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Introduction and Essential Fundamentals 

Overview 

What we do not understand we do not possess. 

—Goethe 

Effective, sustainable change can be elusive, particularly if its core principles are not grasped and actively applied. 
Change efforts are often like the little girl in the nursery rhyme, who, "when she was good, she was very, very good, and 
when she was bad, she was horrid." There's often no middle ground when it comes to describing the success of a 
change effort. Consider the following two cases: 

Case 1: A Major Pharmaceutical Manufacturer  

The CEO of a major pharmaceutical manufacturer in New Jersey sat quietly in his office, wondering what had gone 
wrong. After eight months of intensive efforts to improve product quality and reduce production cycle time, the company 
had spent more than $1.6 million on external consultants and allocated five full-time internal people who had developed 
detailed process maps, used tools to diagnose problems, and conducted training in the improvement concepts of Lean 
and Six Sigma. The returns to date had unfortunately not even covered one-tenth of the effort's cost. He thought he'd 
done all the right things, having one-on-one conversations with his VPs, publishing progress in the company newsletter, 
and putting posters around the plant that extolled the virtues of doing things "right the first time." He'd even conducted 
several all-employee Town Hall meetings and explained the program to people, taking adequate time for questions and 
answers afterward. He thought he'd even addressed that pesky "people part" of change that organizations so often 
forget, and still his effort had fallen flat. The people didn't own the change. They exhibited behavior that maximized 
personal power in functional silos instead of taking an enterprise-wide view. Regarding the few improvements that were 
made, the people at middle management and frontline workers rapidly slid back as soon as the high-priced consultants 
finished their project stint. 

Case 2: A Sleepy Mountain Town  

Seventeen hundred miles away in a Rocky Mountain state, the residents of a sleepy mountain town rose to trudge down 
the hill to another day of meetings at the municipal center. The controversy: Many residents opposed changing local 
zoning laws to permit gambling in their town. They were very concerned about what would happen to their quality of life 
and their children's future. On the other side, the real estate developers thought they had indeed been very generous to 
townspeople in future profit sharing and putting money back into the town's infrastructure. The primary means each side 
had to voice their concerns and influence outcomes were personal pressure on local politicians and rowdy behavior in 
new zoning meetings. Unfortunately, these usually started out as polite exchanges and quickly deteriorated into shouting 
matches. The result: a stalemate for both sides, as the debate had already dragged on for more than a year. 

What Really Happened? 

As the organizers of these efforts sat back and debriefed the results that didn't match their intended objectives, they 
pondered four questions: 

 Why was there no energy for change beyond the change proposers? 
 Why didn't people "get it" that this change was ultimately for the good of everyone? 
 Is conflict a natural state of being when people with different needs and views get together? If so, is there a way 
to harness it and move forward in a productive fashion? 
 What could be done to create ownership of the problems and the solutions among all people involved? 

One powerful high-leverage strategy that could address the four questions above was noticeably absent from the two 
scenarios—a concerted effort to engage groups of people in productively working together toward identifying common 
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ground and expanding it together. That is, people were not involved in group settings where they could collectively 
explore possibilities, surface and test assumptions, and develop plans to address areas that they agreed would benefit 
all involved. 

One might argue that there was group involvement in both cases. In each, there was certainly one-on-one 
communication, and there were meetings where information was broadcast from the change leaders to the general 
population. There were even gatherings where people could express their opinions and debate. However, merely getting 
people together in a room does not ensure they'll be productive. What's needed for effective, sustainable change are 
sessions in which people collectively explore each other's assumptions, seek and expand common ground, shape a 
desired future, and jointly take ownership of the solutions to the issues at hand. Methods that contain these objectives 
are precisely what this book provides. We'll explore some highleverage strategies for addressing these issues, and also 
dispel some common misconceptions about change. Specifically, this chapter covers: 

 Global patterns and trends that bring the methods into the spotlight 
 What drives people to use change methods 
 How change methods affect people and desired outcomes 
 Misconceptions about change methods 
 Financial considerations 
 Common elements of change that engage the people of the system. 

 

Global Patterns and Trends 

When talking about the need for changing the way we change, it makes sense to round up the usual suspects: 
increasing global competition, escalating customer demands, and rapid pace of change in both public and private 
sectors. These all exert influences that lead people to the methods described in this book. However, we believe some 
trends go beyond that usual laundry list and we've honed in on some particular patterns/trends that exert tremendous 
forces screaming for changes in the way we work together and make the need for organized group events an imperative 
for any leader—at any level—seeking improvements in his or her organization or community. Table 1 shows such items 
and associated impacts that favor the use of methods. 

 

Table 1: Global Patterns and Trends That Favor the Use of Methods  
Open table as spreadsheet  

Pattern/Trend Impact How Change Methods Help 

Rapid advancements 
in, and global 
dissemination of 
communications 
technology 

More people can get information about 
policies, events, and situations that shape 
their lives. An informed populace can, and 
quite often does, crank up a strong desire 
to participate in decisions that affect them. 
They deeply grasp the issues previously 
unknown (consider Tiananmen Square) 
and start to care. Communities of practice 
around particular topics are on the rise, and 
in a peer-to-peer fashion, people freely 
contribute to these to advance the body of 
knowledge. 

Channel the energy of information to 
people. Provide a structure in which they 
can quickly and productively seize 
ownership and responsibility for improving 
their lot in life, whether it is in an enterprise-
wide computer implementation that 
promises dissemination of decision making 
or local political issues surrounding a 
zoning decision for urban planning. The 
information is there, and the change 
methods described here can help people 
get productive around it. 

Spread of increased 
participation and 
democratic principles 
around the world 

Whether it is the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, demonstrations in Indonesia, 
elections in the Middle East, or demands 
for empowerment in organizations, more 
people are wanting to take an active role in 
determining policies, decisions, and actions 
that affect them. Many exhort that 
command and control is dead, but their 
overt actions demonstrate just the opposite. 

