously used only to engineer components, to tackle complex 

systems made up of the interaction of many components (Jackson, 1 991a, p74). 

Systems Analysis (SA) was developed out of wartime military operations 

planning in the RAND corporation during 1940s and 195 0s, examining the costs, 

effectiveness and risks of alternative strategies (Quade, 1 963) .  Operational 

Research (OR) was developed out of interdisciplinary team practice during the 

World War II in the UK, studying complex problems using scientific methods 

(Ackoff and Sasieni, 1 968). Though the origin and stages of these methods vary, 

their nature is very much in common and can be summarised by the following 

steps. There is a desired state of the system, which is known; there is a present 

state of the system ;  there are alternative ways of getting from the present state to 

the desired state; it is the role of the systems person to find the best means of 

getting from the present state to the desired state (Checkland, 1981 ) .  

HST approaches dominated management theory from the 1 960s to 1970s, and 

various strands of theoretical development tended to converge towards a systems

based approach that focused upon the adaptability of organisations to their 

environments (Reed and Hughes, 1 993 ; Jackson, 1 99 1a ,  p42). 
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Nadler' s  ( 1 9 88) systems approach to MOC for  example takes an organisation as  a 

system, which has interaction among task, individuals, organisational 

anangements and informal organisations. This system is in close interrelationship 

with its environment. It takes in environment, resources and history, and 

transforms them into goal achievement, resource utilisation, adaptation, group 

performance and individual behaviour and effect (Figure 3. 1) . 

Inputs 

• Environment • Resources • History 

Transformation 

Interaction among key organisational components 
• Task 
• Individuals 
• Organisational arrangements 
• Informal organisation 

Outputs 

Organisational performance 
• Goal achievement 
• Resource utilisation 
• Adaptation 
• Group performance 
• Individual behaviour and effect 

Figure 3 .1  Nadler's Systems Model 

Nadler's  MOC model assumes that organisations will be most effective when 

their major components are congruent with each other. This implies that if the 

key variables of an organisation can be determined, then organisational change 
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can be  effectively managed by : understanding the current state, developing an 

image of a desired future state , and moving the organisation from the current state 

to the desired state . 

HST approaches were seen to constitute an advance over ad hoe thinking about 

the management task, and, for example, popularised the use of mathematical 

models in order to aid decision-making. However, they have a limited domain of 

applicability , since they pay little attention to the characteristics of human beings 

in the system, over emphasise quantification and optimisation, work largely 

within the status quo, and rely on a rule-based method (Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p79-8 1 ) . 

In particular, HST approaches to MOC can be critiqued in terms of whether such 

approaches can :  help surface different but interdependent types of organisational 

change;  assist with the use of multip le methods in order to address holistic 

problem contexts ; and reflect upon the systemicity of the intervention. 

Firstly, HST can provide a much richer picture of the interdependence of the key 

components of the organisation, although it may tend to focus more on the 

obj ectivity rather than the subjectivity of organisational change. In terms of 

processual and structural changes ,  they can provide general principles to guide the 

design of processes and structures .  However, this does not mean that it can give 

specific suggestions as how to reduce business cycle time, improve product 

qual ity, or design a flatter organisation. HST tends to ignore the cultural and 

political dimensions. 

Secondly, HST approaches to MOC are fundamentally optimising methods; thus 

values .  

assuming that organisational change can be effectively managed in such a way. 

This is  an impoverished view as far as cultural and political issues are concerned. 

Even the processual and structural change involves people ' s  perceptions and 
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Thirdly, there is no guidance as how to use multiple methods, though the need for 

changing more than a single component is sometimes recognised (Nadler, 1988). 

Finally, there is no means for reflecting upon the systemicity of the approach. 

The previous discussions may be summarised in Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2 Hard Systems Thinking and Organisational Change 

interactions. They have no means to deal with either multiple methods or critical 

reflection (therefore a non-reflective organisational boundary) . With this being 

the case, what can sociotechnical systems thinking contribute to MOC? 

HST approaches seem to be useful in helping manage processual and structural 

changes, but inadequate to manage other types of organisational change and their 
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3.2.3 Sociotechnical Systems Thinking and Its Relevance to the 

Management of Change 

The following brief summary of the main ideas of socio technical systems thinking 

(STST) is based on Jackson ( 1 99 1 a) and Mumford and Beekman ( 1 994) . 

STST was associated with a group of social researchers who formed the Tavistock 

Institute of Human Relations in London. Their first major contribution began 

with proj ects in 1 949 in the British coal industry, which had recently adopted new 

mass production system. The stress created by this new system resulted in low 

moral among miners and other negative social consequences .  The Tavistock 

researchers recognised that this was because the social organisation had been 

damaged by the new technical system. From this they began to formulate one of 

the most important principles of STST: the social and technical systems should be 

j ointly optimised when designing work. Gradually, the key principles were 

developed . 

The core of STST includes the following .  First, organisations are seen as systems 

with interdependent social and technical subsystems .  In designing organisations, 

both of them should be considered. Otherwise, the technical and social 

subsystems may act on each other negatively. This leads to the idea that in 

des igning the structures of an organi sation, social , technical and economic factors 

should be jointly optimised. The purpose is thus to achieve the optimum 

performance of  the organisation as a who le rather than to optimise each 

subsystem, even if each subsystem is in a less optimum state. Management should 

be able to choose from different organisational forms under the technical and 

environmental constrains. An organisation has to perform primary task in order to 

survive, and it is in this sense that the whole system is to be optimised. This i s  

closely related to the concept that organisations should be regarded as  open 

systems.  If an organisation is to survive, an organisation must be adapted in 

certain ways dependent upon the wide environment . And the input

transformation-out model is often used to understand production systems. 

Another key idea is group working : it i s  suggested that workers would be more 
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satisfied and find their j obs meaningful if they work in semiautonomous groups. 

And since the work groups manage themselves by self-regulation, this might free 

management for much more important tasks such as focusing on organisational 

environment. 

STST, although its use was limited in Britain, had much influence in S candinavia 

where there was better co-operation between management and unions (Mumford 

and Beekman, 1 994, p42-43) .  From these early applications and research, a 

number of new sociotechnical design principles have been further developed and 

are still of great value today . These include the following. 

• Compatibility-the process of design must be compatible with its obj ectives. 

• Minimum critical specification-employees should be told what to do but not 

how to do it. 

• Variance contro l-problems must be corrected as close to their point of origin 

as possible , and preferably by the group that caused them. 

• Multiskilling-individuals should be given a range of tasks including some 

that are challenging . 

• Boundary management-the members of a department should be responsible 

for their activities ,  and the supervisor responsible for the boundary activities. 

• Information flow-information systems should be designed in such a way that 

information goes directly to those who need it to take action. 

• Support congruence-supporting systems should strengthen the organisational 

structure (for example, the design of work groups requires payment including 

group bonus) .  

• Design and human values-organisational design should be to provide a high 

quality of working life for employees (for example the need to be able to learn 

on the j ob, the need for participation in decision making, and the need to feel 

that the j ob leads to a desirable future, etc . ) .  

• Incompletion-design is  an ongoing and iterative process .  

According to Jackson ( 1 99 1  a) , STST focuses on social, technical and economic 

subsystems, their interactions, and the whole organisation and its environment . If 
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examined to ensure that they are harnessed to the needs of the whole organisation, 

which in turn is adjusted to its environment. However, STST has a managerial 

bias . The survival of an organisation is seen to benefit all organisational 

members. The organisation is seen to have its own purpose. Thus the power of 

some groups to control the organisation is not surfaced. For instance, managers 

are seen to act for the good of all by using their expert knowledge, whilst workers 

are even given the opportunity to manage themselves. Finally, STST tends to 

support the status quo rather than radical change. In relation to MOC systemicity, 

STST can be assessed as in Figure 3.3 . 
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Figure 3.3 Sociotechnical Systems Thinking and Organisational Change 

In terms of the four types of organisational change, STST views an organisation 

as a whole comprising of interacting social and technical subsystems, which is in 

close interrelation with its environment. It mainly provides general guidance, 
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rather than specific suggestions, such as how to logically design processes and 

structures. It also pays attention to the need for the individuals to participate in 

decision making and through this to exercise a degree of control over the 

immediate work environment. Therefore it can be related to the cultural factors to 

a certain degree, though this is done in a depoliticised way. Power relations and 

influence are hidden. Secondly, STST seems to offer some guidance in the use of 

multiple methods, since it encourages optimising an organisation in terms of both 

the technical and social subsystems . However, this aspect is underdeveloped: 

beyond the concept of optimising both social and technical subsystems, there is no 

explicit guidance as how to use multiple methods . Finally, STST does not offer 

guidance on critical reflection. In short, STST seems to be of value in designing 

an organisation where a unitary view can be developed about what should be 

done. 

Having found that HST and STST are insufficient to deal with the interactions of 

organisational change, the next section will discuss Soft Systems Thinking and its 

relevance to MOC. 

3.2.4 Soft Systems Thinking and Its Relevance to the 

Management of Change 

This section begins with a summary of the main ideas of Soft Systems Thinking 

(SST). Then S ST will be critiqued in terms of whether it is able to help manage 

different types of organisational change and their interactions, use multiple 

methods to address the whole, and reflect upon the decisions made. 

In contrast with HST's inability to deal with subjectivity, SST has been developed 

to deal with people and their perceptions,  values, and interests, "characterised by 

subjectivity, a qualitative approach, systemic methodologies , and learning and 

accommodation in the face of contrasting world views" (Flood and Jackson, 

199 1 c ). The work of Churchman, Ackoff, and Checkland reflects the core of SST 

(Jackson, 1991a, p l 36) ,  and therefore is reviewed here. 
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For Churchman ( 1 97 1 ,  1 979), the social world is seen as being the creative 

construction of human beings according to different perspectives or viewpoints . 

Therefore, if focus is to be on the whole system, different perceptions need to be 

taken into consideration. This, Churchman argues, can be achieved through a 

process of dialectical debate, consisting of three stages: thesis, antithesis, and 

synthesis. The prevailing worldview (thesis) of the decision-makers that makes 

the proposals of the decision-makers meaningful should be unearthed and 

synthesis is then produced, bringing about a richer picture of the problem 

situation. 

For Ackoff ( 1 9 8 1 ) ,  the social world is the product of the open interaction of a 

wide variety of individual subjectivity . This is where wide participation comes in 

planning and designs through "interactive planning", supported by three 

principles. The first is the participative principle, stating that all stakeholders 

should participate in the stages of the p lanning process. The second principle is 

that of continuity, implying that plans should be constantly changed since the 

values of an organisation's stakeholders will change over time. The third 

principle is the holistic ,  that is, planning simultaneously and interdependently for 

as many parts and levels as is possible. Based on the three principles, interactive 

planning has five stages : formulating the mess, ends planning, means planning, 

resource planning, and design of implementation and control. 

For Checkland ( 1 98 1  ), reality is problematical; therefore, systemicity is 

transferred "from the world to the process of enquiry into the world" . Based on 

phenomenological philosophy, SSM has seven stages. In the first and second 

stages, a problem situation is entered and analysed. It is important the analysis 

should not be pursued in systems terms at the first two stages, otherwise the 

problem situation can be distorted and premature conclusions given. In the third 

stage, "root definitions" are formulated, from the systems that appear relevant to 

the problem situation considering the "CATWOE" (customer, actors, 

understood. Then this thesis should be challenged by an antithesis-a different 

worldview, giving rise to alternative proposals. In the light of both worldviews, a 
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transformation process, weltanschauung, owners , environmental constraints) . 
Stage four involves constructing conceptual models of the systems, which consist 
of verbs representing the minimum activities to produce the systems implied in 
the root definitions . In stage five, the conceptual models are compared with the 

perceptions from the rich picture, and both desirable and feasible changes can be 
agreed on in stage six. Finally, action is taken to improve the problem situation. 

Though different soft systems thinkers might have differences , nevertheless, SST 

as a whole is  concerned with il l-structured problems, it accepts and explores 

multiple perceptions oflreality, and takes values explicitly into account. 

change such as restructuring, design of a new organisation, and creating a new 

organisational culture (Mingers and Taylor, 1 992) . Bennett and Kerr ( 1 996) 

demonstrate the relevance of SST to the implementation of TQM, arguing that 

TQM is not integrated into a business as a whole, lacks focus on results, and lacks 

integration with management theory. Therefore it is argued that without applying 
systems thinking, TQM will fail to fulfil its potential (improving the 

competitiveness, the effectiveness and flexibility of a whole organisation) . SSM 

in  this case is  specifically employed to  realise the potentiality of  TQM. Another 

example is Galliers and Baker ' s  ( 1 995) attempt to integrate SST perspectives with 

BPR. It is argued that BPR places most emphasis on gaining competitive 

advantage and profit maximisation while little thought is given to more pluralistic 

outcomes and contextual issues. Therefore SST ideas could be valuable if BPR is 

to be successfully implemented. 

However, SST has been criticised for its limited ability to deal with power, and to 

combine multiple methods (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1 c) .  Following Jackson' s 

( 1 99 1  a, p 1 60- 1 67) account, SST promotes a consensus worldview, ignoring the 
deep-seated conflict in organisations and society . Secondly, since participation is 

based on the idea that there is a consensus social world, the results of the S ST will 

favour the powerful . Moreover, there is little guidance on how participation is to 

SST approaches have been employed to manage various types of organisational 



the meanings and values of the participants, it tends to neglect the viewpoints of 

the powerless and the disadvantaged. Secondly, SST is  seen to be superficial in 
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be achieved (Brown, 1 996) .  Thirdly, the belief of soft systems thinkers in a 

consensual world and in the efficacy of participation i s  only sustained in ways that 

do not chall enge the sponsors ' fundamental interests .  Consequently, SST has a 

l imited domain of effective and legitimate application. These critiques can be 

summarised in relation to the MOC systemicity in Figure 3 .4 .  
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Figure 3.4 Soft Systems Thinking and Organisational Change 

In terms of the four types of organisational change, SST may provide a much 

richer picture about the subj ective aspects of an organisation, but only partly 

oriented to processual and structural aspects (Clarke, Lehaney and Martin, 1 998) .  

Whi l st i t  can provide general principles as  to how to enhance the understanding of 

its employment of multiple methods (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  c ), so that l ittle 

guidance can be gained from SST on how to choose and use multiple methods in 

order to address  organisational change as a whole. Final ly, SST is seen to fai l to 
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question its own theoretical assumptions and is therefore umeflective about the 

social context in which it is employed (Flood and Jackson, 1 991 c ) .  

So  far, i t  can be concluded that the aforementioned systems perspectives might be 

able to contribute to MOC in some ways, but none of them can assist with 

managing multiple methods and critical reflection particularly effectively. This 

leads to the examination of the relevance of Critical Systems Thinking to MOC. 

3 .2 .5 Critical Systems Thinking and Its Relevance to the 

Management of Change 

Firstly, a summary of the key ideas of Critical Systems Thinking (CST) is 

provided. CST is then critiqued in terms of whether it can help MOC with 

understanding different types of organisational change and their interactions, 

using multiple methods to address the whole, and thinking about the limitations of 

the decisions made. 

CST begins with critiques of HST and SST, and then distinguishes itself by its 

commitments to improvement, critical awareness, and methodological pluralism 

(Midgley, 1 996 , drawing on and critiquing Flood and Jackson's ( 1 991aa) ideas of 

CST) .  This review is based on the three commitments of CST. 

Firstly, the commitment to improvement needs to be traced back to the concept of 

"emancipation" (Jackson, 1 99 1 a; Flood and Jackson, 1 991 c). 

Critical systems thinking is dedicated to human emancipation and 
seeks to achieve for all individuals the maximum development of their 
potential. This is to be achieved by raising the quality of work and life 
in the organisation and societies in which they participate. 

(Jackson, 1 991 a, p185- 186) 

Jackson argues that human emancipation can be achieved by addressing all 

problem situations through using HST, SST and emancipatory methodologies. 

However, Midgley ( 1996) argues that the concept of "human emancipation" has 

several difficulties. It is usually understood as promoting human well-being 
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without considering the non-human environment; whereas Midgley maintains that 

a sustainable and interactive relationship between human well-being and the 

environment is  necessary to challenge the taken-for-granted human boundary. 

Another difficulty is that it is not clear whether emancipation i s  perceived in 

absolute terms.  Midgley makes it clear that it should be understood in relation to 

the local and temporary contexts where it is used. For much of  these reasons, 

improvement is preferred over emancipation. 

Secondly, critical awareness has three interrelated forms identified between 

several authors (Jackson, 1 990, 1 99 1  b; Flood, 1 990) .  According to Midgley 

( 1 996), the first form is to understand the theoretical underpinnings of systems 

methods, techniques, and methodologies. The second is to understand both the 

context of application and the possible consequences of using various 

methodologies once the context has been defined. And the third is to examine the 

assumptions and values entering into actually existing systems designs or any 

proposals for a systems design. The first two support the commitment to 

methodological pluralism whilst the third supports the commitment to 

emancipation. But for Midgley ( 1 996) ,  critical awareness is clearly defined by 

boundary judgements :  what should be included in, or excluded from, the system 

concerned. This wil l  be further discussed later. 

Thirdly, methodological pluralism is about using different methods and 

methodologies in one intervention in a theoretically informed way. 

Methodological pluralism has been advanced as a means of dealing with multiple 

interpretations of method and problem situation, and promoting the mixed use of 

multiple methodologies in a single intervention, thereby realising the benefits of 

methodological flexibi l ity. 

In relation to MOC, critical systems perspectives seem particularly applicable 

(Figure 3 . 5 ) .  S ince CST commits to improvement by addressing al l problem 

situations through the use of other systems perspectives, it has the potential to 

provide guidance upon surfacing different types of organisational change and their 
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interactions . However, this does not mean that CST can provide all the answers 

for MOC. It tends to offer general systemic principles which will be of benefit in 

managing organisational change, rather than specific suggestions such as how to 

reduce business cycle time, restructure business processes, improve product 

qual ity, design network organisations, develop multiple cultures within an 

organisation, or use political approaches to stimulating necessary change. 
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Figure 3 .5  Critical Systems Thinking and Organisational Change 

Since it commits to methodological pluralism, it can provide guidance on how to 

employ multiple methods in order to addres s  the whole. Finally, since it commits 

to critical awareness ,  it explicitly addresses critical reflection upon the boundary 

judgement . 

With this being the case, a more detai led examination of CST seems to be of value 

in explaining how exactly CST might contribute to MOC in general , and in 

particular using multiple methods to address the whole, and thinking about the 

limitations of the decis ions made. Subsequently, section 3 .4 will examine the 
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general strategies and theoretical considerations of using multiple methods . 

Section 3 . 5  will discuss several perspectives of methodological plurali sm .  And 

Section 3 . 6  wil l  develop an understanding of how critique can be addressed in 

terms of judging the systemicity of an intervention. 

3.3 Possible Ways of Managing Methodological Diversity 

and the Paradigm Problem 

Using multiple methods to address  problem situations is  sometimes referred to as 

managing methodological divers ity . Of the alternative approaches to this ,  four 

possibilities wi ll be reviewed here : pragmatism, isolationism, imperialism, and 

methodological pluralism (Jackson, 1 9 9 1 a, 1 999; Flood and Romm, 1 995a, 

1 996a, b ), in order to highlight the theoretical and practical i ssues to be addressed. 

3.3.1 Four Ways of Managing Methodological Diversity 

The first of these possible way of managing methodological diversity is 

pragmatism. Pragmatists concentrate on building up a ' tool-kit' of techniques 

based on the criteria of 'what works' in practice. "Little, if any, references is 

made to inferable underlying theory, methodological principles or model-based 

rules" (Flood and Romm, 1 996b ) .  Four shortcomings of pragmatists for their 

atheoretical approaches are summarised by Midgley ( 1 997a) .  Firstly, the trial and 

error approach runs the risk of unnecessary damage in practice; yet without 

underpinning theory it is difficult for people to learn from the mistakes. 

Secondly, knowledge transfer is difficult without theory. Thirdly ,  what works 

now may not work in the future, theory is needed to understand why a method 

works . Finally ,  since theoretical reasoning behind 'what works' is usually absent, 

pragmatists may support authoritarian practices in an uninformed way, or, at least, 

informed only from empirical evidence .  

"Two forms of  isolationism can be  distinguished" (Flood, 1 989 ;  Flood and 

Romm, 1 996b) : theoretical and methodological isolationism. Theoretical 

isolationism is characterised by subscribing to clear philosophical beliefs and 
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being protected against other beliefs . "Methodological and model isolationism 

occurs when a single methodology or model is permanently in an interventionist ' s  

service" (Flood and Romm, 1 996b ) .  Therefore isolationists believe that there i s  

nothing to  learn from and preclude the chances of "reflective conversation" 

between different perspectives (Jackson, 1 999) . This divides management science 

and the systems community into the 'Warring States ' ,  each arguing for the 

primacy of their preferred approach. Consequently, this may limit practitioners to 

act within one preferred perspective, restricting possible explanations of 

organisations and ways of managing them. 

Third, imperialists assume that one or another theoretical stance is fundamentally 

superior, but at the same time are willing to incorporate other perspectives if they 

seem to add strength in terms of the favoured approach (Jackson, 1 999) .  The 

limitation of imperialism i s  therefore the same as iso lationism (Flood and Romm, 

1 996b) . 

management science, encouraging their theoretical development and 
suggesting ways in which they can be appropriately fitted to the 
variety of management problems that arise . 

(Jackson, 1 999, p 1 4) 

In this way, the diversity in theory and action might be preserved (Flood and 

critical systems thinkers, for example, Jackson ( 1 99 1  a, 1 997, 1 999) ,  Flood and 

Romm ( 1 995a, l 996a,b ) ,  Midgley ( 1 992a, 1 997a, b ) ,  Gregory ( 1 996). However, 

Finally, methodological pluralism opposes previous strategies. 

It would respect the different strengths of the various trends in 

Romm, 1 996b ) ,  and maximum flexibility can be ensured by using different 

methodologies ,  different methods, models ,  tools and techniques together in a 

theoretically informed way (Jackson, 1 999) .  Therefore pragmatism, iso lationism 

and imperial ism are dismissed, and methodological plurali sm is preferred by 

it is  worth noting that there are different versions of methodological pluralism, 

which may be underp inned by different theories, or have different ideas about 

using multiple methods . 
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If methodologies are to be used together in a theoretical ly informed way, there is  a 

paradigm problem that has to be addressed: systems methodologies have different 

ontological and theoretical assumptions, belonging to different paradigms 

(Midgley, 1 997a) ,  which are argued to be mutually exclusive (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1 979 ;  Jackson and Carter, 1 99 1 ) . If this is the case, using different 

methodologies and methods together is  impossible . If  this is not the case, then 

how is the paradigm problem to be addressed to allow different methodologies 

and methods to be used together? Some of the main arguments and counter

arguments are given below. 

3.3.2 Paradigm Problem 

Burrel l  and Morgan ( 1 979) argue that a paradigm involves a consideration of the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions about organisations, as well as a 

consideration of human nature. Ontology i s  concerned with the nature of reality. 

For example, reality may be considered obj ective and external to individuals ;  or 

real ity may be considered subjective, dependent on views and opinions of human 

observers . Epistemology is concerned with how reality might be understood and 

communicated to others .  A positivist view suggests that knowledge is real, 

obj ective, clearly definable and measurable ; a phenomenological view sees 

knowledge as closely related to people ' s  experience and perceptions . Finally, 

human beings may be considered as being completely determined by external 

factors as opposed to completely autonomous and free-willed. 

To help with analysis and reflecting on these theoretical assumptions which 

structure different paradigms, a framework , developed by Burrell and Morgan 

( 1 979), is presented in Figure 3 . 6 .  The framework has two dimensions . 

Vertically there is a concern with order and change . The lower section of the 

framework represents a concern with social order and stabil ity whereas the upper 

section represents a concern with explaining radical change, conflict and 

domination in society . Horizontally the framework i s  divided by a concern for 

obj ective facts as opposed to subj ective interpretation. On the right hand side of 

the framework, organisations are seen as concrete, tangible entities external to 
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people .  O n  the left-hand side o f  the framework, organisations are viewed as 

subjective and personal constructs, which may be defined and experienced 

differently by different groups of people. 

Sociology of Radical Change 

Radical Radical 
humanist structuralist 

Interpretive Functionalist 

Subjective Objective 

Sociology of Regulation 

Figure 3.6 Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory 

The combination of the two dimensions produces four different paradigms. The 

functionali st paradigm represents a dual concern with social order and a concrete 

and external reality .  The goal is to analyse organisations to find regularities and 

facilitate control by using scientific methods. The interpretive paradigm also 

focuses on order and how order is maintained within organisations . However, 

organisations are viewed as being the creations of the people involved, so 

interpretations of  people' s perceptions and meanings are important. The radical 

humanist is similar to the interpretive paradigm in that it is concerned with the 

interpretation of perceptions and meanings of the people involved, but it al so 

focuses on critiquing and understanding organisations as arenas of domination and 

conflict within their wider social context. The goal implied by this paradigm is to 

free people from any false consciousness  and thus to attain their potential . The 
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radical structurali st paradigm supports radical change and emancipation through 

political action to address conflict and domination. 

Burrell and Morgan argue that these paradigms are based on different theoretical 

assumptions, hence ,  

The four paradigms are mutual ly exclusive . They offer alternative 
views of social reality, and to understand the nature of  all four is to 
understand four different views of society. They offer different ways 
of seeing. A synthesis is not possible, since in their pure forms they 
are contradictory, being based on at least one set of opposing meta
theoretical assumptions . They are alternatives, in the sense that one 
can operate in different paradigms sequentially over time, but 
mutually  exclusive, in the sense that one can not operate in more than 
one paradigm at any given point in time, since in accepting the 
assumptions of one, we defy the assumptions of all the others . 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1 979, p25) 

If this is the case, then paradigms are incommensurable. If paradigms are 

incommensurable, then how can cross-paradigm understanding be possible, other 

than sequentially? 

One of the counter-arguments about paradigm incomrnensurability is that 

paradigmatic boundaries are much more permeable, rather than the hard and fast 

domains Burrell and Morgan ( 1 979) suggest. Gioia and Pitre ( 1 990) argue that 

paradigms are relatively defined, and that there are ' transition zones' between 

paradigms. Thus different paradigms can be connected by building conceptual 

bridges across transition zones. For instance they propose that interpretive and 

functionalist paradigms can be l inked through the bridge "structure", whilst the 

functionalist and radical structuralist paradigms can be bridged through "degree of 

change". Consequently, they reject strong paradigm incommensurability , and 

suggest that a pluralistic, multiple-perspective view can be developed. 

Reed ( 1 992b) agrees with Gioia and Pitre ( 1 990) about maintaining fundamental 

ontological and epistemological differences between paradigms, arguing for a 

"partial synthesis" strategy. That is , "selected theoretical elements of different 
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general approaches can be recombined and reworked in such a way that richer and 
deeper understanding of organisations is made possible" (Reed, 1 9926, p266) .  

in its methodological scope, thus it is wrong to assert that any paradigm can or 

should be used to assess any issue .  He argues that multiple paradigm research 

offers great potential for understanding organisational problems because it has 

several lenses for its analytical camera. 

Gioia and Pitre' s  ( 1 990) bridge strategy focuses more on similarities between 

paradigms rather than differences, whilst Hassard ' s  ( 1 993)  strategy emphasises 
more the differences between paradigms rather than similarities .  Schultz and 

Hatch ( 1 996) support the view that paradigm boundaries are permeable, thus they 

have developed another multiple paradigm strategy called ' interplay' , which 

becomes possible when considering simultaneously both contrasts and 

connections between paradigms . 

dimensions of an organisation ( or society) are inseparable. For instance, 

structures are the results of actions, but synchronically they constrain and enable 

actions . On the other hand, although people' s actions are influenced by structures 

already in place, people in turn can change structures diachronically. Thus 

subj ective and obj ective dimensions are interrelated in this way, and both need to 

be taken into account simultaneously to develop a full understanding. Following 

Hassard ( 1 993 ) does not address this issue formally, but argues that his research 
(the study of the British Fire Service) supports a proposal of multiple paradigm 

research, which illustrates how different paradigms are applied in a parallel way 

within one research investigation. He argues that each of the paradigms is limited 

Although Gioia and Pitre ' s  ( 1 990) ,  Reed ( 1 l9926), Hassard ' s  ( 1 993 ) and Schultz 

and Hatch ( 1 l996) all maintain the essential incommensurability of paradigms, 

nevertheless, they all call for cross-paradigm research in somewhat different 

ways. In contrast, Weaver and Gioia ( 1 l994) argue that the incommensurabil ity 

thesis of  paradigms is in essence problematic. Based on Giddens ' s  ( 1 l984) theory 
of structuration, Weaver and Gioia ( 1 l994) argue that subjective and objective 
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this line of reasoning, different paradigms "constitute parts of a comprehensive 

picture", and "a unified body of knowledge i s  tenable, where unification entails an 

ability to grasp the differences, similarities and interrelationships among multiple 

approaches" (Weaver and Gioia, 1 994). 

paradigms . Nevertheless, methodological pluralism needs to develop a position 

on the paradigm problem if it is to be theoretical informed (Midgley, 1 997a) .  

Actually, critical systems thinkers have suggested several perspectives on 

methodological pluralism, providing useful guidance as how to use multiple 

methods . S ince these understandings are what have been searched for to support 

the development of a systemic MOC approach, they deserve some detailed 

discussion subsequently .  

3.4 Methodological Pluralism in Critical Systems 

Thinking 
As aforementioned, one of the ideas key to the success of MOC is the 

development of a systemic approach, using various methods to manage different 

types of organisational change and their interactions. Following the earlier 

arguments, methodological pluralism has been chosen within this research to 

provide the necessary theoretical and methodological support .  

Different perspectives of pluralism have been offered by critical systems thinkers, 

for instance, Jackson and Keys' SOSM ( 1 984), Flood and Jackson ' s  ( 1 99 1 a) total 

systems intervention (TSI), Midgley ' s "creative design of methods" ( 1 997a), 

Mingers and Brocklesby' s ( 1 996) multimethodology, Gregory' s ( 1 996) discordant 

pluralism, Flood and Romm's  ( 1 996a) diversity management, and Jackson ' s  

( 1 999) coherent pluralism. Although they all seem to  promote methodological 

pluralism, nevertheless, they differ in various ways and degrees about what 

should be the underpinning theories, how to deal with paradigm 

These arguments suggest that paradigm incommensurability may have been 

overstated and there is sufficient basis to employ methodologies crossing 



Chapter 3 :  Literature Review of Systems Thinking: Diversity Management 75 

incommensurability, and how to make a choice between different methodologies . 

For the purpose of  developing a fuller apprec iation of p luralism, several different 

perspectives are discussed here. 

3.4.1 Pluralist Perspectives 

Jackson and Keys'  ( 1 984) SOSM is one of the earliest p lurali stic attempts at 

managing methodological diversity. In seeking to solve the paradigm problem, 

( 1 972) theory of Flood and Jackson ( 1 99 1 c, p49) base SOSM on Habermas ' 

knowledge-constitutive interests (KCI) : teclmical, practical and emancipatory. 

The teclmical interest focuses on prediction and control ,  the practical interest on 

level ,  but they can 

mutual understandings and emancipatory interest on freeing participants from 

constraints imposed through power relations . Thus it is c laimed that SOSM is 

meta-paradigmatic (Flood, 1 990) ,  which might mean that methods from different 

paradigms are seen as incommensurable  at the methodological 

be seen as complementary at a higher theoretical level through SOSM.  SOSM 

can control from above and allocate different paradigms to their respective tasks 

(Jackson, 1 999) .  Methodological (paradigmatic) incommensurability is then 

reconciled through theoretical commensurability : it is suggested that hard systems 

approaches can support the technical interest, soft methodologies the practical 

interest, and critical methodologies the emancipatory interest (Flood and Jackson, 

1 99 1  a, p49) . Choices using this approach are based on the appl ication of whole 

methodologies, rather than any approach to mixing parts of methodologies within 

an intervention (Mingers and Brocklesby, 1 996) . It provides a unified approach 

to guide problem solvers to choose appropriate intervention methodology for 

tackling the perceived problem context . 

This perspective has been subjected to considerable criticism. Midgley ( 1 996) 

argues that the SOSM may be establi shed as a new paradigm, but its 

metaparadigmatic position is unattainable since its assumptions are 

incommensurable with those of other systems paradigms .  He further argues that 

Habermas ' ( 1 972) technical interest " leads people to regard natural phenomena as 

' resources ' for control and consumption, with often unpredictable s ide effects" . 
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Gregory ( 1 996) sees SOSM as having imperialistic tendencies, subsuming other 

paradigms under its influences .  Mingers ( 1 992) contends that SOSM is not 

sufficient to classify methodologies, there are stil l  other important dimensions to 

be considered such as the problem solver, the task and the nature of the 

methodology. In addition, he argues that there remain unresolved contradictions 

in the way SOSM should be used. Originally, the system was designed to classify 

problem contexts and methodologies. Later Jackson ( 1 990) claimed it should not 

be used to classify problem contexts , only methodologies . Mingers ( 1 992) argues 

this new interpretation leads to an arbitrary characterisation of problem contexts . 

If problem contexts do not have important characteristics, there is no need for 

SOSM. If they do, then discovering and defining problem contexts is very much 

part of the problem. Jackson ( 1 999) ,  referred to Tsoukas ( 1 993) and Spaul ' s 

( 1 t997) critiques, contends that it is no longer defensible to believe that paradigm 

incommensurabi l ity can be resolved by references to Habermas ' ( 1 972) theory of 

KCI. The argument is that different paradigms have different assumptions, 

addressing all three Habermas ' human interests in one way or another .  It is 

further suggested that "Habermas himself no longer finds his early human interest 

theory to be defensible" (Jackson, 1 999) .  

The second p luralistic perspective is expressed through total systems intervention 

' ( 1 972) theory (TS I) (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1  c) . This is also based on Habermast

of KCI, by which complementarity is granted between different paradigms . 

Decision-making between methodologies is sti ll based on the SOSM framework. 

One dominant methodology and dependent methodologies are decided based on 

the analysis of the problem situations . S ince it is also based on Habermas ' ( 1 972) 

theory of KCI ,  the criticisms against SOSM are equally relevant to TSI . 

Midgley ( 1 992a, 1 996 ,  1 997a, b) bases his pluralism on Habermas ' ( 1 976, 1 984a, 

b) later work. Habermas argues that there are four statements in any sentence 

intended for communication: intel l igibility, truth, rightness, and sincerity . It is 

argued that intel l igibility is a precondition for effective communication. The 

other three ,  however, refer to three worlds : the natural world, the social world and 
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the internal world. Basical ly, statements of truth are about the natural world: 

obj ective and independent of human beings . Statements of rightness are about the 

social world: inter-subj ectivity, normative social practices and rules. Statements 

of sincerity are about the internal world :  an individual ' s  thoughts, emotions, 

experiences and beliefs. Midgley ( 1 992a; 1 997a) emphasises that the three 

worlds are inseparable : "although a statement may appear to be about just one 

'world' , in fact a position on the other two is always implied in it" . This actually 

necessitates using different methods . He then suggests that hard systems methods 

primarily rely on truth statements, soft systems methods on rightness statements, 

and subj ective methods on sincerity statements. Whilst each type of method 

focuses on one "world", it deals with other two "worlds" subordinately. S ince 

different methods address different kinds of questions, therefore, methodological 

complementarity is granted by Habermas ' theory ( 1 976, 1 984a, b) .  However, 

Midgley claims methodological pluralism is forming a new paradigm rather than 

meta-paradigmatic . The argument seems to be if critical systems thinking is truly 

theoretical, then it must be incommensurable with other perspectives grounded on 

different theories .  An important idea in Midgley ' s  version of plural ism is the 

concept of "creative methodology design" (Midgley, 1 990), and late "creative 

design of methods" (Midgley, 1 997a) .  He argues that many problem situations 

are so complex that a number of systemically interrelated questions are involved, 

each of which may require to be tackled by using a different method, or part of a 

method .  Since the questions are systemically interrelated, so the methods used to 

tackle them wi ll have to reflect this interdependence between questions through 

the process of the creative design of methods. What is important is that the finally 

designed method is 

. . .  different from the sum of its parts. It is not simply a matter of 
' stitching' other people 's  methods together in an additive fashion : a 
synthesis i s  generated that allows each individual research question to 
be addressed as part of  a whole system of questions . 

(Midgley, 1 997a, p26 1 )  

The fourth plural ist perspective i s  advanced by Mingers and Brocklesby ( 1 996) ,  

they also ground their plural ism on Habermas ' ( 1 976, 1 9 84a, b) later work : the 

three worlds . Their basic position about paradigm incommensurabi lity is that it i s  
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questionable and not necessarily to be  observed for the following reasons . First, 
paradigms are permeable. Second, the paradigm incommensurability thesis is not 

defensible in the sense that subjective and obj ective dimensions are inseparable. 

Third, methods can frequently be detached from their original paradigms .  Thus 
"cross-paradigm multimethodology is philosophically feasible" (Mingers and 
Brocklesby, 1 996) . They also argue that multimethodology is culturally and 
psychologically feasible, though there are a number of difficulties and problems 

to be overcome . One of their contributions is the contention that methods can 

frequently be detached from their original paradigms, allowing much more 

flexibil ity in using various methods in one intervention. They have developed a 

framework based on four stages of an intervention: appreciation, analysis, 

exploration and action, and on Habermas ( 1 976, 1 984a, b) three worlds . Using 

this framework, choice between different methodologies and parts of 

methodologies can be made, and mixing methods is possible. S imilar to 
Midgley ' s  ( 1 997a) position, they also claim multimethodology research belongs 
to a new paradigm rather than being meta-paradigmatic. 

Another plural i st perspective is  Gregory' s ( 1 996) discordant pluralism. She 

distinguishes her own version of methodological plural ism from that offered by 

Flood and Jackson ( 1 99 1 a) .  Gregory' s  ( 1 996) criticism about their perspectives is 

that they consider various systems methodologies can be integrated or reconciled 

through one organising framework or viewpoint. In contrast, Gregory ( 1 996) 
argues that radically different perspectives can not be reconciled in a single 

framework, and therefore suggests that the differences between distinctive 

theoretical positions should be preserved and appreciated, and learning can be 

produced through "understanding self and others". Gregory ( 1 996) uses a 

metaphor, "constell ation", to explain her version of pluralism. 

By "constellation," I am referring to the stars and planets that 
comprise a particular view of the night sky . From different locations, 
at various times of the year, depending on the weather, one view will 
be distinguishable from other, local and contingent perspectives . 

(Gregory, 1 996 ,  p49) 
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A constellation of methodologies, just like a constellation of stars in the sky, 

changes over time and can be seen from different angles, yet supplementing one 

another .  Different, even oppositional, perspectives within a constellation will be 

framed in "both/and" through juxtapositioning . Gregory argues that they are four 

dimensions in critical practice : empirical-analytic (based on experiment and 

observation), historical-hermeneutic (two-way communication with others), selfe

reflection (revealing ones own assumptions) and ideology-critique (revealing 

assumptions at the level of society) . Therefore methods should be mixed so that 

all the four studies could be included in interventions. This is supported by a 

theory of self-society dynamics, which suggests that self and society contribute to 

each other' s  formation. Therefore self-reflection and ideology-critique are 

essential, but limited without observations and communications whereby people 

develop their understandings . Likewise, observations and communications are 

perspectives is promoted . Third, insights acquired from communication provide 

for ethical decision making, supporting both one perspective and the other. 

According to Midgley ( 1 997a) ,  Gregory' s position about paradigms is that it is 

impossible to transcend paradigms, but it is possible to develop one ' s  own 

paradigm, and to communicate with and learn from other paradigms. 

The next plural istic perspective is Flood and Romm' s  ( 1 995a, 1 996a, b) diversity 

management, which is based on theories of modernism and postmodemism. 

According to Flood ( 1 996), the purpose of modernism is to solve dilemmas and 

issues by using rule-based models . Or in Jackson ' s  ( 1 99 1 a, p32) terms, the basic 

position of modernism is that rational ity can play an increasing role in helping 

human beings perfect themselves and their societies .  The world is seen as logical 

limited without self-reflective and ideology-critique activities whereby the former 

can be understood within their context. The discordant pluralism perspective has 

three distinct features (Flood, 1 997) . First, decisions are local ,  contingent and 

historically situated. Second, communication with radically different and alien 

and orderly, so that it can be probed by science to produce obj ective truth and 

search for unity, identity, and consensus . In contrary, the purpose of 

postmodernism is to live by di lemmas (Flood, 1 996). Its primary position is that 
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there are different and multiple interpretations of the world, which is  characterised 

by an acceptance of instability, disruption, disorder, contingency, paradox, and 

indeterminacy: science has no access to obj ective truth. Finding a way between 

the extremes of these two positions, Flood and Romm ( 1 995a, 1 996a, b) give their 

special perspective on methodological incommensurability . They argue that since 

there is diversity there is choice. Choice making needs commensurability .  If this 

means that choice i s  made according to a measurable common standard, then this 

implies different positions will be reconciled in terms of the measurable standard . 

However, thi s  immediately starts a process toward imperial ism and then 

isolationism. If  there is no common measurement standard, then the choice wil l  

be  made arbitrarily by adhering to a preferred viewpoint, and this will further lead 

to isolationism. 

Having noted these  dilemmas, Flood and Romm ( 1 995a, 1 996a, b) argue that 

diversity management needs to be l inked to a process of reflexive consciousness . 

They do not accept total commensurability or incommensurabil ity . Their position 

is that incommensurability is useful to keep radical differences of theories and 

methodologies in consciousness ;  and the possibility of commensurability to 

compare theories and methodologies is  assumed when local, temporary and 

informed choice making is concerned. In such a way, "differences between ways 

of  addressing our re lationships to the world are recognised, but ways of moving 

between discourses are stil l created-as part of the process of involvement in 

responsible choice-making" (Flood and Romm, 1 996b ) .  

The final plural istic perspective to be discussed is Jackson' s  ( 1 999) coherent 

p luralism. He contends that coherent plural ism 

. . .  employs a meta-methodology to take maximum advantage of the 
benefits to be gained from using methodologies premised upon 
alternative paradigms together, and also encourages the combined use 
of diverse methods, models, tools and techniques, in a theoretically 
informed way, to ensure maximum flexibil ity in an intervention. 

(Jackson, 1 999, p l 8) 

He suggests that paradigms are incommensurable, and therefore that, a meta

methodology is required to encourage and protect paradigm diversity. This meta-
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methodology does not control the paradigms from above by allocating them to 

their respective task, but mediates and converses between paradigms. Jackson 

( 1 999) does not mention what theory he uses to underpin his coherent pluralism, 

but does assert that paradigm incommensurability cannot be resolved by 

associating with some meta-theory like Habe rmas' ( 1 972, 1 984a,b) theory ofKCI 

and three worlds. With respect to choosing methodologies, he suggests that 

interpretive methodologies should be preferred as the initially dominant approach, 

moving to other approaches as appropriate according to the problem situation. 

CST, then, has provided several distinctive pluralistic perspectives. These have 

deepened understanding about how to best use methodologies and have the 

potential to improve people' s ability to tackle problem situations such as 

managing organisational change. However, there are still issues to be addressed. 

3.4.2 Issues of Pluralism 

So far, two different strategies for addressing pluralism have been presented : a 

meta-methodology and a new paradigm, and these are further complicated by 

different attitudes towards the thesis of paradigm incommensurability, and by the 

way pluralism is underpinned theoretically. 

The first issue is that pluralism as a new paradigm may be associated with 

irreconcilable dilemmas. Following Midgley ' s  ( 1 997a) logic, if CST is indeed 

theoretical in nature, then it must be incommensurable with other positions based 

on different ontological and epistemological assumptions. Therefore, it must be 

paradigmatic, rather than meta-paradigmatic, free of all philosophical assumptions 

(Mingers and Brocklesby, 1 996), and governing the use of other systems 

paradigms (Midgley, 1 997a). That is perhaps why Midgley ( 1 997a) claims 

pluralism is a new paradigm. Under such circumstance communication between 

different positions may happen in such a way : "we 'import ' ideas and methods 

from other paradigms, reinterpreting them in our own terms" (Midgley, 1 997a) . 

Midgley ( 1997 a) further argues that even people who claim to share the same 

paradigm interpret the other' s  ideas in his or her own terms . Mingers and 



Brocklesby ( 1 996) also claim multimethodology research belongs to a new 

paradigm, but they no longer believe that paradigm incommensurability is 
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justifiable .  

However, the paradigmatic pluralism strategy is strongly criticised by Jackson 

( 1 999) . He argues that pluralism based on one paradigm is simple not pluralism 

at all :  

. . .  According to this proposed solution a paradigm i s  developed 
apparently abl e  to house pluralism. The obvious problem is that 
unless the new paradigm is accepted as capable of containing 
divergent methodologies, then the power of paradigm diversity i s  
constrained. I t  follows that, in order to protect paradigm diversity, 
pluralism cannot sell itself to any one paradigm. One paradigm 
pluralism is simply not pluralism . . .  (Jackson, 1 999, p20) . 

This position seems to say that since one paradigm is based on particular 

theoretical assumptions, and is thereby incommensurable with other paradigms, 

then it would not be able to contain diverse methodologies .  From this it follows 

that paradigm diversity cannot be protected, and therefore that pluralism should 

not be underpinned by one paradigm. 

It seems that there are irreconci lable dilemmas associated with this paradigmatic 

strategy . On the one hand plurali sm supported by any one paradigm seems unable 

to contain diverse methodologies and therefore it is not true pluralism. On the 

other hand, it is impossible to find a theory free of philosophical assumptions, and 

that pluralism cannot be atheoretical . 

The second issue is that a meta-methodology strategy seems also untenable . On 

criticising the paradigmatic strategy, Jackson ( 1 999) argues for a meta

methodology to encourage and protect paradigm diversity, although he does not 

make it clear what theory will be used to support such a meta-methodology. 

Nevertheless , he argues that the meta-methodology accepts that paradigms are 

based on incompatible theoretical assumptions, and it does not control from above 

the paradigms by allocating them to their respective task, but mediates and 

converses between paradigms . This meta-methodological position seems quite 
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promising to contain diverse methodologies . But how is such a meta

methodology to be possible at all , underpinned by a theory that is capable of 

containing incommensurable philosophical assumptions? 

It seems these tensions are unlikely to be overcome if the thesis of paradigm 

paradigm incommensurability. Each paradigm is seen as a distinctive perspective 

of "a part of a comprehensive picture" ,  "a legitimate part of a larger scheme". In 

this way, pluralism might be able to contain divergent methodologies while  each 

perspective keeps its distinctive theoretical assumptions. This approach has been 

adopted by Mingers and Brocklesby ( 1996). Actually, similar ideas can be found 

from Gregory' s ( 1 996) discordant pluralism (although she still maintains the 

incommensurabi lity is still maintained. Alternatively, a possible approach is 

perhaps to follow Weaver and Gioia' s  ( 1 n994) argument and give up the thesis of 

thesis of paradigm incommensurability) : different perspectives, "just like a 

constellation of stars in the sky, changes over time and can be seen from different 

angles, yet supplementing one another no matter how incompatible positions are 

taken". This is also implied in Midgley's ( 1 997a) perspective when he 

emphasises that the three worlds are inseparable :  "although a statement may 

appear to be about just one 'world ' ,  in fact a position on the other two is always 

implied in it". He then suggests that whilst each type of methods focuses on one 

"world", it subordinately deals with other two "worlds" as well. All these suggest 

the thesis of paradigm incommensurability is overstated and there is sufficient 

basis for communication with and learning from distinctive perspectives. 

Yet another possibility is to focus on "a theory of how researchers from different 

backgrounds can learn from each other, but only in their own terms" (Midgley, 

1 997a) , whilst still maintaining the thesis of paradigm incommensurability to 

refer to major differences between distinctive perspectives. This can be achieved 

in the way Gregory ( 1 996) suggested, or in terms of Flood and Romm' s  ( 1 995a, 

1 996a, b) (in)commensurabi lity. It seems more research is needed to further 

develop methodological pluralism. Nevertheless, critical systems thinking has 

provided various pluralistic perspectives that have deepened people 's  
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understanding about how to best use methodologies to tackle different types of 

diversity systemically . 

Some of the most important aspects may be summarised as follows. First, 
methodological pluralism should make its theoretical assumptions transparent, 
thus paradigm diversity can be protected, and differences, s imilarities and 

interrelations between different positions can be appreciated. Second, 

methodologies grounded upon different paradigms should be employed in the 
same intervention to develop a fuller understanding of the multifaceted aspects of 

one whole .  Third, maximum flexibility can be achieved from using a wide 

variety of methods or parts of methods in one intervention. 

It is believed that methodological pluralism can greatly improve people ' s  abilities 

to deal with the diversity of organisational issues effectively. However, an 

equally important question is :  how i s  it to be known that diversity is  managed 
systemically and critically, thus enabling people to reflect upon their experiences 

and learn and improve their abilities to intervene more systemically? Critique has 
also been one of the key issues in the management of change (MOC) as 

highlighted previously .  It follows that certain standards or measures might be 

needed thereby to critique interventions, which are discussed subsequently. 

3.5 Judging the Systemicity of an Intervention 

Whenever an intervention is claimed to be systemic, this means that a judgement 
has been made according to expl icit or implicit criteria. Different people might 

have different criteria, or they may use same criteria but mean very different 

things . For instance, an intervention can be systemic from a hard systems point of 

view but not necessarily so from a soft systems position. People might all use the 

concept of systems thinking, but they might actual ly mean very different 

approaches .  Nevertheless , as long as the criteria are made clear thus critique is 

made possible, then communication and learning are possible, even if people are 

understanding others in their own terms (Midgley, 1 997a) .  Therefore, it seems 



that it is sti ll possible to propose critical systems criteria for the judgement, 

around which argument can take place . The criteria he suggests for judging 

critical systems intervention are improvement, critical awareness  and 
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necessary to have a set of criteria for judging the systemicity of any intervention, 

whilst at the same time critique might be facilitated. 

Midgley ( 1 997 c) argues that the systemicity of any particular intervention is a 

matter of judgement, that there is no absolute definition. Nevertheless, he argues 

methodological pluralism (Midgley, 1 997 c ) ,  which are derived from the same 

three commitments of critical systems thinking (Midgley, 1 996) . 

According to Midgley ( 1 996) ,  these commitments can be defined in the fol lowing 

Critical awareness-examining and re-examining taken-for-granted 

assumptions, along with the conditions that gives rise to them. 

Improvement-ensuring that research is focused on "improvement," defined 

terms :  

• 

• 

temporari ly and locally, taking issues of power (which may affect the 

definition) into account . 

• Methodological pluralism-using a variety of research methods in a 

theoretical ly coherent manner, becoming aware of their strengths and 

weaknesses,  to address a corresponding variety of issues. 

Based on this understanding of the three commitments , Midgley ( 1 997c) argues 

that since the number of interventions that can be taken is restricted, then the 

extent to which various interventions may bring about improvements is an 

important criterion for deciding what should be done. Furthermore, improvement 

is only meaningful in relation to the local and temporary contexts . 

Fundamental ly, defining an improvement is closely related with boundary 

judgements, that is, "what 'facts ' and 'values '  are to be considered and what is to 

be left out" (Ulrich, 1 996). Taking downsizing as an example, from the point of 

view of management, it might improve the organisation' s efficiency and 
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effectiveness; but i t  might not be an improvement at all from the point of view of 

local community or from those who had been made redundant . Or it might be 

understood as an improvement but at the expenses of certain group of people. 

And from a long-term point of view, this may not be improvement at all for the 

organisation since it might damage organisational image, cause fear and low 

morality among organisational members, and run the risk of memory loss in terms 

of skill and knowledge. Clearly, what is included in the system boundaries and 

whose perspectives are to be considered pertinent are all playing important roles 

in defining improvement. 

Boundaries of a system in hard systems thinking are normally taken for granted 

within the "structure of reality" . It is Churchman ( 1 970) who first makes it clear 

Building upon this, Ulrich ( 1 983)  has developed "critical systems heuristics ", 

knowledge accepted as pertinent. 
(Midgley, Munlo and Brown, 1 998, p468 )  

To help people critically reflect upon the ethics of drawing system boundaries, 

Ulrich develops a list of twelve questions to critique what the system currently is 

and what it ought to be. Midgley ( 1 992b) further develops this work by 

examining how system boundaries might be stabilised when there is a conflict 

between groups of people with different values and thereby with different 

boundaries .  

If one group makes a narrow boundary judgement and another makes a 
wide one, there will be a marginal area between the two boundaries. This 
marginal area will contain elements that are excluded by the group making 
the narrow boundary judgement, but are included in the wider analysis 
undertaken by the second group. We call the two boundaries the primary 
and secondary boundaries (the primary boundary being the narrower one) 
(italics in the original). (Midgley, Munlo and Brown, 1 998 ,  p469) 

that boundaries are social or personal constructs that define both the knowledge to 

be taken as pertinent and the people who generate that knowledge in an analysis. 

which can be used to explore and justify boundaries through debate between 

stakeholders. 

An important aspect of Ulrich's  thinking about boundaries is that 
boundary j udgements and value judgements are intimately linked: the 
values adopted will direct the drawing of boundaries that define the 
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One of the boundaries wil l  achieve a dominant position by making the marginal 

elements either sacred or profane . By highlighting this process of marginalisation, 

Midgley ( 1 992b) suggests that important perspectives may be marginalised, 

therefore boundary j udgements should be challenged by involving marginal 

groups .  That is why critical awareness is important here : the assumptions about 

what counts as improvement should always be examined .  

The third criterion identified by Midgley ( 1 997c) is methodological pluralism, 

since reliable methods are needed for accommodating common understandings of 

boundary judgements and improvement. The three criteria are seen to be 

interdependent . Improvement is local and temporary, which is largely defined by 

boundary j udgements through critical reflection, which in turn is dependent upon 

the proper use of different methods .  None of them can be understood adequately 

in isolation. 

It i s  seen that these three criteria proposed by Midgley ( 1 997 c) are important 

factors in judging the systemicity of an intervention. However, there might be 

other equally important factors that should be made explicit, for example, 

participation. 

Although meaningful participation can be seen as a part of boundary judgements , 

making it explicit i s  still necessary and desirable. Participation has been seen as 

one of the four important principles of critical systems thinking (Flood, 1 995a, b; 

1 996) to help develop a comprehensive understanding of organisational issues of 

concern .  It is also essential for the soft systems thinkers .  Partic ipation is about 

people, and people are different in various ways, therefore different approaches 

may be needed to suit different people ' s  need. And the purpose, structure, 

process and facilitation of participation are all-important issues that should be 

considered (Brown, 1 996) .  

Important as it i s ,  however, l ittle seems to have been said about how to employ 

various ion, methods to enhance meaningful participat thus allowing appreciating 
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perceptions of the involved and the affected about organisational diversity. For 

instance, l ittle is  said about participation in the system of systems methodologies 

(SOSM) (Jackson and Keys, 1 984 ; Jackson, 1 987) .  If there is ,  it is only in the 

sense that SOSM relates to soft and critical systems perspectives where 

participation is important. Similarly in total systems intervention (TSI) (Flood 

and Jackson, 1 99 1  b ) ,  there is no explicit guidance or process or structure that tells 

how to achieve meaningful participation. In Flood ' s  ( 1 995b, 1 996) versions of 

TSI, achieving meaningful participation is one of the four main principles . Flood 

( 1 995b) asserts that the perceptions of all people involved and affected should be 

l i stened to, and he mentions "how this is achieved in TSI is implicit in the 

discussion on choice below" .  It is not clear whether this means that meaningful 

participation is not important in the creativity and implementation phases. If it is, 

why, and who wil l be involved in surfacing problems or issues from the creativity 

phase? Even if participation is  to be achieved implicitly in the choice phase, how 

is it to be done? Who will represent the affected and the involved? How do 

people structure or manage the process of pa1ticipation to develop a full 

understanding? What i s  the role of the facilitator? 

Another example relates to soft systems methods , or the debating methods, which 

are seen as pertinent to addressing Habermas' ( 1 972, 1 976, 1 984a,b) practical 

interest or the social world where participation is central . One of the key 

and another indicator in judging the systemicity of an intervention. 

This completes an initial review and critique of the systems l iterature. Although 

there are sti ll systems issues to be further addressed in the following chapters, the 

information gathered enables the following first attempt at a systemic framework 

for MOC . 

approaches-soft systems methodology (Checkland, 1 98 1  ), contains little 

guidance on how participation is to be achieved (Brown, 1 996) .  For the above 

reasons, participation may be considered an important factor to be further studied, 
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3.6 A First Systemic Framework for the Management of 

Change 

For the purpose of proposing a first systemic framework for MOC, a brief 

summary of the relevant understandings developed so far will help to bring MOC 

and systems thinking together. 

3.6.1  Main Considerations Restated 

Chapter 2 suggests that there are four interrelated types of organisational change : 

processual, structural , cultural , and political ,  and that there are approaches to 

processual change, structural change, cultural change and political change. Based 

on the generic critical model , three main understandings are concluded. Firstly, 

different types of organisational change need to be managed by different 

approaches . Currently, each type of approaches to change is primarily focused on 

specific dimensions of organisational change, to which each can be pertinent and 

effective. But there is no one best way to manage change. Secondly, different 

surfaced, or to understand and manage organisational change holistically. 

Thirdly, if MOC interaction is to be successfully managed, it necessitates a mixed 

use of multiple methods and methodologies . However, the current approaches 

seem to have little to offer beyond a single method focusing on a specific 

problem, and fail to address how to manage diversity methodologically : how to 

words, this is a boundary judgement as discussed in section 3. 5 ,  to reflect upon 

issues such as who is involved and whose view is considered pertinent in MOC. 

Current MOC approaches provide little explicit guidance as how to reflect 

critically on the decisions made, or on boundary judgements. In short, the most 

significant characteristic of MOC is diversity, contrasted with the inability of 

current MOC approaches to provide pertinent guidance on how to manage this 

types of organisational change are interrelated; they need to be managed together 

as a whole . However, this is in contrast to the inability of current approaches to 

address situations where more than one type of organisational change are 

choose between approaches, and how to use different methods together. Finally, 

how is it to be known that the most appropriate decisions are made? In other 
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diversity holistically (see Copy of Figure 2.2). If  this diversity is to be managed 

successfully, systems perspectives are seen to provide methodological guidance. 

Approaches .... Approaches 
to political ' .,.to processual 

1change ,e
1 

' , ,change 
I 

\
I 

\
I 

\ 

I 

I 

I 

Non-reflective I 

I 

Organisational I 

Boundary I 

I 

I 

I' Approaches 
' 
' 
' 

I 

to cultural , 'Approaches 
change 

1 to structural 
' I..  
I .._ ... 

- - - - - - -
change 

To be 
managed 

__. wel l  covered 
- - -► not covered 

Copy of Figure 2.2 Strengths and Weaknesses of Approaches to Change 

Critiquing systems literature based on the generic critical model in the previous 

sections gives rise to the following conclusions. Firstly, important systems issues 

are yet to be investigated empirical ly, including considerations such as the 

understandings of systems and systems thinking, the relationships between 

systems perspectives and MOC, and judging the systemicity and effectiveness of 

an intervention. Nevertheless, different systems perspectives seem to have 

different relevance to MOC: HST to processual and structural change, SST to 

cultural change, and CST to all four types of change. Thirdly, Systems 

perspectives seem to be able to provide general principles to help with MOC. 

However, they themselves do not seem to be sufficient to provide all of the 
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necessary guidance for managing organisational change. For instance, they do not 

give specific suggestions such as how to reduce business cycl e  time, restructure 

business processes, improve product qual ity, design a network structure, develop 

a multicultural organisation, or stimulate change politically. 

(see Copy of Figure 3 . 5 ) .  

The fourth and final conclusion i s  that CST through its three commitments shows 

great potentiality for managing diversity in problem contexts and in methodology 
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the use of other systems perspectives ,  it has the potential to provide guidance on 

surfacing different types of organisational change and their interactions . S ince it 

commits to methodological plural ism, it can provide guidance on how to employ 

multiple methods in order to address the whole .  Furthermore, this is very likely to 

provide methodological underpinning for the further development of MOC, since 

it encourages diversity in theory and action, allowing maximum flexibil ity in 

S ince CST commits to improvement by addressing all problem situations through 
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different methodologies and methods. Finally, s ince it commits to critical 

awareness ,  it i s  possible to help reflect upon the systemicity of the intervention. 

Thus the primary elements of proposing a first systemic framework for MOC are 

already in place, and are brought together below. 

3 .6.2 A First Systemic Framework for the Management of 

Change 

The previous discussions suggest that MOC approaches are strong in managing 

specific types of organisational change ,  but are weak in managing their 

interactions, the use of multiple methods, and critical reflection on decision 

making. In contrast , systems perspectives are strong in providing general 

principles as how to manage organisational change systemically, especially how 

to manage the interactions of different types of change, the use of multiple 

methods, and critical reflection on decision making. Therefore, bringing together 

an understanding of MOC and systems thinking should give rise to a stronger 

systemi c  framework for MOC (Cao,  Clarke and Lehaney, 1 999) . 

Informed by systems thinking, especially by CST, this first systemic framework 

has two dimensions . One is  made up of the four types of organisational change, 

which aims at helping practitioners understand the diverse, multistage and 

interrelated nature of organisational change . The other is made up of the four 

approaches to change, which intends to help practitioners understand the strengths 

and weaknesses of different MOC approaches. It needs to be noted that at thi s 

stage that the four approaches to change mainly refer to MOC approaches .  

yet to be clarified and developed. 

This framework aims to achieve a threefold objective. Firstly, by asking the 

following questions, it should help practitioners develop a hol istic view of MOC. 

What types of organisational change are involved? What are the possible 

Although the relevance of different systems perspectives to MOC has been 

highl ighted in this chapter, nevertheless , the exact relationships between them are 
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interactions between them? Is it possible that the surfaced change will result in 

other types of change? Are there any other explanations? The result of this  will 

provide a better understanding of, and therefore a better chance of addressing, 

organisational change. 

After the types of organisational change and their interactions are surfaced, the 

strengths and weaknesses of relevant approaches could be examined. Questions 

like the following might be helpful . What extant approaches are suitable to tackle 

the surfaced types of organisational change and their interactions? Are there any 

other alternatives? I s  it necessary to use different approaches in one intervention? 

If yes, what kind of adj ustment is needed? If the extant approaches are not 

appropriate, is it necessary to create new methods? How? 

Thirdly, decision making will be facilitated by asking the fol lowing questions. 

What are the criteria to choose between different approaches, and why? Are the 

chosen approaches the most suitable methods? Are there any other alternatives? 

It is  hoped that this framework will help practitioners understand the systemic 

nature of organisational change, assess the strengths and weaknesses of MOC 

approaches, and choose appropriate approaches to manage change. It is central to 

thi s framework that different approaches should be creatively used together to 

tackle different types of organisational change and their interactions . 

This framework i s  underpinned by systems thinking, especially by CST. It is 

actual ly a development of the generic critical model suggested in chapter 2. The 

general idea is to apply systems perspectives to help MOC deal with the 

and their relation to MOC, it is seen to be beneficial to test the usefulness  of this 

framework to further revise and improve it. Therefore, it has been used to critique 

interactions of different types of  organisational change, the use of multiple 

methods, and critical reflection on decision making. 

Being aware that there are still key issues to be studied about systems perspectives 
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the case of Total Quality Management as an approach to change management 

(Cao, Clarke and Lehaney, 2000). Relevant outcomes are briefly summarised in 

the following section. 

3.6.3 An Application of the First Systemic Framework 

TQM is critiqued in order to test the usefulness of the systemic MOC framework 

whilst at the same time enhancing the likelihood of success for TQM 

implementations. During the 1990s, it was argued (see Cao, Clarke and Lehaney 

2000) ,  that the increasing globalisation and competition of markets has made it 

necessary for organisations to improve their effectiveness, and to do so many have 

targeted the area of quality and used TQM as a major approach to change 

management. It was further suggested that TQM was likely to remain a key issue 

in the future (Schalkwyk, 1998) .  Essentially, implementing a TQM programme 

often leads to major change in people, culture, technology, and structure, resulting 

in a transformed organisation (Almaraz, 1994; Waldman, 1994 ;  Spector and Beer, 

1994; Hill and Collins, 1998) . However, research studies of TQM appear to be 

deficient in guiding TQM implementations (Almaraz, 1994; Waldman, 1994; 

Zairi, 1994 ) ,  whilst a failure rate of TQM programmes has been reported as high 

as 75 per cent (Spector and Beer, 1 994; Jackson, 1995). The popularity of TQM 

is in stark contrast to its high failure rate, pointing to a need for more research. 

The key question addressed by this section is, if this first systemic framework is 

applied, what insights can be drawn to help implement TQM programmes more 

successfully? And what can be learnt to improve the framework itself in order 

that it can be more useful and practical in managing organisational change? 

In relation to the four types of organisational change and their interactions, TQM 

is mainly concerned with process change, whilst addressing to a lesser extent 

cultural change; it says little  about how to manage structural and political change, 

and the interactions between different types of organisational change. Therefore, 

TQM seems to be an impoverished approach where different types of 

organisational change are interacting, because it lacks the power to deal 



interactions. The focus is not only how to run a quality programme, but also how 

to deal with the interactions of different types of organisational change by using 

multiple methods systemically . Third, this framework also highlights the need for 

critically reflecting on the approaches to change and using multiple methods in 

one intervention to address the interactions of different types of organisational 

change. 

Chapter 3 :  Literature Review of Systems Thinking: Diversity Management 95 

adequately with other dimensions, the interactions, the use of multiple methods, 

change and their interactions. Second, it helps assess the strengths and 

weaknesses ofeTQM in terms of the four types of organisational change and their 

However, a reflection on this application also points to the need for more research 

to improve the first systemic framework. There are three key issues. Firstly, a 

position on relating MOC and systems perspectives is yet to be developed to 

support using them together. Meanwhile, the relations between different systems 

perspectives and MOC need to be clarified. Although this chapter highlights that 

different systems perspectives have different relevance to MOC, and this 

framework tends to be supported by CST, nevertheless, their relations within this 

first systemic framework is yet to be developed after the empirical investigation. 

Secondly, although the importance of using multiple methods in one intervention 

has been highlighted, how this can be operationalised needs further development 

and guidance. For instance, there are different systems perspectives; how are they 

to be used together with TQM or any other MOC approach? What might be the 

conceptual basis to do so? What are the benefits? Thirdly, the first systemic 

framework focuses mostly on reflecting on the choice of appropriate methods to 

deal with organisational change. However, whether or not an approach is 

systemic may include other important considerations such as improvement, 

and critical reflection. Cao, Clarke and Lehaney (2000) maintain that, for TQM to 

be applied successfully, a systemic approach is required to adequately address all 

types of organisational change and their interactions by using multiple methods. 

This application indicates that this first systemic framework seems to be useful in 

the following ways. First, it helps understand different types of organisational 
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boundary judgement, and participation, as previously discussed. How can these 

be taken into account within the systemic framework? 

3.  7 Conclusions 

In search of theoretical and methodological underpinnings for the development of 

a systemic MOC approach, literature on systems thinking is critiqued and several 

optimal design, whilst SST emphasises people's values, perceptions and interests . 

CST, by committing itself to improvement, methodological pluralism and critical 

awareness , shows great potentiality of managing diversity in problem contexts 

and in methodology. 

The second conclusion is that methodological pluralism is very likely to provide 

methodological underpinning for the further development of MOC, since it 

encourages diversity in theory and action, allowing maximum flexibility in 

different methodologies and methods. However, methodological pluralism needs 

to develop a coherent position on various, and often conflicting, philosophical and 

theoretical assumptions-the paradigm problem. And it seems there are 

irreconcilable dilemmas as far as how to underpin methodological pluralism. 

The third conclusion is to develop an understanding of what diversity 

management means in this study, based on the perspectives of methodological 

pluralism reviewed so far. Although it has been revealed that these perspectives 

differ in various ways and degrees about what should be the underpinning 

theories, how to deal with paradigm incommensurability, and how to make a 

choice between different methodologies, they nevertheless may all be seen as 

ways of managing diversity: 

Therefore, it might be said that the first systemic framework for MOC seems to be 

the right way forward and worthy of further clarification and development in the 

following chapters. 

conclusions are drawn. The first is that different systems perspectives seem to 

have different relevance in relation to MOC. HST (including STST) focuses on 
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Diversity management is about managing the increasing diversity of 
issues that confront humankind in contemporary organisational and 
societal affairs. Initially this meant people managing the increasing 
diversity of issues they confronted by increasing the diversity of types 
of methodology available to address those affairs. Diversification, 
however, created a brand new issue to be managed-how to choose 
between methodologies. Consequently, the emphasis in diversity 
management switched to people managing the increasing diversity of 
methodologies that continue to come to the fore, thus improving 
management of the increasing diversity of issues confronted. 

(Flood, 1 997, p77) 

Diversity management in this study therefore means managing the diversity of 

both the problem contexts confronted in an intervention and the methodologies 

used to address them. Subsequently any methodology in critical systems thinking 

(CST) dealing with diversity is relevant to diversity management and therefore to 

MOC . 

Finally, a first systemic framework for MOC is proposed based on literature 

review, focusing on managing the interactions of different types of organisational 

change, the use of multiple methods, and the critical reflection. An application of 

this framework indicates that this seems to be the right way forward and 

worthwhile to further improve it. 

However, the literature also suggests that there are important questions left 

unanswered about applying systems ideas to MOC.  Firstly, what is exactly meant 

by systems thinking? From the review, it can be seen that there are not only 

different schools of systems thinking, but there are also different perspectives 

within each school. So what are the commonalities between different 

perspectives? Although there is clear evidence of convergence on certain themes 

such as the three commitments in CST, nevertheless, not all the answers are 

already given in the current literature. For example, what are the relationships 

between systems thinking and boundary j udgements, system thinking and 

participation, the whole system and the individuals within it? 
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Secondly, if systems thinking is to be applied to the domain of MOC, how can the 

systemicity of an intervention be judged and critiqued? How can the effectiveness 

of systems approach be evaluated? What are the possible criteria? Questions like 

these are essential if organisational change is to be managed in an informed way 

and to be critically reflected upon, thus enabling people to learn and improve their 

abilities to manage organisational change. 

Thirdly and finally, if the first systemic framework for MOC is a worthy attempt, 

what guidance can be given to operational ise the use of multiple methods and 

critical reflection? How might different systems perspectives be connected to 

MOC usefully, and based on what position? 

It seems that these are at least some of the key questions to be further investigated 

to help develop a view about how to apply systems thinking to MOC. 

So far, the current state of the knowledge about MOC and systems thinking has 

been critiqued and partly developed. The gaps in MOC and systems thinking 

have been surfaced and remain to be bridged by using pertinent research methods 

that will be discussed in the next chapter. 



Chapter 4 Research Methods and Diversity 

Management 
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4. 1 Introduction 

In previous chapters ,  the obj ectives of the research are set, whilst the view i s  

maintained that both the management of change (MOC) and systems thinking are 

characterised by diversity and subj ectivity. Accordingly this view is taken to 

inform the choice of research methods in this chapter. 

Thi s  chapter aims at achieving Obj ective 3-to determine pertinent research 

methods. The sub-objectives are to classify the research contexts in terms of the 

current research obj ectives, to determine the pertinent research methods for each 

research obj ective, and to manage the diversity in research contexts and research 

research in terms of investigations of systems thinking and a case study of MOC, 

and the trustworthiness  of the findings . 

Figure 4 . 1 summarises the research plan, and will be further used as a "guide 

map" in the following sections and chapters . The top oval represents the 

"research obj ectives". They include : 

• Obj ective 1 --critique methodology of management of change, 

• Obj ective 2-critique systems thinking by literature review and by empirical 

• Obj ective 3-determine pertinent research methods, 

investigations, 

• Obj ective 4-propose a systemic framework for the management of change 

informed by systems thinking, 

methods to achieve the research obj ectives as a whole with trustworthiness .  

To manage effectively these forms of diversity and the interrelatedness, diversity 

management is seen to be pertinent as a principle to inform the debate between 

qualitative and quantitative approaches to research, the design of the present 

• Obj ective 5-test the systemic framework for the management of change, and 

• Objective 6-critique the work done in this thesis .  

Then the research proceeds further theoretically and empirically. The 

"fieldwork"-the empirical inquiry into systems thinking and the case study of 
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MOC is represented b y  the triangle, which also symbolises triangulation of data, 

theory, and methods, to enhance the trustworthiness of the research findings . The 

qualitative outcomes from the fieldwork will produce an "empirical pattern", 

which will be compared with a "theoretical pattern" grounded on the theoretical 

development of the related topics . This is undertaken through "pattern matching", 

which will be explained in more details later. In addition, "critical reflection" is 

seen to play an important role to enhance the trustworthiness of the research, and 

therefore is built into the research methods . 

�e.seai:.ch .. ._ :/f f '!Objectives 

---�"--� 

Tliebretical 
cfovelopment 

xetic 
attern

�..... 

Empivical 
/pattern 

Figure 4.1 Research Plan 

4.2 Diversity in Research Context and Research Methods 

The purpose of this section is to classify the research contexts in terms of the 

current research obj ectives , which are defined previously based on the 

understanding that systems thinking and MOC are characterised by diversity and 

subjectivity . This can be mirrored by the qualitative versus quantitative debate in 

research methodology (Table 4 .a1 ) . 
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Table 4 . 1  Key Features of Qualitative and Quantitative Methodology 

Quantitative Qualitative 

The world is external and The world is socially 
Basic obj ective . Observer is constructed and subjective . 

Beliefs independent . Science is Observer is part of what being 
value-free . observed. Science is driven 

by human interests . 

focus on facts, look for focus on meanings, try to 
Researcher causal ity and fundamental understand what is happening, 

should laws, reduce phenomena to look at the totality of each 
simplest e lements, formulate situation, develop ideas 
hypotheses and then test them. through induction from data. 

Preferred operationalising concepts so using multiple methods to 
methods that they can be measured, establish different views of 
include taking large samples . phenomena, small samples 

studied in depth or over time . 

Ability to look at change 
Main Wide coverage of the range of processes, to understand 

strengths the situations , fast and people 's  meanings, to adjust 
economical . to new issues as they emerge, 

and to contribute to the 
evolution of new theories . 

Data co llection can take up 
Inflexible and artificial , not plenty of time and resources, 
very effective in and the analysis and 

Main understanding processes or interpretation of data may be 
weaknesses the significance that people very difficult and untidy 

attach to actions , not very because it is harder to control 
helpful in generating theories. the pace, progress and end-

points . 

Source : Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe ( 1 99 1 ,  p20-43), who draw on a number of other 
authors . Creswel l  ( 1 994, p5)  basing on several other writers also produces s im i lar summaries . So 
do Hussey and Hussey ( 1 997) .  



4.2 . 1  Qualitative versus Quantitative 

' scientific' 

impoverished view. Typical quantitative research would be seen to believe that 

that being researched, and should focus on facts, look for fundamental laws, 
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Where systems thinking and MOC are seen as subj ective phenomena, a 
quantitative methodology (Table 4 . 1 ) may be seen as representing an 

the world is obj ective and independent of the researcher. This is the 

approach, which represents a value-free view. The researcher is independent from 

reduce phenomena to simplest elements, formulate hypotheses and then test them. 

Such research i s  criticised for its arguable objectivity and its inability to 

understand processes or the significance that people attach to actions (Easterby

Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1 99 1 ;  Hussey and Hussey, 1 997) . Such an approach is 

i l l -suited to systems thinking and MOC, since it separates the subj ect of inquiry 

from the broader social context . 

However, this does not necessarily means that all quantitative methods should be 

excluded from studying subj ective phenomena. Diversity management (see 

section 3 .4) suggests that methods can frequently be detached from their original 

paradigms (Flood, 1 995a; Mingers and Brocklesby, 1 996), and that they can be 

used under the principles of a different perspective-the oblique use of methods 

(Flood and Romm, 1 995b ) .  Midgley ( 1 997b) further argues that these can be 

better understood in terms of the "creative design of methods." 

Qualitative methodology (Table 4 . 1 ), by contrast, assumes social reality to be 

dependent on mental constructs ,  it i s  within people. If there is no reality 

independent of the mind, the act of investigating reality has an effect on that 

reality . Concern thus rests with understanding human behaviour from the 

participant' s  own frame of reference. Typical qualitative research is accepted as 

value-laden, focusing on meanings, trying to understand what is happening, 

l ooking at the totality of each situation, and developing ideas through induction 

from data. S ince change processes have been represented as primarily subjective, 

qualitative research therefore seems particularly relevant to this study. 
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However, this does not mean that quantitative methods should be excluded from 

this research, but rather that they should be included within a multi

methodological approach (see section 3 .4) . 

4.2.2 Multiple Methods 

Diversity management has established that using multiple methods grounded upon 

different perspectives is necessary, feasible, and advantageous . Following from 

this and taking into account the diversity in the present study, quantitative 

methods should not be ruled out, rather, quantitative and qualitative methods may 

be seen as interdependent: 

What experimental study does not rely on qualitative data to help rule 
out alternative plausible hypothesis? What evaluation based on 
participant observation does not consider the frequency with which a 
theme emerges? 

(Giggin, 1 997, p87) 

Denzin ( 1 978 ,  p25) further suggests that multiple methods should be used in 

every investigation .  

In  addition to  the maximum flexibil ity, several other related advantages can be 

gained from using multiple methods . The first one is triangulation. In addition to 

data, investigator and theory triangulation, using multiple methods can neutralise 

any bias inherent in particular methods (Denzin, 1 978 ; Creswell, 1 994) . Four 

other advantages are advanced by Greene, Caracelli and Graham ( 1 989 ) .  There is 

the ' complementary ' reason that overlapping and different facets of a 

phenomenon may emerge . There i s  the ' developmental ' reason that one method 

can be used sequentially to help inform the other method. Another is ' initiation' ,  

wherein contradictions and new perspectives emerge . Finally, there i s  the reason 

of ' expansion' ,  to add scope and breadth to a study by covering larger range of 

s ituations and perspectives .  Compared with knowledge claims produced in a 

s ingled method study, multiple method inquiry is hence seen to be likely to 

generate deeper and broader insights, greater understanding, and to develop 

important knowledge claims that respect a wider range of interests and 

perspectives (Payne, 1 996 ;  Greene and Caracelli, 1 997) .  
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However, managing the diversity in research methods is by no means simple and 
unproblematic .  For instance, qualitative and quantitative methods might not 

confirm each other' s  results (Bryman, 1 992) . Using multiple methods may not be 
defensible if it is not carefully planned and justified (Greene and Caracelli, 1 997) . 
Finally, care must be taken to ensure that the rigor of each method in a multiple 
method inquiry i s  not compromised either because there are not sufficient 

resources to pursue standards of rigor for all ,  or because the structures of the 

methods are changed in order to integrated them (Chen, 1 997). 

Systems thinking helps address these issues by providing perspectives of diversity 

management, allowing flexible use of methodologies and methods in one 

intervention in a theoretically informed way (see section 3 .4) .  Diversity 
management can be conceived as managing two forms of related diversity in an 

intervention: problem contexts and the methodologies to address those contexts. 

Since the questions are systemically interrelated, so the methods used to tackle 

them will have to reflect this interdependence between questions through the 

process of the creative design of methods. What is important is that the finally 

designed method is 

. . .  different from the sum of its parts . It is not simply a matter of 
' stitching' other peop le ' s  methods together in an additive fashion: a 
synthesis is  generated that allows each individual research question to 
be addressed as part of a whole system of questions .  

(Midgley, 1 997  a,  p26 l )  

In short, taking into account o f  the diversity in understanding systems thinking 

and MOC in the present study, using multiple research methods is likely to 

generate deeper and broader insights, to develop important knowledge claims that 

respect a wider range of interests and perspectives. Therefore, this research will 

pursue inquiry into issues about systems thinking and MOC by using multiple 
methods. 

For instance,  Midgley ( 1 997a) argues that many problem situations are so 

complex that a number of systemically interrelated questions are involved, each of 
which may require to be tackled by using a different method, or  part of a method. 
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4.3 Managing Diversity in Designing Research Methods 

The research Objectives defined in chapter 1 have three related pieces of 

fieldwork. The first one i s  part of Obj ective 2, to determine understandings of 

systems and systems thinking and how people might judge the systemicity and 

effectiveness of an intervention. The second one is part of Obj ective 4, to 

discover how MOC and systems thinking might be cmmected . And the third one 

is Objective 5 ,  a case study about MOC . Whilst l iterature review and theoretical 

analysis will be used in general to help achieve all research obj ectives , the three 

related pieces of fieldwork wil l  be conducted using methods to be designed in this 

section following the guidance of diversity management, especially Midgley' s  

( 1 997a) "creative design of  methods" . 

4.3 .1  Research Methods for Inquiry into Systems Thinking 

Inquiring into systems thinking focuses on three main questions to help achieve 

Obj ective 2 and 4. The first question is about determining people ' s  

understandings o f  systems and systems thinking. The l iterature review i n  chapter 

3 shows that different people may have different views about systems and systems 

thinking. And the perceptions might affect, in different ways and to various 

degrees, the apprehensions of the relationships between systems thinking and 

boundary judgement, systems thinking and participation, the whole system and 

the individuals within it . The second is about different ways of judging the 

systemicity and the effectiveness of an intervention. What might be the criteria 

and why? The third question to be answered is the relationship between systems 

thinking and MOC . It has been noticed previously that different schools of 

systems thinking have different forms of relevance to MOC. How can systems 

thinking be used to improve MOC in a theoretically informed way? 

These are the general contexts of the research, characterised by subj ectivity rather 

than obj ectivity . This leads to the idea that qualitative methodology is more 

appropriate (Table 4. 1 ). Fundamentally, these research questions centre on 

people ' s  perceptions and meanings from their own frame of reference ,  to find out 

'what is  happening; to seek new insights ; to ask questions and to assess 
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phenomena in a new light' (Robson, 1 993 , p42) .  They ask not only what opinions 

are held, but also why and how. Answers are more likely to be open-ended and 

complex rather than structured, suggesting semi-structured interviews as the most 

appropriate method (Hussey and Hussey, 1 997,  p 1 57). 

Furthermore, for the purpose of inquiry about systems thinking, the interviewees 

should be people with intimate knowledge about systems thinking if rich 

information is to be acquired. To find the relationships between systems thinking 

and MOC, the interviewees should be people with knowledge about both systems 

thinking and MOC . S ince a wider range of information, insights, and ideas is 

needed, focus group interview is seen to be pertinent to give rise such results by 

producing synergism through the combined effort of a group (Zikmund, 1 997) . 

Krueger and Casey (2000) suggest that such focus group has the following main 

characteristics .  It focuses on a set of carefully predetermined, sequenced and 

open-ended questions to help understand a topic of interest. It normally involves 

4 to 1 2  people, which is small enough for everybody to have an opportunity to 

share insights and yet large enough to provide diversity of perceptions .  

Participants are similar in a way, and they will be influencing and influenced by 

others . The result from a focus group wil l  produce qualitative data for analysis . 

Focus group i s  not easy to moderate, and not effective regarding reaching 

consensus, providing recommendations, or making decisions . However, it is seen 

to be particularly pertinent to produce synergy to understand people ' s  perceptions 

and feelings . 

In addition to an in-depth understanding of a number of people ' s  meanings and 

opinions, it i s  also important to include broader insights to the research by 

developing a general picture of how people might understand systems thinking 

differently (this al so achieves the purpose of triangulation, see section 4 .4 for 

detai l ) .  For this purpose quantitative research methods are used intentionally to 

cover large samples ,  and questionnaire survey, compared to other survey 

techniques, is  seen to be pertinent and economical (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhil l ,  1 997, p247). 



1 997) . The outcomes of the questionnaire, together with the interview findings 

that might have been enriched by the survey, will help inform further l iterature 

review. Finally, grounded on these views acquired so far, a general context is 

provided in which focus group interview can be conducted and understood. 
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So far, based on the subj ective characteristics of the research obj ectives and 

contexts, it has been decided that in addition to literature review, semi-structured 

interview, focus group interview, and questionnaire will be employed to inquiry 

into systems thinking and its relationships with MOC. Reviewing the systems 

literature provides the general context and surfaces the main issues for further 

investigation. Then semi-structured interviews will be conducted to explore in 

more depth what different views of systems thinking exist, and why. The main 

findings from the interviews will form the basis of the questionnaire survey with 

open-ended questions, aiming to surface a general picture about how other people 

might comprehend these opinions . The questionnaire survey is used here in 

agreement with the principles of qualitative methodology. It wil l  start from a 

qualitative base, that is, l iterature review and semi-structured interviews , from 

which questions are derived and to be understood. Although it will produce 

quantitative data, generalised statistical output is not the purpose. Thus this 

results in an instrument with mixed-method characteristics (Caracel l i  and Greene, 

The way these research methods are to be used is not simply an addition of 

people ' s  meanings with broader and deeper insights. 

methods; it is an effort to serve the research objectives systemically following the 

guidance of diversity management, especial ly the creative design of methods 

(Midgley, 1 997a). These methods are designed under the qualitative principle to 

complement each other for the purpose of developing a fuller understanding of  

4.3.2 Research Methods for Inquiring into the Management of 

Change 

This section aims at designing research methods for another piece of  empirical 

work: testing the systemic MOC framework developed in this study. Considering 

the purpose of the systemic MOC framework, it is deemed pertinent to test the 



examining whether or not the framework helps understand and deal with the 

different types of d iversity and the dynamic interactions between them. The aim 

is to compare what happened in an organisation to an inference of what might 

have happened if the systemic framework had been employed. Thus the gaps 
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framework within the broad contexts and environments of organisational change, 

between the practice and the theoretical analysis could be discerned and insights 

could be obtained . 

In testing the framework, attention will be particularly paid to the following 

issues. Firstly, organisational change is a dynamic interaction of many factors , 

and care is needed in interpreting to what extent the framework employed in an 

intervention might contribute to either the success or the failure of that 

intervention . The outcomes of an intervention will result from the interaction of 

factors that are within and outside the concerned system. Secondly, the testing of 

such a framework will be subjective. Under such circumstances, a holistic design 

is considered to be pertinent and advantageous, taking into account the holistic 

nature of the research (Yin, 1 994, p42). Consequently, case study method and 

action research are seen to be able to provide greater opportunity than other 

available methods to obtain a holistic view of a specific project and the 

understanding and planning of change in social systems (Gummersson, 1 99 1 ,  p86-

97; Creswell, 1 998 ,  p65; Hussey and Hussey, 1 997, p l 0; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe 

and Lowe, 1 99 1 , p20-43 ) .  The criticism that these approaches lack statistical 

validity and generalisability (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1 99 1 ,  p20-43) 

has been countered with the argument that conventional concept of reliability and 

validity are less relevant to qualitative research (Harvey, 1 990, p8; Gummesson, 

1 99 1 ,  p78-86) . 

Action research is a generic term for all forms of inquiry in which researcher and 

the researched are actively involved (Clarke, 1 997), or the combination of 

research and management consultancy that involves intervention into processes of 

decision making, implementation, and change (Gummesson, 199 1 ,  p 1 4). In other 

words, there is a need to have certain control over relevant behaviours of the 
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researched (Yin, 1 994, p8), requiring co-operation between the researcher and the 
relevant organisation, which is not always possible taking into account for 
example the complexity and implications resulted from organisational change .  

Consequently, a case study about the ongoing organisational change at the 

University of Luton is used to test the developed MOC framework, where various 
interrelated types of organis ational change have been surfaced (Clarke and 

Lehaney, 1 995) .  This case is seen to be pertinent to test a framework that i s  
designed to  address such a problem situation (Yin, 1 994, p3  8 ) .  The aim of  the 

case study is to achieve analytical generalisation, in which a previously developed 

theory is compared with the empirical results of the case study (Yin, 1 994, p36) . 

Although it i s  a single case, nevertheless, 

The possibil ities to generalise from one single case are founded in the 
comprehensiveness of the measurements which makes it possible to 
reach a fundamental understanding of the structure, process and 
driving forces rather than a superficial establishment of correlation or 
cause-effect relationships. 

(Normann, 1 970, cited in Gummesson, 1 99 1 , p79) 

Together with the case study research, historical analysis of major changes in the 

case is an important analytical tool to help test the systemic MOC framework. 

Historical analysis will focus on the background and consequences of strategic 

changes that have occurred in the organisation' s  environment, structure, process, 
and culture (Pettigrew, 1 98 5 ;  Gummesson, 1 99 1  ) ,  helping put the systemic MOC 

framework in the context and environment of the organisation. 

Gathering information in the case study wi ll be mainly based on review of 

documentation and interview. Documentation review will help see the "picture" 

of the strategic change happening in the case, the problem contexts, the purpose, 

methods used, and progress  made so far. Interview will be employed with related 

members at different levels  within the organisation. The purpose is to understand 
the problem contexts, especially the human-related issues .  
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As a brief summary, Table 4 .2 presents the contributions of various methods 

employed in this research. 

Table 4.2 Methods Used in the Current Research 

Research Contribution to the objectives of the study 
method 

Critiquing the theory and practice of MOC, 
Critiquing contemporary systems thinking, 
Establ ishing any benefit of using a systemic approach to 

Literature MOC, 
review Critiquing the compatibil ity between MOC and systems 

thinking, 
Critiquing the work done in this thesis, 
Summarising and concluding the research. 

Questionnaire Adding breadth to the understandings of Systems 
survey Thinking, supplementing concepts obtained from 

elsewhere. 

Developing an in-depth understanding of Systems 
Interview* Thinking, 

Finding peop le ' s  opinions about organisational change. ,t.. 

Developing an in-depth understanding of Systems 
Focus group Thinking, 

interview Discussing the relationship between MOC and systems 
thinking. 

Historical Understanding the background and consequences of 
analysis organisational change over time, and how these lead up -;. 

to the organisation' s present conditions . 

Case study Understanding the particularity and evaluating the 
methods effectiveness of an ongoing organisational change, 

testing MOC systemic framework. 

* Including various ways of communicating with experts 
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It i s  intended that these multiple methods be used under the principles of 

qualitative methodology, focusing on holistic meanings and understanding MOC . 

Diversity management is appl ied to help bring these methods together. Generally 

speaking, literature review provides the foundation for further study, and ensures 

context-relevant interpretations of the investigation outcomes .  Based on this  

interviews and questionnaire survey are conducted interdependently to 

complement each other, rather than being simply added together. In the case 

study, the historical analysis and case study method are also used in a 

complementary way. The combined efforts aim to produce different facets of the 

investigated phenomena, provide new perspectives, and add depth and breadth to 

the research (Greene, Caracel l i  and Graham, 1 989) .  

So far, following the principles of diversity management, research methods have 

been designed to achieve the research objectives. Another very important 

function of research methods is to enhance the trustworthiness of the research 

findings, as explained in the following section. 

4.4 Research Methods and Research Trustworthiness 

Research methods are employed not only to achieve the objectives, but also have 

a part to play in enhancing the research trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba, 1 98 5 ;  

Decrop, 1 999) . The concept o f  research trustworthiness has four criteria :  

credibility (the truthfulness of particular findings) , transferability (the applicabi lity 

of the research findings to another setting or group) , dependability (the 

These will be enhanced through triangulation, critical reflection, and pattern

matching. 

4.4. 1 Triangulation 

Triangulation (Figure 4.2) i s  seen to be a key factor in minimising misconceptions 

and the invalidity of conclusions (Yin, 1 994, p92-93 ; Gummensson, 1 99 1 ,  p 1 2 1 ;  

consistence and reproducibil ity of the research results) , and confirmability (the 

research findings being reflective of the inquiry and not the researcher ' s  biases) . 
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Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe, 1 99 1 ,  p l 3 3-4; Hussey and Hussey, 1 997, 

p74). 

Triangulation means looking at the same phenomenon, or research 
question, from more than one source of data. Information coming 
from different angles can be used to corroborate, elaborate or 
illuminate the research problem. It limits personal and 
methodological biases and enhances a study' s  generalizability . 