The methods in this book are proven 
practices that can systematically increase 
participation and energy, while 
simultaneously addressing concerns of 
organizations or communities wildly 
spinning out of control. 

Increased education 
levels around the 

Generally speaking, the more people learn, 
the less likely it is they will enjoy being told 

Methods provide the means for people 
from different backgrounds to productively 

http://skillport.books24x7.com/book/id_14068/viewer_r.asp?bookid=14068&chunkid=379565051#introtable01B961AEB8-D660-4798-B475-BA135F08211A
http://skillport.books24x7.com/book/id_14068/outputobject.asp?bookid=14068&chunkid=379565051&objectid=introtable01&objecttype=spreadsheet
http://skillport.books24x7.com/book/id_14068/outputobject.asp?bookid=14068&chunkid=379565051&objectid=introtable01&objecttype=spreadsheet


Table 1: Global Patterns and Trends That Favor the Use of Methods  
Open table as spreadsheet  

Pattern/Trend Impact How Change Methods Help 

world what to do and how to do it. explore common ground that benefits them 
individually and as an organization or 
community. 

Increased global 
mobility 

In organizations and communities 
throughout the world, there are increasingly 
diverse populations, and within those 
diverse populations there are numerous 
chances for conflict and gridlock. 

Methods provide a systematic means to 
capitalize on internal desires to participate 
and develop quality results. 

Increased conflicting 
demands of multiple 
stakeholders 

Organizations and communities must 
balance the sometimes conflicting needs of 
many different customer segments, 
workers, and other stakeholders. Increased 
mobility has made neighborhoods around 
the world far less homogenous. Multiple 
conflicting interests must be adequately 
addressed for the common good of all 
involved. 

Methods often include multiple 
stakeholders and establish conditions in 
which they co-creatively meet their 
individual and collective needs. 

Tight time and 
work/life balance 

In today's post-reengineering and lean 
world, many organizations have not just 
trimmed fat, but have also cut muscle and 
scraped bone. Scarce time resources make 
it difficult to balance technical work, 
improvement work, and outside work 
interests. 

Methods save time by productively using 
people's time to pursue opportunities and 
fix problems. Common understanding and 
commitment reduce the need to revisit 
issues multiple times, thus conserving 
scarce resources. 

Declining 
participation in 
community, family, 
and social life 

In his landmark book, Bowling Alone, 
Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam notes, 
based on 500,000 interviews in 25 years, 
how declining connections have begun to 
impoverish American lives and 
communities (data was collected only for 
the United States, but similar conditions 
exist worldwide). 

Methods provide a cost-effective way to 
satisfy the human need to connect with 
other people, and can be done efficiently at 
work or in community interactions. 

Increased immunity 
to change 

Many companies have been exposed to 
numerous change initiatives over the past 
15 years. After being Total Quality 
Managed, reengineered, and downsized, 
workers have adopted attitudes of extreme 
skepticism to downright sabotage of new 
change attempts to a "this too shall pass" 
attitude. Traditional forms of public 
participation, with little interaction or 
cooperative solution seeking, has 
decreased trust in government and created 
greater challenges for making change in 
communities. 

As shown in figure 1, modern-day business 
commentator Dilbert observes that 
introducing change can be ill received in a 
workplace. Methods provide people with an 
immediate opportunity to have their voices 
heard, and in many cases, immediately 
acted upon, thus gradually building 
people's positive attitudes toward change 
and avoiding the all-too-common change-
averse attitudes. Similarly, these methods 
are rekindling civic engagement in cities 
and countries around the world. 
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Figure 1: Increased Immunity to Change  

After looking at the data, it makes sense that change methods present logical options for addressing some of the 
unfolding global issues affecting organizations and communities. However, just realizing that change methods can 
capitalize on favorable trends and thwart unfavorable ones does not necessarily mean that all who could benefit will 
readily embrace them. There are forces and factors that tend to drive people toward using these methods, and some 
misconceptions that drive people away from them. 

 

What Drives People to Use a Change Method? 

The change methods described in this book have experienced an increasing popularity over the past 15 years as an 
element of programs where effective change was essential. While the global, big-picture patterns and trends listed in the 
previous sections may be the motivators, we offer eight reasons to use one of the methods described in this book. 

Reason 1. They accelerate action. Since considerable time in most methods is devoted to articulating personal 
assumptions, imagining desirable futures, seeking common ground, finding innovative answers, and codeveloping action 
plans, there is a high level of commitment to quickly implementing what was developed, and lots of ownership that helps 
fuel rapid action. 

Reason 2. They increase shared understanding and dissemination of shared strategy/direction. When strategic direction 
is merely passed down from the top of the organization or from government officials, often there is minimal 
understanding of the strategic details and related assumptions because only select people were present during strategy 
development. With the use of whole system change methods, typically more people are involved in setting the strategy 
and therefore understand the nuances and reasons for selected options. Sometimes an entire organization is involved in 
strategy formulation; more often there is substantial involvement in strategy dissemination. The result is that there are 
more points of contact throughout the organization or community who understand nuances and reasons, and more 
widespread motivation to succeed because of personal ownership. 

Reason 3. They take some of the continual pressure off the top. Organization and community leaders have their hands 
full: staying in touch with customers and citizens, prioritizing tactical issues, and keeping their strategic antennae up 
looking for emerging trends and patterns. Also, effective leaders devote time at the start of the change effort to 
demonstrate that elusive, often watched-for element of "leadership commitment." However, in organizations and 
communities that use methods, ongoing demands for positional leadership commitment can taper off a bit if they 
intelligently use change methods to create leader-full environments, disseminating ownership and energy for change 
throughout an organization. In communities, these methods can be a remarkable force for reengaging a disinterested 
public. Reason 4. They create emotional attachment to outcomes. Great leaders know that people need to be 
emotionally attached to improving their own condition, or there won't be any traction. Since the change methods can 
create emotional attachment through meaningful involvement, co-creating the future, seeking common ground, collective 
goal setting, and joint implementation planning, great leaders channel their own emotional commitment through large 
group methods to jump-start change and move it along. 