(Decrop , 1 999 , p l 58 )  

Decrop emphasises "to search for convergence" and thus to enhance the 

trustworthiness of the findings through triangulation. But it has to be noted that 

enhancing the trustworthiness of the present or any research is not the mere reason 

of using multiple methods. Essentially, it has to be recognised that it i s  the 

"onto logical complexity" that necessitates the use of multiple methods grounded 

upon different perspectives (Midgley, 1 992a) .  And it is not only that the 

convergence is to be highly desired in research. Differences, or even 

contradictions, wil l  also open the way for richer and fuller interpretations in terms 

of the ideas of discordant plural ism (Gregory, 1 996) . 

Four types of triangulation has been identified (Denzin, 1 978) :  data triangulation 

(use of different data sources), investigator triangulation (different evaluators to 

interpret the same body of data) , theory triangulation (different perspectives on 

the same data set) , and methodological triangulation (different methods to study a 

single problem) . 

In this thesis , three types of triangulation are to be realised (Figure 4 .2) .  Data 

triangulation will be realised by using both primary and secondary information, 

such as interview and documentation, for inquiring into both MOC and systems 

thinking . 

Methodological triangulation wil l take place through the mixed use of semi

structured interview, questionnaire survey and focus groups to develop an 

understanding of systems and systems thinking. Regarding the empirical study of 

MOC, historical analysi s  and case study method aim to realise methodological 

triangulation. 
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Finally, as far as systems and systems thinking are concerned, theoretical 

triangulation is  to be achieved by using hard, soft and critical systems perspectives 

to interpret the data collected. With respect to MOC, systems perspectives and 

MOC theories  wil l  be used to develop multiple interpretations of organisational 

change . 

4.4.2 Critical Reflection 

Besides triangulation, critical reflection (Figure 4 . 3 )  i s  seen to be an integral part 

of the present research since it is one of the three commitments of critical systems 

thinking (CST), which is the methodological basis of the present research . Thus 

critical reflection is seen as important in ensuring the overall trustworthiness of 

the research results and wil l  be vigorously pursued. 

Aside from continual ly examining and re-examining taken-for-granted 

assumptions during the process of the research, the main question to be asked is 

what should be included in, or excluded from, this research, Subsequently, three 

main aspects of this thesis will be challenged and summarised in chapter 8, which 

are briefly given as follows . 

Firstly, the theoretical assumptions of this study will be contrasted from the 

alternative perspective of  structuration theory (Giddens, 1 979, 1 984, 1 987, 1 990, 

1 993) .  The purpose is to surface and chal lenge the author ' s  own biases, so either 

to corroborate or to oppose the research findings, and to learn from this . 

Secondly, the development of categories and frameworks are a key objective of 

this thesis. Therefore it i s  important to reflect upon the theoretical assumptions 

and the implications of these categories and framework (Mingers, 1 992) . This 

will be challenged in terms of the beliefs of modernism and postmodernism. 

Thirdly and finally, if the outcomes of this research are of value, the 

trustworthiness needs to be examined and re-examined, and this wil l  be done in 
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terms of four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985 ;  Decrop, 1 999). 

What are the 
theoretical 

assumptions of 
the study? 

What insights 
can be 

produced in 
terms of the 
Theory of 

Structuration? 

Critical reflection: 

what to be included 
in or excluded 

from? 

What are the 
assumptions 

and 
implications of 

the categories 
and framework 

in relation to 
Modernism and 
Postmodernism 

? 

Are the 
research 
outcomes 
credible in 

terms of the 

four 
trustworthy 

criteria? 

Figure 4.3 Critical Reflection 
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4.4.3 Analysis of the Qualitative Data-Pattern-matching 

In the course of conducting empirical investigations, qualitative data wil l  be 

produced as reports, interview transcripts, and other textual data. The re latively 

unstructured nature of such material s makes analysis difficult (Gummesson, 1 99 1 ,  

Yin, 1 994) . 

Pattern-matching is recommended as one of the most desirable strategies for case 

study analysis, and one way of addressing the credibility of the findings (Yin, 

1 994) . Pattern-matching means to compare an empirically based pattern with a 

theoretical pattern . In this research, the former is represented by case outcomes, 

whilst the latter refers to the predicted outcomes of a case, which are what might 

have happened based on specific theoretical considerations . The matching of the 

two patterns wil l  help either strengthen or question the trustworthiness of the 

theoretical considerations for the given problem situation. 

Consider a case in which the effects of implementing a TQM programme are 

studied. Based on relevant theories of TQM and organisations, a certain 

theoretical pattern of organisational change might be predicted, such as 

improvement in organisational processes, quality of products , customer 

satisfaction, and team building (see chapter 2 for a brief review of TQM) . If the 

actual results are as predicted, then solid conclusions about the effects of TQM 

programme might be drawn . However, if the actual results fail to show the 

pattern as predicted, then the theorising of TQM effects would have to be 

questioned . 

Since pattern-matching is essential ly a qualitative approach, it needs clearly stated 

criteria to make meaningful comparisons (Yin, 1 994). For example, without 

measurable standards to define concepts such as TQM, organisational processes, 

quality, customer satisfaction, and team, it would be difficult to study the effects 

of TQM programmes, and further to communicate the study to others . Therefore, 

it is central to make transparent what and why any criterion is used in pattern

matching .  
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The idea of pattern-matching might be related to, or mirrored by, Checkland and 

Holwell's ( 1998) concept of recoverability. They argue that to enhance the 

validity of qualitative research, it is essential to state the methodology 

encompassing a particular framework of ideas in advance, through which the 

research will be understood and interpreted. The purpose of doing so is to make 

clear the thought and conclusion processes, so that the research can be recoverable 

by others. 

Regarding the case study to be conducted in support of this thesis, the key ideas of 

pattern matching are summarised in Figure 4.4. 

Empi,,Jcal
paver11 

Theoretical 

Pattern 
produced 
from what 
might have 
happened if 

the systemic 
MOC 

framework 
had been used 

Pattern-

matching 

Criteria 
• Improvement
• Boundary 

judgement 
• Multiple 

methods 
• Participation 

Empirical 

Pattern 
derived from 

how 
organisational 

change had 
really been 
managed in 

practice 

Figure 4.4 Pattern-matching 
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The systemic MOC framework, yet to be further developed in the following 

chapters , wil l  be used as the basis to provide a theoretical pattern. The general 

predictions are that a systemic approach will manage organisational change more 

successfully in terms of different types of organisational change and their 

interactions, using multiple methods and being reflective. The empirical pattern 

will be produced through evaluating what had really happened. The comparison 

of the two patterns will be used to analyse how organisational change had been 

managed, and what and how that might have been done differently if the systemic 

MOC framework had been employed. Theory and practice wil l  be deliberately 

separated, allowing the gap between "pragmatic reality" and "theoretical ideals" 

to appear and to be compared .  The aim is to help test the trustworthiness of the 

systemic MOC framework. Furthermore, meaningful comparisons wil l  be 

conducted in relation to the criteria of  systemicity: improvement, boundary 

judgement, multiple methods, and participation. These are important factors in 

judging the effectiveness of an approach as highl ighted in chapter 3 ,  which wil l  be 

further explained in chapter 5 .  

This chapter begins with a review of  the qualitative versus quantitative debate and 

a discussion of the advantages of  using multiple research methods in relation to 

the research objectives .  Then research methods are decided based on the 

principles of diversity management .  Finally, the trustworthiness of the research is 

to be enhanced through triangulation, critical reflection and pattern-matching . 

From these, several conclusions can be drawn. 

than opposing. If they can be used together following the principles of diversity 

management, greater methodological flexibility, and deeper and broader 

understandings may be generated . This leads to the conclusion that multiple 

methods should be used whenever possible. 

Firstly, this study confirms that qualitative and quantitative approaches have 

different advantages and limitations and therefore should be used under different 

situations . However, the discussion indicates that they are complementary rather 
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Secondly, diversity management is seen to be able to provide a framework to help 

this study classify the research contexts, understand the advantages and limitations 

of research methods, and choose appropriate methods in terms of research 

objectives . Its usefulness in this study may suggest that it should be used 

whenever diversity is surfaced. 

Thirdly, "the creative design of methods" (Midgley,  1 997a) is seen to be 

particularly useful in focusing on achieving the research as a whole whilst at the 

same time each individual obj ective is addressed as part of the whole. Effort has 

been made in this study to assure that MOC and systems thinking can be  

eff ecti vel y connected. 

Finally, it is seen that the trustworthiness of the research outcomes can be greatly 

enhanced through using critical reflection, triangulation and pattern-matching, 

thus they are built into the research methods . 

Research objectives and research methods have now been determined. Chapter 5 

will now detai l the outcomes of the empirical inquiry into systems thinking. 
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5.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapters, a first systemic framework for th(; management of 

change (MOC) has been proposed, which is informed by systems thinking. 

However, to further develop this framework, empirical investigations have been 

undertaken in order to gain a fuller understanding of systems thinking and its 

relations with MOC. The pertinent research methods chosen include semi

structured interview, questionnaire survey and focus group interview. 

This chapter, therefore, aims to achieve parts of Objective 2-to determine 

understandings of systems, systems thinking and its relevance to MOC by 

empirical investigations, and to propose criteria for judging the systemicity and 

effectiveness of an intervention. 

To enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, triangulation of data, method and 

theory is to be realised, as presented in the following copy of Figure 4.2. 

I h.,:/i ::::c, i .  
!1t: .t)�·t\: 

Data 

Sources 
• Primary 
• Secondary 

Multiple 
Methods 

• Interview 
• Questionnaire
• Focus group 

Theoretical 
Perspectives 
• Hard 
• Soft 
• Critical 

Copy of Figure 4. 2 Triangulation of Theory, Data and Method 
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Data i s  to be triangulated by using both primary and secondary data. Secondary 

data had been collected through literature review in chapter 3 by looking at books 

and other publications . Primary data wil l  be captured directly from people who 

have knowledge of systems and systems thinking. 

Method triangulation is to be realised by using semi-structured face-to-face 

interview, semi-structured telephone interview together with exchange of e-mails, 

questionnaire survey and focus group interview. This chapter begins with a 

summarisation of the results from semi-structured face-to-face interviews. 

Different opinions about systems and systems thinking wil l  be outlined with 

commonalities and differences being contrasted . These wil l  then be used as a 

context-relevant basis for conducting and understanding a questionnaire survey . 

Again, the purpose is  to appreciate the commonalities and differences of people ' s  

understandings about systems and systems thinking. S imilarly, the outcomes of  a 

semi-structured telephone interview together with exchange of emails will be 

compared with those of face-to-face interviews. Finally, these investigations will 

further inform the focus group interview on systems and systems thinking, and the 

relationships between systems thinking and MOC. 

Furthermore, the understandings of systems and systems thinking will be 

contrasted between hard, soft and critical perspective, with the purpose of 

providing appreciation reflecting different aspects of the domain. This will realise 

theoretical triangulation. 

For the purpose of comparing and concluding the findings from these 

investigations, this chapter will be organised slightly differently: a sub-conclusion 

and comparison will be given after each investigation. 

To conclude this chapter, the main commonalities and differences about systems 

and systems thinking wil l  be outlined, and the possible relations between systems 

thinking and MOC derived. Finally, criteria for judging the systemicity of an 

intervention are expanded to include four factors rather than the original three . 
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5.2 Face-to-face Interviews on Systems Thinking 

As discussed in chapter 2, MOC is characterised by four interrelated types of 

organisational change and four approaches to change, for which systems thinking 

is seen to be appropriate . In chapter 3, systems thinking is also seen to be 

characterised by a diversity of different perspectives depending on personal 

interpretation, whilst certain key questions are yet to be further developed to 

inform the development of the systemic framework for MOC. One way forward 

is to interview and learn from systems thinkers or people who have knowledge 

about systems and systems thinking. 

Fundamentally, if the diversity and interactions in MOC are to be better managed 

by applying systems thinking, the meaning of systems and systems thinking needs 

to be better understood . Having criticised and rejected isolationist ,  imperialist and 

pragmatist approaches (see chapter 3) ,  it is seen to be important that the 

understanding of systems and systems thinking should be developed through 

appreciating different systems perspectives in line with the principles of diversity 

management in general and Gregory's (1996) discordant pluralism in particular. 

In such a way, a fuller understanding might be developed by appreciating the 

commonalities and differences between different perspectives . Otherwise, 

isolationism, imperialism or pragmatism might dominate. 

Based on such considerations, some of the key questions to be asked may include 

for instance, what are people's understandings of systems and systems thinking? 

What are the relationships between systems thinking and boundary judgements, 

system thinking and participation, and the whole system and the individuals 

the systemicity of an intervention be judged? How can the effectiveness of 

systems approaches be evaluated? What are the possible criteria to allow these to 

be critically reflected upon ,  thus enabling people to learn and improve their 

abilities to manage organisational change? 

within it? What are the theoretical assumptions? 

Furthermore, if systems thinking is to be applied to the domain of MOC, how can 
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These questions are considered to be central for an informed application of 

systems thinking to MOC to be attempted. That is where the interview questions 

(see Appendix A) are derived and developed. Some of them are to complement 

literature review, whilst others are to determine new insights about systems and 

systems thinking. The interview questions are semi-structured and open-ended, 

allowing flexible and in-depth discussions between the interviewer and the 

interviewees . 

Information has been collected from 1 4  people through face-to-face interview. 

All of them are chosen from among people who have knowledge of systems and 

systems thinking, and have recently published papers on systems j ournals such as 

"Systemist", "Systemic Practice and Action Research" ( originally Systems 

Practice), "Systems Research and Behavioural Science" (originally Systems 

Research), or on other related publications . Their perspectives are seen to vary. 

S ome of them hold a more structured view about systems and systems thinking, 

whi lst others take a more flexible and dynamic positions. This may resemble the 

positions of the hard, soft, or critical systems perspectives. 

Based on the information collected, the main opinions are summarised in the 

following sections . 

5.2 . 1  Understanding the Concept of  A System 

As far as systems thinking is concerned, there is a convergence that a system is  

primarily seen as a set  of components interconnected for a purpose based on 

subj ective judgement .  For instance, 

System is really about understanding how everything is interrelated, 
and about becoming the whole system. 

(Interviewee #2) 
Nevertheless, it is very much a subjective matter. 

When we look at some group of components as a system, we 
observers are drawing the boundary around what we think belongs to 
within the system and what we think belongs to outside of the system. 
So  I see us as observers, and we are actually participating in naming 
what we see as a system. So I think that the observer has a big role to 
plan, in saying whether something is a system, or is not a system. But 
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that i s  not to say that anybody can call anything a system. If a person 

thing and using the same language. For instance, some (Interviewee #5, 6) may 

take a pragmatic viewpoint and see a system as 
A word used for convenience, because it has a general applicability, 

me to pursue something interesting. 
(Interviewee #6) 

None of the interviewees thought that systems are just things existing 'out there' .  

However, views are quite divergent on whether systems can be seen as both things 

existing in the real world and mental constructs ,  or solely as mental constructs. 

Some think systems are both things existing in the real world and mental 

constructs (Interviewee #3 ,  7 ,  1 1 , 1 2 , 1 3 , 1 4) ,  and a typical position can be for 

example, 

If you look at the planetary system as an example, I don' t  think 
anyone would say it is only a mental construct. It is a physical thing. 
And everybody agrees about the facts around the way the planets 
behave, how they rotate around one another, and the gravitational pull 
areas ,  and they are understood as physical systems that operate in 
some way. But I do think there are other systems, that are mental 
constructs. For example, "organisation" is a good example of a 
mental construct . The way an organisation works is not something 
that is  preordained by natural physical laws. It is something that 
depends on human beings to make decision. You know, for example, 
that we can organise work differently, so the organisational system is a 
mental construct as far as I am concerned. But that is not the end of 
the matter. Organisations are made up of human beings and we have a 
physiological system as well as being capable of constructing mental 
entities. Our physiological systems respond to physical laws, and 
behave in naturally determined physical ways. Yet because the human 

says this is a system, then they have to be able to explain why to them 
that is a system. And their explanation should be really in terms of the 
relationships ,  the interrelationships, between the component parts, and 
the behaviour - the meaningful behaviour, the purposeful behaviour -
that those parts are exhibiting. 

(Interviewee #3 ) 

System being a subjective judgement also means that different people might have 

different understandings of a "system", even if they are talking about the same 

not a rigorous definition. Systems as far as I am concerned, it is about 
any organisation, or economy. It seems appropriate about what it is 
you think about. I do not think there is a fixed definition about it. A 
system is a collection of things interrelated to each other . . .  Anything 
that can give me a model, an understanding of the situation, enables 
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body contains the brain, that can see things, can be creative, it also has 
the capacity to overcome some of the physical boundaries, the 
physiological boundaries. For example, if somebody decides they 
want to become an athlete, and if they set their mind to do that, then 
they can actually overcome some of the physical boundaries . . .  

(Interviewee #3) 

Some think systems are just abstract concepts (Interviewee #2, 8 ,  9 ,  1 0) .  This 

implies that people can only know things through their understandings , whether 

"things" exist as such is irrelevant. Or, people can never know "things" as they 

exist .  For example, 

Even if there are physical properties involved, you can stil l choose to 

comparing people's understand ing of what the systems is, you gain 
understanding and learning. 

(Interviewee #2) 

If you are talk about systems thinking, then you are focusing on 
mental constructs . You are saying how people constructs the way they 
see the world, how they can make the construction broader than if they 
only focus on a specific way of seeing things . So you have to 
recognise the way you see the worlds from a point of view, which 
means systems do not exist as such, or whether they exist as such is 
irrelevant, because we can never know them as they exist. We can 
only know things through our understanding. 

(Interviewee #8) 

Finally, another perspective is a quite complicated one, focusing on the process of 

the constructs . It does not take systems as either things existing in the real world 

or mental constructs, nor as both. It takes systems as constructs, but argues that 

. . . In attributing that construct to something, like a human being, or to 
say it's mental, is already to create another system. So there are "first 
order" systems (in the world), and there are "second order" systems 
(which construct or give rise to first order systems, but which are also 
in the world). Analytically, the process of construction (which is a 

phenomena are systems . For example, human beings, languages, 
cultures and groups, may be seen as constructing (they are second 
order systems). So I would not say that systems are constructed by 
human beings. It is not so simple. I would say that systems are 
constructed, and what is doing the constructing is also a matter of 

bound that system differently. Boundary is the choice. It is an 
abstract concept you use to place the understanding . . .  different 
people's  perceptions about what should be incorporated in the systems 
are different, and therefore it is an abstract concepts, and by 

process of making boundary judgements) should be viewed as prime, 
because that al lows you to say that both first and second order 
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(Interviewee # 1 )  
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construction! So saying that systems are constructed by human beings 
is one possible second order judgement that can be made, but other 
j udgements are possible too : systems may be seen as the product of 
l inguistic systems, cultures , ecological forces, etc . ,  of which human 
beings are a part. 

Briefly, although a system can be seen as a set of components interconnected for a 

purpose, the exact meaning may differ for different groups of people. The key 

points surfaced may include : a system being a subj ective judgement, systems 

being both things existing in the real world and mental constructs, systems being 

abstract constructs , and a view of first order and second order systems .  

5.2.2 Boundary Judgement 

Boundary j udgement is  seen to be an important concept and a subjective matter. 

It is about "what we think belongs within the system, and what we think belongs 

outside the system" (Interviewee #3 ) .  "It is defined by people . . .  to create 

understandings" (Interviewee # 1 ), "as their point of entry into the system" 

(Interviewee #8) .  Therefore, 

The boundary of the system that is something always open to 
negotiation, and always to be perceived differently by different groups 
of people in the problem situation . . .  " 

(Interviewee #2) 

So it i s  not a matter of saying, you got to include everything. It i s  a 
matter of argument of what you should and you should not include . In 
hard systems thinking, the view is usual ly that boundaries are 
determined by the internal relationships, the elements of the system. 
If you take something like the critical systems heuristics view, 
however, boundaries are determined by human actors, and they are 
conceptual boundarie s .  They are not necessarily determined by the 
relationships between the elements .  They are often determined prior 
to the relationships,  and you find the relationships once you establish 
the boundary . . .  

( Interviewee # 1 )  

Boundary j udgement is closely related to what knowledge is seen to be relevant. 

For example, 

In a famine, rarely the r ich people starve, but the poor people starve. 
It is not j ust about physical food del ivery; it is about social 
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organisations. It is about political powers. It is about the inequalities. 
Thus the debate can be based on either scientific knowledge or 
political considerations ... they (systemic approaches) are not a method 
that takes only one form of knowledge. They open up the boundary, 
and look at the interrelationships between the different factors such as 
political, economical, social and environmental factors. 

(Interviewee #2) 

Thus accepting boundary judgement as a subjective matter supports the view that 

making transparent the assumptions of any boundary judgement is central to 

telling whether an intervention can be seen to produce improvement (Midgley, 

to boundary judgement . 

In hard systems thinking, there is no judgement involved . . .  except 
there is a notion of hierarchy, or set of levels of hierarchy. The 
boundary judgement is a matter of which level of the hierarchy to look 
at. Soft systems thinking depends on who you read. If you put 
Churchman in the soft systems thinking camp, then there is a quite 
sophisticated view about boundary j udgement . . .  Checkland bas his 
cultural inquiry, which does deal with boundary issues about who is 
being consulted. But it is not explicitly worked out as a boundary 
question . . .  In CST I think the boundary concept is central, because the 
problem definition depends on the boundary judgement, and depends 
on the ethics that are flowing into it. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  

The interviews also reflect a sometimes pragmatic flavour of deciding the systems 

boundaries. What is included in the system is what can be influenced by the 

analyser, not what should be considered. For instance, 

I try to work out what influences things, disregarding those I can not 
influence, and worrying about those I can influence. 

(Interviewee #6) 

The danger of this kind of approach is that it might not be critical about what can 

or can not be influenced :  the knowledge flowing into the judgement might be 

1 997 c). Since different perspectives might lead to very different ideas about 

what, how and why something should be done. Unless the assumptions to make 

these judgements are crystallised, it is difficult to understand why "an 

improvement" is an improvement . 

Furthermore, it can be said that different people might have different approaches 
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implicit . Thus it tends to be conservative and accepting whatever conditions 

determined by the status q uo . 

Primarily, the systems boundary is seen to be an important concept, but one that is 

understood differently by different groups of people. Thus it is possible that the 

hard, soft or critical systems views can be used to make boundary judgements, 

based on different theoretical considerations . 

5.2.3 Systems Thinking 

Almost all interviewees emphasise that looking at the interactions of  systems 

components is a key concept in systems thinking. However, this may be 

understood rather differently from different perspectives .  For some, systems 

thinking is  closely associated with boundary j udgement (Interviewee # 1 ,  2, 3, 9 ,  

I 0, 1 1  ) .  " I t  i s  a matter of  argument of what you should and you should not 

include", since "the problem definition depends on the boundary judgement, and 

depends on the ethics that are flowing into it" (Interviewee # 1 ) . From this 

perspective, systems thinking might mean different things for different groups of 

people, depending on their views about boundary judgement (see section 5 .2 .2). 

Systems thinking can therefore be used to look at a problem situation based on 

different boundary judgements, which might be associated with hard, soft and 

critical systems perspectives .  

For some interviewees (#5 ,  6 ,  1 3 , 1 4) ,  systems thinking i s  more l ikely to be 

understood as a rational and depol iticised view, j ust l ike any other structured 

approach. There is no explicit boundary j udgement, derived by reflection on the 

assumptions of the problem definition. 

would do, and how we would understand things. They often do not do 
that. 

(Interviewee #2) 

They believe they can identify the systems in the world. The 
boundaries are defined. Therefore they do not often explore what 
would be the consequences if the systems were bounded differently. 
If there were bounded differently, how would that change what we 
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For others, systems thinking is more related to human consciousness and 

perspectives .  

Systems thinking for me just means actually the consciousness of the 
person, who is able to recognise at the initial point of view that there 
are alternative dimensions, and alternative way of seeing that they 
might not take into account, unless they open up their consciousness . 
So  systems thinking is precisely a way of thinking, it is not really 
saying that I want to look at what systems is, but I want to be able  to 
think in a way which allows me to appreciate more than otherwise if I 
was not thinking systemically. 

(Interviewee #8) 

Or systems thinking is 

. . .  to be interdisciplinary, which is all about the ability of moving 
between levels and scopes . . .  Traditional disciplines do not support this 
idea. So biology is just about biology. So it is interdisciplinary to be 
able  to move between, and take different levels ,  different angles, 
different perspectives .  

(Interviewee #4) 

In short, the understandings of systems thinking can be seen to converge on 

looking at the interactions rather than the parts . But these understandings may be 

based on very different perspectives .  Some of the main positions surfaced may 

include : systems thinking being about boundary judgement, about appreciating 

alternative, about interdiscipl inary, or about following a structured approach. 

5.2.4 Whole Systems and Individuals 

The relationship between individuals and the whole system are seen to vary 

between two extreme viewpoints . One view emphasises the importance of people 

(Interviewee #4, 6 ,  8 ,  9 ,  1 0) .  For instance, "there is no system thinking without 

individuals" (Interviewee #6) . Or "I do not think it downplays the importance of 

the individuals, because individuals wil l influence other systems components" 

(Interviewee #4 ). Or, 

I would like to say holistic refers to the way you are thinking about the 
situations . Once holistic refers to the way of thinking, then you are 
back to the way of individuals and their way of thinking . You are 
actual ly appreciating  the individuals and their way of thinking. So 
holism is just a way that allows people to broaden their perspective 
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enough so to take into account the alternative ways of seeing in 
relation to an issue, and alternative ways of addressing an issue . Then 
holism is not anti -individual . 

(Interviewee #8) 

Nevertheless ,  it i s  recognised that there i s  a tendency that certain systems 

perspectives focus too much on the whole and less on the individual (Interviewee 

# 1 ,  3 ,  8, 9, 1 1 ) .  

When people say that they want to  have a holistic perspective, 
especially when it was linked with the past of systems thinking, people 
did tend to say that system and its imperatives are more important than 
the individuals .  So certainly historically, holism has become a 
connotation looking at the whole and downplaying the importance of 
the individuals and their consciousness .  

(Interviewee #8) 

There is a tendency to forget the interplay between the individual and 
the organisation. In fact, organisational change . . .  focuses much more 
on the organisation, and often does neglect the individual . We need to 
be aware of the individual . We need to make an effort to include 
individuals in our academic study of organisations . 

( Interviewee #3 ) 

I think some systems thinkers do downplay the importance of 
individual s .  (They think that) the whole point of systems thinking is  
to move beyond the usual assumptions that i s  a l l  about individuals 
cognition, and look at systems as wholes .  Then the individuals are 
simply a part of the whole and are determined by the whole. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  

Others tend to hold a more balanced view about the whole system and the 

individuals within it (Interviewee # 1 ,  2, 7, 1 0 , 1 2 , 1 3 ,  1 4) .  For instance, 

I would think that individuals . . .  are as important, not more or less 
important, considering the whole system. And in different situations it 
would be different in what you look at, sometimes, you may not bound 
the individual at all, you may hardly look at the individuals, but there 
is no guarantee, there is no law . .  . I  think it depends on the problem 
situation. But, it partly also depends on the ethic stuff it takes, 
because certainly in our l iberal Western culture, the rights of the 
individuals are considered to be particularly important. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  
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Furthermore, it is  suggested that a balanced view about the whole system and the 

individuals within it might be realised through participation. 

Obviously, you have to look at what the purpose of the whole system 
would be. If you do this in a participate manner, then people involved 
in that system have some form of say . So they are contributing to the 
overall purpose, and they are also meeting some of their own 
needs . . .  People can have the value of their work, to see how their work 
contributes to the overall purpose, and to having a scope for their own 
initiatives .  

(Interviewee #2) 

However, this is not an easy task. 

emphasise the importance of individuals within the system, whilst another view 

sees the need for balance between the whole system and the individuals within the 

system. 

5.2.5 Systems Thinking and Participation 

Views vary on this  according to the way in which the relationship between 

systems thinking and participation is understood. Firstly, it is realised that 

different systems perspectives make different assumptions about participation. 

I think some systems views are dependent on participation. For 
example, Ack off s view is entirely dependent on participation. So is 
Churchman' s .  So is Ulrich' s . . i. .  But participation is not necessary for 
the hard systems approaches . It depends on which view of systems 
one takes .  

(Interviewee # 1 )  

However, for some, systems thinking and participation are closely related . For 

example, "I do not think you can have systems thinking without part icipation" 

( Interviewee #4 ) .  Or, 

It is  an art . . .  It is  extremely difficult. You wil l get competing needs 
from individuals ,  and somehow these competing needs will have to be 
balanced. 

(Interviewee #3 ) 

To recap, there seem to be two distinguishable views about the relationships 

between the whole systems and the individuals within it. One view tends to 
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To be systemic, you would expect that people are at least more 
participatory than not. Then they would be prepared to say : it is not 
j ust my point of view; I have other people to participate in creating a 
point of view . . .  that means you have included the participatory 
principle. Through participation, you hear the alternatives. 

(Interviewee #8) 

For some others, participation is at least one of the important concepts in systems 

thinking (Interviewee #2,o

If you do not get people participating in the change process, you won' t  
understand the system, and they won't carry on  with the change you 
designed, because that has nothing to do with them . . .  But if you do an 
intervention in a systemic manner, it will have more chances to be 
sustainable. Because you have opened up the boundaries, and looked 
at much more long-term effects and the interactions, particularly if 

3 , 9 ,  1 0 , 1 1 , 1 2) .  For example, 

you get people involved in the process. 
(Interviewee #2) 

. . .  General ly speaking, if an approach just uses the ideas drawn from a 
small group of people within the organisation, then we can conclude it 
i s  not systemic . . .  I think if you use the approach that tries to start with 
a small group of  people, and then builds upon these small groups and 
pushes out into other groups ,  then you can improve the systemicity of 
the approach you are using . . .  Then I would say that is going to be a 
more systemic approach than the other one that only used the small 
group of people for making decis ions . 

(Interviewee #3 ) 

Secondly, even participation is seen to be a key part of systems thinking, it is felt 

strongly by some that participation is not actually very useful under certain 

circumstances .  For example, 

If people do not communicate with each other, how can you 
collaborate? If some people do not think systemically, then 
paiiicipation i s  not actually very useful . It does not matter what you 
do ; they wi l l  end up being negative at any point . So they may as wel l  
not  being included in the first places. They will have no better 
opinions in the end than what they already have had anyway. They 
are just irritations in the process . 

(Interviewee #6) 

Interviewees also distinguished between the opportunity for participation and the 

reality of it happening . 

My personal experience is that you can offer them the opportunity 
(participation) time and time again, but they won't necessari ly take it .  
In the same example I talked about the project, people wi l l say, we 
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now need you to tel l  us so we can get together. We need a meeting to 
reflect back what we have done so far. Actually we are busy. They 
just do not want to be involved. On one level, we have been 
participating. We are offering the opportunity ; whether or not they are 
taking it will be different. It seems to me logically possible, and 
following that, you could use what appears to be quite non
participatory methodology in a participatory way as long as the 
opportunity is offered .  I do not find anything particular black or 
white. 

(Interviewee #7) 

Therefore the main points might be concluded as follows. First of all ,  

participation assumes different importance in relation to different systems 

perspectives .  From a hard to soft to critical continuum, participation assumes 

5.2.6 Systems Thinking and Pluralism 

People seem to differ regarding the relationships between systems thinking and 

methodological pluralism .  Some people think that it is one of the very important 

concepts in systems thinking (Interviewee # 1 ,  7, 8, 9, 1 0 , 1 1 , 1 2) .  It is argued that 

for example, 

. . .  There is no method that is capable of doing everything, and 
therefore you need to be able to use a variety of different methods, in 
order to do more things basically . And you also need to be able to 
design new approaches for novel s ituations that we have not come 
across  before. 

(Interviewee # 1 ) 

Nevertheless, methodological plural ism is seen to be a concept of critical systems 

thinking. 

Unlike CST, neither the hard nor the soft particularly welcomes 
pluralism. If they did, they both would ultimately have to recognise 
that their perspectives are limited. So Checkland and Ackoff both talk 
about using hard systems methods in special occasions . I have heard 
hard systems thinkers say the same: bring in a soft front end, then 
everything wil l  be ok. Then we can define the problem. I have seen a 

more and more importance .  Secondly, even where participation is seen to be 

important, its usefulness varies depending upon the problem situations 

encountered. 

researcher actually who has a methodology, which brings together a 
hard systems approach and Checkland' s soft systems approach. What 
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he basically does is very mechanical. He uses soft systems thinking to 
define the problem, and specify it in a way that can be dealt with by 
hard systems thinking. So it is not true pluralism or 
complementarism. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  

For some, methodological pluralism is essential and beneficial in systems 

intervention, for instance, 

I think that, in some ways, the mixing methods, the multi
methodology type of approaches will actually be easier for people to 
use, because they make more sense than a lot of other approaches 
being available previously. 

(Interviewee #3) 

Others consider methodological pluralism to be embedded in intervention. For 

instance, 

I think methodological pluralism is j ust inherent. If you are not 
moving between methodologies, not looking at all the differences, 
then you are not being a systemic thinker. And these words are simply 
big words to describe other things . 

(Interviewee #4) 

Or: 

critical of methodologies, because it seems some people have actually 
followed them. Methodology is only a description. There are many 
descriptions. Pluralism is saying there are many descriptions. 

(Interviewee #6) 

Another significant phenomenon is that it is not a rare situation that some people 

are unfamiliar with the term methodological pluralism (Interviewee # 1 3, 1 4). For 

some at least, mixed use of methodologies and methods is not considered. Their 

position tends to choose the best methods for particular problem situations whilst 

at the same time recognising that all methods are useful and to be welcomed. 

So, most people tend to agree that to be systemic one has to be able to move 

between methodologies and methods. However, some may doubt whether or not 

methodological pluralism is a meaningful concept to be used at all .  And lastly, 

Methodology, I think, is a post description of what somebody did 
cleaned up for the reader again . .. You did not do that. You did not 
apply that methodology. You are post-rationalising what you did do. 
You are putting it in another clean structure . .. And people will be 
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the concept of methodological pluralism does not seem to have been well 

accepted by all , probably because of its newness . 

5.2.7 The Commonality among Hard Systems Thinking, Soft 

Systems Thinking and Critical Systems Thinking 

Whether or not there i s  something in common between Hard Systems Thinking 

depends on people ' s  understandings . First of all , not everybody is familiar with 

this class ification (Interviewee #5 ,  1 3 , 1 4) .  

For these who are famil iar with the concept, differences among HST, SST and 

CST are clearly discerned. For example, 

If you read Checkland . .  . I  think his methodology is not dependant on 
that (hard systems thinking) in the slightest. Actually there is very 

(HST) , Soft Systems Thinking (SST) and Critical Systems Thinking (CST) 

little common ground between hard and soft systems thinking, except 
that both are interested in dealing with problematic situations. If you 
look at somebody like Churchman, he is very clear that the boundary 
i s  socially defined, or  individually defined. Hard systems thinking 
does not take this view. It is about real world phenomena. So there is 
a clear difference in foundation, and I therefore think that the amount 
of commonality between the different paradigms is small .  

(Interviewee # 1 ) 

In addition, the roles of systems thinkers in interventions are seen to be different. 

(Employing) hard systems approaches, you are very much perceived 
as an expert. When you use soft and critical approaches, you are not 
perceived as an expert in terms of that context. You have tools ,  
approaches and skil ls you can help them solve the problem.  And the 
assumption of the hard systems approach is that the experts come in, 
look at the problem situation and solve it . . .  It is  a total ly different 
approach from the start. 

(Interviewee #2) 

Although they are clearly distinguishable, however, commonalities are identified 

as wel l .  

They a l l  try to  appreciate the worlds somehow. They all try to  solve 
i s sues . They all think their way of doing things are better ways . The 
people are committed to what they are doing. People believe in what 
they are doing. They are all problem solving-oriented, or action
oriented. They are using ways to help people to solve problems. 

(Interviewee #8)  
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Furthermore, these commonalities or differences wil l  also depend on "which 

practitioners, which authors you are looking at in each of these fields", since "the 

hard is a big category; the soft is also quite a big category" (Interviewee #3) . For 

example, 

Churchman and Ulrich are both concerned with broad social issues, 

issues ,  and is not necessarily concerned with broadly social 
issues . . o. They al l have a concern for the relationships between the 
elements in the system, although the nature of the interactions they are 
concerned about is probably different . . .  

whereas Checkland is more concerned with organisational , managerial 

(Interviewee #3 ) 

Another perspective disagrees that there are distinctive systems approaches. For 

instance, 

I think this is an arbitrary decision. Hard stops, and soft starts . This i s  
where soft stops and critical starts . I think it is a continuum. The 
continuum is based on creativity . Hard systems are not very creative, 
soft systems are a little b it more creative .  Critical systems are the 
most creative . And there is another one beyond that, which has not 
started yet. Like an evolutionary process. 

(Interviewee #7) 

Yet another view emphasise s  that it is the people who decide how any method 

will function, and that the distinction of different systems approaches is artificial 

and unhelpful . 

Descriptions of hard systems thinking assume one takes the technique 
without any use of any thinking at all the person who applies it. Just 
set about to get the solution. I think this is nonsense. A hard 
technique is used, like a methodology, as a basis of thinking 
something. There is a lot more soft activity going on around. And 
you can not be doing any of these things unless being critical . And the 
big danger of these labels ,  hard systems thinking, soft systems 
thinking, critical systems thinking, is the implication that any one of 
them is going to do something for you. None of them will do anything 
for you unless  you do something. This person who applies any 
process is actual ly the active agent in the whole business. If you are 
doing some cooking, you might use a hard recipe book, soft recipe or 
critical recipe book. In fact you will not have anything unless you 
have a chef. It i s  the chef is important, not the ingredients . Good chef 
can make good food out of almost anything. Bad chef can make bad 
food out almost anything . . .  Techniques are tools, the people are 
important. 

(Interviewee #6) 
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In short, some are not familiar with the classifications of HST, SST, and CST. 

Some others think that there are differences and commonalities among them. Yet 

some view the commonality among them as very small . These may suggest that 

not al l systems thinkers are aware of the theoretical assumptions of these 

perspectives .  Finally, there is also a view that the classification is unnecessary 

and unhelpful. 

5.2.8 Judging the Systemicity of an Intervention 

Several points can be summarised about j udging the systemicity of an 

intervention. Firstly, it has been understood that it is a new idea to say that 

systemicity is a judgement . 

I do not think anybody has ever properly pointed out, which I think is 
true, that what is a systemic approach is a judgement, IT is not an 
absolute . I do not think there ARE any absolute rules . If somebody 
claims that something is systemic, you would look, for example, 
whether something has been included that you regard AS important . 
However, somebody else might not regard the same thing as 
important. It is then a matter of argument whether or not it is systemic. 
It is not simply that a particular methodology is followed, making an 
intervention automatically systemic. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  

However, judging the systemicity of an approach, or an intervention, i s  not an 

easy task. 

To judge is not easy, because there is no final j udgement. How you 
would judge it would be different from somebody else ' s j udgement. It 
is partly a personal argument. 

(Interviewee #8) 

Secondly, several key factors are discerned, based on which the argument about 

systemicity might take place. One is participation. 

I think the way you judge it . . .  one of the things you would do ,  i s  you 
would look at what sort of participants are involved in implementing 
the particular approach. So for example, if you have an approach, 
whatever it is called, where the only users, let us say, are the board of 
the directors, then I would say that this particular approach is not 
systemic . I would qualify this by saying this holds unless the 
company only has the board of the directors and does not have any 
other employees, which I doubt . . .  But I think general ly speaking, if 
an approach just uses the ideas drawn from a small group of  people 
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within the organisation, then we can conclude it is not systemic. That 
is not to say the approach has to include views of every single 
employee . I do not think you have to include every single person. I 
think you need to get representative views from different groups of 
stakeholders. I think if you use the approach that tries to start with a 
small group of people ,  and then builds upon these small groups and 
pushes out into other groups, then you can improve the systemicity of 
the approach you are using . . .  Then I would say that is going to be a 
more systemic approach than the other one that only used the small 
group of people  for making decisions . 

(Interviewee #3)  

Another factor could be the consideration of alternatives . 

Normally for me to be able to say this person is  being systemic, they 
would have to indicate that they have listen to or debate about 
alternative ways of proceeding. They have to show at least they are 
aware of the debate . Otherwise I would say I do not think they have 
been systemic enough because they have not understood there are 
alternative ways of  doing things . But if they show me they understood 
there are other alternatives, they sti l l feel that this is a way forward for 
them, they can be defended, I would probably say that sounds ok. 

(Interviewee #8) 

Yet another key factor i s  boundary j udgement. 

Let us say I present an intervention, and I say this is systemic, because 
it included all the stakeholders . You say to me, hang on, you have left 
out this group of people, they have A very different view, and the fact 
that your solution means, let ' s say, building this dam, means that they 
are all going to be victims. It could be something like that. So you are 
saying it is not systemic, because it has not been inclusive enough. 
And I am saying it is systemic, because I have included everybody I 
think is important. Then it i s  a matter of argument . . .  Every time you 
use a boundary, you are excluding something. So it is not a matter of 
saying, you have got to include everything, it is a matter of argument 
about what you should and should not include. You can never justify 
absolutely that what you are doing is systemic. You can only say, it 
seems systemic to me at thi s  time, because I have included everything 
that seems to me to be important. 

( Interviewee # 1 )  

Boundary judgement i s  c losely related to what knowledge is seen to be 

appropriate and therefore can be a pol itical issue . For example, 

In a famine, rarely the rich people starve, but the poor people starve . 
It is not just about physical food delivery; it is about social 
organisations . It i s  about political powers. It is about the inequalities .  
Thus the debate can base on either scientific knowledge or political 
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considerations . . .  they ( systemic approaches) are not a method that 
takes only one form of knowledge. They open up the boundary, and 
look at the interrelationships between the different factors such as 
political , economical ,  social and environmental factors . 

(Interviewee #2) 

Therefore, if j udging the systemicity of an intervention is to help people critique 

and learn from the decision process ,  and improve their abilities, then it might be 

understood as a subj ective judgement in terms of certain systems concepts such as 

boundary judgement, participation, and consideration of alternatives. 

5.2.9 Evaluating the Effectiveness of an Approach 

The opinions about evaluation vary between two somewhat oppos ing positions . 

Some people think that evaluation can be done, and some other hold the view that 

it can not be done or it is meaningless to do so . 

Several points are understood among those who think evaluation servers a 

meaningful purpose (Interviewee # 1 ,  2 ,  3 ,  8 ,  9, 1 0 , 1 1 , 1 2 , 1 3 ,  1 4) .  Firstly, 

evaluating any methodology or approach is a fonnidable task since the result of 

any intervention is the dynamic interaction among many factors . 

Everybody uses systemic approaches in a different way . If I did an 
intervention, and you did an intervention, in the exact same 
organisation. We might come out with very different things . I think, 
it is not just the evaluation of the systems approach, every 
methodology is difficult to evaluate .  Operating them in different 
ways, the result will be different . Also, an awful lot of it is not j ust 
about, l ike I s aid, designing the methodology in the end of the day, 
whether it is successful is a matter of the people, and that goes beyond 
the methodology . . .  But I guess the main thing is that any 
methodology is hard to evaluate . . .  " 

(Interviewee #2) 

Secondly, it does not seem to be possible on a one-to-one base to actually attribute 

a cause with a particular effect. 

I think it is extremely difficult to know, and I do not think you can 
ever really identify the extent to which the method is to blame . Let us 
say, for example, if an approach fails, it fails  to deliver something. 
You can not j ust blame the method or the facil itator. It may be the 
people in the organisation that are to blame for it. It maybe there are 
environmental conditions that nobody was aware of that are to blame 
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for the failure . Or whatever has been done. So I think if you are 
looking at an approach that has been applied to an organisation, and 
you are asking, ' did this change effort work? ' If you are looking at 
why did it fail ,  if  i t  failed, and you can not really pinpoint the reason, 
people wil l  give you the reasons they think it failed. For example, it 
did not address  this particular problem, or this particular group of 
people was not included in the original consultancy work that was 

did after the whol e  event . I personally feel it is not possible on a one
to-one basis to attribute a cause with a particular effect. If the 
intervention fai l s ,  I do not think you can pinpoint absolutely why it 
has failed. But if it is successful, you may have a fantastic facil itator 
who is a very skilled master in using a particular method to intervene 
in an organisation. Yet this person can go to an organisation that has 
particular problems, may be that has a paiiicular environment, and the 
intervention may fail .  And maybe it has nothing to do with the 

their products .  We do not know, things are happening, the 
environment i s  dynamic . They can cause decline or growth. All that 
we can hope i s  that we get good consultants who are skilled in using 
methods, and who reflect critically about what they are doing as they 
are doing it, and who strive to improve the conditions people have 
when they work in an organisation. All we can hope is people within 
the organisation become motivated, and want to try to improve their 
own situation.  That is al l we can hope really. I do not think we can 
attribute succes s  or failure through any evaluation . However, I do 
think that sort o f  feedback is very important, people feel there has 
been improvement in the way the organisation is performing. Then 
even if you can not measure it, there is an increase in productivity, 
increase in profitability .  If people feel there is change, and they feel 

conducted. But you know that is the rationalisation that some people 

facilitator; and al l the factors there maybe support it as a successful 
intervention, and yet it failed . Who knows why it failed? Maybe the 
exchange rates suddenly changed, the export market collapsed for 

it' s changed for the better, I am sure that in the end of the financial 
year or whatever, that wil l  be reflected in the organisation ' s  
performance somewhere .  

(Interviewee #3 ) 

Nevertheless, there are sti l l  ways of evaluating . The main method is feedback, 

both quantitative and qualitative, from stakeholders . 

I think that the feedback is very important, people feel there has been 
improvement in the way the organisation is performing. Then even if 
you can not measure it, there is an increase in productivity , increase in 
profitability . If people feel there is change, and they feel it' s changed 
for the better, I am sure that in the end of the financial year or 
whatever, that wil l  be reflected in the organisation's performance in 
somewhere . 

(Interviewee #3 ) 
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However, quantitative and qualitative feedback might contradict each other. 

We tend to check with stakeholders what they think the results are and 
whether they are acceptable, this kind of thing. So I think in some 
way, that is the only thing you can do . It could be that the intervention 
has certain particular goals that are measurable goals ,  that is A 
possibility . . .  But i t  is possible to get A situation where success i s  
achieved in terms of a particular set of goals ,  but not in terms of some 
of the stakeholders ' point of view, or the other way round. You did 
not fulfil the goals that management wanted, But actually what the 
people involved got out of it was of great benefit. So I think you have 
to think in terms of both in order to make a local judgement. 