Reason 5. They promote a seeing-is-believing effect. People who have witnessed one of these large group events and 
the power that is unleashed become the greatest advocates for using them. One California semiconductor executive 
stated, "I was in such awe of the energy created by our first group planning meeting that I had a difficult time expressing 
its power to other executives I talked with about our change effort." 

Reason 6. They increase sustainable results. Sustainability is a key watchword in organizations and communities today 
(in fact, this book has devoted an entire chapter to it). The methods highlighted here foster sustainability through 
meaningful participation, co-discovery, and co-planning, often among groups with very different interests and 
experiences. 
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Reason 7. They enhance management effectiveness. Though many organizations espouse the death of command-and-
control styles, unfortunately many ingrained practices die hard. These methods provide a way for top managers to begin 
to distribute responsibility while simultaneously establishing critical controls to ensure that boundaries exist to avoid 
often-feared "the organization will be spinning out of control" situations. 

Reason 8. They convey a visible "hey-this-could-be-different" message. The widespread implementation of numerous 
change initiatives has inured many people to any new change effort. In some cases, they overtly oppose or covertly 
sabotage it. When these change methods demonstrate how quickly people can have a voice and an impact, it fuels their 
further enthusiastic participation. 

 
How Change Methods Affect People and Desired Outcomes 

The change methods in this book are practical applications of social systems theory that engage the complexities of 
human behavior. In our experience, there are three "soft" value propositions that capture business leaders' attention for 
their "hard" effect on measurable results. These methods generate: 

 Group energy. What drives a group to move forward no matter the odds? What creates a sense of collective 
accountability and the strong belief that "we are all in this together"? More than the sum of the parts, bringing 
together people with different knowledge and experiences often leads to breakthrough solutions and effective action. 
Because group energy is contagious, it can be highly effective in replicating its benefits, through creative and 
collaborative peer-to-peer interactions that capitalize on the momentum created by the peer support and coaching 
provided. The capacity to generate authentic human connections across siloed organizations, among diverse 
demographics, and between highly conflicted factions in a community, is a central strength of effective large group 
change. Such group energy is instrumental in bringing about high-quality decisions and results. 
 Intrinsic motivation. What keeps an individual going when things look dim? What causes a person to act from the 
heart, not the pocketbook? While group work may produce the break-throughs, dedicated individual action is its 
companion for success. Through these methods, people connect with what is important to them as individuals, 
fueling a motivation that comes from within. For example, Participative Design Workshop accomplishes this by 
supporting people in structuring into their environment local work autonomy, variety in daily tasks, local goal setting, 
feedback, learning, opportunity for achievement, and recognition. This intrinsic motivation (coupled with appropriate 
doses of extrinsic motivation, like bonuses) gets people up every morning, genuinely asking from within, "What can I 
do to support the desired outcomes?" It is through intrinsic motivation that people take the initiative—not waiting to 
be told what to do—to reach the desired results. 
 Emotional engagement. What causes someone to express how much he or she truly cares about a specific 
outcome beyond all logic? What helps to foster strong feelings about something that matters? Rarely are people 
swayed through white papers or fact-filled lectures. Rather, it is by putting a human face on an issue, making it 
personal, that people commit 100 percent. For example, a pharmaceutical company sought to improve the stock-out 
situation on a life-saving drug. They kicked off the effort with a film of testimonials from people whose lives had been 
saved by the drug. They also showed the adverse effects when the drug was unavailable. That helped fuel a very 
rapid improvement effort. Within two months, the stock-out situation was eliminated and 100 percent of the patients 
received their medication on time. Without some sort of emotional connection to critical behaviors, people can end 
up simply going through the motions of executing work plan tasks. This usually results in lackluster outcomes, or 
projects that die a slow death. With emotional engagement, people go out of their way to seek the assistance of 
others, to find time in their busy schedules to do the necessary work (even though it may not have been budgeted), 
and to innovate ways to circumvent obstacles to implementing the desired outcome. 

These characteristics do not exist in isolation. Rather, as group work inspires individual motivation and engenders 
emotional commitments to the work and to colleagues, these qualities reinforce each other. It is a tribute to the 
underlying theory that such powerful practices are available to benefit our organizations and communities. 

Responsibility of the Change Leader 

As with any powerful tool, using change methods appropriately is incumbent on change leaders. Being clear about their 
true intentions and acting with integrity in carrying out those intentions is not only ethical but also fundamental to 
success. These change methods ask people to open their hearts and get involved. No less can be expected of the 
change leader. If this seems a lot to ask, consider the stakes of the intended change and make a clear choice about what 
it is worth to challenge an organization or community to be its best. 



Having seen the power of these change methods, it raises an important question: Why are they not in even more 
widespread use? To understand this, we turn now to clearing the air on some misperceptions that have hindered their 
growth. 

 

Misconceptions 

Some of these methods have been around for several decades. As pioneers have brought them into organizations and 
communities, we have learned a great deal about what makes them effective. Along the way, some perceptions have 
arisen that cause leaders to avoid using them. Table 2 contains some of those misconceptions, as well as realities and 
mitigating strategies. 

Table 2: Misconceptions and Associated Realities About the Methods  
Open table as spreadsheet  

Misconception Reality and Mitigating Strategy 

Methods are just touchy-feely, feelgood 
events with minimal practical impact. 

It's certainly true that there is more time spent than in an average 
meeting devoted to what might be dubbed "people issues" such as 
establishing conditions for effective interpersonal communication and 
joint exploration of issues. However, when done well, these are set up in 
the context of addressing an important opportunity or problem, and 
actually address it more productively by reducing the number of future 
required iterations of understanding and buy-in. 

Most people will change based on pure 
logic, so methods that seek to engage 
people are unnecessary. 

People need an emotional, gut-level connection to a challenge to inspire 
engaging with it. Large group methods can help provide that by 
generating intrinsic motivation through direct involvement. 

It's expensive to get lots of people in a 
room to decide something, and it's just 
not worth it! 