(Interviewee# 1 )  

In evaluation, the most important thing felt is to make the criteria 
expl icit, and to show how these criteria have been arrived at to make 
the j udgement. So  there is a set of criteria you can apply, and say, 
these are the criteria that I can use to evaluate at the end of the story . 
All you can do i s  to  say, I offer these criteria, but I also at least show 
other people how I arrived at the criteria to make my j udgement, how I 
write the criteria I use in my evaluation. One should be aware that 
there may be alternative criteria, l isten to those alternatives, and show 
why in the matter of other alternatives I eventually come to my own 
criteria as I make evaluations. But for me, this is more important in 
terms of the process of  arriving at the evaluation, rather than the 
evaluation. 

(Interviewee #8) 

The previous views tend to be positive about the usefulness of evaluation, 

notwithstanding that it is not an easy task. Conversely, there is an anti-evaluation 

view that is doubtful about either the value or the possibility of evaluating 

anything, since everything related to an intervention is changing (Interviewee #4, 
6, 7). The typical attitude is :  

If you try to evaluate something, it changes .  So I personally do not 
think you can evaluate anything. You could say oh, that ' s  changed. 
Basically, I would not evaluate. 

(Interviewee #4) 
Or, 

I do not evaluate . I can see some of the change I have worked out. 
Evaluations have a tendency to be historical, whereas, when you set 
out to do something, there is good reason at the time to make a 
decision. When you come to evaluate it, all circumstances have 
changed anyway. Would you evaluate the outcome against the 
original s ituations, or would you evaluate that against the current 
circumstances? Or would you evaluate that against the future 
circumstances? (Interviewee #6) 
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So basically there are two views about evaluation: an anti-evaluation perspective 

compared with a positive attitude . When evaluation is seen to be useful, it may be 

done in terms of both qualitative and quantitative feedback from stakeholders . 

Since realising evaluation involves subjective judgement, it is therefore seen to be 

essential to make the criteria and the process of arriving at the criteria transparent . 

5.2 . 10  The Main Difficulties in Applying Systems Perspectives 

Several main difficulties in applying systems approaches emerged from the 

interviews . One is associated with the way that systems thinking has been used 

by some communities instrumentally to improve efficiency and effectiveness 

whilst neglecting ethical aspects. 

There are lots of things people don't take into account. They don't 
very often take account of things l ike dynamic aspects, and the need to 
reflect on boundaries and values in a systematic manner. I think there 
is a tendency to take the organisational boundary for granted .  It is a 
weakness within the research community . The research community is 
in part being hij acked by the consultancy movement, and the whole 
management movement . . .  a lot of management people pick it up and 
apply it very instrumentally to simply improve efficiency and 
effectiveness  within business organisations . So, that is not the 
weakness of systems thinking. It is the way systems thinking is being 
used by a particular research community with a narrow set of interests 
and an unwil l ingness to consider boundaries other than the 
organisational one . . .  

(Interviewee # 1 )  

Another main difficulty is to get people to see the need for adopting a systemic 

approach and to change the way that things have been done in the past. 

I think the key problem of organisations is the fact that people have 
specialised in a particular area. Because they have had many years 
specialised in that area, they find it very difficult to appreciate another 
point of view. For example the finance director has had many years 
training in finance accounting. You have a project engineer who 
comes along with a bright idea about a new product. The marketing 
people say "yes ; this is a wonderful new product, we can make a lot of 
money" . All the finance people can see is the an1ount of the 
investment that i s  required for re-gearing the organisation so that it 
can produce this new product. He thinks this is a ri sky business ,  
because he i s  not convinced the returns wil l  payback the investment 
that is required to develop this product. So the finance people are 
really l imited to taking the finance perspective on things . Whereas the 
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engineering person, the production and the marketing person also may 
be very l imited, in their particular perspectives, so they are not able to 
see from the finance person' s  point of view. (If you) try to get 
somebody to stand back and take a systems view of the problem 
situation, I think, that is very difficult indeed . It is very difficult to get 
people to break out of their own very tight boundaries they draw 
around the problem situation . .  . I  think this is the main difficulty that 
we would experience in applying systems approaches in organisations , 
the main barrier. The second barrier I think is the barrier of people' s  
expectation about how things are done. I f  people work in  an 
organisation for a p eriod of time, then they get in routines and habits 
of the way that things are done. If you are applying a systems 
approach to a problem in an organisation, and your group comes out 
with a so lution to the problem - this is what needs to be done in order 
to resolve this parti cular problem - I think one of the main difficulties 
is after a period of time, people will revert back the way they used to 
do things because it is the way they used to do things . .  .! think these 
are the two main barriers to using systems ideas in organisations . 

(Interviewee #3) 

It is also perceived that the facil itator 's  ability to manage the dynamic process and 

to get people committed to change plays an important role in applying systems 

thinking . For instance, the facilitator needs to be able to "cros s  paradigms"-to 

choose appropriate approaches, which should be compatible with the 

organisational culture (Interviewee #7). Therefore, how to enhance people ' s  

abil ity to facilitate becomes a key systems issue (Interviewee #8) . Furthermore, 

another main difficulty is "how to help manage the dynamic within a group and 

the resi stance to change" (Interviewee #2) . It is argued radical change might 

involve restructuring and redundancies, so it might be resisted. Under such 

circumstances, the facilitator ' s  awareness and ability in helping manage the 

dynamic relationships and the changing process are essential to keep the group 

cohesive in terms of what they want to address and how to address it (Interviewee 

#2) . 

Briefly, as far as systems thinking is concerned, difficulties might firstly rise  from 

using it instrumentally to improve efficiency and effectiveness whilst neglecting 

ethical aspects and power. Secondly, seeing the benefits of systems thinking is 

one thing, but changing the way things historically have been done can prove very 

difficult. Thirdly and finally, the facilitator' s  ability to manage the dynamic 
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process of change and to get people committed to the change is also a key issue in 

systems thinking. 

Having summarised the main findings from interviews, it is now possible to 

compare them with the understandings developed from literature review. 

5.2. 1 1  Sub-conclusions and Comparisons 

Here, the main findings from the interviews are briefly summarised and compared 

with those from the l iterature review. 

• A system can be general ly understood as a set of components interconnected 

for a purpose. However, the exact meaning differs for different groups of 

people, and there are three typical perspectives . Systems can be referred to as 

both things existing in the real world and mental constructs, abstract 

constructs , or a view of first order and second order systems .  This is seen to 

be largely consistent with and partly adding new understanding to the systems 

l iterature . 

• A system boundary can be decided by hard, soft, or critical systems views, 

which confirms the understanding from systems literature . 

• Systems literature emphasises that systems thinking looks at interactions 

rather than the parts .  This can be augmented by the findings from the 

interview, which understand systems thinking as being about boundary 

judgements, about appreciating alternatives, or about interdisciplinarity . 

• Two views are distinguished about the relationships between the whole system 

and the individuals within it. One tends to emphasise the importance of 

individuals within the system, whilst another sees the need for a balance 

between the system and the individuals within it. These are seen to augment 

the understandings from systems literature, in which little has been said about 

these relationships .  

• Whether or not participation is important in systems thinking seems to depend 

on the views of different groups of people. Even where it is seen to be 

important, its usefulness and meaningfulness may vary depending upon the 

problem situations . 



. 

pluralism does not seem to have been very well accepted and understood. 
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• Most interviewees agreed that being systemic means moving between 

However, the concept of methodologicalmethodologies and methods

• Several points were surfaced regarding classifications of HST, SST, and CST. 

First, not al l  are familiar with this classification. Second, some view them as 

clearly different perspectives, whilst some others see more commonality 

among them. This may suggest that not all systems thinkers are aware of the 

theoretical assumptions of these perspectives. Third, some also suggest that 

the classification is unnecessary and unhelpful . 

• Littl e has been said about systemicity in the literature. The findings from the 

interview suggest that systemicity might be judged in terms of certain systems 

concepts such as boundary judgement, participation, and consideration of 

alternatives. 

• Evaluation has been seen as either useful or not useful. If it is to be 

meaningful, transparent criteria must be firstly developed. Then evaluation 

can be done in terms of both qualitative and quantitative feedback from 

stakeholders . 

e In applying systems thinking, some groups tend to use it instrumentally, 

neglecting the ethical aspects. Under other situations, great difficulties might 

be experienced when "the way things used to be done" is to be changed. 

Finally, the facilitator' s ability to manage the dynamic process of change and 

to get people committed to the change is also a key issue in systems thinking. 

from the literature review. For the purpose of triangulation, a telephone interview 

and exchange of e-mails  were then undertaken and are described below. 

In conclusion, several main viewpoints on systems and systems thinking are 

determined, which are seen largely to corroborate and complement the findings 



the l ike" (Interviewee #26); or "it is concerned with those concepts such as whole 

and interactions" (Intervieweei# 1 8) .  

However, systems might mean different things for different groups of people, 
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5.3 Telephone Interviews and Exchange of E-mails on 

Systems Thinking 

For the purpose of triangulating the understanding of systems thinking whereby 

the management of change (MOC) might be improved, a telephone interview and 

exchange of e-mails has been conducted and summarised in this section. The 

main focus is sti l l  the understandings of concepts broadly related to systems and 

systems thinking, systemicity and effectiveness of an intervention (see Appendix 

A for interview questions) . 

vary to include the positions of hard, soft, or critical systems. 

Therefore, this investigation aims at developing an understanding of systems and 

systems thinking by using the same questions asked in the face-to-face interview, 

but from groups of people having more diverse backgrounds . By comparing the 

findings from this investigation and those from the face-to-face interview, data 

triangulation is realised and a fuller understanding developed. The main opinions 

are summarised as fol lows. 

5.3 . 1  Understanding the Concept of  A System 

As far as systems thinking is concerned, a system is primarily seen as a set of 

components interconnected for a purpose. For instance, "I see systems as entities 

having certain characteristics such as interdependency, interconnectedness, and 

even if they are talking about the same thing and using the same language . For 

Information was collected from 1 8  people who are located in the UK, the US, 

New Zealand, Australia, and Europe. All of them have recently published papers 

in systems j ournals such as "Systemist", "Systemic Practice and Action Research" 

(original ly Systems Practice) ,  "Systems Research and Behavioural Science" 

(originally Systems Research), or on other related publications. Their perspectives 
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example ,  three of the interviewees (# 1 5 , 1 6 , 1 7) understand systems in agreement 

with Checkland' s ( 1 98 1 )  "human activity systems". One takes systems as mental 

constructs, whilst the other two view systems as a mixture of abstract constructs 

and concrete objects . 

Generally, two views can be  distinguished. For some systems are both things 

existing in the real world and mental constructs (Interviewee # 1 5 , 1 8 , 26 , 27, 29,  

3 0) .  For instance, 

I think systems are about a particular way or structuring problems , 
organisations, the world, etc . They can be mental constructs, concrete 
obj ects and probably other things as wel l .  There generally has to be 
some sort of connection or interconnection between the components of 
a system to allow it to be treated as a system. 

(Interviewee # 1 9) 
Or, 

My own understanding of system is that it is an organisation of forces, 
some dominating, some dominated. This goes for social , physical ,  or 
whatever. 

(Interviewee #27) 

For others systems are just abstract mental constructs (Interviewee # 1 6 , 1 7 , 1 9-

25) .  For example, "systems are mental models of a problem or descriptive 

concepts needed to make s ense of the area being investigated or described" 

(Interviewee #24 ) .  

There also surfaced a pragmatic viewpoint. 

A system is anything we choose to study the purpose of assessing the 
changes that takes p lace in it. 

(Interviewee #22) 

Briefly, a system can be seen as a set of components interconnected for a purpose. 

However, the exact meaning may differ for different people . The key points 

surfaced may include systems being both mental constructs and concrete objects, 

systems being abstract constructs, or "anything" useful . 
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5.3.2 Boundary Judgement 

"Boundary j udgements are made in quite different ways according to the 

particular systemic perspectives being adopted" (Interviewee #25) . However, it is 

possible to identify three different views of boundary judgement : rational, 

participative, and political . 

From a rational analysis, systems boundary is "drawn so as to cut as few feedback 

loops as possible" (Interviewee #2 1 )  in cybernetic terms. Or it is to be decided 

"in relation to its position in an hierarchical system" (Interviewee #27) . Or "to 

decide the boundary is to try to l ook at the weak and strong connections" 

(Interviewee # 1 8) .  From this view, a system boundary can also be indeterminate. 

In some cases there may be obvious boundaries which correspond to 
particular physical features or there may be a choice of several 
different possible boundaries .  Boundaries can also be fuzzy. Choice 
of system boundary may or may not be important. There are not 
necessarily correct boundaries or a unique boundary . 

(Interviewee # 1 9) 

Closely related to this rational view, there is also a sense of pragmatic view about 

boundary judgement for some people. For example, it is "anything reasonable . It 

helps you think. It is fluid .  It wil l  change" (Interviewee # 1 6) .  

For  others, boundary judgement is about "looking at the people to be involved; it 

has got to be a paiiicipative process" (Interviewee # 1 5) , and "you have to reach a 

consensus view, or a compromise" (Interviewee # 1 7) .  

Yet for some, boundary j udgement i s  more a matter of political decision, where 

the influence of power is central (Interviewee #23 ,  24, 26, 27, 3 0) .  For example, 

other systems. 
(Interviewee #23 )  

Or, 

The boundary of a system i s  determined by the situation, the 
practicabil ity of including elements. The problem determines the 

The boundary is  usually determined by the context of the decision, i .e .  
it depends on who are primarily concerned and affected and have a 
protecting control over the system. Systems thinking then looks at the 
relationships within the boundary, and then between the systems and 
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boundary. In fact, it can be said that power structure eventually 
decides where it i s .  Can it be any other way? Even the politically 
disaffected can only determine if they have the power to do so. 

(Interviewee #24) 

Boundary judgement is seen to be an important concept in systems thinking, yet it 

i s  seen to be difficult (Interviewee #24) and poorly theorised (Interviewee #22 ,  

it is a poorly theorised concept, and might benefit from further 

27) .  

Boundary is  an interesting idea in that i t  makes explicit, something 
which goes on all the time as a necessary part of decision making. But 

research into this concept and its uses. For instance, can its critical 
employment be clearly differentiated from simple rational isation - this 
is too easily glossed over. 

(Interviewee #27) 

Primarily, i t  seems to be possible that boundary judgement can be understood as 

an important concept in systems thinking in terms of a rational view, a 

participative view, and a pol itical view. 

5.3.3 Systems Thinking 

Systems thinking has been understood rather differently by interviewees from 

different angles .  Firstly, there are doubts about the term-systems thinking itself. 

For example, systems thinking is seen to be a weak terminology and vacuous 

(Interviewee #22) .  Therefore some find they are not comfortable with the term of 

systems thinking and prefer "systemics". 

Systemics is the application of systems principles as a perspective on 
reality (ontology) and on ways if knowing about that reality 
(epistemology) . For me, al l knowledge is socially constructed and 
conditioned through the paradigms of those collectively involved in 
such constructions . Others do not accept this position, and regard 
knowledge as obj ectively knowable 'truth' . In this paradigmatic 
regard, we can use simple ontological distinctions between 
reductionism (R) and holism (H) to allow us to distinguish between 
non-systemic and systemic perspectives on reality, and simple 
epistemological distinctions between obj ectivisim (0) and 
contextuali sm (C) to discriminate between positivistic and 
constructivistic perspectives on the nature of knowledge about that 
reality. In this manner we can recognise the four paradigms of 
technocentrisism (RJO), egocentrism (R/C) , ecocentrism (H/0) and 
holocentrisim (H/C) . Each paradigm has its adherents as well as 
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specifically appropriate applications, and from a systemic perspective, 
with each lying embedded within the others in holarchical 
relationships ,  a change from one to any other wil l  be accompanied by 
the emergence of lllique properties. 

Therefore, systemics represent paradigmatic perspectives on reality 
and how we can come to know about such reality. It is a perspective 
grounded in particular philosophical belief. Thinking is but one 
activity within the process of knowing. Systemics can be applied as 
an adj ective to any human endeavour-inquiry, research, 
development, thinking, perceiving, appreciation etc .-when it refers to 
the actioning of any of those activities by those holding (under 
particular circumstances) a systemic perspective (at particular times) . 

(Interviewee #25) 

Secondly, some think that systems thinking is desirable, but doubt its usefulness 

in terms of power or political acceptability. 

(Systems thinking is)  desirable : a mode of thinking where the 
investigator takes as many elements as possible into consideration to 
make any solution as effective as is possible in the situation. Actually, 
(it is) a New Age phantom that makes feel good, but does not achieve 
anything. (It is) a good idea taken way beyond its ability to deliver 
anything but unworkable myths . . .  many systems based "solutions" are 
too expensive, impractical , or "politically" lU1acceptable to be 
implemented. 

(Interviewee #24) 

forward . 

However, the maj ority of  interviewees find the concept of systems thinking 

important and useful . Whilst normally perceiving systems thinking as looking at 

the wholes rather than the parts, they differ in various ways. For some, systems 

thinking is more likely to be understood as a rational and depoliticised view 

(Interviewee # 1 6-2 1 ,  2 8) .  For example, "it is a kind of switch helps you to think" 

Whilst this  can be argued not to be totally the case, at least it highlights the 

pol itical challenge that systems thinking must answer to. It can also be argued 

that critical systems thinking (CST), as reviewed in chapter 3 ,  has offered some 

ways through the three commitments to help critically reflect upon the influence 

of power, coercion, etc . Whilst more research is needed, this seems to offer a way 
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(Interviewee # 1 e7); or "it is about understanding of problem situation" 

(Interviewee # 1 8) ;  or 

It is about using particular methodologies, structuring problems and, 
particularly, holistic approaches-seeing interconnections and 
analogies. 

(Interviewee # 1 9) 

For others, "boundary j udgements are systems thinking" (Interviewee #24) .  Or, 

(Systems thinking is) clearer determination about who are "primarily 
concerned and affected", followed by facilitation and empowerment, 
and therapeutic resolving of attempts to exclude some people who 
should be participants. 

(Interviewee #23 )  

Yet for others (Interviewee #26, 27, 30), systems thinking is clearly a political 

perspective. 

Definitely a holism is involved here, in general, seeing things 
systemically is what systems thinking is all about, seeing the 
interconnections, interdependencies, boundaries, ways that systems 
influence each other, accounting for the embeddedness of supra and 
super systems and systems of interest. I believe that these 
understandings lead us towards a more l iberal view (in American 
policy terms at least) . . .  understanding that we are all part of a single 
system and that what happens to me, and what I do impacts many 
others and vice versa leaves the actor with the understanding that we 
are not isolated from the difficulties of poor, homeless, or inner-city 
dwellers j ust because we live in suburbs . . .  This is a very difficult 
concept, but central, in my opinion, to the full understanding of 
systems thinking. It is absolutely a political thought not simply a 
scientific or social systems thought. 

(Interviewee #26) 

In short, the understandings of systems thinking can be seen to converge on 

looking at the interactions rather than the parts in terms of a rational view, a 

boundary judgement stance, and a political position. 

5.3.4 The Whole Systems and The Individuals 

There are several possible key ideas about the relationship between the individuals 

and the whole system. One view emphasises the importance of people. For 

instance, 
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Systems are composed of individuals and the very volatility of the 
systems is directly related to the individuals involved. 

(Interviewee #29) 

Systems thinking should never downplay individuals, but enable them 
for creative co-operation. We did this in a number of organisations to 
tackle the unused human capital of creativity, leading to a much better 
outcome in terms of inventions and innovations. 

(Interview #3 0) 

In addition, it i s  seen that systems thinking is a methodology itself; how it is to be 

used is the responsibility of the people who use it. And people can use it this way 

or that way (Interviewee # 1 6) .  Or, 

Holism is an attempt to accept that things are inter-related and 
encourages people to be more inclusive. But sometimes this concept 
is taken too far. 

(Interview #24) 

Others tend to hold a more balanced view about the whole system and the 

individuals within it (Interviewee # 1 5 , 1 8 -2 1 ,  23 , 26, 28) .  For instance, 

The importance of stakeholder participation is equal with the 
importance of understanding whole systems. I believe these two must 
be balanced, one can not outweigh the other. 

(Interviewee #26) 

To recap, there seem to be two distinguishable views. The first tends to 

emphasise the importance of individuals within the system or the active roles of 

the facilitators. The second view sees the need for a balance between the whole 

system and individuals within the system. 

5.3.5 Systems Thinking and Participation 

Regarding the relationship between systems thinking and participation, three key 

opinions can be distinguished. Firstly, meaningful participation might mean 

different things for different people. For instance, 

Meaningful participation is the synergistic outcome of a learning 
' system' that integrates the activities of two virtual 'subsystems'
experiential (triggered by concrete experience) and inspirational 
(triggered by spiritual insight) . Any action that is to be considered 
meaningful, must be informed through such a synthesis and its 
outcomes. To increase meaningfulness in any human endeavour, one 
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therefore needs to carefully and critically nurture self-critical learning 
' systems' . 

(Interviewee #25)  

discussion concerning some subj ect. The result will often be a 
compromise on which not all participants agree. Even every single 
participant can feel dissatisfied because of the fact that the compliance 
has been to the large for the sake of unanimous. By meaningful 
participation, I do not mean when people participate in proj ecting and 
constructing of a building or a bridge or participating in running a 
hospital or similar tasks . In these cases the participation of the 
individual is not always seen as meaningful . Meaningful participation 
is facilitated by using systems thinking when participants can observe 
how they interact with the system and its subsystems in order to reach 
a goal or obj ective. 

(Interviewee #28)  

Secondly, systems thinking and participation are seen to be closely related 

(Interviewee # 1 9, 24, 30) .  For example, 

Participation is inherent in any systemic inquiry by virtue of the social 
nature of meaning construction. 

(Interviewee #24) 

However, meaningful participation i s  total ly dependent on the power 
structure' s  willingness to be inclusive unless the participants usurp 
power themselves .  (Interviewee #24) 

The pol itics of exclusion and participation is central to politics itself. 
How does one get people to participate in their own repression seems 
easier to answer than how one gets them to pariicipate in their own 
liberation? Regarding systems thinking, this question can only be 
answered in practice. 

(Interviewee #27) 

(The relation between systems thinking and participation refers to a) 
clearer determination about who are "primari ly concerned and 
affected" . (Participation might be enhanced by) facil itation and 
empowerment, and therapeutic resolving of attempts to exclude some 
people who should be participants . (Interviewee #23 ) 

Participation is not always meaningful when a number of  people of 
different backgrounds and purposes come together and participate in a 

Thirdly, the pol itical nature of participation is intensely highlighted (Interviewee 

# 1 7, 23 -27) . Several quotations are given here to further explain the political 

nature of participation in the words of the interviewees . 

As participation is one way of expanding the boundary of possible 
solutions, it is an essential component of problem solutions . . . 
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No one may design a system for another, only with others . It is 
critical that meaningful participation is included in any system design 
effort, embracing systemic thinking, it i s  a crucial part of that. Very 
difficult to enhance meaningful participation, this is because ofpower, 
that is the key to meaningful participation. I believe we must face the 
fact that meaningful participation for those not in power in the system 
i s  quite difficult because it implies others giving up power in the given 
system and that is not welcomed in most cases .  Thus it is essential for 
us to find ways . . .  some ideas include following the civil rights activists 
methods of demonstration and civil disobedience, also the idea of 
ensuring that the unempowered have access to tools of design (in 
order) that those in power do not create more equilibrium in the power 
dynamics of any system. 

(Interviewee #26) 

Related to the pol itical issue ,  participation is also seen to be dependent on the 

wider social context. For instance ,  participation is in general more likely to be  

achieved in  Scandinavian than in UK organisations (Interviewee # 1 5) .  

Therefore the main points might be  concluded as follows . Firstly, meaningful 

participation means different things for different groups of people. Secondly , 

systems thinking and participation are closely related. Thirdly and finally, the 

meaningfulness of participation is essentially determined by the wider and 

l ocal i sed power structures . 

5.3.6 Systems Thinking and Pluralism 

In general, the results from the interviewees can be divided into two categories : 

those who are, and those who are not, familiar with the concepts of 

methodological pluralism. For those who are familiar with methodological 

plural ism, they tend to differ as wel l regarding the meanings and its relationships 

with systems thinking. Some people think that methodological pluralism is one of 

the key concepts in systems thinking (Interviewee # 1 7- 1 9, 2 1 ,  24, 25, 27, 3 0). It 

i s  necessary because 

I do not think that there is  one overall best methodology. Generally 
there are a range of  different approaches which can be tried for a given 
problem. Some may work better than others and the different 
approaches will give you different insights .  

(Interviewee # 1 9) 
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If systems thinking does not util ise all the tools available to it, it will 
be nothing more than a weak phi losophical non-entity. Although, 
methodologies may have different underlying assumptions, this does 
not preclude the thoughtful use of al l  in a problem space. Purists (e .g .  
SSM advocates who think you cannot use anything else but that in an 
intervention) are not system thinkers by the ir own definition. 
Plural ism is essential ; anything less is a denial of variety hence 
becomes very linear in its approach and sometimes dangerous in 
practical problems .  

(Interviewee #24) 

For methodological pluralism to be useful , it is emphasised that "tailoring 

methods should be done with an awareness of the theoretical underpinnings of the 

methods" (Interviewee #27), and "the commensurability of paradigms" 

(Interviewee #25 ) .  

However, different groups of  people may suggest different ways of  using 

methods . For instance , 

I think plural ism wil l always dominate the exploratory phase , but that 
certain methods will eventually prevai l .  (Interviewee #2 1 )  

Or, 
P lurali sm is a sensible thing to do . But you have to choose methods 
the stakeholders think they are pertinent. For example, SE is not very 
good at soft issues ,  but SSM is. You can switch method . To begin 
you can use SSM to surface issues .  Once it is clear, then you can use 
SE to design a computer system. 

(Interviewee # 1 7) 

Another s ignificant phenomenon is that it is not a rare situation that people , even 

who have intimate knowledge about systems thinking, are unfamiliar with the 

term methodological p luralism (Interviewee #1 6, 26, 28 ,  29) .  For example , 

I am not certain of your 
lh

definition of methodological pluralism, 
however, I certainhy find that systems thinking lends itself far more to 
qual itative than quantitative methods of understanding the world .  
Whi le both must be welcomed and useful , i t  is difficult to really rely 
on the traditional quantitative experimental models of control in real 
world systems. 

(Interviewee #26) 

Or, 

I am not quite sure what you mean by methodological pluralism. 
Systems thinking facilitates the use of different methods .  Subsystems 



They are all the same except in the level of inclusion of people within 

the problem situation process. That is, how much consideration is 

given to the human stakeholders in the solution, who those people are , 

and bow many should be included and opinions sought
(Interviewee #24) 

. 
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can be described by means of different methods and the results for 
each of them can be compared .  Different methods can also be applied 
in order to study the system. Different scientific methods ought to be 
applied and motivated in order to describe problems from different 
aspects or views. In the end it can become a question of evaluation of 
which method is best for the result in comparison to the obj ective. In 
an actual case it ought to be a clear discussion about the suitability of 
different methods . 

(Interviewee #28) 

how and why this can be done . Furthermore, the concept of methodological 

pluralism does not seem to have been well accepted or understood by all ,  probably 

because of its newness .  

5.3 .7 The Commonality among Hard Systems Thinking, Soft 

Systems Thinking and Critical Systems Thinking 

Whether or not there i s  something in common between Hard Systems Thinking 

(HST) , Soft Systems Thinking (SST) and Critical Systems Thinking (CST) seems 

to depend on people ' s  understandings . Four main positions have been identified. 

The first is that not everybody is famil iar with these demarcations (Interviewee 

# 1 7 , 1 8 , 2 1 , 29) .  

Secondly, i t  is seen that there are commonalities and differences among HST, SST 

and CST (Interviewee # 1 6 , 23-27, 30) , though these commonalities and 

differences perceived may disagree as well .  For instance, 

They may be unfamiliar with methodological pluralism, but this does not 

necessarily mean that they are against the ideas and principles of methodological 

pluralism. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to assume that at least for some, 

mixed use of methodologies and methods is yet to be fully conceptualised and 

realised. 

So,  most people tend to agree that to be systemic one has to be able to move 

between methodologies and methods . However, views differ substantially about 



i s  different from SSM. 
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Or, 

By my definition, they all share the same onto logy, but differ in their 
epi stemologies . They will also share acceptance of systems principles 
albeit from different beliefs about the ' actual ' nature of those 
principles-as ' truth' or ' useful constructs' as an epistemological 
function. 'Hard' systems are better referred to as perceived or 
researched or observed systems, and ' soft' systems as perceiving, 
researching, observing systems. 

(Interviewee #25 )  

The third perspective takes them as  very different approaches (Interviewee # 1 5 ,  

1 9 , 20 ) .  For instance, 

They are totally different. HST is good at technical issues but not 
good at human i ssues. SSM is about non-technical issues, whil st CST 

(Interviewee # 1 5 ) 

Finally, the fourth view emphasises that it is the participants who decide how any 

method will function, and that the distinction of different systems approaches is 

artificial and unhelpful (Interviewee #22, 28, 29) . For instance, 

There ought not to be any differences  between the alternatives, soft 
and hard systems thinking. Basically the thinking in itself i s  similar 
but they have started from different phi losophical thoughts . . .  Critical 
systems thinking is also related to soft systems thinking. Critical 
systems thinking has to some extent to do with the new ideas in the 
years of enlightenment when individuals should think critical ly by 
themselves .  As I see it there are not any really hard systems and not 
really soft or critical systems. In all cases, one has to think critically. 
If one do not think critically how would it ever be possible to make a 
decision? 

(Interview #28) 

In short, not everybody is , firstly, familiar with the classifications of HST, SST, 

and CST.  Secondly, some think that there are differences and commonalities 

among HST, S ST, and CST, but they tend to differ about what exactly these 

' differences and commonalities ' are . Thirdly, others view HST, SST, and CST as 

different approaches, again based on diverse assumptions. Fourthly and final ly, 

some interviewees see the classifications among HST, SST and CST unnecessary 

or unhelpful . 
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5.3 .8 Judging the Systemicity of an Intervention 

Several points can be summarised about judging the systemicity of an 

intervention. First i s  the view that it i s  totally academic nonsense, arguing that 

most organisations are not familiar with systems thinking, and that systems 

thinking is impractical (Interviewee # 1 5) .  Or it does not matter as long as the 

approach is giving increased insights and information (Interviewee # 1 9) ,  

conveying a flavour of pragmatism. Or, 

I am afraid I would never be concerned with making such a 
judgement, since I don't see this as necessarily beneficial to me as a 
problem solver or participants as a systems designer. 

(Interviewee #27) 

However, another view is that this might help critically reflect on the decision 

process and thus learning and improvement might be made.  Several key factors 

are discerned, based on which the argument about systemicity might take place. 

Firstly, systemicity can be judged by referring to the definition of systems 

thinking, or mainly looking at if interaction is considered at all (Interviewee # 1 6, 

1 8) .  

Secondly, participation can b e  used a s  another criterion. For instance, 

Is  it approaching things from the whole, does it look at interactions, 
interdependencies , or is  it piecemeal, is it engaging stakeholders in 
real meaningful ways. Or is  it rubber stamp committee? Is there 
shifting power dynamics, are there policy and power implications for 
what is going on? 

(Interviewee #26) 

(It can be judged in terms of) trans-di sciplinary values and their 
realisation by interdisciplinary creative co-operation of the team 
members. 

(Interviewee #3 0) 

Or conversely ,  

Maybe I would judge an approach non-systemic if only the pure selfs
interest of an individual or group were included. 

(Interviewee #24) 

Therefore, two general views might be identified about judging the systemicity of 

an intervention.  If it is to help people critique and learn from the decision process, 
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and improve their abil ities, it might be understood as a subjective j udgement in 

terms of certain systems concepts such as interactions and participation. Or it 

might be seen as meaningless and fruitless to do so. 

5.3.9 Evaluating the Effectiveness of an Approach 

Several points about evaluating the effectiveness of an approach have been 

identified. Firstly, evaluating any methodology or approach is a formidable task 

since the results of an intervention is the dynamic interaction among many factors 

(Interviewee # 1 8) .  Furthermore, it does not seem to be possible on one to one 

bases to actually attribute a cause with a particular effect. For instance, "in 

complex systems I cannot easily see a meaningful effectiveness to an 

intervention" (interviewee #20). 

Nevertheless, there are sti l l  ways of evaluating. The main method is the feedback 

in terms of defined goals or objectives, both quantitative and qualitative, from the 

stakeholders (Interviewee # 1 5, 1 6 , 1 9, 23 ,  24, 25 ,  27, 29) .  For example, 

asking those involved in and affected what they think has happened 
which has been of benefit or otherwise would be an obvious way 
forward. 

(Interviewee #27) 

Or, 

What are the ripple effects on the entire system? How sustainable is 
it? Does it begin to approach assistance with the core issues of the 
system that are not functioning properly? 

(Interviewee #25 )  

In addition, it i s  felt that evaluation i s  not a purely rational process, rather it is a 

political issue. The argument is that change management is essentially a political 

decision, thus whether an intervention is useful, sustainable, or changing for the 

better, is also contingent on whose view is taken into account (Interviewee # 1 7) .  

This places weight on the importance of  boundary judgement. 

Therefore evaluating is seen to be a difficult task, which may be done in terms of 

both qual itative and quantitative feedback from stakeholders. Real ising the 
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political nature of evaluation, it is therefore seen to be essential to make the 

criteria transparent. 

5.3 . 10  The Main Difficulties in  Applying Systems Perspectives 

Several main difficulties are discerned in applying systems approaches. One is 

associated with organisational culture. For example, 

Some organisations can use it, some not. Some think it is impractical, 
depends on the organisations, the organisational culture. In terms of 
systems thinking itself, people think ' rich picture' and diagrams are 
ridiculous. They do not like it. You have to use them informally. 

(Interviewee # 1 5) 

Closely related to this is the influence of power, or political acceptableness of 

systems intervention (Interviewee #24, 26). For example, 

(One of the main difficulties is for those who have the say) giving up 
power and shifting policies. (Another is) a lack of clear understanding 
of what our terms mean and how they embrace certain values, the are 
not value free. 

(Interviewee #26) 

Power, pure and simple. Others are time; solutions are wanted 
now . . .  many systems based solutions are too expensive, impractical, or 
' politically' unacceptable to be implemented. 

(Interviewee #24) 

Other difficulties include 

People working within one system e.g. Checkland and trying to use 
that hammer to solve every problem (looking for nails everywhere) ; 
people focusing only on technical issues (a model in search of a 
problem) ; people concerned only with context and pluralism 
(missionary concern to create a fairer world) ; people concerned only 
with situations ( consultants looking for theoretical justification) ; 
failure to take a broader view, e.g. trying to apply UK based systems 
experiences to tel l people with different cultures e.g . from Asia 
(China, Japan, India, etc) how to run systems. 

(Interviewee #23 ) 

Briefly, the main difficulties in applying systems perspectives might rise from 

cultural, political and other factors. 
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Having summarised the main findings from interviews and e-mail investigations, 

It is now possible to compare them with the understandings developed from the 

previous investigations. 

5.3 . 1 1  Sub-conclusions and Comparisons 

The main findings from the telephone interviews and exchange of e-mails are 

briefly summarised and compared with those from the face-to-face interview and 

l iterature review. 

• The concept of systems is understood as being both mental constructs and 

concrete obj ects, and being abstract constructs . This is consistent with the 

understanding from the face-to-face interview and literature review. 

• Systems boundary can be understood in terms of a rational view, a 

participative view, and a political view. This may be seen to a great extent to 

support the hard, soft, and critical systems views respectively from section 

5 . 2 .  Nevertheless, the political view seems to emphasise more the power 

structure ' s  dominance in deciding systems boundaries . 

• Systems thinking has been understood in terms of a rational view, a boundary 

judgement stance, and a political position. This  can be seen to supplement 

viewing systems thinking through boundary judgement, appreciating 

alternatives, and being interdisciplinary from section 5 .2 .  Again, the political 

position highlights the key role of power in systems thinking . 

• Regarding the relationships between the whole system and the individuals 

within it, one view emphasises the importance of individuals, whilst another 

sees the need of balance between the whole system and the individuals within 

the system. These views are compatible with the understandings developed in 

section 5 . 2 .  

• Three main points about participation have been identified. Firstly, 

meaningful participation is a subj ective concept, understood differently by 

different groups of people. Secondly, systems thinking and participation are 

closely related . Thirdly and final ly, the meaningfulness of participation is 

essential ly determined by the larger and localised power structure, which 

decides what is to be included or excluded. These views are seen to be largely 
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consistent with those surfaced in section 5 .2 ,  except that power structure is 

again a main focus in this  section. 

• Regarding methodological p luralism, the findings from this section confirm 

the views developed in section 5 . 2 .  F irstly, being systemic at least means 

moving between methodologies and methods. Secondly the concept of  

methodological pluralism has not been wel l  accepted and understood. 

• With respect to HST, SST, and CST, four basic points are surfaced and seen to 

be consonant with those developed in section 5 .2 .  First, not everyone is 

famil iar with the classifications . Second, these approaches have differences 

and commonalities .  Third, they are different approaches .  Fourth, some 

interviewees think the classifications among HST, SST and CST unnecessary 

or unhelpful . 

• Two opposite views about judging the systemicity of an intervention are 

identified. One views that this is meaningless and fruitless. The other thinks 

this wil l  help people critique and learn from the decision process, and could be 

done in terms of certain systems concepts such as interactions and 

• The findings from this section and the previous section seem to be converging 

on a view that the effectiveness of a systemic approach can be evaluated in 

terms of both qualitative and quantitative feedback from the stakeholders, and 

that it is essential to make the criteria transparent. However, the findings from 

this section also emphasise the political nature of any evaluation. 

• In this  section, the main difficulties surfaced in applying systems thinking 

involve cultural, political and other factors . This can be compared with those 

identified in section 5 .2 :  the instrumental use of systems thinking, the 

adherence to "the way things used to be done", and the facilitator' s ability to 

manage the dynamic process of change and to get people committed to the 

change. 

participation. This  i s  seen to be augmenting the views from section 5 .2  that 

the systemicity of an intervention can be judged in terms of boundary 

j udgement, participation, and consideration of alternatives. 
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In conclusion, the outcomes from this section are seen to a great extent to confirm 

and corroborate the finding from the previous investigations . In particular, thi s  

section has frequently highlighted the essential role of power in  systems thinking. 

Thus through triangulation, a fuller understanding of systems and systems 

thinking has been developed. To further broaden the comprehension developed so 

far, a postal questionnaire was conducted and is summarised in next section. 

5.4 Survey on Systems Thinking 

Having determined the main perspectives of systems and systems thinking from 

the in-depth interviews, the obj ectives of this survey are to add breadth to the 

study, to find to what extent people might differ or agree .  

5.4.1 The Design of the Survey 

This survey is designed to be answered by those who have knowledge of systems 

and systems thinking . Consequently, quite a few systems terms are deliberately 

used. The target population is around 1 500 Operational Researchers (OR) people 

from the London and Southeast Operational Research Society. 492 were selected 

because they had e-mail addresses, simply for the convenience of communications 

afterwards .  1 07 people have responded to the survey, of these, 1 9  have had no 

knowledge of systems thinking. The rest 8 8  have answered the survey. The 

useful response rate is 22% . The findings have been analysed using SPSS 

statistical package. 

Questions (Appendix B) are mainly derived from the results of the face-to-face 

interviews. The telephone interviews and the exchange of e-mails are not referred 

to because these were conducted after the survey. The results of the survey are 

summarised in the fol lowing Tables . For every answer, the respondent is asked to 

choose from CD-totally agree to ©-totally disagree. If either CD or ® is selected, it 

wil l  be interpreted that the respondent agrees with the relevant statement. 

S imilarly, ® or @ means that the respondent disagrees with the statement. 
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5.4.2 Concepts of Systems 

The question and the answers about systems concepts are shown in Table 5 . 1 .  

88% of the respondents take systems as organised conceptions of the world. 

However, the pragmatic tendency towards understanding systems concepts is a 

noticeable phenomenon, as 68% take system(s) as anything as long as an 

understanding of the problem situation can be developed, and 66% of them take 

Table 5.1 Systems Concepts 

Question: As far as systems thinking is Answere(%) 
concerned, do you take system(s) as CD ® @ © 

A - Things existing in the real world 29.9 36.8 2 1 . 8  1 1 . 5 

B - Organised conceptions of the world 52 .9  3 5 . 6  9 .2 2 . 3  

C - Organised conceptions for  future activities 25 . 6  3 9 .0 22 .0 1 3 .4 

D - Constructs and the process of the constructs 20.3 3 5 .4 25 . 3  1 9 .0  

E - Anything, based on which a model and an 
understanding of the problem situation can be 40 . 5  25.3 2 1 . 5 1 2.7 
developed 

systems as things existing in the real world. This tends to suggest that Hard 

Systems perspectives are quite prevalent among the OR community, whereas the 

majority systems thinkers from the interview tend to hold views more towards the 

soft and critical perspectives. 
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5.4.3 Systems Thinking 

systems thinking is really about. The least accepted opinion, though agreed by 

60% respondents, is that systems thinking is about appreciating seeing things 

alternatively. 

Table 5.2 Systems Thinking 

Question: Systems thinking is about Answer(%) 
@ @ ® 

A - The consciousness of appreciating that there are 22 .0 39 .0 3 1 .7 7 . 3  
always alternative ways of seeing things 

B - Linking our knowledge into cohesive wholes 37 . 8  47.6 1 2 .2 2.4 
through structured framework(s) 

C - Dealing with i l l  and unstructured problems in a 3 0 .9 54.3 1 2 .3 2 . 5  
structured way 

0- Breaking down most of the systems boundaries, 
and letting people see how their own part of  problem 3 1 .3 48 .2 1 9 .3  1 .2 
interconnected with other part of the problem 

E - Looking at the wholes rather than the parts of the 4 1 . 8  32 . 9  1 7 .7 7.6 
systems 

Systems thinking is normally understood as looking at the wholes rather than the 

parts of the systems (Jackson, 1 99 1 ) . But surprisingly, this, agreed to by about 

75% respondents, is not the most widely accepted concept in this survey (Table 

5 .2) .  On the contrary, 85% of the respondents take systems thinking as either 

about linking knowledge into cohesive wholes through structured framework(s), 

or about dealing with ill and unstructured problems in a structured way. About 

79% respondents think that the interdependence between different parts is what 
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determined by the whole system. 

4 . 9  3 9. 5  

6 . 3  
purposes of  the individuals 

D - There is no systems thinking without individuals 

E - Systems thinking tends to  focus too much on  the 36 . 5  

whole and ignore the individuals 

Whilst the purpose of the whole systems can be 
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About 80% ofthe respondents disagree that the individual is s imply a part of and 

seen as overarching, the purpose ofthe individuals should not be overwhelmed by 

the whole .  A balanced relationship between the two is seen to be more 

appropriate by over 70% of the respondents . There is no convergence upon 

whether systems thinking tends to focus too much on the whole and ignore the 

individuals, since half agree and the other half disagree (Table 5 . 3) .  

Table 5 .3  Relationships between the Whole and the Individuals 

Question:  Would you say that the relationships Answer(%) 
between the whole system and the individuals within (j) ® @ © 

the system are that 

A - The individual is simply a part of and determined 1 6 .0 3 9 .5  
by the whole system 

B - The individual is as important as the whole . There 1 8 .3 52.4 24.4 4 .9 

should be a balance between the two 

C - The purpose of the whole is overarching, but 
should not dominate to the point of subjugating the 29. 1 45 .6 1 9 . 0  

3 1 . 3 30 . 1 1 8 . 1  20 . 5  

1 0 . 8  4 1 .9 1 0 . 8  
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5.4 .5 The Relationships behveen Systems Thinking and 

Participation 

9 1  % respondents agree that not everybody wants to participate in an intervention. 

Neve rtheless, 57% respondents indicate that systems thinking can not be done 

without participation, though this is contradicted by more than 63% respondents 

stating that not all systems perspectives are depending on participation. The 

answer to alternative C by 20 % respondents seems to suggest that participation is 

useful irrespective of whether the participants think systemically (Table 5 .4 ) .  

Table 5.4 Relationships between Systems Thinking and Participation 

Question:  What do you think are the relationships Answer(%) 
between systems thinking and participation? CD ® ® © 

A - You can not have systems thinking without 30 .9 25 . 9  2 8 .4 1 4 . 8  
participation 

B - Not al l  systems perspectives are depending on 20 .3  44 . 3  26 .6  8 . 9  
participation 

C - If some people do not think systemical ly, then 5 . 1 1 5 .2 43 .0  3 6 .7 
participation i s  not actually very useful 

D - Not everybody wants to be invo lved in an 39 . 5  5 1 .3 
intervention 

5.4.6 Judging the Systemicity of an Approach 

About 70% of respondents accept that the systemicity of an approach is  an 

argument, and there i s  no absolute j udgement .  At the same time, about 63% of 

respondents agree that a systemic approach can be inferred where there has been 

an indication of alternative ways of proceeding being considered (Table 5 . 5 ) .  

0 . 0  
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Table 5.5 Judging the Systemicity of an Approach 

Question : How would you j udge whether or not an Answer(%)
approach i s  systemic, no matter what it is claimed to G) ® ® © 

be? 

A - It is a relative concept depending on the boundary 
judgement, therefore one can never j ustify absolutely 1 8 . 7  49 .3 22.7 9 .3 
what one i s  doing is systemic. I t  is a matter of 
argument of  what one should and should not include 

B - At least there is indication that alternative ways of 1 3 .9 48 .6  27 . 8  9 .7  
proceeding have been l istened to  or  debated 

5.4.7 Evaluating the Effectiveness of an Approach 

Only about 30% respondents tend to be doubtful whether evaluation i s  serving a 

useful purpose . About 66% agree that the evaluation is a local, value-full 

judgement in terms of both the planned goals and the viewpoints of the 

stakeholders, whilst nearly 56% think that it is impossible to attribute anything 

fully to an approach . About 57% of the respondents think that the important thing 

in evaluating anything is the process of making your criteria transparent, and 

showing how these criteria were reached to make the judgement (Table 5 . 6). 
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Table 5.6 Evaluating the Effectiveness of an Approach 

Question : How would you evaluate the effectiveness Answer(%) 
of systems approach in an intervention? CD ® ® ® 

A - It would be a local , value-loaded evaluation in 
terms of both the planned goals and the viewpoints of 22 .7 42 .7 30 .7  4 .0  

the stakeholders 

B - It is difficult to evaluate any methodology, 
because you can never identify the extent to which 
either success or failure can be attributed to one 1 5 .6 4 1 .6 29 .9  1 3 . 0 

methodology, or to other interacting factors in an 
intervention 

C - All you can do is to make criteria that you use to 
evaluate, and show how these criteria were arrived at 1 5 .8  42 . 1  3 4 .2 7 .9  

to  make your j udgement. The important thing is the 
process, rather than the evaluation 

D - It is doubtful whether evaluation services a useful 
purpose since it tends to be historical . When you set 
out to do something, there is good reason at the time 1 0 .4  1 9 . 5  40 .3  29 .9  

to make a decision. When you come to evaluate it, all 
circumstances have changed anyway 

5.4.8 The Commonality between Hard Systems Thinking, Soft 

Systems Thinking, and Critical Systems Thinking 

In terms of interaction, interdependence and action, 87% of the respondents 

perceive the commonality between different systems perspectives. On the 

contrary, 45% think that they are distinguishable, whilst over 57% think that the 

distinctions between them are artificial (Table 5 . 7) .  This seems to suggest that 
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more respondents see much more commonality rather than distinctions between 

HST, SST, and CST. 

Table 5 .  7 The Commonality between Hard Systems Thinking, Soft Systems 
. . Thinkin2: Th.mk.mg, an d Cnt1ca l S ystems 

Question:  What do you think is the commonality 
between Hard Systems Thinking, Soft Systems Answer(%) 
Thinking, and Critical Systems Thinking? CD ® @ ® 

A - The commonality is they all talk about looking at 
the interaction and the interdependence of the 37.7 49.3 1 1 . 6 1 .4 
components of the whole system, and they are all 
problem-solving oriented, or action-oriented 

B - The amount of the commonality between different 
paradigms is small, though they all talk about looking 4.5 40.3 43.3 1 1 . 9 
at the whole and the interdependence, but the 
meanings are different 

C - The distinctions between them are artificial. 
Methodologies are used j ust as basis of thinking 20.9 37.3 37.3 4.5 
something. There is a lot more soft activity going on 
around 

5.4.9  The Main Difficulties in Applying Systems Perspectives 

90% of the respondents perceive that the applying a systems perspective depends 

on the facilitator' s  skill and knowledge. 74% agree that it is difficult to get people 

to realise the need for a systemic approach. Answers to the other two alternatives 

are not significantly distinguishable (See Table 5.8) . 
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Table 5.8 The Main Difficulties in Applying Systems Perspectives 

Question : The main difficulties in applying systems Answer(%) 
perspectives are likely to be that CD ® @ © 

A - Systems thinking has been used by some 
communitie s  instrumental ly to improve the efficiency 8 . 0  50 .7  3 3 . 3 8 . 0  
and effectiveness while neglecting the dynamic 
aspects 

B - Systems thinking tends to focus on multi-
methodology, not on facilitation and the philosophical 9 . 3  4 1 . 3 40.0 
background 

C - It is difficult to get people to see the need for 
adopting a systemic approach, because people have 32 . 5  4 1 . 3  1 8 . 8  
specialised i n  a particular area, and have expectations 
about how things are done 

D - It is very much depending on the facilitator' s 
abil ity to manage the dynamic process and get people 49 . 3  4 1 .3 8 .0 1 . 3 
committed to the change 

5.4.10  Sub-conclusions and Comparisons 

A noticeable phenomenon reflected in the survey i s  that most of the opinions are 

accepted by more than half of the respondents . This may confirm that opinions 

summarised from the interviews reflect and represent some of the main 

perspectives people might have about systems and systems thinking. For 

instance, both the interviews and the survey tend to agree that the systemicity of 

an approach is an argument. Both tend to think that the relationship should be 

balanced between the whole system and the individuals within the system. Both 
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agree that some of the main difficulties in  applying systems perspectives are 

changing the way people used to think and work, seeing the need for adopting 

systems thinking, and managing the dynamic change process and getting people to 

committed to the change .  

Diversity is also surfaced from the survey, which is consistent with the results of 

the interviews. People do have different understandings about systems thinking. 

For example, whilst system concepts are predominantly understood as abstract 

conceptions, a pragmatic position is also  widespread. Systems thinking can mean 

l inking knowledge into cohesive wholes ,  or dealing with unstructured problems 

through structured framework(s) ,  or appreciating alternative ways of seeing 

things . 

The outcomes from the interviews and those from the questionnaire survey are 

mostly consi stent but also partly contradictory. Regarding systems concepts , very 

few interviewees take the view that systems are things existing in the real world. 

On the contrary, about 66% OR people responded the questionnaire survey do 

take that view, reflecting a noticeable phenomenon of a pragmatic tendency 

towards understanding systems concepts . 

Another significant distinction between the interviews and the survey is associated 

with whether or not there are clear distinctions between HST, SST and CST. 

Whilst most interviewees perceive clear distinctions in terms of theoretical 

assumptions, the survey, however, reflects a massive amount of commonality 

rather than distinctions in terms of interaction, interdependence, problem-solving, 

and action-oriented .  And if there are differences, the survey tends to suggest that 

they are artificial . This contradiction between the interview and the survey is 

difficult to explain, because the survey is limited in its abi l ity to reflect on why the 

respondents have chosen certain specific answers . Nevertheless, it should be 

noted that the interviewees are those who are systems thinkers, whi lst survey 

respondents are members o f  Operational Research (OR) Society . 
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Yet another contradiction is about evaluation, except that both the interview and 

the survey agree that it is difficult to evaluate because you can never identify the 

extent to which the intervention outcomes can be attributed to any interacting 

factors . Whilst interviews show that there are disagreements on whether 

evaluation serves a useful purpose, the survey reflects prevalently that evaluation 

does serve a useful purpose and should be a local and value-full judgement in 

terms of both the planned goals and the viewpoints of the stakeholders . 

The next contradiction is about participation. From the interviews, participation 

can be seen as important whi l st it is understood that not all systems perspectives 

wants to be involved. 

In short, it is seen that the way that the interviews and survey are employed in this 

study does add depth and breadth to the understanding of  systems and systems 

thinking. The interviews help find what and why certain systems perspectives are 

taken by different groups of people .  Questionnaire survey, on the other hand, 

helps broaden the understandings from the interviews by being more inclusive . 

Primarily convergence from both investigations is discerned. Sometimes 

contradictions are evidenced as well ,  which are seen as different facets of the 

systems phenomena, taking into account the diverse backgrounds of the survey 

respondents and the interviewees. 

Based on the findings from these investigations, a fuller understanding of systems 

and systems thinking has been developed. How this understanding can be used to 

inform MOC will be explored through focus group interview in the next section. 

are depending on participation .  Or it i s  not very useful if participants do not think 

systemically .  From the survey, participation is seen by most respondents to be 

useful no matter how participants think, although it is realised that not everybody 
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5.5 Focus Group Interview : Possible Relationships 

between Systems Perspectives and the Management 

of Change 

As discussed in chapter 3 through literature review, systems perspectives seem to 

differ in their relevance to the management of change (MOC). This section 

intends to further establish the connection between MOC and systems thinking 

through focus group interview, and triangulate the main viewpoints obtained 

elsewhere . A key aim is to further develop the first systemic framework for MOC. 

5.5.1 The Design of the Investigation 

1 999, which involved 5 people with knowledge of systems thinking and MOC, 

and lasted about one hour. The l atter included discuss ions the author had with 

study. The questions asked focused on the following three :  How would you judge 

the systemicity of an intervention? How would you judge the effectiveness of an 

intervention? What are the possible relationships between systems thinking and 

management of change? The main outcomes are summarised as follows . 

5.5.2 The Findings 

Fundamentally, it is argued that being systemic i s  an argument based on 

onto logical and epistemological considerations . Ontology is concerned with the 

nature of reality whilst epi stemology is concerned with how things are to be 

known. Grounded on different philosophies of social science, there are different 

understandings of systemicity and systems approaches .  Consequently, several 

different systemic approaches to MOC emerge. 

The focus group discussions suggest that one systemic way to manage change 

could be through hard systems thinking (HST) . The typical ontological and 

epistemological position here is a quantitative view. Organisations (systems) are 

The focus group interviews cons i st of one formal and several informal 

discussions. The former was conducted at Lincoln University in February 1 st 

academics at the change management session in 6111 UKSS International 

Conference from July 5 th to 9th 1 999 and that with his supervisory team during the 
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considered to be obj ective and external to people. The process, hierarchy, control ,  

communication and boundaries of  the organisation (system) are identifiable and 

definable .  The focus of the research is to optimise the design of the control and 

communication channels, and to organise the hierarchy, enabl ing the whole 

organisation (system) to become more efficient and effective. 

Another systemic way to manage change, suggested by the focus group, is 

through soft systems thinking (SST) .  The representative ontological and 

epistemological position is a qual itative stance . Organisations (systems) are 

considered to be subj ective and related to personal experiences and insights .  

Organisations (systems) are people ' s perceptions, not something external and 

objective . The focus is on participation and mutual understanding. 

Yet another systemic approach to MOC, suggested by the focus group, is 

emancipatory systems thinking. The ontological position is qualitative, whilst the 

epistemological approach i s  critique . Similar to soft systems approaches, 

organisations (systems) are stil l  considered to be subj ective and related to personal 

experiences and insights, but the focus i s  on challenging and therefore freeing 

people from existing designs, values and beliefs. These can be summarised in 

Table 5 .9 .  

Table 5.9 Organisational Change and Systems Perspectives 

HST SST Emancipatory 

Organisations are Organisations are 
Organisations are considered to be considered to be 
considered to be subjective and related subjective and related 

obj ective and external to personal to personal 
to people, identifiable experiences and experiences and 

and definable . The insights . insights . 
focus is to optimise The focus is The focus is on 

organisational design participation and challenging and 
mutual understanding freeing people from 

existing designs, 
values and beliefs. 
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In summary, the focus group suggests that each approach is systemic based on its 

own theoretical assumptions . However, from the hard systems viewpoint, it can 

the existing organisational des igns, values and beliefs. 

The focus group, then, suggests that systemicity is an argument based on 

theoretical assumptions . And different theoretical presumptions form different 

basis of systemicity. It is impossible to find a transparadigmatic concept of 

systemicity, or of a systemic approach. In addition, whether or not an approach is 

systemic can be judged in terms of the practical implication, that is, whether or 

not that approach would all ow people to survive . When people think in terms of 

systems, they assume there is correspondence between the world and the systems 

model they use. If they are surviving and improving the world in which they live, 

that means they get increasing corespondent between the systemic model that they 

build and the world they live. 

Related to this is the evaluation of the effectiveness of approaches .  The focus 

group suggests that there are different perspectives to evaluate. From the hard 

systems viewpoint, the question of evaluation may be to what extent the planned 

goals have been achieved in a cost efficient way. From a soft systems position, 

the question may be to what extent that various people involved in are more 

satisfied than they were previously. If an emancipatory perspective is taken, then 

the question may be to what extent those who were not fully represented have 

now been taken into account and have greater freedom to take part. 

be argued that the soft and emancipatory approaches to MOC are not systemic ,  

since they are not dealing with the efficient and effective design of  the 

organisation external to people. From the soft systems position, the hard approach 

to MOC is not systemic since it does not take into account of people ' s  values and 

interests . Nor is the emancipatory approach since it does not offer much to 

accommodate consensus among people. And from the emancipatory stance, the 

hard and the soft approaches are not systemic either, since they do not challenge 
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supported by different theoretical assumptions . 
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However, the focus group suggests that if a CST approach i s  to be taken, this does 

not mean that employing HSI, SST, and emancipatory approaches to MOC can 

address every aspect of organisational change at the same time. It may be 

sometimes impractical to deal with al l  types of organisational change 

simultaneously :  effective and efficient design, open and free debate, and 

' di semprisoning' . Nevertheless, what can be done is to focus on each type of 

diversity, and start from an initial commitment to using one type of approach 

pert inent to the surfaced type of diversity . Following on from this, insights from 

other approaches can then be pursued. The key is not to permanently commit to 

any one position. CST encourages switching between different approaches, thus 

taking maximum advantage of the benefits to be gained from using different 

approaches based on different theoretical assumptions. 

Those are the main findings from the focus group interviews, these will now be 

concluded and compared with the previous findings, and used to reflect on the 

first systemic framework for MOC. 

5.5.. 3 Sub-conclusions and Comparisons 

Firstly, the findings from the focus group interviews effectively corroborate those 

from the previous investigations that systems phenomena are characterised by 

J iversity and subj ectivity. 

The findings confirm the views developed before in this study that there are l ikely 

to be d i fferent systemic approaches to MOC, grounded on HST, SST, 

emancipation, and CST, each of which implies different meanings of systemicity 

Thirdly , the findings have advanced previous findings about evaluating an 

intervention by highlighting possible criteria for different systemic approaches . 

For i nstance, the criteria for evaluating a HST intervention may focus on the 

efficiency, for a SST approach on people' s  feelings, for an emancipatory 

perspective on greater freedom, and for a CST intervention on al l  those. 
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In summary, taking into account theoretical assumptions ,  it is impossible to find a 

the next section. 

5.6 Four Key Criteria of Systemicity and Evaluation 

This section intends to develop an understanding of the criteria of systemicity and 

evaluation based on the findings from l iterature review, mainly on Midgley' s 

( 1 997c) work, and the empirical investigations conducted so far. A fourth 

criterion, that is ,  participation, is to be added to Midgley' s  three criteria of 

systemicity: improvement, critical awareness (boundary judgement), 

methodological pluralism (multiple methods) . These four are seen to be  

interrelated, and explained as follows . 

5.6.1 Improvement 

According to Midgley, 

An improvement is made when a desired consequence has been 
realised through intervention, and a sustainable improvement has been 
achieved when this looks l ike it will last into the indefinite future 
without the appearance of undesired consequences .  

Midgley ( 1 997c, p340) 

Thus a key question to be asked is what is (ought to be) done to bring about the 

most desired consequences through an intervention? 

The empirical investigations conducted in this research indicate that, although this 

is not an easy task, evaluation (judging whether an improvement is made) can be 

based on a local , value-full j udgement in terms of both the plaimed goals and the 

viewpoints of the stakeholders . This  is closely connected with boundary 

judgement, participation, and multiple methods. First of all , local judgement at 

transparadigmatic understanding of systemicity. Nevertheless, the l iterature 

review and empirical investigations conducted in this study strongly support the 

view that it is still possible and desirable to make transparent criteria for judging 

the systemicity of an intervention.  Thus argument can take place, helping people 

to critique and learn from and inform the intervention, which is the intention of 



Chapter 5 :  Empirical Investigations of Systems Thinking 1 8 1 

least implies boundary judgement and possibly questions of who should 

participate . This will largely determine the planned goals and stakeholder 

feedback, referring to factors such as cost efficiency, how people feel ,  how the 

situations of the disadvantaged change for the better. Second, this wil l  require the 

use of multiple methods and decisions on what value system is seen to be 

relevant. Furthermore, this is where political influence might come into play. For 

instance, an improvement according to the value of some groups of people might 

not be seen as improvement by others. All this evidence from the investigations 

supports Midgley ' s  ( 1 997c) view that these criteria (improvement, boundary 

j udgement multiple methods, and participation) are closely associated with each 

other. 

5.6.2 Boundary Judgement 

Boundary judgement is about determining "what 'facts ' and 'values '  are to be 

considered and what is to be left out" (Ulrich, 1 996) . 

This i s  a vital consideration because it defines both the knowledge to be 

considered pertinent and the people who generate that knowledge (Midgley, 1 996; 

Midgley, Munlo and Brown, 1 998) .  

What may appear to be  improvement within a narrowly defined 
boundary may not be improvement at all if the boundaries are pushed 
out. 

(Midgley, 1 996, p 1 7) 

Based on Churchman ( 1 970), Midgley ( 1 997c) maintains that an improvement is 

defined locally, temporarily, and politically . Briefly , it is localised because it is 

from a l imited number of peop le ' s  viewpoints . Changing the boundary wil l  

change the definition of  improvement. It i s  temporary because what is seen to  be 

a1 1 improvement today by most may not be so over time. Therefore Midgley 

( 1 997 c) talks about the importance of sustainable improvement that is  future 

responsive . Improvement is also politically defined. 

On the one hand, power is manifested in acts of judgement about who 
and what is to be included in, marginalised by, or excluded from the 
process of developing knowledge and defining improvements .  On the 
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other hand, power i s  manifested in the forms of knowledge that are 
brought to bear in making acts of j udgement. 

(Midgley, 1 997c, p340) 

The findings from the investigations in this research also provide empirical 

support to the importance of this criterion. For instance ,  the interview and e-mail 

investigation determine that boundary judgement is so important in systems 

thinking that it should be one criterion of systemicity .  And the j udgement can be 

made in terms of a rational view, a socially constructed view, and a political view. 

5.6.3 Multiple Methods 

Methodological pluralism is central to systemic interventions since there are 

sufficient problem situations involving diverse problems, and no s ingle method 

designed so far could possibly be appropriate in all problem situations . A number 

of authors have provided different perspectives of methodological pluralism (see 

section 3 .2), and it is one of the three commitments of CST. Because of its 

importance, Midgley ( 1 997 c) suggests that methodological pluralism ( or in this 

thesis ,  multiple methods) should be another measure for judging the systemicity 

of an intervention. 

In defining improvement, multiple methods are expressed though planned goals 

and viewpoints of stakeholders . In deciding what values are relevant, multiple 

methods are expressed through models such as Habermas ' three worlds and four 

dimensions of organisational change. If there is  dispute about something or there 

is inadequate information, reliable methods are needed to guide acts of  

observation (Midgley, 1 997c) . I n  addition, multiple methods may also be  needed 

to reflect on boundary j udgements , for example by using Ulrich' s ( 1 987) "critical 

systems heuristics" and Midgley' s ( 1 992b) "process of marginalisation" . 

Though multiple methods are not yet explicitly related to meaningful participation 

in the literature, nevertheless, it is seen that multiple methods might p lay 

important roles in enhancing meaningful participation. People are different in 

various ways. Some may feel comfortable with brainstorming. Some may feel 
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improvement and the boundaries  are? Who wil l  participate to decide what 

methods are relevant and are to be used? Who wil l  participate to decide what to 
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more comfortable with technology mediated teams (Chemers, Oskamp and 

the importance of the multiple methods in systems thinking. 

5.6.4 Participation 

Costanzo, 1 995 ) .  Yet some may feel very comfortable with participatory action 

research. Therefore, different approaches may be desirable to suit different 

people ' s needs, to allow effective communication to be taken place . 

Furthermore, the interviews and the e-mail investigation in the present research 

tend to agree that to be systemic one has to be able to move between 

methodologies and methods . In addition, the focus group interview also supports 

As discussed in section 3 . 6 ,  there are two reasons to make participation the fourth 

criterion of systemicity : its importance and the scantiness of research on it . First, 

meaningful partic ipation is essential in systemic problem solving (Churchman, 

1 97 1 ; Ulrich, 1 996) .  It is one of the four important principles of CST (Flood, 

1 995 ; 1 996a; 1 996b ). It could be seen as a means whereby people could achieve 

various purposes . It is important enough to be viewed as an end in itself, an 

extension of a democratic process that incorporates a moral and ethical appeal 

(Brown, 1 996) .  

Important as  i t  is ,  however, l ittle has been said about how to  employ various 

methods to enhance meaningful participation. Participation is about groups of 

people representing all the people who are involved in and affected by the system 

be reflected? Fundamentally, is participation itself a means or an end? How is 

the process of participation to be structured and managed? What are the roles of 

the facilitator? These are some of the key questions yet to be addressed. 

The empirical investigations in the present research can be seen to support making 

partic ipation the fomih criterion of systemicity . From the interview and e-mail 
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investigation emerge four interrelated viewpoints about participation. It i s  

inherent in  systemic inquiry .  I t  has been suggested as  one of the important criteria 

of systemicity . It is also central to evaluating the effectiveness ( or improvements) 

of an intervention by involving stakeholders . Finally and most importantly, the 

meaningfulness of participation is essentially determined by the larger and 

localised power structure. The questionnaire survey and the focus group 

interview also corroborate the view that participation is a key component in 

systems thinking. 

In conclusion, these criteria are interrelated expressions of systemicity. To make 

them explicit is to help critique and argue about the systemicity of an intervention, 

thus allowing people to evaluate interventions, to learn from them, and to improve 

their abilities to intervene more systemically. 

espoused theory" and "the theory in use" (Argyris and Schon, 1 974) . The 

intervention is systemic when the espoused theory says so .  

5. 7 Conclusions 

The findings from these empirical investigations can now be summarised in terms 

of the obj ectives of this  chapter. That is, Objective 2-determining 

understandings of systems, systems thinking and its relevance to MOC by 

empirical investigations, and proposing criteria for judging the systernicity and 

effectiveness of an intervention .  Several major conclusions can be drawn as 

follows. 

5.6.5 The Evaluation of the Effectiveness of an Approach 

The criteria suggested above might also be used to evaluate the effectiveness of an 

intervention. A typical evaluation programme might need to distinguish "the 

espoused theory is what people say they do ; it is the official version of how the 

organisation changes. The theory in use is what really happens .  They might be 

identical or different. Therefore one can not take it for granted that an 
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Firstly, the empirical investigation confirms that the systems domain is 

Secondly, criteria for j udging the systemicity of an intervention are suggested. 

Based on understanding from both literature review and empirical investigations, 

systemicity criteria have been expanded from three to four, now including 

improvement, boundary judgement, multiple methods, and participation. These 

are also seen to be useful in evaluating the effectiveness of an intervention. To 

assess the systemicity of an approach is, at least, to make known the criteria used 

and why those particular standards are chosen, thus al lowing people to evaluate 

interventions, to learn from them, and to improve their abilities to intervene more 

systemically. 

The understanding of how MOC and systems thinking may be connected provides 

these. 

Fourthly, the empirical investigations highlight the pol itical dimension as a key 

issue in systems thinking. The operation of power is seen to be central to what 

can be defined as improvements, what is to be included in and excluded from, 

who should participate, etc . Power is seen to be negative by some and positive by 

some others . 

Fifthly and finally, triangulation of data, theory and multiple methods are seen to 

be useful in  developing a fuller understanding reflecting various facets of systems 

phenomena. 

characterised by subjectivity and diversity. Different understandings of systems 

issues have been determined, whilst differences and commonalities are 

appreciated. Primarily, these views are seen to be complementary . At times, they 

contradict each other as wel l .  

the third conclusion. There are different perspectives. One view is that there are 

likely to be different systemic approaches to MOC. The HST approach to MOC 

is perceived to mainly focus on efficiency, the SST approach on people ' s  feelings, 

an emancipatory approach on greater freedom, and a CST approach on all of 
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The understanding of systems, systems thinking and their relationships with MOC 

developed so far will provide the foundations for revising the first systemic 

framework for MOC. This will be explored in next chapter. 



Chapter 6 Revising the Systemic Framework for 
the Management of Change 
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6. 1 Introduction 

By critiquing the literature of the management of change (MOC) and systems 

thinking in chapters 2 and 3 ,  the first systemic framework for MOC was proposed, 

focusing on the different types of organisational change and their interactions, the 

use of multiple methods, and critical reflection on decision making . Meanwhile, 

developed, and the first systemic framework for MOC can be revised and 

developed. 

Fundamental ly, if MOC and systems thinking are to be connected, then there are 

several key research questions to be asked. Are they conceptually compatible? 

How are they to be connected? What are the benefits? What are the guidelines 

for incorporating the use of multiple methods and critical reflection within a 

systemic framework? Answering these questions wi ll eventually help achieve 

Obj ective 4 (see chapter 1 ) , that is ,  to further develop the systemic framework for 

MOC . 

This chapter starts to critique the conceptual congruence between systems 

perspectives and MOC. Then it clarifies and develops the way MOC and systems 

thinking might be usefully connected. Finally, it discusses the functions of the 

revised systemic MOC framework in helping manage the diversity in 

organisational change and in approaches to change .  

Following this, the framework will be finally tested through a case study approach 

in chapter 7 :  the final stage in developing an informed and viable framework . 

6.2 Theoretical Considerations 

If systems thinking and MOC are to be  usefully connected, a fundamental 

question to be asked is whether they are conceptual ly compatible. As highlighted 

in chapter 3 and 5 by the discussions of the thesis of paradigm 

It was recognised that to adequately develop this framework, there were stil l  

systems issues to be investigated, and this was done in chapter 5 .  As a result, a 

fuller understanding of systems thinking and its relevance to MOC has been 
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methods must at least make its assumptions transparent. Otherwise, pragmatism, 

isolationism, or imperialism might dominate, and the benefits of methodological 

incommensurability and methodological pluralism, any informed use of multiple 

pluralism cannot be achieved. 

The conceptual compatibility between systems thinking and MOC may be 

critiqued by means of Habermas ' theory of knowledge-constitutive interests (KCI) 

( 1 972) and Flood' s  ( 1 995a, b) complementarist framework, Habermas ' ( 1 976, 

1 984a, b) theory of three worlds, and Burrell and Morgan 's  ( 1 979) four 

paradigms. 

As mentioned in chapter 3, Habermas ' theories are seen to be of theoretical value 

and have been used by systems thinkers to critique and clarify systems 

approaches, or to support methodological pluralism (Flood and Jackson, 1 99 1 a, c ; 

Midgley, 1 992a, 1 997b ; Mingers and Brocklesby, 1 996;  Clarke, 1 997; Clarke, 

Lehaney and Martin, 1 998) .  Although recently there is much reservation about 

using KCI theory as a metaparadigmatic position to underpin methodological 

plural ism to address the paradigm problem (Midgley, 1 996; Jackson, 1 999), and 

indeed critique about using the "three worlds" for the same purpose (Jackson, 

1 999), this is not seen to chal lenge the relevance of these theories for the purpose 

of discussing the congruence between systems thinking and MOC. As analytical 

frameworks, the usefulness of Habermas ' theories have evidenced their theoretical 

value in systems field in terms of the insights and understandings obtained from 

critiquing systems issues and these theories themselves (see chapter 3 ) .  Thus the 

use of Habermas ' theories in this section can be well j ustified as long as it helps 

clarify the understandings about systems and organisational issues. 

Flood ' s  complementarist framework wil l  be used in a similar way, with the 

exception that this framework has been related to the four organisational 

dimensions by Flood himself, therefore it is expected a development and a deeper 

understanding of the r elations between systems thinking and MOC wil l  be further 

developed. 
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Burrell and Morgan ' s  four paradigms have been seen to be insightful and 

i l luminating, thus have been widely used to enhance understandings of systems 

issues by systems thinkers for example Jackson ( 1 99 1  a), Midgley ( 1 997 a), Clarke, 

Lehaney and Martin ( 1 998) .  In like manner, they have been used in chapter 3 ,  

and wil l  b e  applied i n  this section to shed light on the compatibility between MOC 

and systems thinking . 

Finally, the focus group conducted in this research also provides insights about 

the relationships between MOC and systems thinking. 

By triangulating these theories and the focus group, it is expected that any 

relationship so established between MOC and systems thinking could be more 

credible . 

6.2 . 1  Conceptual Considerations and Connections Critiqued by 

Habermas' Knowledge-Constitutive Interests 

Habermas defines three types of interests. The technical interest originates from 

the need for prediction and contro l over "obj ectified processes" (Habermas, 1 972,  

p309) ,  or "natural and social systems" (Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p l 2) .  The methodology is  

empirical-analytic characterised by the belief of  theory-neutrality, and value-free 

(Oliga, 1 99 1  ) ,  permitting the deduction of law-like hypotheses. These perceptions 

may be mirrored by the assumptions of the quantitative pos ition (Table 4 . 1 ) .  

The practical interest orig inates from the need for "preservation and expansion of  

the intersubj ectivity of possible action-orienting mutual understanding" 

(Habermas, 1 972, p3 1 0), directed toward the attainment of possible consensus 

among all those involved in social systems. The methodology is historical

hermeneutic characterised by subjective meaning and intention (Oliga, 1 99 1  ), 

reflected by the presumptions of the qualitative stance (Table 4 . 1 ) .  

The emancipatory interest originates from the need for freeing from the 

dependence on "ideologically frozen relations", or, "hypostatised powers" 
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(Habermas, 1 972, p3 1 0) .  Jackson ( 1 99 1 a, p 1 2) contends that power can prevent 

open and free discussion in the social process, therefore, for the purpose of 

successful interaction, human beings need to free themselves from constraints 

imposed by power relations. The methodology is critique, attempting "to remove 

barriers to understanding that may be operative without the individuals or groups 

concerned being aware of them" (Oliga, 1 99 1 ) . 

In Flood' s terms ( 1 995a,b ), the theory of KCI can be mirrored by three types of 

questions, and, respectively, three types of methods. The technical interest is 

understood as a question of design: how should people do it? This can be served 

by methods that design freedom into organisational activities in the form of 

efficient organisational processes and effective organisational design. The 

practical interest is perceived as a question for debate: what should people do? 

This purpose can be catered for by methods that encourage open and meaningful 

debate in a non-coercive environment. And the emancipatory interest is a 

question of  disemprisoning : who wil l  benefit if this is done, or, why should it be 

done? This can be served by methods that keep alive concern about individual 

and group freedom, that concentrate on power-knowledge relationships .  

Systems thinking can be related to Habermas ' theory of KCI and Flood' s  three 

be taken into account. In these circumstances, HST might fail since it is unable to 

mutual understanding among individuals in social systems, supporting the 

types of methods . Jackson ( 1 99 1 a, p85-89) suggests that hard systems thinking 

(HST) can support the technical interest in the prediction and contro l of the 

natural and social world. Or in Flood ' s  term, HST methods can support the 

purpose of designing. As discussed in chapter 3 ,  problems are encountered when 

HST is used within social systems where different worldviews or interests are to 

adequately accommodate different perspectives . Thus HST is considered to be 

not effective in serving the practical and emancipatory interest. 

Soft systems thinking (SST) has l ittle to say about how to support the technical 

interest, but offers effective means of securing and expanding the possibi lity of 
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practical interest, or the purpose of debating. However, SST lacks explicit 

reference to social theory that might help understand, let alone chall enge, the 

social arrangements that produce distorted communication (Jackson, 1 99 1  a, p 1 68-

1 72) .  

technical interest (Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p209) .  

Critical systems thinking (CST) gives attention to all three human interests by 

committing to critical awareness, emancipation and methodological pluralism 

(Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p209). Likewise, all three questions can be addressed through 

the complementarist framework provided by CST (Flood, 1 995a, b ) .  

S imilarly, MOC, based on the discussion in chapter 2, can be associated with 

Habermas ' ( 1 972) theory of KCI ,  or Flood ' s  three types of questions. The 

processual and structural changes are seen to improve the effectiveness  and 

efficiency of an organisation, and thus can be associated with the technical 

interests, or the end of designing. Approaches to processual and structural 

changes are seen to support the technical interest by focusing on designing cost

effective organisational processes and structures .  For example, BPR and TQM 

focus on the optimisation of work processes, whilst transaction cost economics 

centres on optimal design of organisational structures in terms of economic 

considerations. However, these approaches say l ittle about how cultural and 

political changes affect processual and structural designs. They are seen to be 

unable to provide adequate support to the practical and emancipatory interests, or 

the purpose of debating and dis emprisoning. 

Organisational cultures are about people ' s  value and beliefs, which can be related 

to the practical interest or the purpose of debating. Approaches to cultural change 

offer means of understanding the importance of values and beliefs in shaping and 

Finally, emancipatory systems thinking can support the emancipatory interest, or 

the purpose of disemprisoning, by pursuing ethical critique in freeing people from 

restrictive power relations . However, it has little to say about supporting the 
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creating organi sations . For example, the cultural diversity approach promotes the 

creation of "multicultural" organisations where different values and beliefs can be 

valued, respected and appreciated. The focus is on meanings that are always in 

flux, and consensus that is ephemeral and fluctuating across issues and 

individuals .  Therefore approaches to managing cultural change are seen to 

support the practical interest or the purpose of debating. However, they do not 

give a great deal of support to the effective and efficient designing of 

organisational processes and structures, nor to unearth the possible coercion and 

domination of one group over the other, where conflicting values and interests 

exist in different groups of organisational members . Thus approaches to 

managing cultural change offer little to the technical and emancipatory interests , 

or the purpose of designing and disemprisoning. 

Final ly, organisational politics  can be associated with the emancipatory interest or 

the purpose of disemprisoning since these focus on the influences of power. 

Approaches to political change are seen to support the emancipatory interest or 

the purpose of disemprisoning by directing attention to the political nature of 

organisational life, helping understand conflicting interests, different sources of 

power that are behind the seemingly rational decisions . But, political approaches 

say l ittle about organisational designs, and not much about the attainment of 

mutual understanding and consensus . They are also seen to be less applicable to 

supporting the technical and practical interests, or the purpose of designing and 

debating. 

The MOC literature is underdeveloped in terms of how to employ various MOC 

approaches to address problem situations where diversity and interaction of 

organisational change is concerned. Although researchers have argued for cross 

paradigm research in various ways in principle (Gioia and Pitre, 1 990 ;  Hassard, 

1 993 ; Schultz and Hatch, 1 996 ;  Weaver and Gioia, 1 994) , nevertheless ,  they 

provide little methodological guidance as how to employ multiple methodologies 

and methods to MOC (see chapter 2) . The four-dimensional view of 

organisational change implies that different approaches are needed to manage the 
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diversity in organisational change; guidelines are required to help with the mixed 

use of different approaches  and critical reflection on the decisions made. 

These discussions, based on Habermas ' ( 1 972) theory of KCI and Flood ' s  ( 1 995a, 

b) complementarist framework, may be summarised in Table 6.a1 .  

Table 6. 1 Relationships between the Management of Change and Systems 

Thinking based on Habermas ' Knowledge-Constitutive Interests 

Habermas ' 
Knowledge Technical Practical Emancipatory 
Constitutive 
Interests 

Flood's 
Complementarist Designing Debating Disemprisoning 
Framework 

Systems HST SST Emancipatory 
Perspectives 

Four Approaches Processual and Cultural Political 
to Change Structural 

Approaches to processual and structural changes are related to HST methods since 

all support the technical interest, or designing. Approaches to cultural change are 

related to S ST methods since they support the practical interest, or debating. And 

approaches to political change are related to emancipatory methods since they 

support the emancipatory interest, or disemprisoning. 

Nevertheless, the extent to which they can be associated may vary depending on 

which specific methods  are looked at. They may be related in certain ways ,  but 

this does not mean that all MOC approaches are systemic, or vice versa. For 
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instance, HST provides a general systemic approach to serve any goal that is  

oriented toward effective and efficient control and prediction, whilst BPR or TQM 

is specifically focused on process designs . One might even argue that BPR and 

TQM are systemic approaches in a hard sense since they are focusing on 

company-wide processes .  

In short, MOC and systems thinking are compatible and therefore can be 

connected in terms of Habermas' ( 1 972) theory of KCI and Flood' s ( 1 995a, b) 

complementarist framework. In the following section this compatibility wil l  be 

examined in terms of Habermas' ( 1 976, 1 984a, b) theory of three worlds .  

6.2.2 Conceptual Considerations and Connections Critiqued by 

Habermas ' Three Worlds 

To further examine the congruence between MOC and systems thinking, 

Habermas ' ( 1 97 6, 1 984a, b) theory of three worlds is used in this section. 

According to Midgley ( 1 992a, 1 996 ,  1 997a, b), Habermas claims that there are 

four statements in any sentence intended for communication: intel l igibil ity, truth, 

rightness, and sincerity . It is argued that intel ligibi l ity is a precondition for 

effective communication. The other three, however, refer to three worlds-the 

natural world, the social world and the internal world. Primari ly, the truth 

statement is about the natural world, which is external and independent of human 

beings . In this sense, it is obj ective. However, the recognition of this 

"objectivity" i s  certainly itself not independent of human beings . Rather it 

depends upon "the existence of multiple subj ectivity" and "the operation of 

power" (Midgley, 1 992a). The rightness statement refers to the social world, 

which is on the one hand about the inter-subj ectivity, normative social practices 

and rules, and closely related to power. On the other hand, this social world also 

depends on there being a natural world .  And the sincerity statement is about the 

internal world: an individual ' s  thoughts, emotions, experiences and beliefs, which 

are related to the other two worlds .  Midgley ( 1 992a; 1 997 a) emphasi ses that the 

three worlds are inseparable : "although a statement may appear to be about just 
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one ' world' , in fact a position on the other two is always implied in it" . This 

actually necess itates using different methods . 

Midgley suggests that hard and cybernetic methods primarily seek truth 

statements , soft and emancipatory systems methods primarily seek rightness 

statements, and subjective methods primarily seek sincerity statements by 

building a picture of an individual ' s  perspective. Whilst each type of method 

focuses on one "world", it deals with other two "worlds" subordinately. S ince 

different methods address different kinds of questions, therefore ,  methodological 

pluralism is necessary to guide the flexible use of multiple methods (a detailed 

Likewise, MOC, based on the discussion in chapter 2, 

discussion can be found from Midgley 1 992a) . 

can also be associated with 

Habermas ' three worlds .  Approaches to processual and structural changes can be 

seen as mainly focused on pursuing the truth. The typical question is "Does it 

work?" or "Does it work effectively?" These approaches view organisations as 

logically designed processes and structures ,  providing ways of improving the 

efficiency and effectiveness of organisations often in terms of physical 

arrangements .  Under such circumstances,  there may also be discussions about 

selecting the right alternative arrangements . Such discussions will focus upon 

issues of rightness-"which are the right arrangements?" For example, whilst 

recognising that Business Process Reengineering (BPR) can provide ways of 

optimising technology and work process ,  there are serious considerations about 

whether or not BPR is the right way forward especially when downsizing is  

involved (for example, Ackoff and Pourdehand, 1 997; Genus, 1 99 8 ;  Taylor, 1 998 ;  

Pruij t, 1 998) .  However, based on the analysis conducted in chapter 2, approaches 

to processual and structural changes are essentially truth-oriented .  If rightness  

possibility of culture in creating and shaping organisations by influencing values, 

beliefs and behaviours . The idea is that mutual understanding and agreement wi l l 

and subj ectivity are considered at all, they are subordinate to  the pursuing of truth . 

Approaches to cultural and political change can be understood as primarily 

centring on rightness . Cultural approaches direct attention to the importance and 
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be developed in the sense of either "a strong culture" or "cultural diversity" (see 

chapter 2), thus normative rules may be formed or reformed. To achieve such a 

purpose, understandings of subj ectivity will be needed. Once these rules are in 

place, they are seen to be valid and not challenged. Political approaches, whilst 

taking the rightness judgement as their primary concern, however, makes the 

validity of normative rules open to discussion, Whilst whose interests are being 

served is also an important consideration. 

To summarise, the previous discussions based on Habermas' theory of three 

worlds suggest that MOC and systems perspectives are compatible and therefore 

may be connected (Table 6 .2) .  Approaches to processual and structural changes 

can be related to HST methods since they all focus on seeking truth. Approaches 

to cultural and political changes can be related to SST and emancipatory methods 

since they all take rightness as their main concern. 

Table 6.2 Relationships between the Management of Change and Systems 

Thinking based on Habermas ' Three Worlds 

Habermas
Worlds 

' Three Natural 
World 

Social 
World 

Internal 
World 

Systems 
Perspectives 

HST SST and 
emancipatory 

Subjective 
methods 

Four Approaches 
to Change 

Processual 
and Structural 

Cultural 
and Political 

Approaches to 
Subjectivity? 

So far, MOC and systems thinking are seen to be compatible in terms of 

Habermas ' theories . The following section will further examine their 

relationships in terms of Burrell and Morgan ' s  four paradigms. 
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6.2 .3 Conceptual Considerations and Connections Critiqued by 

Burrell and Morgan ' s  Four Paradigms 

Burrell and Morgan ' s  ( 1 979) four paradigms have been explained in chapter 3. A 

simplified version is restated here for the purpose of examining the possible 

relations between MOC and systems thinking. 

Sociological paradigms are developed based on ontological and epistemological 

assumptions about the nature of organisations, as well as a consideration of 

human nature . Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality, which can be 

seen as either objective or subj ective. Epistemology is concerned with how reality 

might be understood and communicated to others. It can take either a positivist 

view or a phenomenological view. Finally, human beings may be considered as 

being completely determined by external factors as opposed to completely 

autonomous and free-willed. 

To help with analysis and reflection on these theoretical assumptions which 

structure different paradigms, a framework has been developed by Burrell and 

Morgan ( 1 979) (see Figure 3 . 6) .  The framework has two dimensions . Vertically, 

the lower section of the framework represents a concern with social order and 

stabi l ity whereas the upper section a concern with explaining radical change, 

conflict and domination in society. Horizontally, the right hand s ide of the 

framework views organisations as obj ective entities, whilst the left-hand side of 

the framework views organisations as subj ective and personal constructs .  

The combination of the two dimensions produces four different paradigms . The 

functionalist paradigm represents a dual concern with social order and an 

obj ective reality, with a goal of finding regularities to faci l itate contro l by using 

scientific methods. The interpretive paradigm also focuses on order and how 

order is maintained within organisations. However, it views organisations as 

subjective creations . Therefore, understanding people ' s  perceptions and meanings 

is important . The radical humanist paradigm is concerned with both interpreting 

peop le ' s  meanings and critiquing organisations as arenas of domination and 
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conflict within their wider social context . The goal is to free people from "false 

Systems perspectives can be  related to Burrel l  and Morgan' s four paradigms . 

Jackson ( 1 99 1 a) suggests that hard systems thinking agrees with functionalist 

theoretical assumptions, viewing organisations (or systems) as objective entities 

and looking for regularities to facilitate prediction and control .  Soft systems 

thinking has established its theoretical home in the interpretive paradigm, being 

. . . rest on a belief in sociah

subj ective and regulative in orientation. Hard and soft systems approaches 

l order and consensus and aim to promote 
integration so as to improve existing social systems, from which all 
are seen as benefiting .  They help buttress the status quo . 
Emancipatory systems thinking special izes in . . .  contradictions in 
social systems, the existence of conflict, and the domination of some 
groups over others . Where these conditions exist, the aim is to 
promote radical change and to emancipate the deprived majority . 

Jackson ( 1 99 1 a, p2 1 0) 

This suggests that emancipatory systems thinking can find its theoretical 

foundations from both radical humanist and radical structurali st paradigms, 

sharing the assumptions of the sociology of radical change. Concerning critical 

systems thinking, it views systems through all four paradigms and use systems 

methodologies flexibly. 

S imilarly, MOC approaches can be associated with Burrell and Morgan ' s four 

paradigms . Approaches to processual and structural changes can be seen to 

belong to the functionalist paradigm. They view organisations as rational 

designed processes and structures, with the purpose of finding regularities to 

faci l itate control and functional development. 

Approaches to cultural change can be seen to operate from two paradigms: 

functionalist and interpretive . Strong cultural development can be seen to belong 

to functionalist paradigm. This approach, although realising the importance of 

consciousness" and thus enable them to attain their potential. The radical 

structuralist paradigm supports radical change and emancipation through pol itical 

action to address conflict and domination. 
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and dealing with values and beliefs ,  stil l  tends to view an organisation as having a 

concrete existence and organisational culture as a functional variable that can be 

rationally engineered (see chapter 2) . This view is supported by Collins ( 1 996), 

who thinks that strong cultural development differs little from mainstream 

functionalist discussion. By contrast, cultural diversity management tends to view 

an organisation as being the creations of the actors involved. Thus the focus is on 

understanding multiple value and beliefs and other organisational issues which 

influence the attitudes and behaviours of organisational members . Nevertheless, 

cultural approaches at least have one thing in common: they are regulative rather 

than supporting radical change . 

Political approaches, focusing on issues concerning power distribution and the 

way organisational issues are influenced, have the potentiality for radical change. 

They can be associated with either radical humanist if the focus is more on 

challenging managerially dominated views, or radical structuralist if the focus is 

more on challenging the domination and alienation in terms of structural 

mechanism. 

To recap, the discussions based on Burrell and Morgan ' s  four paradigms support 

the view that MOC and systems perspectives are compatible and therefore may be 

connected. Approaches to processual and structural changes can be related to 

HST methods since they share functionalist assumptions, as does strong culture 

development. Approaches to cultural diversity can be related to SST s ince they 

belong to interpretive paradigm. Approaches to political change can be associated 

with emancipatory systems thinking in relation to radical paradigms. Their 

relationship can be summarised in Table 6 . 3 .  
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Table 6.3 Relationships between the Management of Change and Systems 

Thinking based on Burrell and Morgan 's  Four Paradigms 

Burrell and 
Morgan's Functionalist Interpretive Radical Radical 
Four humanist structuralist 
Paradigms 

Systems 
Perspectives HST SST Emancipatory systems 

thinking 

Four Processual , Cultural 
Approaches Structural, diversity Pol itical 

to Change and Strong management 
culture 

6.2.4 Conceptual Considerations and Connections based on the 

Focus Group 

In  chapter 5 ,  the findings from the focus group suggest that a s  far as organisations 

are concerned, MOC and systems thinking are compatible and thus may be 

connected. Hard systems thinking (HST) and approaches to processual and 

structural change may be connected since the focus is to optimise the design of the 

control and communication channels, to organise the hierarchy, so the whole 

organisation (system) can be more efficient and effective. Soft systems thinking 

(SST) and approaches  to cultural change can be associated, because their focus is 

on participation and mutual understanding, and people ' s  perceptions as ways of 

creating organisations (systems) . Emancipatory systems perspective can be 

related to political approaches since they focus on challenging and therefore 

freeing people from existing designs, values and beliefs (see Table 5 . 9 ) .  
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Habermas ' ( 1 a972) theory ofaKCI and Flood' s ( 1 995a, b) complementarist 

To conclude, MOC and systems thinking are seen to be compatible and therefore 

can be connected in terms of multiple theoretical frameworks, including 

framework, Habermas ' theory of three worlds ( 1 976, 1 984a, b), and Burrell and 

Morgan' s  ( 1 979) four paradigms . This is also supported by the focus group 

conducted in this research. 