There is no "law" of methods that states that everyone has to be called 
into a room for every decision. Typically, careful attention is paid in 
discerning who gets invited to ensure that the optimal mix to address a 
challenge is present. Effective preplanning ensures the right people are 
gathered at the right time to address challenges in a systemic way, 
instead of just "fixing errors." 

Methods should bear the brunt of the 
large-scale change work for successful 
change. 

Large group methods are not the only way of accomplishing successful 
large-scale change, though they are among the most rapid. Other 
approaches include one-on-one conversations, training, coaching, role 
modeling of new behaviors, day-to-day management practices, and 
changes to the reward system. 

Top managers and government officials 
should not give up control to middle 
managers and frontline workers or to 
ordinary citizens. 

The issue of control has some elements of emotion to it, and some 
elements of well-founded logic. Historically, many managers and civic 
leaders have been burned by pushing decisions lower in the organization 
or out to community members, but when large group methods are used 
well, appropriate boundaries, alignment, internal controls, and monitoring 
mechanisms are present. In fact, when selected decisions are distributed 
to groups, the groups may actually provide more control because more 
people are watching for positive overall outcomes. Futurist Karl Albrecht 
speaks about empowerment as "responsible freedom." 

A large group method is just like any 
other meeting, just with more people. 

Large group methods are quite different. It's an entirely different type of 
meeting because people are in conversations with each other that they 
truly care about. While starting and finishing on time are great to apply to 
any meeting, including large group methods, beyond that, traditional 
facilitation rules may not all apply. 

Conflict is bad and will naturally emerge 
in a method when members having 
different interests show up in one place, 
resulting in discomfort and catastrophe. 

There are places in every city where people are together and there is no 
conflict. These places are called cemeteries. The reality is that whenever 
you have more than one living person in a room, you'll have more than 
one set of interests, and that's not a bad thing. Most methods are 
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Table 2: Misconceptions and Associated Realities About the Methods  
Open table as spreadsheet  

Misconception Reality and Mitigating Strategy 

designed to surface conflict and deal with it productively. 

Once people have gotten over some commonly held misconceptions about the methods, they are ready to move along in 
the decision process to use one or combine several methods. Once they start thinking about committing to using a 
method, it's completely natural to start thinking, "What will this cost and what will it get me?" 

 

Financial Considerations 

As people enter the method selection process, they typically develop a healthy interest in the following: 
 Costs 
 Benefits 
 Other Resource Considerations 

Costs 

Once people decide to use large group methods to meet their organization or community challenges, an early question 
that arises is, "Hey, what's this thing going to cost?" Well, it would be great if we could give you a standard cost for each 
method, or even a formula to figure it out. We can't. 

The two big variable costs for a method are facility costs and facilitator costs. Both can vary widely. For example, the 
strategic planning vice president of a Fortune 100 company booked an island resort for a three-day Search Conference. 
The total cost of the session was $55,000. Five weeks later, a Colorado mountain community held a Search 
Conference—the same exact agenda—at a free local community center using pro bono facilitators, where total out-of-
pocket costs were $68.73 for donuts and coffee. Value of each event: priceless. Costs: highly variable. The bottom line is 
that costs are more determined by the organization or community culture and event structuring than they are by specific 
method type. For sample budgeting templates, visit http://www.thechangehandbook.com. 

Benefits 

A challenging question for many methods is, "What benefits were realized?" Some methods, such as Six Sigma, are 
wired from the start to identify potential benefits, tactically pursue them, and then audit the results. For other methods, 
such as Dialogue (that helps surface important unstated assumptions) or Participative Design Workshop (that converts 
organizations into structures of high-performing teams), it is a bit more difficult to find a direct tie to the bottom line. A 
majority of the contributing authors in the first edition stated that while there was definitely a benefit to doing the method, 
the connection between the method conduct and the financial results was too loose to definitively provide a specific 
return on investment figure. 

Authors suggested several alternatives. Benefits are best defined in the context of the desired outcomes. Clarity about 
the purpose of the work provides the basis for determining its effectiveness. Whether this is best measured financially or 
through other means, it is an opportunity for a rich and useful conversation as the initiative is defined. 

Another approach suggested by contributing authors was to qualitatively consider the cost of not doing the method, and 
then assessing if it would make sense to do it. For example, such questions might include: "What is the cost of not 
having a strategic plan that all the vice presidents helped create and are motivated to implement?" "What are the 
implications of not having a major community segment present in zoning discussions?" and "What are the costs of 
hidden and overt resistance if frontline workers are not involved in decisions that affect their local working conditions?" 

Finally, it's important to consider that not all benefits arrive with a monetary price tag. Some benefits, such as quality of 
work life, vibrancy in communities, and increased collaboration are extremely worthy objectives and can make an 
immediate difference in people's lives as well as a long-term difference that has positive economic implications. 
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Resources 

An often-missed consideration is one of resources. Typical resource requirements for large group methods include flip 
charts, easels, markers, LCD projectors, a laptop computer, and a large room, preferably with a window. Everything you 
may need for a session may not require a financial outlay, or it may be a minimal expense for something that can make 
or break the session. For example, if you require an LCD projector and you're conducting the session in a remote 
location, make sure you order it early, and that they have backup bulbs for the projector. If you're up at a rustic mountain 
lodge, make sure the conference room they've put you in has electrical outlets. If your method requires a big circle of 
chairs and no tables, make sure the hotel staff can remove the tables from the room so it won't look like a table 
warehouse during your session. And if you will be generating many flip charts full of information, be sure it is okay to use 
tape on the walls. You get the picture. 

Now that you know why people might use methods that engage others in changing their systems, what might turn them 
off, and what it might cost, you may want to know what it is about the methods that makes them effective. 

 

Common Elements Across the Methods 

By looking across the many methods in this book, we uncovered some common elements that we believe are keys to 
their success. We offer seven shared characteristics: 

 Contributing to a meaningful purpose compels people into action. When people see the possibility of contributing 
to something larger than themselves, they operate differently. The emphasis shifts from focusing on "Why can't 
something be done?" to "How can we make this happen?" There is a tangible difference in the atmosphere of 
organizations and communities that have made this shift—they feel alive with possibility and excitement. 
 The power of individual contribution is unleashed. When people understand the whole system, when they see 
the possibility of meaningful intentions, and when they feel their voice matters, they commit. While it doesn't 
happen every time, the potential for extraordinary accomplishment exists within each of these approaches. 
 The whole person, head, heart, and spirit, is engaged. Over the years, words such as "hands" or "heads" have 
become a way to count numbers of people in organizations. They reflect a focus on what is considered 
important—hands to do the manual work; heads to do the thinking work. These methods reengage the whole 
person: hands for doing, heads for thinking, hearts for caring, and spirits for achieving inspired results. 
 Knowledge and wisdom exist in the people in the organization or community. This belief that the people in the 
system know best is a profound shift from the days of bringing in the outside "efficiency" expert with the answer. 
While several of these approaches rely on new ideas, not one of them presumes to have the answer. Instead, 
they engage people in the organization or community in making choices about what's best for them. 
 Information is co-created by members of the organization or community. What keeps the system whole over time 
is a commitment to collaborative meaning making, a profound shift from information provided on a "need-to-know" 
basis. When people share stories of what is important to them and to the system, they are more connected to 
each other and make more informed decisions about their individual and collective actions. The method creates a 
whole system view among members of the organization or community. Each method enables people to 
understand their system at a deeper level. They begin to see interconnections among departments, 
neighborhoods, processes, and relationships. When this occurs, system members know better how to contribute 
and therefore make commitments that were previously unlikely. Because more people understand the whole 
system, they can make intelligent, informed contributions to substantive decisions. Change is a process, not an 
event. While most of the authors describe a half-day to three-day event, they are all quick to say that the sum total 
of a transformational effort is not just one change event. While events help focus people's attention, they are only 
one part of the change equation. Leaders—at all levels—of organizations and communities also need to focus on 
actively supporting the plans and improvements achieved during the event. Without such ongoing support, 
conditions may return to what they were before the event occurred. 

These elements form a pattern, linking the individual with the collective, and the inner being with the outer "doing" or 
work, integrated through communication that connects, and bounded by two key assumptions: a commitment to a 
systems view and change as an ongoing process (figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Common Elements Among the Methods  

In summary, the methods in this book provide a way to address the complex emerging global trends and patterns that 
provide huge challenges to the very survival of organizations and communities today. Indeed, the collaborative and 
common ground—seeking methods may provide one of the only solutions to such complex problems. Once people 
recognize that the methods can have such a profound impact, they need to decide if, when, and how they will use them. 
The forces that drive people to use the methods in this book—such as the need for speed, the need for intrinsic 
motivation, and previous exposure to the dramatic success of the methods—are currently being experienced by a 
growing number of progressive leaders who seek positive, sustainable change. Unfortunately, misconceptions about the 
use of methods abound, and, in many cases, are keeping people from using them. By taking a critical look at historical 
use of the methods—both good and bad—and correctly applying their underlying principles, leaders can advance the 
positive development of their organizations and communities in a sustainable way. 

 

 

 

A Word on Terminology 

We have encountered a variety of terms that are nearly synonymous: large group methods, whole system change, 
enterprise-wide change, large group interventions, change methods, change processes, and the process arts are among 
the most common. Many of these are used throughout the book, depending on the author's background and audiences 
with whom he or she typically works. We have found that a term one person really resonates with can often set off alarm 
bells and near anaphylactic reactions in another. For now, our advice is to use the term that you think best for your 
environment. Think about how you'll want to explain what you're trying to accomplish to key decision makers, your fellow 

change agents, and the population that will be most affected by the change, and select a good match. 

 

 

Part I: Navigating Through the Methods 

Chapters List 

Chapter 1: The Big Picture—Making Sense of More Than Sixty Methods  

Chapter 2: Selecting Methods—The Art of Mastery  

Chapter 3: Preparing to Mix and Match Methods  

Chapter 4: Sustainability of Results  
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Every journey of substance benefits from a road map. Particularly when entering unknown territory, any reference points 
from those who have gone before can make the trip a little easier. When there are many choices, a little orientation goes 
a long way! The chapters in this section prepare you for traveling through the vast and rapidly expanding discipline of 
highly participative change in human systems. 

Chapter 1: "The Big Picture: Making Sense of More than Sixty Methods" is like a travel guide, providing a set of 
characteristics to help you begin orienting yourself to the 61 change methods in the book. It gives you a glimpse into 
these methods through the purpose of the process—whether it is for use in an organization, community, or both—with 
regard to the size of events it is intended to support, its typical duration, what it takes to prepare new practitioners, its 
cycle of use, and any special resource needs. 

Chapter 2: "Selecting Methods: The Art of Mastery" provides a framework for thinking about mastering the work of 
change. It offers a pathway to follow for making a choice among methods and takes you through a story of making a 
choice. It also offers some counsel on selecting a consultant to work with your community or organization and some 
guidance in getting started. 

Chapter 3: "Preparing to Mix and Match Methods" travels deeper into the territory for those who are considering how 
different approaches might blend with each other. It shares some stories from the field as well as some practices to guide 
you in this work. 

Chapter 4: "Sustainability of Results" prepares you for starting with the end in mind, so that the time, money, and effort 
you invest leave a lasting legacy. 

This opening section grounds you in the basics of change, preparing you to take your first steps into the new and 
liberating terrain of cocreating a future that serves the people, communities, and organizations in which we live and work. 

 

 

Chapter 1: The Big Picture—Making Sense of More Than Sixty 

Methods 

Make everything as simple as possible, but not simpler. 

—Albert Einstein 

Whole system change methods continue to increase in recognition, variety, and use. The first edition of this book 
included 18 methods and just a few short years later, there are more than 60 methods in this second edition. This 
creative explosion provides great opportunities for reaching further into organizations and communities to engage people 
in making a positive and productive difference. 