Having discussed and confirmed the conceptual compatibility of MOC and 

systems thinking, it is now possible to discuss how the first systemic MOC 

framework may be further developed. 

6.3 Revised Systemic Framework for the Management of 

Change 

Having established that the compatibility between MOC and systems perspectives 

provides a sound conceptual foundation for developing a more informed and 

viable framework, this section discusses how the first systemic framework for 

MOC can be further revised in accordance with the relationships between MOC 

and systems perspectives ,  its functions and benefits, guidelines for using multiple 

methods and critical reflection. 

6.3 .1  Connecting MOC and Systems Thinking 

The previous discussions have suggested that in general systems perspectives may 

be connected with MOC in the following ways : HST with approaches to 

processual and structural change, SST with approaches to cultural change, and 

emancipatory systems thinking with approaches to political change. These can be 

expanded and highlighted in Table 6 .4, consisting of the four types of 

organisational change and three different systemic approaches :  HST, SST and 

emancipatory . 
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Table 6.4 A Systemic Framework for the Management of Change 

HST 

Efficient and 
Processual effective process 

design and change 

Efficient and 
effective design of 
vertical and 

Structural horizontal 
structure, decision 
systems, and 
human resources 
system 

Unitary or strong 
Cultural culture 

development 

Conflicts of 
different values 
and interests are 

Political removed or 
suppressed by 
legally accepted 
power 

SST 

Interpreting the 
ideas , beliefs and 
values 
underpinning the 
process design and 
change 

Interpreting the 
ideas, beliefs and 
values 
underpinning the 
structure design 
and change 

Appreciating and 
accommodating 
diverse ideas , 
values and beliefs 

Conflicts of 
different values 
and interests are 
balanced through 
various sources of 
power 

Emancipatory 

Challenging the 
ideas, beliefs and 
values underpinning 
the process to reveal 
who is 
disadvantaged 

Challenging the 
ideas , bel iefs and 
values underpinning 
the design of the 
organisation to 
reveal who is  
disadvantaged 

Challenge dominant 
ideas, values and 
beliefs to reveal who 
is disadvantaged 

Revealing coercive 
influences and 
effects, improving 
the positions of the 
disadvantaged 

Regarding processual change, the HST perspective can provide general principles 

for the effective and efficient design of organisational processes, complemented 

by MOC approaches  to processual change with specific suggestions such as 
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process reengineering and quality programmes. If  there are different views about 

values and beliefs underpinning different designs to accommodate a consensus. If 

there are disagreements where one view is dominating over others, emancipatory 

systems thinking may help reveal who benefits or is disadvantaged from the 

how to manage processual change, then SST perspective can help understand the 

design of the process. 

In terms of structural change, HST, together with MOC approaches to structural 

change, centre on the effective and efficient design of vertical and horizontal 

structures ,  decis ion systems, and human resources system. If there are diverse 

perspectives about the change, SST can help understand the values and beliefs and 

reach an agreement about the change. Emancipatory systems thinking can help 

reveal who benefits and who is disadvantaged by the designs, if there are 

conflicting views and one view is dominating over others . 

In terms of cultural change, HST might be useful to help develop a unitary or 

strong organisational culture under certain circumstances where consistency and 

organisation-wide consensus are vital for the survival of the organisation. 

However, this approach must be used with care (see section 2 . 5 ) .  SST combined 

with cultural diversity management can be useful in appreciating and 

accommodating diverse ideas, values and beliefs ,  thus helping develop a 

multicultural organisation .  However, if there are disagreements where one view is 

dominating over others, emancipatory systems thinking can be used to challenge 

the dominant culture and revealing who benefits or i s  disadvantaged by the 

dominant culture . 

As far as political change is concerned ,  HST and SST have little to offer. HST 

tends to remove or suppress  conflicts of different values and interests by ' legally' 

accepted authority, whi lst S ST accommodates and balances conflicts of different 

values and interests through various sources of power without challenging the 

status quo .  Emancipatory systems thinking augmented by MOC approaches to 
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political change, on the contrary, can be used to reveal coercive influences and 

effects, thus having the potential to improve the positions of the disadvantaged. 

Having explained the way systems thinking and MOC are connected with the 

systemic framework, the following section wil l  discuss what the benefits are of 

using such a systemic framework in managing organisational change . 

6.3.2 Possible Functions and Guidelines of Using the Revised 

Systemic Framework for the Management of Change 

Possible functions of this framework may include the ability to : ( 1 )  analyse and 

address  the key types of organisational change and their interactions, and finally 

(4) critique the decisions made . 

First of all , the four types of organisational change can be used to help 

practitioners in developing a hol istic view of organisational change . What types 

of organisational change are involved? What are the possible interactions 

between them? Is it possib le that the surfaced organisational change results in 

other types of organisational change as the change process proceeds? These 

questions among others will help get a better understanding of, and therefore a 

better chance of addressing, the problem situation. 

This analysis can help surface the key types of organisational change and their 

interactions, or the "dominant" and "dependent" types of organisational change. 

But before continuing, these concepts need further explanation to clarify their 

meanings in this  thesis. 

The terms "dominant" and "dependent" have their roots partly in the ideas 

developed from the focus group interviews as summarised previously, and partly 

in the work of Churchman ( 1 97 1 ,  1 979) and Gregory ( 1 996), Flood and Jackson 

( 1 99 1  b), and Jackson ( 1 997, 1 999) .  

understand the diversity in organisational change, (2) identify the key types of 

organisational change and their interactions, (3) design pertinent methods to 
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The influence from Churchman i s  his process of "dialectical debate". For 

Churchman, the social world is the creative construction of human beings 

according to different perspectives . Therefore, systems thinking needs to take into 

consideration different perceptions about systems, and this can be achieved 

through a process of dialectical debate. The prevailing worldview (thesis) should 

be unearthed and understood. Then this thesis should be challenged by an 

antithesis-a different worldview, giving rise to alternative proposals .  In the light 

of both worldviews, a synthesis could be produced, bringing about a richer picture 

of the problem situation. It is in line with Churchman' s  dialectical approach that 

the contrast between the dominant and the dependent will be employed in this 

thesis ,  thereby embedding critical reflection in the change process . In like 

manner, this is in consonant with Gregory 's ( 1e996) idea of juxtapositioning 

different or oppositional perspectives in terms of discordant pluralism. 

Another source is from Flood and Jackson ( 1 99 1  b, p5 l ) .  They use one dominant 

metaphor to highlight the main interest and concern about organisations, and to 

form the basis for a choice of  one dominant methodology. Dependent metaphors 

refer to other interests and concerns, and form the basis for a choice of dependent 

methodologies. Jackson ( 1 997 ,  1 999) argues that the relationship between one 

dominant methodology and dependent methodologies allows flexibi lity at the 

levels of both methodology and method. In Flood 's  recent work, he no longer 

uses dominant and dependent, but uses "key dimension (focus of attention)", "the 

most pressing issues, the core ones" ( 1 995) , or "core issues" and "the most 

pressing issues" ( 1 996a) to imply that more than one dominant issue is possible, 

and to form the basis for a choice of methodologies to address those issues .  

Jackson ( 1 997, 1 999) argues that though the dominant and dependent concepts 

have been somewhat neglected, they are useful ideas to operationalise systems 

perspectives. In thi s  study, the concepts of the dominant and dependent, and the 

contrast between them are seen to be of value. Nevertheless, the dominant will no 

longer mean just one type of organisational change, or one type of methodology. 

Proposing to find one dominant type of organisational change or methodology is 
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likely to encourage focusing attention to only one type of organisational change or 

methodology. This is self-denial of being more systemic. In this research, the 

argument is that the four types of organisational change are interrelated and 

interdependent, therefore all of them and their interactions should be addressed 

wherever the resources are available. Considering the fact that organisational 

resources are always limited then the distinction of the dominant and the 

dependent seems necessary, but this must be placed under critical examination. 

dependent can serve the purpose of dialectical debate, to emich and to challenge 

However, dominant and dependent will no longer be used for methodology or 

methods in this thesis . The reasons are as follows. Once the dominant types of 

organisational change are surfaced, they should reflect the main issues and 

interactions in organisational change . S ince they are interrelated, the approach or 

approaches to be applied wil l  have to address these interactions .  Therefore the 

mixed use of multiple methods will be necessary. Under such circumstances, the 

concepts of dominant and dependent do not seem to be pertinent : they suggest that 

methodologies can be related together, but mixing methods are not actually 

achieved (Midgley, 1 997a) .  Therefore, other pluralist perspectives that are able to 

guide the mixed use of methods are needed to support the management of 

diversity and interaction in organisational change. 

"The creative design of methods" (Midgley, 1 990, 1 997a) is seen to be one such 

pluralist perspective. This perspective views many problem s ituations as 

In short in this thesis, the dominant and dependent from now on will be used to 

refer to types of organisational change and their interactions . Dominant types 

mean they will be concentrated on more weightily as principal problems, whilst 

dependent types wi l l  be focused on less weighti ly, or used to reflect the alternative 

types of organisational change . This contrast between the dominant and the 

perceptions about organisational change .  And this debate should be a continuous 

process, since the dominant and dependent types may shift at different stages of 

organisational change. 
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sufficiently complex that a number of systemical ly interrelated questions are 

involved.  Each question may need to be dealt with by using a different method, 

or part of a method. S ince the questions are systemically interrelated, so the 

methods used to tackle them wil l  have to reflect this interdependence between 

questions through the process of the creative design of methods. What is 

important i s  that the finally designed method is 

. . .  different from the sum of its parts . It is not simply a matter of 
' stitching' other people ' s methods together in an additive fashion: a 
synthesis  is generated that allows each individual research question to 
be addressed as part of a whol e  systems of questions . 

(Midgley, 1 997a, p26 1 )  

It i s  seen that this perspective focuses on the interactions of issues and deals with 

them by  creatively mixing methods .  This is exactly what is needed in managing 

organisational change. Thus in l ine with this perspective pertinent methods will 

be designed to address the diversity and interactions in organisational change. 

Here methods can be either systems or MOC approaches, or whatever is seen to 

be pertinent. 

Once the dominant types of o rganisational change are determined, then relevant 

methods for each types of organisational change can b e  assessed and decided in 

terms of their strengths and weaknesses. For example, what existent approaches 

are suitable to tackle the surfaced types of organisational change? Are there any 

other alternatives? If the current approaches are not appropriate, does a new 

method have to be  created, and how? Once these are determined, the central task 

in the creative design of methods is how to mix these methods in a way that the 

interactions are addressed, whilst at the same time each dominant type of 

organisational change is managed as wel l .  

For example, if the dominant types of organisational change are about effective 

and efficient designs of process and structure based on a consensus view among 

participants, then HST perspectives and approaches to processual and structural 

changes may be needed at the same time . How to mix them together creatively 

wi l l  be key if the interactions between processual and structural changes are to be 
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managed effectively. Or if people have different ideas and values about the 

designs of process and structure, then the creative design of methods needs to mix 

other relevant approaches together. 

To successfully manage change situations where the diversity and interactions are 

surfaced, mixing methods creatively is central . This requires creativity and skill .  

I t  requires solving the inherent tensions between the theoretical assumptions of  

different methods carefully. Otherwise i t  is unlikely to  produce the "synthesis" 

desired . But precisely because it is more difficult than merely using a single 

approach, the mixed use of multiple methods is more l ikely to manage 

experience in managing this kind of diversity. 

Finally, how can we know that what to be done is systemic?  Ulrich ( 1 994, 1 996) 

argues for an endless undertaking of all the facts and values that could lead to 

alternative conceivable  options . What can be done is to critically reflect upon the 

shortcomings and sources of deception contained in a proposed solution, or in the 

definition of the problem. To achieve such a purpose, the systemic MOC 

framework developed can be used as a basis for critique. In addition to the 

ongoing contrast between dominant and dependent types of  organisational change, 

critical reflection can also be organised around the following four interrelated 

aspects (see section 5 . 5 ) :  

• Improvement . What is ( ought to be) done to bring about the most desired 

consequences through the intervention? 

• Boundary judgement. What are (ought to be) the boundaries of the system? 

Who is (ought to be) involved? What are (ought to be) the focus of critical 

reflection? 

• Participation. Who i s  ( ought to be) deciding what the system is? Who is 

( ought to be) deciding the dominant and the dependent types of change? Who 

organisational change effectively. The first step in this is to develop an awareness 

and understanding of the diversity and interactions in organisational change and 

the need to mix methods creatively, leading to accumulated learning and 
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is ( ought to be) involved in the creative design of methods? Who is ( ought to 

be) deciding the focus of critical reflection? 

• Methods. What are ( ought to be) the criteria for deciding dominant and 

By critique, decision-making wil l  be further facilitated and informed, and 

alternatives appreciated .  Thus decisions are less l ikely to be made by default 

based on a dominant way of understanding issues and tackling them. 

The previous discussions are deliberately separated for the purpose of explanation. 

Actually, they are interconnected and should be iterated along the process of 

organisational change. For instance, when distinguishing the dominant types of 

organisational change, people have to think about who wil l  be involved in, what 

approaches wil l  be pertinent and how these will be mixed together, etc . at the 

same time. And these analyses will be repeated during the process of 

organisational change, since it is likely that there are different dominant types of 

organisational change at different change stages .  

In summary, the key i dea of the systemic MOC framework is to help manage the 

diversity in organisational change and diversity in approaches to change . The 

framework is explicitly based on CST in general and diversity management in 

particular, and aims to help 

• Analyse and understand the diversity in organisational change, and the 

interaction between different types of organisational change. 

• Distinguish the dominant and dependent types of organisational change, their 

interactions, and contrast them to keep the assumptions entering MOC under 

constant examination. 

• Design methods creatively to address the diversity and interactions in 

organisational change systemically. 

dependent types of change? What are (ought to be) the criteria of the 

"synthesis" of the designed methods? What are (ought to be) the participation 

approaches? What are ( ought to be) the reflection methods? 
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• Critique improvement, systems boundaries, participation and methods, to 

facilitate and inform decision-making. 

So far, the systemic framework for MOC has been revised by clarifying and 

developing the relationships between MOC and systems thinking, explaining and 

defining the functions and benefits, and providing guidelines for the use of 

multiple methods and critical reflection. This leads to the conclusions . 

6.4 Conclusions 

The objective of this chapter-developing the first systemic framework for the 

management of change (MOC) has been achieved, leading to the following. 

First, the theoretical congruence between systems thinking and MOC is suggested 

by triangulating Habermas ' theories and Flood ' s  complementarist framework, 

Burrel l  and Morgan' s four paradigms, and the focus group conducted in this 

research. 

Second, systems thinking and MOC can be effectively connected: HST with 

approaches to change in processes and structures, SST with approaches to change 

in culture , and emancipatory systems thinking with approaches to change in 

politics; though the degree and extent to which they can be related may vary with 

each specific approaches .  However, to manage organisational change as a whole, 

CST helps give attention to all types of organisational change and their 

interactions, the multiple use of methods, and critical reflection. 

Third, the function and benefits that may be achieved by using the systemic MOC 

framework include : ( 1 )  to analyse and understand the diversity and the 

interactions in organisational change, (2) to distinguish and contrast the dominant 

and dependent types  of organisational change, (3) to design methods creatively, 

and finally (4) to critique improvement, systems boundaries, participation and 

methods, to facilitate and inform decision-making. 
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Fourth, the systemic MOC framework proposed is seen to provide a coherent 

theoretical structure by specifying and ordering the relationships between MOC 

and systems thinking, which may help understand and manage the diversity and 

interactions in MOC systemically . 

Finally, what can be learnt from testing this framework practically so that its 

usefulness can be improved? This is undertaken in chapter 7 through a case study. 



Chapter 7 Case Study Analysis 
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7 . 1  Introduction 

In chapter 6 a systemic framework for the management of change (MOC) has 

been suggested to help manage the diversity and interactions in organisational 

change. The aim of this chapter is to test and improve the systemic MOC 

framework by conducting a case study of the strategic changes at the University of 

Luton. 

To enhance the trustworthiness  of the findings from the case study, triangulation 

of data, method, and theory is to be realised, as presented in the following scale 

copy of Figure 4 .2 .  

Data Multiple Theoretical 
Sources . Methods Perspectives 

• Primary • Historical • Systems 
• Secondary analysis perspectives 

• Case study • TheoMOC 
theories 

Copy of Figure 4. 2 Triangulation of Theory, Data and Method 
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Data i s  to b e  triangulated through collecting information from sources such as 

documents and interviews. Method triangulation is to be realised through using 

historical analysis and case study together, covering main change events happened 

at the Luton University from 1 987 to the present. Finally, MOC and systems 

perspective will be employed to interpret the change issues, with the purpose of 

developing a fuller understanding by contrasting interpretations based on different 

perspectives. 

wil l  be discussed in terms of time, and the involved and the affected. In what 

follows a historical analysis helps with understanding the background and 

This chapter begins by outlining the case study method, which i s  based on the 

systemic MOC framework developed in chapter 6 .  Then the boundary of the case 

consequences of strategic changes that have happened at the University of Luton, 

providing the context and environment of the organisation. The main findings 

from the case are then summarised to develop an understanding of what had really 

happened at the University of Luton, from which an empirical pattern wil l  be 

distilled and contrasted with a theoretical pattern derived from the systemic MOC 

framework. The actual practice is compared with what might have happened had 

the systemic MOC framework been employed in terms of the four systemic 

criteria suggested in chapter 5. This will help develop a deeper understanding of 

managing the diversity in organisational change and improve the systemic MOC 

framework. 

7.2 Case Study Method 

As designed in chapter 4 ,  together with a historical analysis, this case study 

MOC framework had been used) . The former will be distilled from various 

sources of information, whilst the latter will be assessed through the application of 

the following four stages derived from the systemic MOC framework (Table 6 .4). 

method is mainly based on comparing an empirical pattern (what happened in 

practice) with a theoretical pattern (what might have happened if the systemic 
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7.3 Boundary Considerations 

Chapter 7 :  Case S tudy Analysis 

Stage 1 :  develop an understanding of the diversity and interaction in 

organisational change at Luton University, in terms of the four

dimensional view of organisational change. 
Stage 2: distingui sh and contrast the dominant and dependent types of 

organisational change. 
Stage 3: design methods creatively to address the diversity and interactions in 

organisational change systemically. 

Stage 4 :  critique the process of decision-making in terms of improvement, 

boundary judgement, methods, and participation. 

B y  matching the empirical and theoretical patterns, insights about MOC and 

improving the systemic MOC framework may be obtained. Gathering 

infom1ation in this case is mainly based on review of documentation and semi

structured interview (Appendix C) with members in the organisation. 1 4  

members of Luton University were interviewed, including 1 pro-vice chancellor, 4 

departmental heads, and 9 non-managerial staff. Except for the pro-vice 

chancel lor, other interviewees were academics. Documentation reviewed 

included VC's  (vice chancellor) Annual Briefings, University Policies and 

Procedures, newspaper articles about the University of Luton, published research 

papers and books about the changes of the University of Luton, and other 
arch ives. 

To begin with, boundary of the system of concern needs to be determined, through 
those involved in, and the affected by it . 

Although time has not hitherio been identified as an important factor in the 

l i terature on boundary judgement, it is deemed important here because a relatively 
hmg period is necessary to understand the processes that have led up to the 
organi sation ' s  present conditions (Pettigrew, 1 98 5 ;  Gummesson, 1 99 1 ) . 

Hmvevcr, the story of change does not have a clear beginning or end in terms of 

its ckvelopmcnt This means an organisation is continuing to change in both 
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anticipated and unanticipated ways (Giddens, 1 979; Gregory, 1 996) .  The events 

happening recently at the University of Luton are certainly of interest and 

ongoing, and can be understood as continuation of the past events, which may be 

traced back to 1 987 when the institution began to establish itself as a university. 

Determining those involved and affected is  also an important judgement. The 

involved may be those who have the benefits, the say, the know-how, whilst the 

affected may be those who have the costs and side-effects (Ulrich, 1 996). 

Generally speaking, a view is taken that the former tends to include the higher 

management teaJn, whi lst the latter tends to include those other than higher 

management , such as administrative staff, academic staff and students. Using 

Ulrich ' s  terms, this mainly refers to the "is" mode, whilst the "ought" mode wi ll 

be discussed later in thi s  chapter. Furthermore, the involved and affected may 

change over time . For instance, the purpose of change may be different before 

and after the establishment of the University. The decision-maker of this 

organisation was once the local education authority but not anymore . The change 

of key members in the higher management team can be another example. These 

al l add to the complexity of making boundary judgements . 

In the following section,  a historical analysis is first undertaken to give a 

background and context to the case . 

7.4 Historical Analysis of Strategic Changes at the 

University of Luton 

The purpose of a historical analysis i s  to understand the organisation ' s  yesterday 

and today over a fairly long period of time. This may help connect what had 

happened before the establishment of the University of Luton with more recent 

e·✓ents .  The organisation' s 'yesterday ' is a precursor to appreciating the 

organisation' s ' today and tomorrow' . Without such an insight into the 

organisation ' s  behaviour over a fairly long period of time, i . e . ,  the processes that 

have led up to the organisation ' s  present condition, it wil l  be impossible to 

understand the actual state of the organisation (Pettigrew, 1 985 ; Gummesson, 

1 99 1 ) , or examine the framework developed in this study. 



2 1 8  Chapter 7 :  Case Study Analysis 

7.4.1 Gaining the Title of University 

for school-leavers in the l 8 90s ,  through the Modern School ,  the 
Technical Institute and the Technical College to the Luton College of 
Technology, Col lege of Higher Education and finally, in 1 993 , to the 
University of  Luton, this evolution has not been merely a cosmetic 
changing of names . It demonstrates a gradual raising of educational 
standards to meet the changing needs of young people and the local 
industries and businesses that employ them. 

(Whitbread, 1 994, pix) 

However, April 1 987  was significant since it marked the beginning of a six-year 

process for Luton Col lege of Higher Education (LCHE) towards designation as 

the University of Luton. This was the result of a government White Paper entitled 

Higher Education-A Framework for Expansion, proposing that the polytechnics 

and colleges of high education should be freed from local authority control and 

established as independent higher education corporations. A founding body, the 

Polytechnics and Col leges Funding Council (PCFC), was established to oversee 

the new sector (Wood, 1 994a) . 

In April 1 9 89,  LCHE was removed from local education authority contro l (that is ,  

Bedfordshire County Counci l ) ,  and became an independent member of the PCFC 

sector. The next objective was to gain the title of polytechnic in three years . At 

that time, LCHE mainly committed to vocationally directed education, with a 

narrow range of subjects . There were fewer than 900 full-time/sandwich HE 

students, among which there were fewer than 3 00 full-time students, all following 

a single degree in sc ience. LCHE had no accreditation for taught courses from the 

Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA) (Wood, 1 9946; John, 1 994) . 

In 1 990,  it became clear that the criteria for designation as a polytechnic were 

(Wood, 1 994b) : 

The most important change in the institution' s history was the establishment of 

the University of Luton,  but the origin of the institution could trace back to the 

late nineteen century. 

Starting with the establishment of commercial and technical classes 
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• A minimum of 4000 full time/sandwich HE students, to include at least 3000 

on undergraduate/postgraduate courses; 

grouping specified by the PCFC; and 

• CNAA accreditation for taught courses . 

It was clear that a significant gap to be bridged if LCHE was to become a 

polytechnic . As Wood ( 1 9946) observed, achieving any one of these would have 

been a formidable task, dealing with all seemed to demand the impossible. 

chance of becoming a polytechnic lost . 

In December 1991, the Government announced forthcoming dissolution of the 

binary line of university and polytechnic. All polytechnics could request a change 

of title to university the following year. Simultaneously, the CNAA would be 

closed down and the new universities would be empowered to award their own 

teaching and research degrees. No new polytechnics would be created, and the 

designation would effectively die as the existing institutions were renamed. 

However, the government allowed HE colleges meeting certain criteria to request 

a change of title to university . The criteria were (Wood, 1994b) : 

• Powers granted by the Privy Council to award its own taught and research 

degrees; 

• 4000 full time equivalent (FIE) HE students, with 3000 of these on 

• 1500 part-time HE students; 

• 300 full-time HE students in each of at least five of nine designated subject 

Neve1iheless, LCHE was determined to do so . And by autumn 1992, it did meet 

all the requirement of becoming a polytechnic . However, simultaneously the 

undergraduate/postgraduate courses 

• 300 FTE students in each of at least five of nine programme areas designated 

by the funding council at that time. 

Just one imp01iant difference from what had already been achieved in LCHE: the 

need to hold power to award research degrees. And this was gained in April 1 993. 
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Finally, on 14 July 1 993 , the University of Luton was established (Wood, 1 994b) . 

Over subsequent years, growth, especially in the number of students, was 

significant (Table 7 . 1  ) .  

Table 7 . 1  The Growth in  Staffing, 1 988-1994 

Staffing 1988- 1989- 1990- 1991- 1992- 1993-
Categories 1989 1 990 1991 1992 1 993 1994 

Total staff 529 624 7 1 1 825 1 007 

Teaching 
staff 

259  279 348 3 62 474 

FTE students 3200 4200 5300 6000 8000 9500 

Student-
teaching staff 1 2 :  1 1 3 : 1  1 5 :  1 1 6 . 5 : 1 1 8 : 1 20 : 1 

ratio 

Source: John (I 994) 

The change from LCHE to the University of Luton had given rise to fundamental 

change inside the organisation a.nd its interaction with its environment .  In terms 

of the processual dimension, for instance, the committees were reduced to 

This was not only a processual change; it also had structural implication. 

essentials whilst comprehensive performance indicators were introduced (John, 

1 994). The course-based programmes of study began to change into modular

based programmes of study in 1 99 1  - 1 992 (John, 1 994) . The former was located 

within a faculty whilst the latter were cross-faculty . Under the modular scheme, 

faculties offer fields of study consisting of a number of modules. Thus a student 

may build  a study programme choosing modules from anywhere in the University . 
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Fields have replaced courses, but schools, faculties, fields, and 
programmes of study may conflict. In effect, the old course structure 
was easily managed, but the matrix structure of courses (modules) 
crossing faculty and departmental boundaries requires a different and 
often quite difficult process of decision making. 

(Clarke and Lehaney, 1 995 , p3 9) 

For LCHE, becoming a university, "the creation of a flatter, simpler and highly 

delegated management structure" was one of the key factors (John, 1 994). As a 

result, this was a continuous adjustment. For instance, in 1 9 89 ,  there were four 

faculties, in 1 990 five, and then around 1 992 six, as shown in Figure 7 . 1 to 7 . 3 .  

FaGulty 
1 9 89 

Applied 
Sciences 

Constn:tction 

:Business 

Engineering 

Figure 7. 1 Organisational Chart 1989 

Faculty 
1 9 8 9-90 

Applied 
Sciences 

· Managemex1t 
Centre 

Built 

Engineering 

Figure 7.2 Organisational Chart 1989-90 
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Another example of structural change had been in the human resources 

management. Previously, LCHE had been committed to vocational education 

with l ittle emphasis on research activity . Thus research ability was not a major 

consideration in staff selection, promotion and development. Under the new 

human resources management system, however, "primacy was attached to course 

design, delivery and management on the one hand, and to research, consultancy, 

Figure 7.3 Organisational Chart 1 990-93 

scholarship and professional practice on the other" (John, 1 994). 

This  change in human resource management also coincided with the emergence of 

a cultural change, which influenced perceptions and behaviour in terms of what 

constituted being an academic. However, culture is not so easy to change 

(Strebel, 1 996) . People need to understand how new behaviour, approaches and 

attitudes will help improve performance; and it takes time for these to be 

incorporated into social norms and shared values (Kotter, 1 995) (This view is also 

supported by the empirical investigations detailed in chapter 5). At LCHE, in 

addition to communication and training, processual and structural approaches 

were also employed to help cultural change. 

To sustain thi s  culture shift, responsibility for the development of 
individuals-and particular for the encouragement of research, 
consultancy and scholarship-was vested in line managers . 

(John, 1 994, p78) 
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Based on annual review, their performance and salary had been related. A similar 

annual review scheme of  career development for all other staff was introduced 

without salary implications .  Research studentships were established; professors, 

readers and researchers appointed; research achievement and potential were given 

even greater prominence in making academic appointments (John, 1 994) . 

Another aspect of cultural change was the 'Quality Network' introduced in 1 99 1 ,  

which emphasised the importance of honesty, trust, respect, empowerment, 

consultation and teamwork, thereby seeking to provide a set of beliefs and values .  

The political activities before April 1 9 89 were highlighted by LCHE' s 

independence from the Bedfordshire County Council .  According to Wood 

( 1 994a), independence meant opportunity and development for LCHE; however, 

this was seen as a move towards dismantling local authority influence. 

Relationships became "heated and bitter" with oppositional exchanges . The 

outcome was political activity, using various sources of power for or against 

independence .  The influences were far-reaching. 

They forced us to concentrate nearly two years of management time 
on fighting the campaign for our freedom . . .  Over four years later, 
when Luton College of Higher Education became the University of 
Luton, we were stil l  experiencing the adverse effects of inadequate 
preparation. 

(Wood, 1 994a,ap62) 

In summary, this section has described the background and context of the 

changing process of establishing University of Luton. Fundamentally, it may be 

concluded that the main changes that differentiated a university from a higher 

education institution were the following interrelated aspects . First, it was a 

moving from vocational-oriented education towards a full degree level teaching, 

including masters and doctoral courses . Second, it was progressing from 

performing l ittle research activity towards emphasising accomplishing a wide 

range of research activities . And third, it was moving from having few 

commercial contacts towards networking widely with industry and commercial 

community. These changes had fundamentally distinguished the University of 

Luton from being a HE education institution. And these changes, especially the 
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changes associated with research and commercial activities, have been ongoing, 

interacting, shaping the context and influencing the outcomes of strategic change 

in the University. 

7.4.2 Main  Changes after the Establishment of the University 

The main changes after the establ ishment of the University may be characterised 

by its s ignificant growth (students number increased from 9500 FTE in 1 993 - 1 994 

to more than 1 5 000 by 1 999), increasing research, and commercial activities . 

Concurrently, these diverse activities have been accompanied by ongoing 

processual, structural and cultural changes. 

Processual change has been ongoing for example in its personnel systems, 

regulations and processes, quality assurance systems and financial systems,  which 

were largely not in place when the organisation was independent from local 

education authority . All those need very long time to establish and to function 

properly as a whole. For instance, one of the main processual changes identified 

has been the continuous development of the modular scheme . It is important in 

terms of rational i sing provision but stil l needs to be improved. The main issues 

include the following. Too many modules are being taught ; the intended wide 

choice is restricted by timetable clashes ;  the difficulties associated with fifteen 

week semesters replacing thirty week years . 

Perceptions about the modular scheme are different. For some, it was clearly 

defined and reasonably successful , whilst for others it was very poorly defined 

especially in terms of meeting external customers ' needs , and in need of further 

improvement . The perception about this change is a mixture. 

The key structural change may include the restructuring of the University . 

Around 1 997, the University was restructured as a result of a financial review. 

Consequently, about one hundred staff were lost through a mixture of early 

retirements, voluntary redundancy and compulsory redundancy .  Faculties and 
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departments were merged (for instance the merging of the Faculty of Management 

and the Business  School) . 

Based on the results of interviews within the University, this restructuring of the 

University caused uneasiness in the short term, and has influenced perceptions 

ahout the organisation. On the one hand, academic staff, especially those who 

have not participated very much in research and commercial activities, began to 

rea l i se the importance of developing their research and commercial abilities. This 

might help the formation of a research culture in this organisation. On the other 

hand, there has been a sense of insecurity at the personal l evel . Under such 

ci rcumstances,  people tended to seek security doing their jobs, to be reluctant to 

take on something outside of the defined area of responsibi lity. This can be a 

barrier to change and to move forward . 

Another structural change has been in human resources management system, 

espec ial ly recruiting policy. The emphasi s  has now been more on research, as far 

as promotion to a senior position and recruiting new academic staff are concerned. 

In addit ion to developing careers mainly in teaching or management, doing 

research and undertaking commercial activities have opened up new 

opportunities . 

People have diverse perceptions about the structural changes. Some think that 

these changes were relatively clearly defined and successful in terms of survival 

and development. For some, these changes were solutions to problems; they were 

not considered purposefully as desirable actions . 

F inal ly,  there has been change in organisational culture .  To become a university 

sat isfying Government criteria was one thing . To change behaviours is another. 

Culture is not so easy to change (Strebel , 1 996) (This view is also supported by 

the empirical investigations detailed in chapter 5) .  For instance, there is still an 

i ssut o f  recogni sing what a university i s  and does. Some staff are still arguing for 

a teaching university, very much a sense that the University is a vocationally 
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oriented teaching organisation, and research and commercial activities are 

peripheral to the core activity . Nevertheless, a cultural change is emerging and 

other professional practice. 

However, perceptions about cultural change has been diverse .  A view is  taken 

that there was no change in the culture immediately after the University was 

establ ished in 1 993 . The way people used to do things did not change much. 

Those who were doing research, did not change anyway; they are stil l  doing it. 

Most of those who did not do research, stil l  do not. This might partly have 

something to do with the fact that this organisation used to be a vocational 

education establishment. A number of staff were recruited and promoted in the 

past. Most of them were and are good teachers . It can be argued that they are 

supposed to be motivated to do research because the goal of the higher education 

is now research for every academic. But this is not agreed with by every 

academic, though most of those academic staff who do not do any research wil l  

real ise that they are limited in terms of promotion and career development . 

Nevertheless, the culture has started to change, though perhaps it is a very slow 

process .  The importance of doing research of good quality, and publishing, is 

being real ised, and the system encourages and allows people to do so. For 

instance, the Research A or Research B designations allow less teaching and more 

research, whilst at the same time organising the teaching process better and 

reducing the number of small classes .  There is currently an associate dean in 

commercial affairs , an associate dean in business, and an associate dean in 

research. 

Another issue rais ed is that the research culture tends to be developed through a 

buy-in process. Whenever new academic staff are required, those with research 

potential or a good research profile wil l  be recruited, such as researchers ,  readers 

and professors . In contrast, there is stil l  a considerable body of staff who do not 

participate in research in the university level . Nevertheless, it seems that the 

can be characterised by a movement from mainly focusing on teaching to 

emphasising a range of activities including teaching, research, consultancy and 
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development of existing staff in terms of research needs more attention. A final 

issue is about whether the development of a research culture is defined from 

above or it emerges over time. On the one hand, there is evidence that the 

University is promoting such a change. On the other hand, it is seen in many 

cases that the change emerges over time ; it is something done because the staff 

thinks it is sensible to do so. Whatever is the case, the important thing is that the 

culture is changing. And it is not something to be done overnight. It takes time to 

personify the new culture into social norms and shared values (Kotter, 1 995) .  

Those are some of the main changes that happened, or have been ongoing. Based 

on these main changes, the following empirical pattern can be derived . 

7.4.3 The Empirical Pattern 

There can be little doubt that the establishment of the University of Luton from 

the former Luton College of Higher Education (LCHE) was a planned change 

internally, whilst the b iggest first external trigger for thi s  change was Government 

action. By 1 992, the government criteria for the designation of a university were 

clearly defined in terms of power to award taught and research degrees and at 

least 4,000 full-time equivalent HE students across a number of programme areas . 

Therefore for LCHE the position at that time, the future position, and what needed 

to be done to bridge the gap was all very clear. This resulted in the change 

characterised by a top-down and well planned approach. Thus in terms of the 

obj ective of becoming a university, it was successful . The biggest change was 

moving from vocational-oriented education towards full degree level teaching, 

accompanied with a huge expansion in terms of student numbers . Concurrently, a 

move towards emphasising research and commercial activities had been 

emergmg. 

Consequently, the university designation meant becoming more multi

dimensional . The aims of the strategic change have been more varied than it had 

been before 1 993 . It might be argued that the University is sti l l in a process of 

developing and defining its obj ectives and strategic position in terms of its 
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provision since then. Therefore, it might be the case that the main changes 

identified after 1 993 might be seen as emergent rather than well planned. For 

example, the downsizing of the organisation was a major change, but it was not 

planned purposefully. It was actually a solution to a financial problem. 

Regarding commercial activity, a view is taken that it is not an overall general 

strategy together with long-term obj ectives . It is very much emergent and 

happened gradual ly. And regarding the development of a research culture, a view 

is taken that this emerges from the bottom rather than from the above . Though it 

is evident that top management has made an effort to nurture a research culture , 

again it i s  seen as driven by government and market forces. Another view is that 

the organisation has been doing everything a university i s  supposed to do such as 

teaching, research and commercial activity . Thus the changes are more or less 

managed through ad hoe approaches ;  the structures, systems and processes of the 

organisation have not been thought through in a very systematic fashion. These 

mixed perceptions might indicate that "better mission specification" (VC ' s  

Annual Briefing 1 999) or "strategic positioning" (VC ' s  Briefing 1 6, 2000) of the 

organisation is yet to be further clarified and understood by everybody .  

Retrospectively, a view derived from the interviewees suggests that something 

might have been done differently to improve the way these changes had been 

managed. One example is the people dimension. Under situations such as 

downsizing the organisation, the drive for change was survival . Under other 

situations, a view is taken that the University really should have considered the 

users and customers in more depth. For instance, one interviewee thinks that the 

modular scheme was a classic example  of imposition of apparently good ideas and 

intentions without thinking through the implications for the staff and students, 

hence too great a focus on how the organisation needed to change, but not enough 

focus on how the organisation would get people ' s commitment . In addition, it is 

realised that the management of change should have been balanced in terms of the 

cost-efficiency and the soft, subj ective considerations . Changes in terms of 

measurable criteria were more successfully managed, whilst managing people was 

less successfully carried out. 
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These are primarily the understandings drawn from the historical analysis, review 

of documentation and in-depth interviews with members in the University, aimed 

at providing a description of what has really happened-the "pragmatic reality." 

In the following section the case will be reinterpreted by using the systemic MOC 

framework. 

7.5 The Case Interpreted through the Systemic 

ideals ."  This section will follow the procedure summarised in section 7 .2 .  

Firstly, i t  will provide a four-dimensional view of the change in the case. Then it 

will distinguish and contrast the dominant and dependent types of organisational 

change. This will further lead to the design of methods to address these change .� 

problems. Finally, it will critique the process of decision making in terms of 

improvement, boundary judgement, methods, and participants . 

7.5. 1 A Four-dimensional View 

A four-dimensional view of  organisational change is provided subsequently in 

terms of processual, structural, cultural and political changes . But to start with, a 

description of  the general context of the case will provide the necessary basis of 

developing such an understanding. 

Before designation as a University, the strategic obj ective for the organisation was 

very clear: independence from the local authority and becoming firstly a 

polytechnic and then a university. The criteria for achieving these strategic 

obj ectives had been clearly defined by the Government. For instance, a minimum 

of 4000 full time/sandwich HE students was required to satisfy the criteria for 

polytechnic status. Under such circumstances, the overwhelming change required 

of the organisation was to expand rapidly, s ince it had fewer than 900 full-

Framework for the Management of Change 

The purpose of this section i s  to provide the author ' s  interpretation of this case 

based on the systemic framework for the management of change (MOC), aiming 

at developing an .understanding of what might have happened-the "theoretical 
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time/sandwich HE students at LCHE in 1 989 .  Consequently, the maj or changes 

required for university designation were planned changes ,  with the purpose of 

meeting the criteria defined by Government. After university designation, the 

strategic obj ectives for the organisation were more varied than before . Actually it 

has been becoming more and more multi-dimensional in terms of providing a full 

degree level teaching, accomplishing a wide range of research activities, and 

networking widely with industry and commerce . It is evident that the University 

is still in a process of developing and further clarifying its mission and strategic 

positioning in a highly competitive HE market. Those are the contexts on which a 

four-dimensional view pf organisational change is to be based, in which several 

maj or changes will be studied to show how different perspectives might deepen 

the understandings of change management. 

Had the systemic MOC framework been used, the processual change from course

based programmes of study into modular-based programmes of study might have 

had the following implications . Firstly, this change would have affected different 

groups of people ,  for instance, the academic staff teaching those modules, the 

administrative staff supporting teaching those modules ,  and the customers

students studying those  modules. Under such circumstances, all the affected, not 

only the management, should have been involved. The student ' s views about 

their needs should have been investigated, since modules are designed to meet 

their needs .  The opinions of academic and administrative staff about how best to 

contrast, the modular scheme runs across faculty boundaries, characterised by 

process integration. Thus a change in co-ordination of the relationships between 

faculties would have been needed. Furthermore, the introduction of a modular 

scheme might have needed a change in people ' s  behaviour in terms of cross

boundary co-operation, and new knowledge and skil ls would have been needed. 

organise and administrate these modules would have provided better chances of 

delivering the modules  to the students .  A systemic view would have understood 

this processual change as having interactions with other organisational 

dimensions . For instance ,  the course-based programmes of study were located 

within a faculty, and were clearly defined in terms of what had to be studied . In 
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Therefore, communication and training might have been necessary to successfully 

run the modular scheme. It might be argued that change into a modular scheme 

should have been looked at as a change involving multiple dimensions and 

interactions . 

Had the systemic MOC framework been used, the restructuring of the University 

around 1 997 ,  which resulted in about one hundred j ob losses, might have been 

understood differently .  Firstly ,  there might have been a question of who should 

have been involved, the higher management, or all the affected? From the 

management ' s  point of view, it might have been defensible that the restructuring 

would have had to be done for the survival of the organisation. Thus those made 

redundant would not have been considered to belong to the system-the 

University. Their interests and perspectives were truly marginalised in Midgley' s 

( 1 992b) terms. But if they should have been considered as part of this system, 

then the management ' s  boundary judgement might have been different, and the 

decision of restructuring might have been inadequate. Secondly, restructuring 

might have led to a consequence that the remaining workforce might have felt 

fearful, cynical, alienated and powerless (Taylor, 1 998) .  This could have been a 

barrier to change and to the University moving forward, having cultural and 

political implications in addition to structural change .  

Regarding cultural change from a systemic perspective, moving towards a culture 

emphasising teaching ,  research and consultancy might have needed to consider at 

least the following issues. Firstly, whose views should have been considered: the 

might be argued that all the affected should have been included. Secondly, would 

this cultural change have been understood as a transformation widely supported 

by the involved and the affected, or with conflicting opinions? If the latter, would 

some opinions dominate whilst some other' s remain largely neglected? Thirdly, if 

this cultural change was desirable and to be promoted as a new set of norms for 

the behaviour of academic staff, then what organisational change in other 

views of management or the views of academic staff? And if this change impacts 

students, are their views relevant? Based on the systemic MOC framework, it 
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dimensions was necessary to enhance such a change? For instance, should the 

University have changed the human resource system in view of selection and 

promotion? Should more academic staff with good research profiles have been 

recruited, or should a training programme have been provided in terms of helping 

staff develop and update their skills and knowledge in research and consultancy? 

Based on the systemic framework, this cultural change would have interacted with 

other organisational dimensions. 

In terms of political change, the most notable event might have been the 

organisation ' s independence from the local authority-Bedfordshire County 

Counci l .  From the former ' s  point of view, independence would have meant 

opportunity and development for LCHE (Wood, 1 994a), therefore LCHE 

management seemed determined to do whatever it took to achieve this . However, 

from the latter' s  perspective, this would have been a move towards dismantling 

the local counci l ' s  influence, and should have been stopped by any means . Their 

views and interests had been so radically different. It would probably have been 

impossible to accommodate the two positions. Under such c ircumstances, various 

sources of power would have been the means whereby the former would have 

striven for the achievement of independence, whilst the latter the retention of 

control .  This would have resulted in painful outcomes (Morgan, 1 997) . Actually, 

this had been a two-year struggle, characterised by conflict which was "heated and 

bitter" (Wood, 1 994a) . And this had serious implication even after four years 

when LCHE became the University of Luton, with still adverse effects of 

inadequate preparation (Wood, 1 994a) .  Having understood the serious 

consequences, a systemic perspective might have aimed at achieving the 

independence whilst at the same time minimising the undesired adverse effects . 

Final ly, it must be emphasised that the previous analysis would indicate that 

different types of  change would have been interrelated rather than isolated . For 

instance, the modular scheme could have been a change not only in process across 

functional boundaries ,  but also in structure in terms of matrix structure decision

making and in culture in terms of new set of behavioural norms. The restructuring 
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of the University could have had cultural and political implications . And change 

in culture could have resulted in change in human resource management in view 

of emphasising research and consultancy . And all these changes might have been 

managed better if the higher management had not concentrated only on fighting 

for independence. 

Having developed a general understanding of different types of organisational 

change and interactions, the following section wil l  identify the most important 

types of organisational change and interactions between them, based on which 

organisational resources could have been better channelled. 

7.5.3 Dominant and Dependent Types of Organisational Change 

From 1 987 to 1 9 89  at LCHE, the most important change had been the LCHE's  

independence from the local authority . However, there might have been questions 

about whose views should have been taken into consideration, and whether or not 

there would have been other key issues to be addressed as well .  Based on the 

systemic MOC framework, this change would have affected, to various degrees ,  

almost al l  the people within LCHE, therefore opinions from all ,  the management, 

the academic and administrative staff, and the students , should have been 

inc luded. If al l had been involved effectively, then the major issues to be 

instance, if the independence had been preparing LCHE for becoming a 

polytechnic, then what should LCHE have done at that time? At least 

improvement in teaching and research might have been another major issue to be 

dealt with. Furthermore, what might have been the implications of this 

independence? Would some of the ways of do ing things have been changed? 

Would the organisation have been organised differently than it had been? Under 

such circumstances, LCHE' s independence should not have been an isolated 

change and should not have dominated to the extent that everything else was 

largely neglected. It might be argued that if the interactions of different types of 

change had been taken into consideration and dealt with systemically, serious 

adverse effects of "inadequate preparation" might have been minimised and 
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would not have been intensely felt four years later when the University was 

established (Wood, 1 994a) . 