So, let's say you need to make a change, you have looked at a variety of methods, and you come across this 
compendium of more than 60 methods. Where do you start? What's the difference between one method and another 

…how do you make sense of them all? How do you speak intelligently about them…helping clients, coworkers, 

employees, community members, stakeholders, leaders…understand the distinctions? WHAT DO YOU DO? This 
chapter defines seven characteristics to help you see the whole of the methods available to support your work. These 
seven characteristics are gathered in a "Summary Matrix" that provides you with a quick, "at-a-glance" way to compare 
and contrast the methods. 

Understanding Options: Seven Characteristics to Consider 

Categorizing anything is tricky. On one hand, we strive to simplify our world with models, categories, and taxonomies. On 
the other hand, simplification limits and potentially undermines the essential concepts we strive to better understand. 
Classification does not stand alone; it is a starting point for consideration. With elaboration and context, a fuller picture 
emerges. The frame-work that follows is one lens into that picture. Coupled with the information in the rest of the book, 
we believe you will have what you need to make sound choices regarding which method(s) can best help you. The 
method chapters, quick summaries, and end-of-chapter references offer the means to further investigate the possibilities. 
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Purpose 

In Alice's Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll, the cat said, "If you don't know where you are going, any road will 
get you there." Purpose ensures we go somewhere intentional. It answers the questions: What is the focus and aim of 
our work? What methods are designed to do this? We identified five overarching dimensions of purpose. Planning, 
structuring, and improving describe processes designed to accomplish a specific purpose. Adaptable methods span 
these purposes. Supportive processes enhance the work, whatever its purpose (see figure 1). 

 Adaptable methods are used for a variety of purposes in organizations or communities, including planning, 
structuring, and improving. This group uses principles and practices that adjust to varying needs. 
 Planning methods help people in communities and organizations shape their future together. These methods set 
strategic direction and core identity through activities such as self-analysis, exploration, visioning, value clarification, 
goal setting, and action development.  
 Structuring methods organize the system to create the desired future. They rely on an effective plan and result in 
redefined relationships among people and redesigned work practices. 
 Improving methods increase effectiveness and create operational efficiencies in such areas as cycle time, waste, 
productivity, and relationships. Basic assumptions of how the organization works often stay the same, while 
breakthroughs are achieved in processes, relationships, individual behaviors, knowledge, and distributive 
leadership. 
 Supportive refers to practices that enhance the efficacy of other change methods, making them more robust and 
suitable to the circumstances and participants. They are like spices in a meal, enriching methods to satisfy the 
unique tastes of the client. They weave into and often become permanent elements of other methods. 

 
Figure 1: The Five Dimensions of Purpose  

Type of System 

Who do these methods help? What kinds of people are coming together? How might we think of the system undergoing 
the change? A simple and useful distinction is organizations and communities. 

 Organizations have discernable boundaries and clearly structured relationships that help determine which 
employees, functions, organizational levels, customers, and suppliers to include in a proposed change. 
 Communities are more diffuse, often involving a range of possible participants—citizens, different levels of 
government, associations, agencies, media, and more. These systems are often emerging entities that exist around 
a common bond, sometimes based in purpose, sometimes in relationships. Alliances, cities, associations, cohousing 
groups, and activist rallies are examples of geographic communities, communities of interest, and communities of 
practice. 
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Event Size 

Most of the methods employ one or a series of events along the change journey. Though they all focus on whole 
systems, some engage large numbers of participants at one time, while others involve smaller numbers over time. Still 
others use technology to bring people together across time and space. What best serves your situation? Size has many 
implications, both strategic and practical. Do we involve the whole system or a meaningful subset? What facilities do we 
need? How many people do we include? What are the potential costs per person and how much can we afford? It's a 
tough balance to include as much of the system as you can while dealing with the constraints of space, time, and cost. 

Duration 

When determining what process to use, time is always a factor. What is the sense of urgency? What sort of pace can the 
organization or community assimilate? What is possible in terms of how frequently people gather? Whatever the nature 
of the process, it requires time for preparation, for event(s), and for follow-up. This is often tough to characterize because 
it is highly dependent on the complexity of the initiative. The contributing authors have given us a range based on how 
their process is typically used. 

Cycle 

Some methods have a natural beginning and ending. Others are suited for a periodic planning cycle, and some become 
"the way things are done around here." We have identified the following cycles: 

 As Needed. Done to accomplish an intended purpose, these methods are not typically scheduled to be repeated. 
Sometimes they are used only once; however, they may be used again if a new purpose arises. 
 Periodic. Repeated over time, these methods are commonly used for planning processes. For example, 
repetition may be scheduled every few years. 
 Continuous. For some methods, the objective is for the event to cease being an event. The full benefit is realized 
when the application becomes everyday practice. 

Practitioner Preparation 

People often ask, "How quickly can I get started with using this method on my own?" Some methods are deceptively 
simple to "just do," yet there is art and nuance to mastering them over time. Mastery of virtually any process is a lifetime's 
work. The more complex the change effort, the more advisable it is to get skilled support. Still, knowing what's involved to 
prepare new practitioners provides insight into how quickly and broadly change can spread. Here are the distinctions we 
offer for getting started as a new practitioner: 

 Self-Directed Study. Given a background in group work, with the aid of a book, a video, support from a 
community of practice (perhaps via the internet), or some in-person coaching, a new practitioner can take his or her 
first steps independently. Because these practices look so simple, this caution is especially important: Start with 
straightforward applications! 
 General Training. Before attempting this work on your own, attend a workshop or work with someone skilled in 
the process. In some cases, training workshops offer follow-up field experiences that provide opportunities to work 
as part of a support team. 
 In-depth Training. These methods require a significant investment in training and practice before working on your 
own. Often, there is formal training, certification from a governing body, and mentoring. 