From 1 989 to 1 993 ,  the strategic obj ective of the organisation had been very clear: 

to meet the criteria defined by the government for the incorporation of a 

polytechnic and a university. The maj or changes required had been to expand in 

terms of student numbers and in terms of providing a full level of degree courses 

and a movement towards developing a research culture in view of bidding for the 

power to award research degrees .  Other changes had perhaps been the modular 

scheme and structural adjustment . The achievement of these objectives could 

have been seen as improving the status and image of the organisation and 

providing excellent opportunities for further development. Therefore, it could 

have been assumed that all organisational members would have supported these 

changes .  Nevertheless, whether or not this could have been the case should not 

After the incorporation of the University in 1 993 , an assessment of the dominant 

and dependent types of organisational change would not have been as clear as 

before . Becoming a university would have meant, to a large extent, providing a 

full level of degree courses and a variety of scholarly activities such as research 

and consultancy. However, s ince it would not have been practical to be excellent 

at everything within the limited resources, then what should have been the major 

issues to be concentrated on? For instance, should the university have been 

positioning itself to focus on serving the needs of the local, the national or the 

international? Should the University have established itself in the fields of 

Business Studies, Computer Science, Humanities, or something else? To decide 

these strategic obj ectives would not have been an easy task, but a systemic 

approach would have opened up the debate and helped better understand the 

problem situation by involving al l the people affected. Furthermore, the systemic 

have been taken for granted. From a systemic perspective, participation would 

have provided employees with the opportunity of contributing to the development 

and attainment of strategic obj ectives. 

MOC framework would have been useful to help decide what might have been the 
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strategic obj ectives from a different angle .  For instance, what should have been 

the most efficient processes in tenns of supporting activities such as teaching and 

research? How could the University have been better organised in terms of 

horizontal and vertical structures, decision systems, and human resource systems? 

Or it might have been argued that developing a research culture should have been 

one of the dominant changes . The assumptions could have been that universities 

would be supposed to provide high quality research and consultancy, in addition 

to high quality teaching, to satisfy market needs. Another very important 

motivator might have been the image and funding in view of the outcomes in the 

Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). Furthermore, these changes should have 

been perceived as interrelated. For instance, changes in human resource 

management in terms of selection and promotion might have had a significant 

impact on cultural change, since a consistent set of performance measures might 

have encouraged the required change in behaviour. Other changes such the 

modular scheme and structural change might have been dependent, but they might 

this could have caused to employee morale, organisational image and culture, 

another immediate and related maj or issue could have been how to minimise the 

negative damage and re-motivate employees . Thus different types of 

organisational change should have been perceived as interrelated rather than 

isolated. Nevertheless, what should have been the strategic objectives would have 

been dependent on the understandings of the people involved and affected. And 

the perspectives from different groups of people in the organisation might have 

been diverse, rather than obviously unitary or totally oppositional . 

l L  might be concluded that the systemic MOC framework would have been useful 

have changed into dominant positions later in the process of change. For instance, 

the restructuring of the University in 1 997, which resulted in about one hundred 

j ob losses, had become one maj or issue over the years. Considering the damage 

in helping understand the dominant and dependent types of organisational change 

and their interactions in terms of processual , structural , cultural and political 

changes over time. Fundamental ly, since these changes had been understood as 

interrelated rather than isolated, designing methods to deal with the 
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interrelatedness of various types of  organisational change over time would have 

been critical for the successful management of change .  

7.5.4 Designing Methods to Address the Interactions of 

Organisational Change 

Having determined the dominant and dependent types of organisational change 

and their interactions over time, what might have been the most appropriate 

methods to better manage these changes in different historical periods? From 

1 987 to 1 989 ,  the most important changes could have been the LCHE' s 

independence from the local education authority and the improvement in teaching 

and research. Since the independence would have been mainly a political change 

with different parties striving for different goals that would have been impossible 

to accommodate, emancipatory systems thinking rather than HST and SST would 

characterised by "heated and bitter", "ranting and raving" exchanges (Wood, 

have been more pertinent to address this particular problem situation. It might 

have been the case that addressing largely incompatible ends would have been 

1 994a) , demanding management time and effort, however, political activities 

should not have dominated to such an extent that all other major activities were 

largely neglected. To prepare for becoming a polytechnic, improvement in 

teaching and research should also have been addressed, and this might have had 

processual, structural and cultural implications . If this had been what most of the 

organisational members wanted, then HST might have been able to guide the 

improvement in teaching and research. Therefore, HST and emancipatory 

systems thinking, political, processual and structural approaches should have been 

used together to address the dominant types of organisational change and their 

interactions . To concentrate on all key issues would have addressed those 

changes more systemical ly .  

From 1 989 to 1 993 ,  the strategic obj ective of the organisation had been very clear: 

to meet the criteria defined for the incorporation of firstly a polytechnic and then a 

university. The dominant types of change would have focused on expanding in 

terms of student numbers , providing a full level of degree courses, and developing 
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a research culture. These could have been widely supported by  organisational 

members because they would have presumably been perceived as beneficial to all 

rather than only some groups of people. Political change would have been the 

least relevant here, and the efficient and effective design of processes and 

structural changes would have been the main issues to be addressed. At the same 

changed. 

Since the incorporation of the University , one of the dominant types of 

organisational change could have been the development of a research culture. 

However, people' s views about this cultural change would have been neither 

unitary nor totally conflicting. On the contrary ,  views have been diverse about 

what this cultural change should have been and how this could have been 

managed. Under such circumstances and based on the systemic MOC framework 

(Table 6.4) , HST (or a strong culture development) and emancipatory approaches 

would not have been the most pertinent methodologies to be used. To appreciate 

and accommodate diverse ideas, values and beliefs, SST would have been the 

most appropriate systemic approach to be used to guide a cultural diversity 

management programme. Furthermore, this cultural change should not have been 

isolated from other types of organisational change. For instance, change in human 

resource management in terms of selection and promotion might have been 

another dominant change to be addressed in paral lel since cultural change could 

have been futile without a consistent set of performance measurements to 

with the necessary ski l ls to undertake good quality research and consultancy . 

Taking into account the interrelations of different types of change, there would 

time, processual and structural design would have helped develop a research 

culture to some extent. Under such circumstances, HST together with processual 

and structural approaches would have contributed most to the clearly defined 

objectives, that is to meet the criteria determined by the government. Over time, 

other systems perspectives might have been needed as the problem situation 

encourage the required change in behaviour. If this should have been the case, 

then effective communication should have been emphasised regarding the new set 

of norms or values and training in view of developing staff and equipping them 
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have been a question of how to combine cultural , processual , and structural 

approaches together to achieve strategic obj ectives more effectively . 

In short, different types of organisational change could have been addressed by 

creatively using various different methods together. The focus should have been 

the interactions of different types of change and the way of managing these 

interactions. However, how could one know whether or not the right decisions 

had been made in terms of understanding different types of organisational change, 

identifying dominant and dependent types of organisational change, and designing 

methods to address organisational change systemically? Based on the systemic 

MOC framework, this could have been better facilitated through a process of 

critical reflection. 

7.5.5 Critiquing the Process of Decision-making 

Based on the systemic MOC framework, change management could have been 

enhanced by examining any decision made in terms of improvement, boundary 

j udgement, multiple  methods, and participation. Whether or not the 

understandings of the case based on the systemic MOC framework could have 

been sound wil l  be reassessed in this section. And this again will be organised 

chronologically. 

From 1 987 to 1 989, what could have been perceived as improvement would 

certainly have been different depending on who was involved. From the 

viewpoint of the local education authority, LCHE would have been a subsystem, 

and its independence would ce1iainly not have been an improvement .  But if 

LCHE should have been defined as a system, then LCHE' s management team, 

academics and administrative staff, and students could have been affected and 

therefore should have been involved. If a participative process had been adopted, 

the dominant types of change could have been the independence of LCHE from 

the local authority and the improvement in teaching and research. Based on the 

systemic MOC framework, these issues and their interactions could have been 

managed better by using a combination of methodologies and methods such as 
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emancipatory systems thinking, political, processual and structural approaches . In 

such a way, the negative impacts from the political change could have been 

largely minimised and the quality of teaching and research could have been much 

improved. 

After its independence from the local education authority, LCHE' s decisions 

would have affected its management team, its academics and administrative staff, 

and its students . Whether any decision made could have resulted in any 

improvement would have then depended on the opinions of different groups of 

people .  However, becoming firstly a polytechnic and then a university could have 

been considered by all as an improvement of the status and image of the 

organisation and thus providing excellent opportunities for further development . 

If all had been included in and all had supported this transformation, then HST 

together with processual and structural approaches to gaining the title of 

university could have been wel l  justified. 

After the university designation in 1 993 ,  what could have been counted as 

improvement should again have depended on the opinions of all organisational 

members . If all the members had been effectively involved, cultural and 

structural i ssues could have been perceived as the dominant types of 

organisational change, which would have been addressed by integrating SST, 

cultural diversity management, and structural approaches. It might be argued that 

the cultural change might have been considered more as an improvement in 

comparison to the restructuring of the organisation. And if these s ignificant 

and more sustainable improvements could have been expected. 

So far, the case of organisational change in the University of Luton (the then 

LCHE) has been reinterpreted based on the systemic MOC framework developed 

in this thesis .  This has provided an understanding of how the case might have 

been managed differently if the systemic MOC framework had been used . 

changes had been managed by a participative approach and by multiple methods, 

the negative impacts caused by restructuring might have been largely neutralised, 
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Theoretical ideals have been deliberately separated from "pragmatic reality" . And 

now it is time that the theoretical pattern to be compared with the empirical 

pattern identified in section 7 .4, to develop a fuller understanding of managing 

organisational change and improving the systemic MOC framework. 

7.6 Critiquing through Pattern-matching 

improvement, boundary judgement, participation, and multiple methods  to judge 

the systemicity and the effectiveness of the intervention (see chapter 5 and 6) .  

This is represented in the following scale copy of Figure 4.4 .  However, before 

such a comparison is attempted, a brief review of the two patterns will be made. 

Having summarised what had really happened in the case, and what might have 

happened if the systemic MOC framework had been used, what are the differences 

between the "pragmatic reality" and the theoretical ideals? What are the criteria 

for the comparison? What might be learnt from this comparison? A critique 

through pattern-matching was designed in chapter 4 to help answer these 

questions, whilst the criteria to be used to contrast the two patterns wil l  include 

Pattern
matching 
Criteria 

• Improvement 
• Boundary 

judgement 
• Multiple 

methods 
• Participation 

:-.,_,,; . /  ''\') : : )�;:; . _ : • : ·\' · :  ,:'':: :. 

,�;piri¼�t: . 
Pattern 

Copy of Figure 4. 4 Pattern-matching 
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7.6 .1  Patterns Restated 

Section 7 .4 suggests that the empirical pattern had been changing over time. 

From 1987 to 1989, triggered by government policy, the higher management of 

the then LCHE considered the LCHE's independence from the local authority, 

which was against this idea, would provide excellent opportunities for further 

development. Since the objectives of the local authority and LCHE were 

incompatible, a political approach had been the means to achieve this significant 

change but with adverse effects of inadequate preparation for further 

development. From 1989 to 1993l, becoming a polytechnic first and then a 

university was considered as the most important strategic objective by the higher 

management of LCHE, which was accomplished by a top-down and well-planned 

approach. After the university incorporation in 1993 , the strategic objectives of 

this organisation in general have been more diverse rather than clearly defined. In 

other words, the higher management has ever since been in a situation and a 

process towards providing "better mission specification" or "strategic positioning" 

for the organisation. 

Based on the systemic MOC framework, section 7.5 outlined _how organisational 

change could have been managed differently .  In general, the first stage was to 

develop a four-dimensional understanding of the diversity and interactions of 

organisational change. Then the dominant and dependent types of organisational 

change were identified and contrasted. In the third stage, systems methods and 

MOC approaches were combined to address the interactions of organisational 

change. Finally, the decisions made were reflected on for the purpose of learning 

in terms of improvement, boundary j udgement, multiple methods, and 

change could have been independence and improvement in teaching and research, 

which would have been achieved by using a combination of emancipatory systems 

thinking, political, processual and structural approaches . From 1989 to 1993 ,  the 

most significant change would have been the university designation, and a HSI 

approach could have been employed to achieve this obj ective. From 1993 , 

participation. If the systemic MOC framework had been applied, the results could 

have been as follows. From 1 987 to 1989, the dominant types of organisational 
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cultural and structural issues could have been perceived as the dominant types of 
organisational change, which would have been addressed by integrating SST, 

cultural diversity management, and structural approaches .  

The elements o f  the two patterns are briefly reproduced, and wil l b e  compared in 
terms of improvement, boundary judgement, multiple methods, and participation 

subsequently. 

7.6.2 Pattern-matching in terms of Improvement 

Regarding whether an improvement has been made, the two patterns tend to have 

much more differences rather than similarities most of the time. From 1 987 to 

1 98 9 ,  the empirical pattern took LCHE' s independence from the local education 

authority as a major improvement, because this would mean opportunities for 
development. However, the theoretical pattern would have considered the 

independence alone as a significant change but with major adverse effects of 
inadequate preparation for the organisation' s development. Understanding the 

organisational change systemically using a four-dimensional view and 

concentrating on addressing the dominant types of organisational change and their 

interactions, the theoretical pattern would have considered combining together 

independence with betterment in teaching and research as improvement. 

Regarding change from 1 989 to 1 993 , the empirical pattern and the theoretical 

pattern tend to agree that the university designation was a significant improvement 
for the organisation. Fundamentally, this had been a transformation from 
vocationally-oriented education to teaching at full degree and postgraduate level, 

including PhD students ,  from performing little research activities towards 

accomplishing a wide range of research activities, from having few commercial 
contacts towards networking widely with industry and the commercial 

community, and from local-oriented towards presenting nationally and 
internationally. This  change provided the right image and status for the 
organisation ' s  development. Although this change was perceived as an 
improvement by both the empirical pattern and the theoretical pattern, 
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been in a process of clarifying what should be the strategic objective. However, 
the theoretical pattern would have understood organisational change using a 

participative approach and based on the four-dimensional view, it could have 
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nevertheless, they anived at this judgement for different reasons . For the 

empirical pattern, this was mainly the higher management' s decision (that might 

have been supported by all organisational members) . For the theoretical pattern, 
the viewpoints from all organisational members should have been included to 
form the basis of judging whether or not any change could have been considered 

as improvement at all . 

S ince 1 993 and from the empirical pattern it might be very difficult to judge what 

could have been classed as improvement, since the organisation has ever since 

focused on developing a research culture and considered the cultural change as an 

improvement. With respect to the restructuring of the organisation, the theoretical 

pattern would certainly not have taken this as a sustainable improvement, 

especially taking into account the undesired consequences such as job losses, 
negative organisational image, and employee demotivation .  Based on the 
systemic MOC framework, those undesired consequences might have been 

minimised. 

From the previous discussion, it might be concluded that the empirical pattern 

tends to judge improvement from the clearly defined objectives based dominantly 

on the decision-makers ' viewpoints . However, the theoretical pattern tends to 

judge improvement based on multiple obj ectives and multiple views . Thus the 
systemic MOC framework might have been able to help achieve significant 
changes whilst minimising the undesired consequences, since it could have been 

more inclusive and comprehensive. Fundamentally, improvement is decided by 

what and who to include in or exclude from the considerations . 

7.6.3 Pattern-matching in terms of Boundary Judgement 

With respect to boundary judgement, the empirical pattern and the theoretical 

pattern differ considerably. It is evident from the empirical pattern that the 
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boundary judgement has hardly ever been an issue from the viewpoint of higher 

management, especially after independence in 1 989 .  The decision-makers of the 

institution have always been the higher management team. For example, "these 

changes were raised by the vice chancellor" (Interviewee # 1 0) .  Or, "it was the 

Look at the history, the university is not considering the users and the 
customers . The module scheme was a classic example of impositions 
of apparently good ideas, good intentions without thinking through the 
implications. 

(Interviewee # 1 )  

Those who have been affected, although not necessarily in a negative way, have 

always been other organisational members . For instance, the decision of 

independence from the local authority was made by higher management, although 

at that time the perspectives of the local education authority could not be ignored. 

The decision of becoming a polytechnic and then a university was made by higher 

management, although it might have been welcomed and supported by other 

po int of view, the restructuring had to  be  done for  the survival of  the University. 

Those who had been made redundant were not considered to belong to the 

system-the University. In this case in Midgley ' s  ( 1 992b) terms, the higher 

management' s  perspective was sacred or valued, and became dominant and used 

as the main reference for defining the organisational boundary and for making 

decisions. By contrast, the viewpoint of administrative and academic staff and 

students was profane or devalued, which might have defined a different 

organisational boundary and thus resulted in different decisions . 

From a systemic perspective, the systems boundary is not to be taken for granted 

but to be critically defined by involving all the affected .  For instance, regarding 

the case of restructuring the University, there would have been an issue about 

dean who originated the merge (of the two faculties) .  I think the merge would 

happen no matter what people thought about" (Interviewee #4 ). Or, 

organisational members since it appeared to be beneficial to all .  Another major 

change was the restructuring of the organisation. Again, the decision-makers 

were the higher management team, whil st the affected might include those such as 

the administrative and academic staff and the students . From the management' s  
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whether or not those who had been made redundant should have been considered 

as part of this system. If the view had been taken that organisations are social 

systems and have social responsibilities  to create and maintain productive 

employment, which is essential for a healthy economy and a stable society 

(Ackoff and Pourdehnad, 1 997), then the boundary judgement regarding 

restructuring might have been different, and the restructuring decision might have 

been seen as inadequate from the point of view of those who had been made 

redundant, or from local community, or from others in the organisation. And 

from a long-term point of view, this might have damaged organisational image 

and caused fear among organisational members, and run the risk of memory loss 

in terms of skil l and knowledge (Genus, 1 998 ;  Taylor, 1 998) .  Clearly, whether 

any change could have been considered as improvement should have depended on 

who had been included in the system, and what perspectives had been considered 

as pertinent. 

In short, boundary judgement would be critically defined from a systemic 

perspective rather than taken for granted by decision-makers as evidenced in the 

case of the empirical pattern. Furthermore, different boundary judgements might 

lead to different ways of addressing organisational change . 

7.6.4 Pattern-matching in terms of Multiple Methods 

As discussed previously, the empirical pattern and the theoretical pattern tended to 

differ in the ways of defining improvement and systems boundaries .  Then a 

logical assumption would be that they might differ in the ways they used methods 

to manage change. 

To begin with the empirical pattern, what had really happened was, from 1 987 to 

1 989, a political approach was the means for achieving the clearly defined 

objective of independence. From 1 989  to 1 993 , the obj ective was to become a 

polytechnic at first and then a university, which was accomplished by a top-down 

and well-planned approach. After 1 993 , however, since the dominant and 

dependent types of change have not been as clear as they were before, an 
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emergent approach has been used whenever there i s  change to be managed. For 

instance, the way the restructuring was managed was a solution to a problem. The 

move to the modular scheme was a response to the need of expansion. Therefore 

it might be said that the empirical pattern tended to use a well-planed single

method where the strategic obj ectives could be clearly defined, otherwise an 

emergent approach was used. For instance, 

When the university tries to make change to systems . . .  I do not think 
they stick to the people dimension of the change . How would they get 
the commitment to this? It has never been on the agenda. It is just 
how we get to change rather then how we get people commit to the 
change . 

(Interviewee #2) 

Mostly, change is invoked structurally, and the cultural is dragged 
screaming behind it. Either the culture adapts or it affects the 
structure changing back again. I think a good example is the module 
scheme. It decided we were having a module programming and we 
were asked to rewrite the programming . The students were told they 
could choose modules they l ike . But they can not, because the 
timetable clashes .  Then it comes back to what we did. The culture 
beats the structure. 

(Interviewee #6) 

However, this would not exclude the possibil ities that regional and restricted use 

of different methods had been applied by the empirical pattern. Actual ly it might 

be argued that after 1 993 human resource management and a cultural approach 

had been used together to a certain degree to cultivate a research culture . 

Nevertheless, there was little evidence that multiple methods had ever been 

rigorously pursued with the empirical pattern. 

From a systemic point of view, multiple methods should always have been used 

because of different types of organisational change and their interactions . 

Regarding the change from 1 987  to 1 989, a combination of HST and 

emancipatory systems thinking, political, processual and structural approaches 

should have been used together to address LCHE' s independence and the 

improvement in teaching and research. From 1 989 to 1 993 , HST together with 

processual and structural approaches should have been used to achieve the 

strategic obj ective of  university incorporation. And since 1 993 ,  SST methodology 
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should have been combined with cultural, processual and structural approaches to 

address a range of diverse issues. Here the focus should have been to address 

different types of organisational change and their interactions rather than 

concentrate on just one significant change. If multiple methods had been applied 

creatively to deal with the diversity and interactions, the change in this 

organisation might have been better managed with undesired consequences 

largely minimised or avoided. 

7.6.5 Pattern-matching in terms of Participation 

With regard to participation related to the empirical pattern, this has not been 

working effectively through the formal committee system. The consultation 

mechanism should provide the channel for meaningful communication within the 

organisation, so that there are oppo1iunities for people to express themselves. But 

it has been strongly felt that the chances of influencing any decision from the top 

have been very modest. For example, involving people was done "only 

informally. That was the corridor talk actually" (Interviewee#4). Or, 

Until now I think once the changes have been formulated, they are 
push through. Even the objections are voiced six month later by 
people at my level (head of department) , the change is still go through. 
I would say, maybe the university should change the way doing 
business. 

(Interviewee# 1 )  

As a result, this system has not been working. In retrospect, the way all the major 

changes were managed could not be characterised as a participative approach. 

The theoretical pattern would have always emphasised inclusion of all 

organisational members. And this should have been not only the means whereby 

the participants ' ideas might have been appreciated and listened to by the 

decision-makers, but also an end in itself for the purpose of learning and 

improvement because people should have been entitled to have a legitimate right 

people to be effectively involved in the decision process, thus opening up the 

and say in whatever decisions might have impacted their lives .  Therefore, the 

theoretical pattern would have used multiple methods to allow different groups of 
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possibilities to improve the meaningfulness of participation and the effectiveness 

of decision making. 

So far, the empirical pattern and the theoretical pattern have been compared in 

terms of improvement, boundary judgement, multiple methods and participation, 

and the main results are summarised in Table 7 .2 .  

Table 7.2 Characteristics of  Empirical and Theoretical Patterns 

Empirical Pattern Theoretical pattern 

Judged by clearly defined Judged by multiple objectives 
Improvement objectives and the viewpoints and multiple views from all 

of the decision-makers organisational members 

Boundary Taken for granted most of the Critically challenged and 
time by decision-makers defined by considering the 

views of all organisational 
members 

Multiple Not rigorously and Creatively designed and 
Methods systematically pursued critically used 

Participation Channelled through a formal Emphasised and facilitated by 
. ' 

consultant committee usmg vanous ways 

The empirical pattern tended to judge improvement in terms of clearly defined 

objectives and the dominant viewpoints of higher management. The systems 

boundary was usually taken for granted. Organisational change was often 

managed by well-planned single-method approach. The opportunity for 

s offered through a participation wa formal committee structure but was perceived 

as ineffective. By contrast, the theoretical pattern would have judged 

improvement based on multiple objectives and multiple views from all 

organisational members, with the systems boundaries critically challenged rather 

then taken for granted. Multiple methods would have been creatively designed 

and critically used to address different types of organisational change and their 

interaction. Participation would have been emphasised under all circumstances 
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and facilitated by using multipl e  methods. Pattern-matching has pointed to the 

potential benefits accruing from using the systemic MOC framework, that is, 

helping understand and manage organisational change more successfully. This 

leads to the conclusions. 

7. 7 Conclusions 

The case study undertaken in this chapter supports the view that the systemic 

MOC framework developed has much to offer in the management of change . 

Specifically, it might help with ( 1 )  analysing and understanding the diversity and 

the interactions in organisational change, (2) distinguishing and contrasting the 

dominant and deJ?endent types o f  organisational change, (3) designing methods 

creatively to address the diversity and interactions, and finally ( 4) critiquing the 

Secondly, this case study has evidenced that boundary judgement in this particular 

case has been largely taken-for-granted. Since the participation mechanism 

provided has not been working wel l ,  it appears that higher management views 

have been dominating the decision process. Consequently, important perspectives 

from other members might have been marginalised, and at times significant 

changes have been achieved with undesired consequences. These all point to the 

importance of inquiring into MOC by using systems perspectives . It is seen to be 

In chapter 8, a critique will be raised in order to re-examine the trustworthiness of 

the work done within this thesis and inform future development. 

decision process in relation to improvement, boundary judgement, participation 

and multiple methods. 

worthwhile to do more research into how to manage the diversity and interactions 

in organisational change by critically reflecting upon for example improvement, 

boundary judgement, multiple methods and participation. 



Chapter 8 Critical Reflection 
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8. 1 Introduction 

This thesi s  has now reached a point at which all of the defined objectives have 

been achieved. Nevertheless, the trustworthiness of the study is still open to 

challenge. Three critiques and responses reflecting main aspects of this study are 

presented :  the theoretical assumptions, the classifications, and the outcomes of the 

study. They are presented in Figure 4 . 3 , and are simplified as Figure 8 . 1 .  

Challenging 
the 

theoretical 

assumptions 

Challenging 

the categories 

Challenging 
the research 

outcomes 

Figure 8 . 1  Three Challenges 

The purpose  of critical reflection, as explained in chapter 4, is to re-examine 

boundary judgements, to make transparent theoretical assumptions, to appreciate 

different perspectives, and thus to help enhance the overall trustworthiness of the 

research. To achieve such a purpose, firstly, it is intended that theoretical 

assumptions of this study will be contrasted with alternative perspectives (for 

example Giddens ' ( 1 984) theory of structuration), to develop a more 

comprehensive theoretical understanding of systems thinking and the management 

of change (MOC), and at the same time to reflect and shed l ight on 

methodological approaches to MOC . 
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Secondly, since categories and relationships are important knowledge practices 

(White and Jacques, 1 995) ,  and are some of the key obj ectives of this thesis, it is 

necessary to reflect upon the theoretical assumptions, the shortcomings and the 

possible implications of those classifications and relationships used and proposed 

in this thesis , in terms of the debate between modernism and postmodemism, 

aiming at developing a more viable and useful systemic MOC framework. 

Thirdly and finally, if the outcomes of this study are to contribute to knowledge, 

the trustworthiness of this study needs to be challenged using the four criteria of 

trustworthiness : credibility, transferabi lity, dependability, and confirmability (see 

section 4 .4) .  

8.2 Critical Reflection on the Theoretical Assumptions of 

the Study 
First of all ,  the trustworthiness of the theoretical assumptions of the present study 

i s  to be challenged. 

Theoretical 
assumption 

Scale Copy of Figure 8. 1 Three Challenges 

Previous chapters primari ly took the view that this study is subjective rather than 

objective . It has been contended that organisational change is mainly a 

phenomenon depending upon individuals '  understanding and boundary 

judgement, and that systems perspectives are l ikely to be understood differently 
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by different people .  Consequently, qualitative methodology is seen to have more 

to offer to this research, and guides the use of multiple methods to serve the 

research objectives systemically. 

Fundamentally, these are the results of considering philosophical and 

epistemological options from among various dichotomies seen to be important in 

organisational inquiry, including objective versus subj ective, qualitative versus 

quantitative, and determinism versus voluntarism (Burrell and Morgan, 1 979) .  As 

in a theoretically informed way. 

based on a theory of self-society dynamics, Gregory ( 1 996) views critical practice 

Midgley ( 1 992a) offers a view of "ontological complexity", arguing that "truth", 

"rightness", and "subj ective understanding" are interrelated rather than 

independent of one another (based on Habermas 1 976, 1 984a, b ) .  Similarly, but 

as having four interdependent studies-empirical-analytic, historical-hermeneutic, 

self-reflection, and ideology-critique, suggesting that subjective and objective 

phenomena can not be separated. These understandings themselves provide 

theoretical weapons to question the veracity of the thesis of paradigm 

incommensurabi lity, though Midgley and Gregory themselves view their pluralist 

positions as creating new paradigms . Whatever is the case, a transparent position 

on the paradigm problem remains one of the important theoretical i ssues to be 

further addressed. 

An alternative view of dichotomy theorising is Giddens' ( 1 984) theory of 

structuration, which basically contends that subjective and obj ective are 

inseparable. If this is the case, it discredits to a certain extent the view that those 

discussed in chapter 3 ,  choice from among these dichotomies defines different 

paradigms, which are seen as incommensurable (Burrell and Morgan, 1 979 ;  

Jackson and Carter, 1 99 1  ) .  I t  has to be noted that the thesis of paradigm 

incommensurability itself has been questioned (Gioia and Pitre, 1 990 ;  Hassard, 

1 993 ; Schultz and Hatch, 1 996 ;  Weaver and Gioia, 1 994), whilst critical systems 

thinking has been advancing the understanding of flexibly using multiple methods 
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dichotomies are mutually exclusive (Burrell and Morgan, 1 979 ;  Jackson and 

Carter, 1 99 1 ) , and leads to the view that different paradigms are all appropriate 

approaches to enquiring into the multifaceted nature of organisational issues .  

Consequently, thi s  directly challenges the theoretical foundation of the current 

study, which has been based primarily on the subj ective paradigm. In responding 

to this challenge, a brief introduction of Giddens ' structuration theory is first 

given in the next section. 

8.2 . 1  Theory of Structuration 

For the purpose of challenging the theoretical assumptions of the research, a brief 

summary of structuration theory will provide an alternative perspective whereby 

the research can be critiqued in a newly informed way . 

Structuration refers to the dynamic process whereby structures come into being, 

whilst structures refer to systems of generative rules and resources, or sets of 

transformation relations (Giddens, 1 993 , p l 28 - 1 34) .  Structuration theory offers a 

set of dualities-"single positions, processes or entities whose various aspects 

may be temporarily bracketed", rather than dichotomies-"two distinct and 

opposed positions, processes or entities" (Weaver and Gioia, 1 994) . Taking 

structure or they are completely autonomous and free-willed, much as assumed in 

the paradigm incommensurabil ity thesis (Burrell and Morgan, 1 979). In contrast, 

Giddens ( 1 9 84) views structures as both created by human beings and yet at the 

same time influencing people ' s  actions-duality of structure. "Structure is both 

human agency and organisational structure as examples, a dichotomy offers the 

view that either human beings are completely determined by organisational 

the medium and the outcome of the human activities which it recursively 

organises" (Giddens, 1 987 ,  p6n1 ). From the viewpoint of historical development,  

organisational structures  are the results of human actions . But once they are in  

place, the patterns and relationships will in  turn either enable or  constrain human 

actions at a given point in time. On the other hand, human actions cannot be 

total ly rationalised .  They are constrained by unacknowledged conditions in 

respect to unconscious motives , and they have unintended consequences 
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(Giddens, 1 979, p56) .  Or in Gregory' s  ( 1 996) terms, there are changing or 

unforeseen events in an intervention. 

Based on this  understanding, the aforementioned dichotomies may be resolved. 

apart from some set of actions and attitudes ;  thus they are the results of 

meaningful actions . Thus subjective and obj ective phenomena are actual ly 

complementary (Giddens, 1 987 ,  p60) .  

The dichotomy of  voluntarism and determini sm can be argued to disappear for 

much the same reason. Although human beings have the ability to create 

organisational structures over time, they are not completely autonomous and free

willed at a given point of time regardless of the structures already in place . On the 

other hand, structures do influence but cannot completely determine human 

actions. 

It follows that there are two typical approaches :  a synchronic, cross-sectional 

standpoint, reflecting the structures that influence human actions, and a dynamic, 

longitudinal standpo int, reflecting human actions that create and change 

organisational structures (Weaver and Gioia, 1 994) . Each approach is seen to 

have attractions and shortcomings (Giddens, 1 987, p5 9-60) . And individuals may 

choose one viewpoint over the other by selective bracketing. Nevertheless, a full 

understanding of organisation needs to consider these two viewpoints 

simultaneously. 

Consequently, if the research interest is in the ongoing, intentional human 

actions-the structuring process diachronically, then the enquiry is inevitably 

historical and interpretive. Alternatively, if the research interest is in the nature of 

the operation of organisational structure synchronically, then a more structural 

The first one is subj ective and obj ective phenomena. Synchronically, 

organisational structures constrain and enable action. They cannot be reduced to a 

set of attitudes and actions of people, and may be treated as concrete facts. 

Diachronically, organisational structures are subj ect to change. They do not exist 
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perspective (quantitative view) , focusing on statistics and formal models is 

appropriate (Giddens, 1984, p355-368 ; Weaver and Gioia, 1994). The more the 

focus tends to be diachronic, the less structural and more historical and 

interpretive inquiry becomes; the more the focus tends to be synchronic, the less 

historical and interpretive and more structural inquiry becomes (Giddens, 1 984, 

p327). Thus there may be a continuum of appropriate forms of inquiry, which are 

not exclusive divisions among different styles, explaining and legitimising the 

actual diversity of organisational studies (Weaver and Gioia, 1994) . 

In short, structuration theory offers an alternative perspective to understand 

relationships between organisational phenomena. Structure and human agents, 

subjective and objective, determinism and voluntarism, are no longer mutually 

exclusive dichotomies if they are put into the context of historical development of 

social phenomena. Actually, they are dualities, reflecting particular forms of 

relationships that are parts of a larger scheme. It comes next that different 

organisational inquiries are all appropriate, together they provide a more 

comprehensive view of organisation (Weaver and Gioia, 1994) . 

Following the reasoning of structuration theory, the assumptions of the present 

study can be re-examined in a newly informed way. 

8.2.2 Re-examining the Assumptions and Research Methodology 

quantitative methods is deemed pertinent . This can be re-examined from the 

viewpoint of structuration theory. 

Since MOC is about managing the process of organisational change resulted from 

human actions, the focus is therefore mainly on intentional structuring processes 

and meanings of people (although intentional actions might sometimes have 

The subj ect of this thesis is to consider how contemporary systems thinking might 

contribute to the management of change (MOC), which is approached based on 

the assumptions that organisational change and systems thinking are subj ective 

phenomena, therefore qualitative methodology together with the mixed use of 
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unintended consequences). And the methodological approach is inevitably 

historical and interpretive .  The present study can be seen as agreeing with this 

perspective, and has rightly focused on the subjective dimension of organisational 

change, realised the importance of historical analysis, and thus has employed it in 

the case study. However, it seems that the importance of the time dimension has 

not been fully highlighted in retrospect . For instance, what are the implications 

for systems thinking and MOC approaches? It seems more research is needed to 

fully appreciate the implications of time on the methodological approach, 

understanding and managing organisational change. 

Furthermore, whilst emphasising historical developments in inquiring into 

intentional actions, structuration theory points out at the same time that human 

actions are also enabled and constrained by the pre-existing organisational 

structures . Therefore, although it is appropriate in this thesis to choose qualitative 

approach over quantitative perspective temporarily, this is not to say that the 

subjective phenomena are independent from structural properties . Nor should 

approach are justified. However, organisational change is enabled and 

constrained by the structural properties already in place. And "given the 

temporarily one or the other may be centred on more intensely depending on the 

research interest. Therefore qualitative and quantitative methodologies should be 

seen as both fundamental ly different and complementary. 

quantitative perspective be ignored total ly .  Actually, regarding MOC, it can be 

argued that both approaches are complementary based on structuration theory. 

Since the focus is diachronic organisational change, intentional actions and 

meanings come to the fore. So in one sense subjectivity and a qualitative 

recursiveness of organisational life, patterns develop, evolve and become 

dissociated from individuals or teams" (Weav�r an� Gioia, 1994) . Therefore, 

_:Wwithout an understanding of how structural properties work, intentional change is 

not likely to be effective. In another sense objectivity and a quantitative approach 

are vindicated. Fallowing this line of reasoning, it can be inferred that fuller 

understanding of organisational change needs both approaches, although 
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These views based on structuration theory actually corroborate the positions of 

critical systems thinking (CST) in general . For example, these views can be seen 

in concord with Midgley ' s  ( 1 990, 1 992a, 1 997a, b) view about the 

interrelatedness of "ontological complexity" and thus the need for "the creative 

design of methods" whilst realising that there are different "moments" in inquiry .  

Based on CST in general and diversity management in particular, the approaches 

adopted in this thesis can also be seen to be in line with the views grounded upon 

the structuration theory. For instance, essentially, this thesis has been developing 

the systemic MOC framework to understand and manage organisational issues . 

Firstly, it can be seen that the present study signifies the importance of 

understanding both the structural and intentional aspects of organisation in terms 

of structuration theory, or the "three interests" or "three worlds" in terms of CST. 

This might be achieved by understanding the four types of organisational change. 

Processual and structural changes can be seen as focusing on structural or 

"technical" or "truth" aspects o f  organisation, whil st cultural and political changes 

on intentional or "practical and emancipatory" or "rightness and subjectivity" 

aspects of organisation. Secondly, structuration theory emphasises the 

interconnectedness of structural and intentional aspects of organisation, whilst 

CST together with its theoretical underpinnings stresses for example the 

interdependence of the "ontological complexity . "  Regarding MOC, this is  

incorporated in the understanding  of the systemicity of four types of 

organisational change . Finally ,  for much the same reason, either structuration 

theory or CST together with its theoretical underpinnings (as discussed in chapter 

6) can be employed to l egitimise the four approaches to change, and to justify the 

way of using them together to develop a fuller understanding of MOC. 

Another possible appl ication of structuration theory is that it might underpin 

methodological p luralism, as discussed in chapter 3 .  Since subjective and 

obj ective, determinism and voluntarism, and quantitative and qualitative inquiries 

are seen as dualities ,  paradigm incommensurabil ity is no longer defensible .  Yet 

structuration theory al lows peop le  to maintain distinctive and alternative 
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perspectives within organisational inquiry, each of  which constitutes a legitimate 

part of a larger scheme (Weaver and Gioia, 1 994) . And each may be associated to 

the other either synchronically or diachronically, reflecting different aspects of the 

multifaceted nature of organisations . 

Only when systems perspectives are concerned, there might be much tension that 

needs to be addressed. Habermas' theories ( 1 972; 1 976;  1 984a, b) provide 

relatively clear structures either in terms of three human interests or three worlds, 

based on which several perspectives of methodological pluralism have been 

developed. Nevertheless ,  it seems more research is needed about how systems 

perspectives may be related to structuration theory conceptually, and by doing so 

to deepen the understanding of systems thinking. For instance, how should 

different systems perspective be positioned in terms of structuration theory? Can 

hard systems perspectives be seen as focusing more on the structural aspects of 

organisations , and soft and critical systems perspectives centring more on the 

intentional actions of people? What might be the relevance of structuration theory 

to systems thinking in terms of time? If HST basically helps deal with 

"designing", it may be argued that it is more synchronic focused, thus its 

quantitative approach is justified temporarily .  SST has been argued primarily to 

help with "debating", or to address human values and bel iefs . Thus it may be 

argued that it is more diachronically focused and its interpretive approach i s  

vindicated temporarily . Emancipatory systems thinking can also be argued to be 

more diachronically focused s ince it has more to offer to "disemprisoning" . If this 

is more or less the case, then SST and emancipatory systems thinking should be 

characteri sed more by a longitudinal standpoint. Furthermore, what might be the 

implications of time for boundary judgement if the research is more diachronic 

focused? For instance, the case study conducted in this thesis demonstrated that 

boundary judgement had b een different at different stages of research . It is of 

interest to further explore how considerations of time might enhance the 

understanding of systems thinking. 
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Structuration theory also helps us understand the systems phenomenon (for 

example, the system of systems methodology (SOSM) or other frameworks) .  

SOSM was created t o  give classifications and interpretations of problem contexts 
and methodologies .  This  creation in turn may serve as rule or norm guiding and 
legitimating the understanding and the intervention. For instance, much of the 

debate about problem contexts and methodologies within the systems community 
has been related to SOSM, and some have been arguing that SOSM might restrict 

creative thinking. In terms of structuration theory, SOSM can be understood as 
the construct of systems thinkers, yet it both enables and constrains people ' s  
understanding and action. Nevertheless, it does not completely determine future 

research. The evidence is that new frameworks have been developing. Similarly , 

HST, SST and CST can be understood as the constructs of systems thinkers .  Each 

is a legitimised approach, primari ly inquiring into different dimensions of a 

multifaceted whole. Yet at the same time these might enable or constrain 

understanding and interventions .  Actually this is seen to be inevitable based on 

structuration theory-the duality o f  structure . Any constructs created by people 

wil l  in turn enable and constrain people ' s actions . This understanding can help 
people be more aware of both the benefits and limitations of any perspective. 

To recap, this section rethinks the conceptual assumptions of this thesis by 

juxtaposing structuration theory to CST, indicating that the theoretical 

assumptions of the present study are defensible . Nevertheless, it reveals at the 

same time that alternative perspectives are not only possible but also fruitful 

regarding the way thi s  thesis has been undertaken. From the position of  

structuration theory, i t  suggests that moving away from reasoning structured by 

dichotomising oppositions is  perhaps more likely to open and broaden 

understandings of organisational issues .  This strongly confirms the way diversity 

management has been advanced in CST, supporting the further development of 

methodological pluralism .  Likewise, in terms of these understandings, the 

systemic MOC framework developed in this thesis can be seen as the right way 

forward for MOC.  
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8.3 Critical Reflection on the Classifications and 

Relationships of the Study 

This section wil l  challenge the trustworthiness of the assumptions and 

implications of the classifications and relationships, as represented below. 

Scale Copy of Figure 8. 1 Three Challenges 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the main purpose of developing classifications 

is to help order the thinking about the management of change (MOC) and systems 

thinking by categorising and relating them together. Fundamental ly, these 

classifications assume that organisational change can be characterised, 

understood, and managed, although it is seen as a subj ective phenomenon. To 

unearth these assumptions in retrospect, the trustworthiness of these conceptions 

may be challenged in terms of the beliefs of modernism and postmodernism, thus 

insights might be obtained from debating and appreciating alternative 
perspectives . 

8.3 .1  Modernism and Post-modernism 

This section will briefly summarise  the beliefs of modernism and postmodemism, 

thus allowing the classifications and relationships within this research to be 
chal lenged from different perspective. 
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The debate between modernism and postmodernisrn i s  important since it has 

significant effects on the way knowledge and reality are understood (Jackson, 

1 99 1  a, p32) . Although White and Jacques ( 1 995)  contend that adequate definition 

( or even a core of essential meaning) of modernism and postmodemism is 

impossible. Nevertheless, a brief description of modernism and postmodernism is 

essential to provide a basis for further discussion, and it is based on Jackson 

( 1 99 1 a) ,  White and Jacques ( 1 995) ,  and Giddens ( 1 990) . 

According to White and Jacques ( 1 995), modernism is grounded in events of the 

Renaissance, Reformation and Enlightenment, signifying a radical transition from 

the medieval view of the world as a system in stasis to that of the world as a 

system being dynamic, changing and progressing. Modernism believes in linear 

progress ,  absolute truths, and rational planning of ideal social orders under 

standardised conditions of  knowledge and production. Consistent with this is that 

obj ective knowledge can be produced by empirical positivism. History is  seen in 

terms of a definite past and a predictable future, that is, the concept of "grand 

narrative" (Giddens, 1 993 , p l ) . Language is seen to be an objective transmitter of 

meaning, assuming a singular identifiable relationship between what is being said 

and the language used to expres s  what is being said (White and Jacques, 1 995) . It 

can be argued that modernism believes that the 

. . .  world is logical and meaningful ; that history has a subject
whether this is humanity or the system; that discourse can capture the 
order that exists  ' out there ' in reality ;  and that human beings can 
understand and change, or at least influence, what happens in society. 

(Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p34-3 5) 

Following Giddens ' work ( 1 990,  p2), postmodernism refers to a shift away from 

attempts to ground epistemology and from faith in humanly engineered progress : 

history i s  no longer seen as having a definite past and a predictable future, science 

does not have a privileged place in relation to knowledge, whilst a plurality of 

heterogeneous claims to knowledge is seen to be just as valuable. Language is 

seen as filled with ambi guity, simultaneous multiple meanings, and contradiction. 

Because meaning is assumed to be constructed within, rather than 
reflected through, language, postmodern assumptions concerning 
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social change focus on power relationships functioning through the 
medium of language rather than on accuracy, objectivity or reality. 

(White and Jacques ,  1 995 , p5 1 )  

Essential ly, postmodernism is characterised by an acceptance of ephemerality, 

fragmentation, discontinuity, and chaos .  

As far as organisation is concerned, modernism is characterised by the following 

four ways of reasoning (White and Jacques, 1 995) .  Firstly, a way of 

dichotomising thinking is expressed for example in contrasting goods production 

with service provision, machine technology with intellectual technology, and 

Fordist technologies of mass production with post-Fordist technologies of flexible 

specialisation. Secondly, a de-politicised view of organisation is generally 

assumed, which does not problematise the role of power. Whenever mentioned at 

all , power is the legitimate authority whereby change is rationally planned and 

effected . "Radical organisational theorising" grounded in Marxism on the other 

hand does make power a central issue, but it is not an exception. Its 

epistemological position stil l  bel ieves in an objective reality, and power is 

therefore understood in relation to objective truth. Thirdly, modernism theorising 

is based on market and economic assumptions, which determine the course of 

organisational change .  Fourthly and finally, universal theorising is presumed by 

claiming classification of reality to be natural . 

However, postmodernism theorising about organisation is  characterised by 

focusing on perpetual transformation, a politicised view, linguistic assumptions, 

and diverse and local theorising (White and Jacques, 1 995) .  Postmodernism 

views organisation as constantly shifting "reality" which is the product of social 

interaction, represented in language codes .  Obj ective criteria for legitimacy are 

understood not to exist. Accordingly, power is a central issue in organisational 

studies. For instance, who is included in or excluded from proposing categories? 

Whose purposes are served by adopting one schema over another? What is 

excluded by the schema chosen? This form of questioning at least potentially 

opens up spaces for different possibilities . Furthermore, universal knowledge is 
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no longer seen to be adequate to the multifaceted organisational phenomena. 

Rather, pluralism is  more l ikely to be appropriate to meet the diverse needs locally 

and temporarily. 

In short, for modernists , 

Postmodernism is a philosophy of irrationalism, leading at best to 
despair because it abandons the hope that humans can improve their 
lot through their own agency .  (For postmodernists, however), 
postmodernist ethics can be constructed on the basis of the idea of 
justice. Giving up on performativity and the grand narratives means 
we can no longer hide behind ' objectivity ' to avoid personal 
responsibil ity. We have to live in a world of multiple partial truths. 

(Jackson, 1 99 1 a, p36) 

Now that the primary beliefs of modernism and postmodernism are provided, i t  i s  

time to use them to look at  the classifications and relationships employed and 

proposed in this thesis . 

8.3 .2 Re-examining Assumptions of Classifications and 

Relationships 

To restate, the main purpose of developing classifications in this thesis ,  together 

with using other relationships, is to help order the thinking about the management 
of change (MOC) and systems thinking by identifying the key conceptual 
components, bringing them together within a coherent theoretical structure to 
specify and to order the relationships between them. Consequently, four types of 

organisational change and four approaches to change have been identified. 

Furthermore, a systemic MOC framework has been developed, informed by 
systems thinking. 

These classifications and relationships wi ll be firstly examined in relation to the 
beliefs of  postmodernism. This may help surface some unresolved tensions or 

contradictions existing in the assumption of the classifications and relationships. 
Secondly, these classifications and relationships wil l  be assessed in relation  to the 

tenets of  modernism. This  may again help highlight some of the incongruity 
existing in this thesi s .  Finally, the surfaced inconsistencies in terms of modernism 
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and postmodemism wil l  be re-appreciated in terms of the theory of structuration 

and CST, resulting in a richer and fuller understanding of the domain. 

First of all ,  from the viewpoint of postmodernism, a presumed obj ective physical 

or organisational order is denied, and multiple subjective understandings of 

organisation and systems thinking are accepted. It was clearly stated from the 

very beginning of this thesis that a subj ective position would be, and has been, 

taken to understand MOC and systems thinking. It has been argued and assumed 

that organisational change is a phenomenon depending on individuals '  

understanding and boundary j udgement . Generally, organisational change may be 

understood differently by different groups of people . The boundaries of the 

system are also not taken for granted but open to discussion, depending on the 

perspectives taken by the participants . 

Nevertheless ,  there may be some contradictions regarding organisational change 

from the postmodernist position. For example, it has been highlighted that there 

are processual and structural changes, which can be addressed by approaches that 

are basically focused on technical interests, or '"designing", or "truth", 

characterised by systematic techniques and methods, optimisation, goal-seeking 

processes. Thi s  may be seen as a search for obj ectivity, rather than as a search for 

subj ectivity . 

As far as systems thinking is concerned, a subjective position has been taken 

throughout this thesi s .  It has been evident that there are not only different schools 

of systems thinking, but also different perspectives within each school .  

Furthermore, it has been apparent that different groups of people may have 

different understandings even about the same phenomena, not to mention different 

perspectives .  Yet it has been accepted that hard system thinking (HST) is also 

valuable in helping people understand organisational issues supporting the 

"technical interest", or "truth" . This may be seen as contradicting postmodernist 

beliefs that there is no obj ective truth. 
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In agreement with these essentially subjective assumptions, the research methods 

employed in this thesis have been qualitative. It has been accepted that the 

research undertaken is value-laden, focusing on meanings, trying to understand 

what is happening, looking at the totality of each situation, and developing ideas 

through induction from data, with qualitative methods being preferred .  

The results from the investigations undertaken in this thesis also indicate that the 

subjective view of organisational change and systems thinking i s  defensible to the 

degree that no obj ective criteria for legitimacy in conceiving those issues are 

possible. For instance, different groups of people from the interview and the 

survey have exhibited different perceptions about the presumed "same" concepts, 

let alone the "di:rferent" perspectives .  So have the people from the University of 

Luton regarding the organisational change . However, the contradiction may rise 

from the main obj ective being to develop classifications and frameworks to help 

order people ' s  thinking. It might be understood to have a tendency of seeking, to 

some degree, "universal theorising ."  

Another notable aspect of this thesis is that i t  has made the political dimension 

one of the four types of organisational change and one of the four approaches to 

MOC, informed by contemporary systems thinking. This is an effort towards 

making it possible to challenge the ideas, beliefs and values underpinning the 

processes and the design of the organisation, to challenge dominant ideas, values 

and beliefs, and to reveal poss ible coercive influences and effects , thereby to 

improve the positions of the disadvantaged . This politicised view of 

organisational change emphas ises conceiving organisation as the product of 

intentional interaction and making power a central i ssue . 

Therefore it can be concluded that this thesis has taken a view that multiple 

understandings of MOC and system thinking are seen to be valuable and 

inevitable. Whilst it has to be realised that this is not exactly and totally accepting 

the beliefs of postmodernism, it i s  certainly possible to conceive of this thesis 

being developed in a postmodernist direction. The main components of the 
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thesis-classifications, framework, and relationships employed and developed, 

are certainly in no sense understood as "real" corresponding to a presumed 

objective physical or organisational order. Rather they are understood as possible 

alternatives of perceiving MOC and systems thinking. And the politicised view of 

MOC is unquestionably more close to some of the main beliefs of the 

postmodernism rather than those of modernism. However, in terms of a 

postmodernist perspective, there may be some unresolved tensions or 

contradictions existing in the assumption of the classifications and relationships 

employed in this thesis : a mainly presumed subjective world regarding MOC and 

systems thinking and yet it being perceived as logical and orderly to the extent 

that it can be characterised, understood and changed. 

Secondly, in terms of the modernist position, organisational issues have been 

perceived as logical and orderly to the extent that they can be characterised, 

understood and changed. For instance, the employment of classifying systems 

thinking into hard, soft and critical perspectives actually implies that they do have 

distinctive properties and therefore can be differentiated; though they are human 

creations. These are seen as equally worthwhile approaches in the sense that they 

help address organisational issues, but each is understood to be more appropriate 

under some conditions than others . Fundamentally, it is also assumed that 

problem contexts can be classified according to their particular attributes, and thus 

can be addressed differently by using different approaches. 

In line with this kind of understanding, organisational change is categorised into 

processual, structural, cultural and political changes. So are the four approaches 

to change. And as aforementioned, by conceptualising processual and structural 

changes, and MOC and hard systems approaches to these changes 

correspondingly, a more objective view is assumed about some dimensions of 

organisational change and MOC . 

Furthermore, though it is recognised that other alternative classifications of 

organisational change and the approaches to change are always possible and 
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valuable, nevertheless, it is in no sense accepted in this thesis that each is equally 

important. Otherwise, there is no need for different methodologies, because they 

would be equally efficient and effective (Mingers, 1992) .  

In short, in no sense would this thesis accept that organisation is just characterised 

by ephemerality, fragmentation, discontinuity, and chaos. On the contrary, it is 

believed that organisational issues are logical and orderly to the degree and extent 

that they can be characterised, understood and changed. Therefore, these views 

would be more close to modernist beliefs. 

It is worth noting, however, that organisational issues are conceived to be logical 

and orderly only in the sense that the "laws" , "rules", are historical and mutable, 

very different from those of the natural science (Giddens, 1 979, p243-244). For 

natural science, the causal relations are immutable given certain conditions. This 

is however not the case with "laws" in social science. Giddens (1979) contends 

causal relations, which can stem from coming to know such relations. Once 

known, the relations may also be applied as rules to influence actions in the sense 

of duality of structure. To say organisational relations are mutable and historical 

is not to disclaim that there are universal laws concerning physical aspects of 

organisation. 

Therefore this thesis has taken a view that organisational issues are logical and 

orderly enough to be classified, understood and changed. Whilst this is not 

exactly and totally accepting the beliefs of modernism, it is certainly possible to 

conceive of this thesis being developed in a modernist direction. Although they 

are possible alternatives of perceiving MOC and systems thinking, the main 

that causal relations in social science are always associated with mixes of 

unacknowledged conditions of actions, unintended consequences of actions, and 

rational actions. The dynamic interaction among these factors can change the 

components of this thesis-classifications, frameworks, and relationships, 

employed and developed, are seen to be more pertinent regarding the context of 

this thesis . 
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terms of CST and its theoretical underpinnings, modernism and postmodernism 

can also be seen to support for example different aspects of the interrelated 

"ontological complexity" (Midgley, 1 992a), or understood as radically different 

perspectives in the sense of "discordant pluralism" (Gregory, 1 996) , or viewed as 

"thesis" and "antithesis" in a "dialectical debate" (Churchman, 1 971 ,  1 979) .  

Based on these understandings, the previously so-called "unresolved tensions and 
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But in terms of modernist beliefs, it might be difficult to explain why soft and 

critical systems thinking, and cultural and political changes are seen to be valuable 

and applied in this thesis ,  since they are focusing on human values, beliefs, 

supporting subjectivity. It would also be lack of harmony to conceive that there 

are multiple understandings of an organisation, not to mention the political 

dimension. And it would not make much sense to develop classifications by 

mainly using qualitative research methods .  

To conclude, there might be  incongruity existing in the assumption of the 

classifications and relationships in relation to modernist beliefs : looking for 

logical relationships and coherent structures within the domain of MOC and 

systems thinking whilst at the same time accepting multiple values and politicised 

perceptions of organisational issues . 

However, what might have been so far seen as tensions, or contradictions, or 

inconsistency, in terms of the beliefs of either modernism or postmodemism 

individually would actually be usefully seen as reflecting different dimensions of 

organisational i ssues in a theoretically coherent way in terms of the principals of 

CST and the theory of structuration. 

Following the reasoning of Giddens ' ( 1 987) theory of structuration, modernism 

and postmodernism might be seen as reflecting different aspects of one position. 

Modernism might be understood as focusing more on the structural aspects whilst 

postmodernism on the intentional aspects of organisational issues. Of course, 

depending on the research objectives, each might be justifiably used temporarily. 

But a comprehensive understanding will require both perspectives. Likewise, in 
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contradictions" may no longer exist in the systemic MOC framework. 

Approaches to the processual and structural changes can be seen to mostly support 

the logical dimensions whilst approaches to cultural and political changes the 

subjective dimensions of organisational issues , managed through the systemic 

MOC framework. Of course, at different stages of organisational change, there 

might be different "moments" in inquiry (Midgley, 1 992a) .  It would be 

unbelievable to conceive an organisation as merely an obj ective reality that i s  

totally logical and orderly .  It would be equally inconceivable to think of an 

organisation as a subjective phenomenon that cannot be characterised, understood 

and changed. If an organisation is  to be usefully seen as multifaceted, then it 

seems that a fuller understanding of an organisation and MOC will only be 

possible if  dichotomy theoris ing is abandoned and methodological p lural ism is 

welcomed. 

These discussions confirm that the systemic MOC framework developed in  this 

thesis is theoretically coherent, and it has the potential to help develop a full er and 

richer understanding of the different dimensions of organisational change . 

8.4 Critical Reflection on the Trustworthiness of 

Outcomes 

Trustworthiness (see section 4 .4) of the research findings will now be challenged 

in relation to the four criteria :  credibi lity, transferability, dependabil ity, and 

confirmability. 

8.4.1 Credibility 

Regarding the research trustworthiness, the first question to be asked is how 

truthful the relationships developed in the study are (Lincoln and Guba, 1 98 5 ;  

Decrop, 1 999). Yin ( 1 994) argues that the key concern for case study i s  whether 

the inferences made are correct. Basically, in a case study not all events c an be 

directly observed. Thus an investigation will infer that a particular event resulted 
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from some earlier occurrence, based on evidence collected. Does the inference 

appear to be correct? Is the evidence convergent? 

Scale Copy of Figure 8 .1  Three Challenges 

One way of addressing these problems is by using triangulation to minimise 

misconceptions and the invalidity of conclusions (Lincoln and Guba, 1 98 5 ;  

Decrop, 1 999). Specifically, data has been triangulated by using interviews and 

reviewing documentation in both empirical investigations : MOC and systems 

thinking. Methodological and theoretical triangulation have also been realised. 

All these have helped strengthen the congruence of the evidence collected. 

Pattern-matching is another way of addressing the problem of credibility (Yin, 

1 994) . In chapter 7, the comparison between the empirical pattern and the 

theoretical pattern based on the systemic MOC framework, strongly suggests that 

the latter is useful in assisting people with understanding and managing the 

diversity and interactions in organisational change systemically. 

Yet another way of strengthening the credibility is "peer debriefing" (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1 985 ,  p308-309) by exposing oneself to experienced and independent peers 

for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain 

only implicit within the researcher' s  mind. It i s  in line with this idea that the 

author has been presenting his work at relevant academic conferences and 
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published papers in journals .  By doing so, the work has been examined and re

examined and much improvement has been made. 

In addition, the discussion of the compatibil ity of MOC and systems thinking in 

chapter 6, and the critical reflection upon the relationships and the framework in 

this chapter, also confirm the credibility of the relationships developed in thi s  

study . 

8.4.2 Transferability 

In order that the research findings are transferable to other, similar, problem 

situations, the main concern is whether the findings are underpinned by a 

conceptual framework, otherwise they may be perceived as an ad hoe solution in 

one specific instance. Regarding case study, Yin ( 1 994, p36) argues that the aim 

is to achieve analytical generalisation, in which a previously developed theory is 

compared with the empirical results of the case study. The aim is to strive to 

generalise a particular set of results to some broader theory. Or in other words, 

the purpose of  the case s tudy is "to reach a fundamental understanding of  the 

structure, process and driving forces" (Normann, 1 970,  cited in Gummesson, 

1 99 1 ) .  

The systemic MOC framework can be  seen as the product o f  an effort t o  combine 

previously discussed in chapter 6 .  The systemic MOC framework can also be 

underpinned ,  as discussed in this chapter, by structuration theory, modernism and 

postmodernism. Whil st recognising the need for further testing, the systemic 

MOC framework may nevertheless be seen as appl icable as a conceptual structure 

to other similar situations where diversity and interactions are surfaced . 

In addition, triangulation, especially theoretical triangulation, has been applied to 

limit possible biases and enhance the study ' s  transferabil ity. Regarding MOC, 

theory is triangulated by comparing different approaches to change, reductionism 

MOC and systems thinking together. It is explicitly grounded upon the principles 

of diversity management, which is underpinned by Habermas ' theories as 
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systems thinking, theoretical triangulation is pursued to understand hard systems 

thinking (HST), soft systems thinking (SST) , emancipatory systems thinking and 

critical systems thinking (CST) , to appreciate different perspectives of managing 

diversity and their theoretical underpinnings. All these have helped provide 

theoretical underpinnings for the relationships and framework developed in this 

and holism, and MOC ideas to systems perspectives. Within the domain of 

study. 

Further, the compatibility discussion in chapter 6 and the critical reflection 

conducted in this chapter also suffice strongly to support the systemic MOC 

framework theoretically .  Regarding MOC, different approaches to change are 

critiqued through unearthing their underpinning assumptions, their strengths and 

weaknesses in terms of the four-dimensional view of organisational change. 

Regarding systems thinking, different systems methodologies, especially 

perspectives of methodological pluralism, are examined to understand their 

theoretical assumptions. Critical reflection also plays a very important role in 

developing a systemic MOC framework by examining the conceptual 

compatibility between systems thinking and MOC.  Finally, this chapter focuses 

on challenging the maj or theoretical assumptions, relationships developed, to 

make a final critique of the trustworthiness of the work done in this thesis. 

8.4.3 Dependability 

Considering the research dependability, the key concern is whether the results are 

consistent and reproducible (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Decrop, 1999) . As 

aforementioned in section 4 .4 ,  the key idea is that the methodology used should 

encompass a particular framework of ideas in advance, through which the 

research will be understood and interpreted. The purpose of doing so is to make 

clear the thought and conclusion processes thus the research can be recoverable by 

others (Check.land and Holwell ,  1998) . 

The systemic MOC framework can be conceived as "the methodology 

encompassing a particular framework of ideas", based on which the case study is 
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reinterpreted and concluded. Theory and practice have been deliberately 

separated in order to identify and compare an empirical change pattern with the 

theoretical pattern based on the systemic MOC framework. In this way, the 

process of analysing and concluding the qualitative data has become more 

transparent and recoverable, thus the dependability of the research is enhanced. 

In addition, triangulation is seen to be an effective way to enhance the consistency 

8.4.4 Confirmability 

Regarding the confirmabil ity of the research findings, the right question to be 

asked is whether the findings are representative of  the inquiry and not a product of 

the researcher' s  biases (Linco ln and Guba, 1 98 5 ;  Decrop, 1 999) .  

To address this problem, triangulation is seen to  be  able to  limit personal and 

methodological biases (Lincoln and Guba, 1 98 5 ;  Yin, 1 994; Decrop, 1 999), and 

so triangulation of data, theory and methodology has been realised in this study to 

examine the research questions from different and independent sources. 

Besides, critical reflection is also seen to dovetai l with triangulation to examine 

and re-examine taken-for-granted assumptions, to surface possible shortcomings 

or the author' s biases .  Together they help strengthen the confirmabil ity of the 

research findings. 

In summary, the overal l trustworthiness of this study can be supported and 

enhanced by the using of triangulation, critical reflection and pattern-matching 

together. 

8.5 Conclusions 

The critique raised in this chapter by challenging the theoretical assumptions, the 

classifications and relationships, and the outcomes suffices mostly to support the 

of the research findings (Yin, 1 994) . Thus three types of triangulation : data, 

theory and methodology, have been used to achieve this purpose. 
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findings of this study. Critical reflection has also been valuable in raising and 

testing issues. 

Firstly, perspectives such as the theory of structuration, modernism and post

modernism are seen to be valuable theoretical alternatives, which are seen as 

distinctive and complementary to the theoretical underpinnings of CST. Seeing 

from these perspectives individually and together supports the systemic MOC 

framework as likely to provide a way whereby a fuller understanding can be 

developed to reflect the multifaceted aspects of organisational issues. 

Secondly, dichotomy theorising is indicated as a limited approach, and a more 

pluralistic position is required for the understanding of the multifaceted nature of 

organisational and systems issues. This confirms the value of CST in general and 

diversity management in particular. In line with this, the four-dimensional view 

of organisational change and the systemic MOC framework may be usefully 

understood as focusing on both the objective and subjective dimensions of an 

organisation, thus resulting in a fuller understanding of MOC. 

Thirdly, the mixed use of triangulation, critical reflection and pattern-matching is 

seen to strongly support and enhance the trustworthiness of this research. 

Fourthly, a consideration of the time dimension seems to further enhance 

conclusions, and to suggest future research. 

understanding of research issues in the domains of MOC and systems thinking. 

The issues raised now and previously will be revisited in the final chapter to reach 
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9 .1  Introduction 

This  chapter begins with summarising the thesis through reproducing the 

obj ectives and findings of each chapter. The contributions to the domain of study 

are then concluded. Finally, suggestions are made for future research. 

9.2 Summary 

The obj ective of chapter 1 is to provide a general introduction about the 

management of change (MOC) and systems thinking, to define the objectives of 

the present research, and to outline the structure of the thesis .  

With ever-increasing competition and globalisation, organisations "either change 

or die ."  MOC has therefore become an increasingly important area for 

management attention. However, sufficient evidence from literature indicates that 

MOC suffers adversely with unacceptably high failure rates ,  at times up to 75%. 

Two related reasons for this failure have been identified based on an analysis of 

the nature of organisational change and MOC approaches to change. One is the 

inconsistent research on MOC, which gives confusing suggestions as how to 

manage change .  Another is the use of red�ctionist approaches to change, which 

fail to deal with the interactions of organisational change. These strongly suggest 

that a holistic approach to MOC would be appropriate . However, if systems 

thinking is to be used to inform the development of MOC, several issues need to 

be explored, such as the understanding of systems and systems thinking, the 

relation between MOC and systems thinking, judging the systemicity and 

effectiveness of an intervention. This  leads to the definition of the six obj ectives 

of the present research, to consider how systems thinking might contribute to 

MOC. Finally, the structure of the thesis is outlined . 

Chapter 2 critiques MOC methodology from the l iterature . The purposes are to 

develop a generic critical model to classify key types of organisational change , 

and to use this generic critical model to critique MOC methodology, to specify 

and order the relationships between the key components of MOC, and to identify 

key issues to be addressed. 
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A brief review of the current MOC literature suggests extant categories of 

organisational change and approaches to change are providing confusing and 

contradictory suggestions about how to manage organisational change. For the 

purpose of ordering the thinking about MOC, a generic critical model with a four

dimensional view is developed: including processual, structural, cultural and 

political changes .  This view helps highlight the holistic nature of MOC and the 

key issues to be addressed: interactions of organisational change, the need to use 

multiple methods, and the need to be reflective. This four-dimensional view is 

further used to classify and examine approaches to change. Consequently, four 

types of approaches to change are identified and critiqued, each of which is 

say about how to manage the interactions, use multiple methods , and reflect on the 

deci sions made. These all converge on a view that a holistic approach is essential 

for MOC. And in search of methodological guidance and underpinnings for 

developing MOC, it is deemed appropriate and useful to look at holistic or 

systemic perspectives . 

Chapter 3 critiques the literature on systems thinking, and searches for theoretical 

underpinnings for proposing a first systemic framework for MOC. At the same 

time, issues about how systems perspectives might be applied to MOC in a 

theoretically informed way will also be surfaced for further investigation. 

(CST) on managing diversity in problem contexts and in methodology through its 

three commitments .  CST, especially methodological pluralism, is seen to have 

great potential in the development of MOC, since it respects and encourages 

diversity in theory and action, allowing maximum flexibility in using different 

methodologies and methods in one intervention. Several current perspectives of 

methodological pluralism are reviewed. Although they may be in part at least as 

much complementary as conflicting, they are all seen as approaches to diversity 

primarily focused on one of the four types of organisational change, with little to 

It is argued that different systems perspectives may have different relevance to 

MOC:  hard systems thinking (HST) focusing on optimal design; soft systems 

thinking (SST) on values, perceptions and interests; and critical systems thinking 
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management, addressing diversity in both the problem contexts confronted in an 
intervention and the methodologies used to address them. Finally, it i s  recognised 
that there are stil l  important questions to be further studied. There are not only 
different schools of systems thinking, but also different perspectives within each 
school .  So what is meant by systems thinking? How can MOC and systems 
thinking be connected usefully? How is the systemicity and effectiveness  of an 
intervention to be judged? Therefore, further clarification and investigation 

appear to be necessary. Nevertheless, it is seen that critiquing MOC and the 
systems literature has provided sufficient basis for proposing a first systemic 
framework for MOC, focusing on addressing interactions of organisational 

change, the use of multiple methods, and critical reflection. An application of this 

framework to critique the case of total quality management provides insights 

about its usefulness and the way it might be further developed. 

The objective of chapter 4 is to investigate and determine the relevant research 

methods in relation to the research obj ectives, informed by theories of diversity 

management. The sub-objectives are to classify the research contexts in terms of 

trustworthiness . 

The research contexts are seen to be characterised by subjectivity . Based on this 

view, qualitative and quantitative research methodologies are reviewed, indicating 

qual itative may have more to offer. Nevertheless, using multiple methods 

together is seen to have many advantages; though this is by no means simple and 

unproblematic .  Diversity management is seen to be able to provide guidance in 

using different research methods flexibly. Based on the research objectives, 

interview, questionnaire and focus group interview have been chosen to conduct 

the investigation of systems thinking, whilst case study and historical analysis 
have been used to help test the systemic MOC framework. It is evidenced that 

using multiple methods helps produce different facets of the investigated 

phenomena, provide new perspectives, and add depth and breadth to the research. 

the current research obj ectives, to determine the pertinent research methods for 

each research obj ective, and to achieve the research obj ectives as a whole with 
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To enhance the trustworthiness of the research outcomes, critical reflection and 
triangulation of data, theories and methods are seen to play important roles and 

are thus built into the research methods . The qualitative data is analysed through 

matching theoreti cal considerations and empirical results . 

In chapter 5 ,  semi-structured interview, questionnaire survey, and focus group 
interview are undertaken complementarily .  The obj ectives are to determine 

understandings of systems and systems thinking, how people might judge the 
systemicity of an intervention, and how MOC and systems thinking may be 

connected. In addition to these, criteria for judging the systemicity and 

effectiveness of an intervention are also proposed. 

The interview and e-mail investigations surface several different opinions about 

systems thinking regarding systems, boundary judgement, participation, the whole  

and the individuals ,  systemicity, and the main difficulties . Whilst interview and 

e-mail investigations focus on developing deeper understandings of systems 

issues by exploring the meanings attached, questionnaire survey centres on 

appreciating the same phenomena by including a broader range of perspectives. 

likely different systemic approaches to MOC : hard systems, soft systems, 

nevertheless, they are seen equally important to understand the multifaceted 

nature of organisational change. Finally, to conclude these investigations, criteria 

for j udging the systemicity of an intervention are suggested including 

improvement, boundary judgement, participation, and multiple methods. Based 

on the criteria, argument about the systemicity and evaluation of the effectiveness 

of an intervention can take place, thus help people reflect on the intervention, 
learn from it, and improve the abil ity to intervene systemical ly .  

The purpose of the focus group interview is to explore the possible relations 

between systems thinking and MOC. And the findings suggest that there are 

emancipatory systems, and critical systems. Based on different theoretical 

assumptions, each may have different theoretical and practical impl ications, 
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The objective of chapter 6 is to further revise and develop the first systemic 

framework for MOC. This is achieved by discussing the theoretical congruence 

between MOC and systems thinking, establishing the relationships between them, 

determining any benefits of using thi s  framework, and providing some guidance 

as how to use multiple methods and reflect on decision-making. The purpose of 

developing this framework is  to help people manage the interactions of 

organisational change more success fully. 

Grounded on Habermas ' theories ,  Flood' s work, Burrel l  and Morgan' s four 

paradigms, and the focus group interviews, theoretical compatibil ity between 

systems thinking and MOC is suggested. This provides the basis to further revise 

and develop the first systemic framework for MOC. The relationships between 

MOC and systems thinking are establ ished and explained. The main benefits of 

the framework are determined, together with guidance on using the framework. 

The systemic MOC framework may function to help analyse and understand the 

interactions of organisational change systemically ,  distinguish the dominant and 

dependent types of organisational change and their interactions, design methods 

creatively to address the interactions, and finally, critique improvement, systems 

boundaries, participation and the methods, to faci litate and inform decision

making. The framework is seen to provide a characterisation of MOC by 

identifying the conceptual components such as the four types of organisational 

change and the approaches to change. And by specifying and ordering the 

relationships between these components, the framework is seen to provide a 

coherent theoretical structure , which may help understand and manage the 

diversity in organisational change and the diversity in approaches to change 

systemical ly .  

The aim of chapter 7 is  to test and improve the systemic MOC framework by 

conducting a case study of strategic changes in the University of Luton. 

A historical analysis helps understand the background and the consequences of the 

major changes that have taken place in this organisation since 1 9 87 ,  which is 
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divided into two periods before and after university designation. An insight into 

the organisation' s  behaviour over a fairly long period ohime helps discern an 

empirical pattern to the management of change . At the same time, the historical 

analysis provides the context and environment of the organisation, based on which 

these major changes can then be reinterpreted through the systemic MOC 

framework and a theoretical pattern i s  given. The comparison of the two patterns 

points to the value of the systemic MOC framework in helping develop a deeper 

understanding of managing the diversity in organisational change. The four

dimensional classification of organisational change and approaches to change, the 

perspectives of systems thinking such as boundary judgement, diversity 

management, and critical reflection have all been shown to have value in this 

study. 

The purpose of chapter 8 i s  to challenge the trustworthiness of this thesis . Three 

main critiques and responses reflecting main aspects of this study are presented: 

the theoretical assumptions, the classifications, and the outcomes of the study . 

The critique undertaken suffices mostly to support the findings of this study, and 

has also  been valuable in the raising of i ssues .  

Rethinking in terms of  structuration theory complements the theoretical 

assumptions of the present study based on CST. Nevertheless, it reveals at the 

same time that an alternative perspective is not only possible but also fruitful 

regarding the way this thesis has been undertaken. Particularly, it is real ised that 

moving away from reasoning structured by dichotomising oppositions is perhaps 

the value of diversity management . Furthermore, the importance of the time 

dimension has been highlighted. Re-examining the classifications and 

relationships in terms of the beliefs of either modernism or postrnodernism 

individually reveals that there might be some unresolved tensions and 

contradictions. However, v iewing these in terms of the theory of structuration and 

CST would suggest that they are reflecting different aspects of multifaceted 

organisational i ssues. It would be inconceivable to see an organisation as merely 

more l ikely to open and broaden the understandings of organisation, corroborating 
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an objective reality that is totally logical and orderly. It would be equally 

inconceivable to think of organisation as a subjective phenomenon that cannot be 

characterised, understood and changed. It seems that a fuller understanding of 

organisational change and MOC might be more possible if dichotomy theorising 

is abandoned, and pluralism is welcomed. Finally, it is contended that the 

trustworthiness of the findings is largely strengthened by the use of triangulation, 

critical reflection and pattern-matching. 

The final chapter has the objectives of assessing the contributions made by this 

research, and examining possibilities for future research. 

Firstly, the objectives and findings of each chapter are summarised. The 

contributions made from the theoretical analysis, empirical research, and the 

critical reflection are then evaluated. Finally, possible directions for future 

research are suggested. 

9.3 Conclusions 

The subject of this thesis is to consider how systems thinking might contribute to 

the management of change (MOC). The main objective set was the construction 

and testing of a systemic MOC framework informed by systems thinking. The 

conclusions presented here are drawn from the theoretical analysis, empirical 

findings, and critical reflections of the outcomes. 

9.3.1  Contribution I-Developing the "Generic Critical Model" 

The first contribution is  the development of the "generic critical model" with a 

four-dimensional view about an organisation based on Flood, Cao, Clarke and 

Lehaney. Flood talks about four dimensions of an organisation in general . Cao, 

Clarke and Lehaney firstly use the concepts of four types of organisational change 

and approaches to change to specify and order MOC relationships. Within this 

study, the four-dimensional view has been further developed and used as a generic 

critical model to specify and order the relationships of MOC.  It classifies 

organisational change into processual, structural, cultural and political , 
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highlighting their interactions . It  critically assesses the strengths and weaknesses 

of approaches to change. Essential ly, based on this generic critical model , MOC 

methodology is seen to be strong in managing specific types of organisational 

change, but weak in managing their interactions, using multiple methods, and 

being reflective. All these strongly point to the need for a systemic approach to 

MOC . 

9.3 .2 Contribution  2- Critiquing Systems Literature and 

Proposing the First Systemic Framework for Management 

of Change 

The second contribution comes from the understanding of systems thinking based 

on critiquing systems literature and proposing and applying the first systemic 

framework for MOC. Based on the generic critical model, the strengths and 

weaknesses of different systems perspectives are assessed. They are seen to be 

powerful in terms of providing general systemic principles and guidance, but they 

are not particularly effective regarding managing specific changes such as 

designing business processes and changing organisational cultures .  In helping 

manage MOC issues, although other systems perspectives may help MOC address 

specific types of organisational change, CST through its three commitments 

provides the greatest potential . Meanwhile, key issues are also surfaced for 

further investigation, including understanding of systems and systems thinking, 

criteria for judging the systemicity and effectiveness of an intervention, and the 

way MOC and systems thinking may be connected. Nevertheless, critiquing 

MOC and the systems l iterature has provided sufficient basis for proposing a first 

systemic framework for MOC, to combine the strengths of both. And an 

application of this framework has provided insights about its usefulness and the 

way it may be improved. 
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9.3 .3 Contribution 3- The Practical Application of Diversity 

Management in Assisting with the Research Design 

enhance the overall trustworthiness of this research by using multiple methods, 

which has been confirmed by the research findings. Firstly, it is seen to be useful 

in assessing the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies in relation to the research objectives. Furthermore, it highlights 

that greater methodological flexibility and deeper and broader understandings may 

be generated if multiple methods can be used together. It is particularly 

reflection, triangulation and pattern-matching. 

9.3.4 Contribution 4--Understandings Systems Thinking and Its 

Relationships with Change Management from Empirical 

Investigations 

The fourth contribution comes from the empirical investigations, helping develop 

a fuller understanding of the research domain. Understandings of systems and 

systems thinking are determined, which are seen to be primarily complementary, 

but at times contradictory. Different systems perspectives are found to have 

different relevance regarding the four types of organisational change and their 

interactions, suggesting different systemic approaches to MOC. Finally, it is 

found that systemicity of an intervention is a subjective concept implying 

theoretical assumptions, which may nevertheless be judged in terms of certain 

criteria, thus allowing people to learn from it and to improve their abilities to 

intervene more systemically . Based on understandings from the literature review 

and the empirical investigations, criteria for judging systemicity have been 

proposed to include improvement, boundary judgement, multiple methods, and 

The third contribution is from the practical application of diversity management in 

assisting with the research design. It is seen to provide a coherent framework to 

considered to be. useful in designing research methods creatively to achieve the 

research as a whole whilst at the same time to address each individual objective as 

part of the whole. Finally, guided by diversity management, the trustworthiness 

of the research findings is enhanced by integrating research methods with critical 
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participation. It should be noted that participation as a new criterion has been 

added to supplement the other three suggested by Midgley .  

9.3.5 Contribution 5--Further Developing the Systemic 

Framework for Management of Change 

The way in which this study develops and supports diversity management to 

inform the development of the systemic MOC framework provides the fifth 

contribution. 

readily available from CST, the application to the domain of MOC is  seen to be a 

challenging new task. The conceptual compatibil ity between MOC and systems 

Although the theory and approach to diversity management are 

thinking are critiqued and confirmed in terms of several theoretical perspectives .  

Furthermore, the relationships between them are clarified and developed. This 

leads to the development of the systemic MOC framework, which provides a 

coherent theoretical structure, helping understand and manage the diversity in 

combine the four-dimensional view of MOC and different systems perspectives 

within one coherent structure, simultaneously focusing on distinguishing and 

contrasting the dominant and dependent types of organisational change and their 

interactions, the creative design of pertinent methods, and critical reflection. In 

this  way, a stronger approach is developed, which aims at combining the strengths 

of both systems thinking and MOC .  

9.3.6 Contribution 6- Testing the Systemic Framework for 

Management of  Change 

The sixth contribution i s  to be found in the use of the systemic MOC framework 

to conduct a case study, in which diversity and interactions in MOC are evident . 

The outcomes support the view that the systemic MOC framework developed has 

much to offer in helping with ( 1 )  analysing and understanding the diversity and 

the interactions in organisational change, (2) distinguishing and contrasting the 

dominant and dependent types of organisational change, (3) design methods 

creatively to address the diversity and interactions in MOC, and finally ( 4) 

organisational change and in approaches to change systemically. It is an effort to 
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critiquing improvement, systems boundaries, participation and the methods, to 

facilitate and inform decision-making. In addition, the case study evidences that it 

is worthwhile to do more research using this systemic MOC framework to study 

organisational issues .  

9.3.7 Contribution 7-Critically Reflecting upon the 

Trustworthiness of This Research 

Finally, there are contributions from the critical reflections upon the 

trustworthiness of this research. Whil st the critiques suffice mostly to support the 

research findings, new insights are derived as well .  Challenging the theoretical 

assumptions of the present research in relation to the theory of structuration 

exposes alternative theoretical perspectives as valuable in helping develop a fuller 

understanding of the domain, and dichotomy theorising as a limited approach. 

This further complements and confirms the value of critical systems thinking in 

general . Reflecting on the c lassifications and relationships used in thi s  study in 

terms of the principles of either modernism or post-modernism suggest that there 

might be tensions and contradictions . However, appreciating from the principles 

of CST and structuration theory suggests that these tensions and contradictions 

can be understood as reflections of different aspects of a multifaceted 

organisation. It would be unbelievable to conceive an organisation as either 

merely an obj ective reality that is totally logical and orderly, or a subj ective 

phenomenon that cannot be characterised and changed . This leads to the position 

that the four-dimensional view of organisational change may be understood as 

attempting to develop a fuller understanding of MOC including both the objective 

(processual and structural) and subjective ( cultural and political) dimensions, 

underpinned by theories of CST and structuration theory. 

Based on the work done in thi s thesis, three j ournal papers have been published, 

indicating that this study in general is of value and interest to other researchers in 

the domain. 
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9.4 Future Research 

To conclude this study, several possible directions for future research, infonned 

by the findings and the critical reflections within this study, are presented here. 

The systemic MOC framework developed in this thesis has demonstrated an 

ability of helping manage the diversity and interactions in organisational change. 

However, it needs further clarifying, enriching and improving. To realise 

maximum methodological flexibility, more relevant approaches to change need to 

be examined critically in relation to the four types of organisational change. 

Guidance as how to use different approaches in one intervention needs enriching 

as well. Besides., this framework can be usefully used to critique, understand and 

manage organisational issues to inform decision-making. In turn, the application 

of this framework will test its utility and improve its usefulness. 

The understanding of systemicity developed within this thesis might be used to 

examine the applications of systems thinking, thus useful insights might be 

produced to enhance communication and learning and to further inform the 

application of systems perspectives more effectively. 

Within critical systems thinking, there is an ongoing argument about how to 

address the thesis of paradigm incommensurability and underpin methodological 

pluralism. Giddens' theory of stn1fturation, as demonstrated within this thesis, 

would seem worthwhile to be  considered as a way forward. Furthermore, a 

consideration of the time dimension might be insightful to enhance the 

understanding of systems thinking. For instance, how can systems perspectives 

be positioned in terms of time? What are the implications of time for boundary 

judgement? 

!articipati9n seems to be another worthwhile research area. Important questions 

might include for example what the purposes of participation are? How should 

the process be better organised? How should multiple methods be used to 

enhance the meaningfulness? 
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Finally, the argument about abandoning dichotomy theorising and toward 

developing a more plural istic perspective would appear to be advantageous and 

necessary to understand the multifaceted nature of an organisation. A research 

programme to develop it may seem beneficial . 
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Appendix A Interview Questions on Systems Thinking 

The following list of questions is referenced during the process of the semi

structured interviews: not al l of them are asked, nor are asked questions all l isted 

either. And the sequence of the questions is not necessarily followed as they are 

listed here. The questions are :  

• What would be your definition or understanding of system, of being systemic 

( or of holism and being holistic) , and of systemicity, as far as systems thinking 

is concerned? 

• Do you take systems as things existing in the real world, or as mental 

constructs, or as both, or as something else? 

• Does it make sense to say that holism tends to emphasise the whole, and to 

downplay the importance of individuals? Whatever is the case, what is your 

opinion of addressing the relationship between holism and the individuals? 

• What do you think are the main difficulties of applying systems approaches in 

addressing a particular problem situation? 

• What do you think are the things in common between hard systems thinking, 

soft systems thinking, and critical systems thinking? 

• What do you think are the relationships between systems thinking and 

participation? 

• What do you think are the relationships between systems thinking and 

methodological pluralismJcomplementarism? 

• What do you think are the relationships between systems thinking and critical 

awareness? 

• What do you think are the relationships between systems thinking and 

boundary judgement? 

• How would you judge whether or not an approach is systemic, no matter what 

it is called or claimed to be? 

• How would you evaluate the effectiveness of systems approach in an 

intervention? 
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• What would be your criteria to compare the effectiveness of different systems 

in terms of using methods/methodologies? 

• What do you think are the main issues in the development of CST or systems 

thinking in general? 

approach, or systems approach to other (non-systemic) approach? 

• What is your opinion of addressing a particular problem situation systemically 



The information provided by you will be held in strict confidence. The number in 

the upper right-hand corner of the questionnaire will be used to avoid sending you 
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Appendix B Survey Questions on Systems Thinking 

Appendix B.1 Systems Thinking Survey Cover Letter 

Luton Business School 
University of Luton 
Park Square 
Luton, LUI 3JU 

1 / 1 2/98 

You may be interested in the results of a new study on Systems Thinking. Your 

views are very important to me, and if you could spend a few minutes filling in 

the short questionnaire , I would be delighted to send you a summary of the results. 

Please indicate if you would like to receive this by circling "Yes" in question 9. 

the follow-up mailing once you have responded. 

Please return the completed document in the pre-paid envelope provided. Your 

help will be highly appreciated. 

Yours sincerely 

Guangming Cao 
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□ 
Appendix B.2 Questionnaire on Systems Thinking 

(Please tick the appropriate number, where from CD-totally agree to ®-totally 
disagree) 

1. _As far as systems thinking is concerned, do you take system(s) as 
A - Things existing in the real world .  CD @ @ ® 
B - Organised conceptions of the world. CD ® @ ® 
C - Organised conceptions for future activities .  CD ® @ ® 
D - Constructs and the process of the constructs . CD ® @ ® 
E - Anything, based on which a model and an understanding 

of the problem situation can be developed. CD ® @ ® 
F - Other, please specify: 

2. Would you say that the relationships between the whole system and the 
individuals within the system are that 
A - The individual is simply a part of and determined by 

the whole system. CD ® @ ® 
B - The individual is as important as the whole. There 

should be a balance between the two . CD ® @ ® 
C - The purpose of the whole is overarching, but should not 

dominate to the point of subjugating the purposes of 
the individuals. CD ® ® ® 

D - There is no systems thinking without individuals .  CD @ @ @ 
E - Systems thinking tends to focus too much on the whole 

and ignore the individuals .  
F - Other, please specify: 

3. Systems thinking is about 
A - The consciousness of appreciating that there are always 

alternative ways of seeing things . CD ® @ @ 
B - Linking our knowledge into cohesive wholes through 

structured framework(s) .  CD ® @ ® 
C - Dealing with il l  and unstructured problems 

in a structured way . CD ® @ @ 
D- Breaking down most of the systems boundaries, and letting 

people see how their own part of problem interconnected 
with other part of the problem. CD ® @ ® 

E - Looking at the wholes rather than the parts of the systems. CD ® ® @ 
F - Other, please specify: 



Soft Systems Thinking, and Critical Systems Thinking? 
A - The commonality is they all talk about looking at the interaction and the 

interdependence of the components of the whole system, and they are all 
problem-solving oriented, or action-oriented. CD ® ® 

B - The amount of the commonality between different paradigms 
is small, though they all talk about looking at the whole and 
the interdependence, but the meanings are different .  CD ® ® 

C - The distinctions between them are artificial. 

© 

® 

Methodologies are used just as basis of thinking something . 
There is  a lot more soft activity going on around. 

D - Other, please specify : 
CD ® ® @ 
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not on facilitation and the philosophical background. CD ® ® ® 
C - It is difficult to get people to see the need for adopting a systemic 

5. What do you think are the commonality between Hard Systems Thinking, 

6. How would you judge whether or not an approach is systemic, no matter 
what it is claimed to be? 
A - It  is a relative concept depending on the subjective 

boundary judgement, therefore one can never justify 
absolutely what one is doing is systemic . It is a matter 
of argument of what one should and should not include. CD ® ® ® 

B - At least there is indication that alternative ways of 
proceeding have been listened to or debated. CD ® ® ® 

C - Other, please specify : 

7. How would you evaluate the effectiveness of systems approach in an 
intervention? 
A - It would be a local, value-loaded evaluation in terms of 

both the planned goals and the viewpoints of the stakeholders . CD ® ® @ 
B - It is difficult to evaluate any methodology, because 

you can never identify the extent to which either 
success or failure can be attributed to one methodology, 
or to other interacting factors in an intervention. CD ® ® © 

C - All you can do is to make criteria that you use to evaluate, and show 

4. The main difficulties in applying systems perspectives are likely to be that: 
A - Systems thinking has been used by some communities 

instrumentally to improve the efficiency and effectiveness 
whilst neglecting the dynamic aspects. CD ® ® ® 

B - Systems thinking tends to focus on (multi-)methodology, 

approach, because peopl e  have specialised in a paiiicular area, and 
have expectations about how things are done. CD @ ® ® 

D - It is very much depending on the facilitator' s  ability to manage 
the dynamic process and get people committed to the change. CD ® ® ® 

E - Other, please specify: 
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how these criteria were arrived at to make your j udgement. The important 
thing is the process, rather than the evaluation. CD ® @ ® 

D - It is doubtful whether evaluation services a useful purpose 
since it tends to be historical. When you set out to do something, 
there is good reason at the time to make a decision. When you 
come to evaluate it, all circumstances have changed anyway. CD 

E - Other, please specifye: 
® @ ® 

8. What do you think are the relationships between systems thinking and 
participation? 
A - You can not have systems thinking without participation. CD ® @ 

B - Not all systems perspectives are depending on participation. CD ® @ 
C - If some people do not think systemically, 

then participation is not actually very useful. CD ® @ 

D - Not everybody wants to be involved in an intervention. CD ® @ 

E - Other, please specify :  

® 
® 

® 
® 

9 .  Would you like a summary of the results of  this survey? 
A - Yes 
B - No 

Any comments are welcome :  

Many thanks for  your time in  answering these questions. 
Please return the questionnaire in the SAE enclosed or to 

Guangming Cao 
Luton Business School 
University of Luton 
Park Square 
Luton LUl 3JU 

Tel : 01582-743 1 03 
Fax:e0 1582-743143 
Email: guangming.cao@luton.ac.uk 

mailto:guangming.cao@luton.ac.uk
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Appendix C Case Study Interview Questions 

The following l i st of questions is referenced during the process of the semi

structured interviews : not all of them are asked, nor are asked questions all l isted 

either. And the sequence of the questions is not necessarily followed as they are 

listed here . The main questions are : 

• What do you thinl( were the most important changes after this university was 

established in July 1 993?  Could you tel l me why you think these were 

important? 

• How clearly do you thinl( the obj ectives of these changes were defined? 

Could you give me some examples? 

• Who do you .think raised or originated these changes? 

• How necessary do you think these changes were? What would you say was 

your attitude towards these changes? 

• How was your j ob affected by these changes? Or which groups of people 

were affected mostly by these changes? Could you give me some examples? 

• Was there a higher incidence of people problems? Could you give me some 

examples? 

• Did you have chances to be involved in and gave your opinions about the 

change? Was it formal or informal? 

• What do you think were the outcomes or consequences of these changes? 

Could you give me some examples? 

• What do you think were the l imitations or shortcomings of these change 

programmes? 

• What do you thinl( were the relationships between these changes, assuming 

there were more than one key changes simultaneously? Were they discrete 

events or closely interrelated? If the latter was the case, how were the 

interactions between these changes taken into account and managed? 

• What do you thinl( could have been done to improve the way these changes 

had been managed? 

• How successful do you think these changes were? 
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