Special Resource Needs 

Almost every process involves at least one face-to-face or online event. We've asked the contributing authors to make 
visible any unusual needs for people (e.g., many volunteer facilitators), exceptional technology requirements (e.g., 
proprietary software or hundreds of linked computers in a room), or other out-of-the-ordinary items or resource-intensive 
requirements. 

All processes require a knowledgeable facilitator or facilitation team. Most face-to-face events require adequate space, 
breakout rooms, comfortable seating, clean air, good lighting, appropriate acoustics, and supplies (e.g., flip charts, 
markers, tape). Many online processes require a computer and Internet access. Very large events often require 
audiovisual support. Beyond these basics, is something special required? 

 



An Interlude: A Tale of Multiple Intelligences 

We invite you into a behind-the-scenes story with a cliff-hanger ending: 

As we searched for how to communicate the qualitative distinctions among the methods in the book, educator Howard 
Gardner's multiple intelligences offered an exciting possibility.

[1]
 Drawing from neurophysiology, Gardner identified the 

site location in the brain that correlates with each of the intelligences.
[2]

 Just as people have natural gifts in different 
areas—art, math, music, etc.—we thought, "Why not approach these processes by considering their different emphases 
among the intelligences?" Characterizing the methods this way could open the door to rich conversations about the 
relationships among the processes and their fit with the purpose of an initiative or the culture of the organization or 
community. We could also see the intelligences as useful to practitioners in discerning what methods resonated with their 
skills and talents. 

Excited by the idea, we asked the contributing authors to identify the three most dominant intelligences (in order of 
dominance) for their method. One or two told us they liked the idea and others told us that they didn't. Most just 
responded with an answer. A few identified four or more intelligences and were a bit frustrated that we asked them to 
limit their choice to the dominant three. Then, as our due date for delivering the manuscript neared, three elders of the 
field weighed in, flatly refusing to play. Merrelyn Emery put it this way, "I object to it [multiple intelligences] being applied 
to Open Systems Theory methods because whether you like it or not, it is the human implications that will be drawn from 
the entry and these methods have been designed to be as non-discriminating as possible." 

In a separate conversation, Sandra Janoff and Marv Weisbord said, "There is equal opportunity to access all the 
intelligences in Future Search. Future Search is like an empty bottle. People pour in their experiences, history, 
aspirations, then seek common ground and act based upon it. What is key is to get the right diversity into the room, that's 
what gives the event its rich character. Not the method, nor the facilitator." 

It was the eleventh hour and we faced a dilemma: Include the intelligences or drop them from the book? After our initial 
consternation, we realized that we were in a situation that brings many people to whole system change methods: a 
complex subject, deeply held beliefs, and the need to find an answer—fast! We faced a consultant's worst nightmare: the 
need to practice our own teachings! Taking a deep breath, we embraced the controversy, knowing that disturbances are 
a doorway to learning and an opportunity for something innovative to emerge. We then did what we advise our clients to 
do and revisited our purpose: to support readers in discerning enough about the processes to make useful choices. 

We discussed the value of the intelligences in meeting this purpose, and specifically how this lens of the intelligences 
had already benefited our own work. For example, we realized that the book did not have a single process with rhythmic 
intelligence among the three most dominant. Steven Cady went searching and found two gems: JazzLab and Drum 
Café. 

Peggy Holman talked about how awareness of the intelligences had immediately affected a gathering she did with 
Juanita Brown, using both The World Café and Open Space. Together, they consciously brought all seven intelligences 
into play, creating a powerful, rich experience that continues to ripple in its effect on participants. Did bringing music and 
movement—intelligences that might not have otherwise been incorporated—matter? It is difficult to say; it is clear that the 
conference accessed parts of participants that might not have been otherwise present. 

As we reflected, Tom Devane pointed out that our use of the intelligences had morphed. We didn't use them to classify; 
rather, they served a higher purpose, consciously inviting more of ourselves and our participants into the work. Steven 
Cady added that inventing and incorporating activities that tap the intelligences was a way to evolve the methods. 

Yes, we concluded, the intelligences had something valuable to add, but perhaps not in the way we had originally 
envisioned, and not without more in-depth exploration among the contributing authors. That, we felt would be a 
disservice to them, to the field, and to our readers. But how could we bring the value, give it the time needed to "simmer," 
and meet our publication deadline? 

As often happens when we embrace rather than resist disturbances, we found an innovative answer that we believe 
accomplishes far more than we originally envisioned. We are convening a conversation at 
http://www.thechangehandbook.com among the contributing authors. Our eleventh-hour monkey wrench became an 
opportunity to meet another desire we had: to create an online space to grow a vibrant community of practice across the 
many process disciplines. What better way to start than with a meaty, substantive issue? We invite you to visit, see how 
the story is unfolding, and join in the continuing conversation. 
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[1]
Gardner's original seven intelligences are: Linguistic, Logical, Rhythmic, Kinesthetic, Spatial, Interpersonal, and 

Intrapersonal. For more on their application to whole system change processes, see 
http://www.thechangehandbook.com. 

[2]
LdPride (2006). Multiple Intelligence Explained. 

http://www.ldpride.net/learningstyles.MI.htm#Learning%20Styles%20Explained; Infed (2006). Howard Gardner, Multiple 
Intelligences and Education. http://www.infed.org/thinkers/gardner.htm; Howard Gardner, "Intelligence Reframed," in 
Multiple Intelligences for the 21st Century (New York: Basic Books, 1999). 

The Summary Matrix 

The following tables provide an overview of all the processes in the book. Because purpose is paramount to starting a 
change initiative, we use it as the primary organizing dimension, with a separate table for each purpose. Within purpose, 
the in-depth methods are grouped alphabetically followed by the thumbnails, also in alphabetical order. Please note that 
"Org/Com" abbreviates "Organization/Community." We hope these tables guide you to the methods that can best serve 
your needs. 

Adaptable Methods 

Adaptable methods are used for a variety of purposes, including planning, structuring, and improving. 
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Planning Methods 

Planning methods help people shape their future together. 

 

Structuring Methods 

Structuring methods redefine relationships and/or redesign work practices. 

javascript:PopImage('IMG_5','http://images.books24x7.com/bookimages/id_14068/figu23_1_0.jpg','899','992')
javascript:PopImage('IMG_6','http://images.books24x7.com/bookimages/id_14068/figu24_1_0.jpg','898','902')


 

Improving Methods 

Improving methods increase effectiveness in processes, relationships, individual behaviors, knowledge and/or 
distributive leadership. 
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Supportive Methods 

Supportive refers to practices that enhance the efficacy of other change methods. 

 

 

Chapter 2: Selecting Methods—The Art of Mastery 

Overview 

The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a society that honors the 
servant and has forgotten the gift. 

—Albert Einstein 

If you watch footage of the 70+-year-old founder of Aikido, Morihei Ueshiba (1883–1969), practicing his martial art, you 
will see men more than half his age are rushing at him; with little effort, the master flings one person this way and 

another that way.
[1]

 It's hard to actually believe this elderly man of slight build could be seriously doing this… and he was. 
Master Ueshiba began his journey to the invention of Aikido through blending other combat methods. He would bring 
aspects of the various methods together in an instant to meet the moment. In mastering each of these methods and then 
blending them, he discovered that they shared common principles. He combined their essence into a new form called 
Aikido. He considered Aikido to be advancement beyond the originating methods. Aikido is an art in which each training 
session is a step in the quest for perfection, where the apprentice learns through practice to be patient, relaxed, and 
focused while acting intuitively.

[2]
  

Whether you want to become a master or simply select a method for a particular situation, the principles and advice 
espoused here can help you achieve greater success with any change initiative. This chapter begins with an overview of 
mastery, and follows with a description of the first step to mastery—method selection. The chapter ends with a 
discussion on selecting a consultant and advice for those embarking on the journey to mastery. 

[1]
Video and other information regarding Morihei Ueshiba can be found at http://www.aikidojournal.com. 

[2]
John Stevens, Abundant Peace: The Biography of Morihei Ueshiba, Founder of Aikido (Boston: Shambhala, 1987). 

What Is Mastery? 

Mastery refers to having the consummate skill, commanding knowledge, and intuitive sensibility that can be successfully 
applied to a particular situation or activity. At the heart of mastery is the dilemma in which one must conduct rational 
analyses while drawing on intuition. Gary Klein, one of the foremost researchers and consultants on the power of 
intuition, states, "In order to take that path, we have to reject the dilemma. We shouldn't simply follow our intuitions, as 
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they can be unreliable and need to be monitored. Yet we shouldn't suppress our intuitions either, because they are 
essential to our decision making and can't be replaced by analyses and procedures. Thus, our only real option is to 
strengthen our intuitions so that they become more accurate and provide us with better insights."

[3]
 This is the key to 

mastery. 

[3]
Gary Klein, The Power of Intuition (New York: Currency Doubleday, 2004). 

Mastering Whole System Change 

In reviewing the paths of inventors, developers, and leading voices of established methods, I uncovered a subtle yet 
essential shared journey called the Cycle of Mastery (see figure 1). These masters flow through this cycle in three 
phases: Method, Blend, and Invention. A person begins a phase as an apprentice, develops mastery, and then begins 
the next phase as an apprentice, and so forth. The apprentice versus master delineation is intended to give a sense of 
where the journey begins and ends for each phase in the cycle. There is no shame in being a novice. Contrarily, it is an 
exciting time to be learning and, yes, it can be scary. Actually, a healthy dose of fear, doubt, and selfreflection is required 
for the journey to mastery. It is necessary to give up old ways of doing things that are familiar in order to step into new 
ways of being. The experience can be likened to the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly. A caterpillar crawls 
while the butterfly flies—they are the same being, yet their mode of operation is fundamentally changed. Anyone who 
chooses to learn something is daring to be great! Bravely putting themselves out in the world, choosing to claim what 

they know, admitting what they don't know, and then trying something new… these are the characteristics of the leading 
voices for methods in this book. 

 
Figure 1: The Cycle of Mastery  

While it is often said that these methods take a lifetime to master, there is an arriving that people express when working 
with a method. This arriving is often described with a sense of wonder, excitement, and confidence. It also signifies that 
the person is moving to the next phase of mastery, a new journey is beginning. 

Method Mastery 

Method Masters focus on one particular approach to whole system change. The practitioner takes a "deep dive" into the 
history, theory, research, values, language, tools, techniques, and applications of the method. These masters require 

little documentation when in the midst of the change process; they have embodied the method … they know it by heart, 
and they can sense when the method requires adjustment in order to adapt it to a particular situation. The apprentice, on 
the other hand, is more inclined to strictly follow the method guidelines with little deviation from what is written in the 
documentation or taught in courses and workshops. 

Blend Mastery 

Blend Masters build on method mastery. They have mastered multiple methods and continue to add more to their 
repertoire. While they may not articulate it in the moment, blend masters intuitively know what to use when, where, and 
why. There is an effortless mixing and matching, recognizing which aspects of the methods are best integrated for a 
particular situation. On the other hand, the apprentice may not see the distinctions and the blending may appear more 
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disjointed or choppy. Here, the apprentice might be at a loss as to which method or methods to use, and might make a 
less-than-optimal match. 

Invention Mastery 

Invention Masters focus on the natural evolution of method mastery and blend mastery. Alban and Scherer stated, "We 
are standing on the shoulders of giants. It is now up to us, their descendents, to do what they did so many years ago; 
discover new principles and methods of assisting leaders and their organizations to be as effective as they can be."

[4]
 In 

the process of perfecting their knowledge of methods and increasing their ability to blend them, invention masters push 
outside conventional boundaries to innovate. When faced with a situation that cannot be addressed with a method or set 
of methods, these masters draw upon their expertise to create new connections and patterns that lead to advances and 
inspired approaches. On the other hand, the apprentice draws from the pool of what is available and blends methods 
effortlessly, yet does not see nor seize the opportunity to craft a new way. 
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