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The Role of Organization Values in Providing Stability during 
Large-Scale Organization Change
by Ira Levin, Ph.D. & Jonathan Gottlieb, Ph.D.

In this article, we share two client case studies from our consulting work to illustrate how organization values can contribute to the successful implementation of major organization change. 

The first case study details a major turnaround effort of a large, mature organization. We use this case to examine how conducting a change effort in a manner viewed by organization members as inconsistent with the organization’s espoused values nearly derailed the change. While many of the desired short-term performance outcomes were achieved, the organization’s longer term performance and health were put at risk. A “values-realignment” intervention used to strengthen commitment to the change and rebuild the organization’s vitality and trust in its leadership will be presented. 

The second client case study describes a smaller entrepreneurial organization led by its founder and embarking on an aggressive new growth strategy. We outline how the organization’s values were articulated and used to guide and institutionalize the significant organization changes required to support this strategy. 

Following the case studies, we summarize some our key learnings from these two client experiences. 

The New World of Organization Change

A principal focus of both of our practices is assisting our clients to implement large scale change in their organizations. In recent years, we have found the theoretical distinctions made in the literature between different typologies of change – incremental vs. transformational (Quinn, 1996) or discontinuous change (Nadler,1998) and episodic vs. continuous change Weick & Quinn (1999) – to be less descriptive of what is actually taking place in organizations today and therefore, less useful for informing our practices. Change in organizations today has become a way of life and tends to occur in a more simultaneous and overlapping manner. Rarely is one major change effort completed before others are launched. Organizations today are faced with managing “portfolios” of several planned large scale change initiatives that are in varying degrees of progress. As a result, change initiatives tend to blur together creating a seemingly never ending stream of change with the added potential for significant disruption. 

As OD practitioners, we have learned a variety of models and approaches recommending how to implement and manage large-scale organization change (Chin & Benne, 1985; Kotter, 1995; Nadler, 1998; Burke & Litwin, 2002). Yet, implementing and institutionalizing change continues to be a significant challenge for organizational leaders and OD practitioners. There are still more examples of major change efforts that fail to achieve their goals than those that succeed (Kotter, 1996; Burke, 2002). A key challenge for organization leaders becomes how to implement simultaneous and overlapping change to achieve the desired outcomes sought without creating so much upheaval that current and longer-term organizational performance suffers. 

We know organization change is inherently messy and complicated. Large scale organization change is intensely political and in many instances highly personal. It disrupts existing patterns of power, influence, and efficacy as well as established working relationships. Change creates levels of instability, uncertainty, and generates anxiety that often exceed its scope and magnitude. Yet, while implementing major change, organizations must continue to operate their day-to-day business. No organization has the luxury of putting its daily business on hold while it focuses its efforts and resources on planning and implementing a change. This places enormous strain on organizational resources, both financial and human. 

The inherent tumult of change combined with the stress of implementing it while continuing to operate the business creates enormous challenges for organizational leaders as they strive to build commitment to change among organizational constituencies. As Kotter (1996) noted, organization change efforts will not be successful unless hundreds or thousands of people are willing to support it actively, often to the point of making short-term sacrifices. Beckhard and Harris (1977) talked about the need to build a “critical mass” of support for change. Winning and keeping the “hearts and minds” of the organizational populace in support of change is clearly a key success factor. Yet, doing so effectively over the length of time required to implement and institutionalize large-scale change is no easy task. This becomes a more critical issue when change is an ongoing facet of organizational life. Success is dependent on how effectively organization members can be motivated and inspired to endure the considerable anxiety and discomfort associated with ongoing major change while simultaneously contributing to its long term success as they continue to perform their current jobs. This requires being able to maintain some sense of stability and continuity in the face of the disruption and upheaval inherent to major organizational change. 

The Contribution of Values

We have found that organization values offer a useful mechanism for maintaining continuity and stability in the midst of large-scale change. Random House dictionary defines values as the “principal standard or quality considered inherently worthwhile or desirable.” The etymological root of the word “value” comes from the Latin word “valor” meaning strength. Values can be a powerful source of strength during times of change. Schein (1992) defined organization values as the “shoulds or oughts” that prescribe appropriate behavior and clarify expectations. Organizational values describe in part an organization’s identity and what it stands for, as well as provide a “philosophy of operating.” As such, organization values represent higher order principles that provide a greater sense of meaning and purpose. 

Values represent to some extent a form of the “deep structures” (Gersick, 1991) and “interpretive schemes” (Bartunek, 1984) that are relatively stable and largely implicit, yet help frame ongoing interpretation of organizational events and actions. Collins and Porras (1994) discovered that companies that provided a strong sense of identity, purpose, and meaning for their organization members were “built to last.” This is especially true during periods of change. Burton and O’Reilly (2000) suggested that management practices alone did not affect desired organization change outcomes. Rather, values also contributed to achieving successful outcomes since employees look at not only what is done but also how it is done. How things are done refers to the values and beliefs underlying the conduct of management practices. The noted psychiatrist Viktor Frankel (1970), founder of Logotherapy, identified the “search for meaning” as an inherent human drive and described how discovering such meaning can help people cope effectively with periods of stress and loss and tap into inner sources of strength. Values contribute to generating and maintaining a sense of greater meaning and purpose, and as a result represent a powerful mechanism for anchoring organizational members during times of change and keeping such change efforts energized and on track. Organization values also can contribute to the conformance and aligned action required to implement large-scale organization change, without the need to resort to more coercive forms of external controls. 

While organizational goals, strategies, and structures may be the target of major organization change efforts, organization values rarely become the focus of change. As such, they also represent an important sense of continuity for people engaged in the throes of disruption and loss associated with change and can help organization members cope with the uncertainties, frustrations, and stress inherent to major organization change efforts. Values not only represent an important reference point of stability during times of change, but also should guide and influence how the change effort is conducted (Levin, Proctor, & Thibault, 2001). Conducting change efforts in ways that are perceived by organization members and other stakeholders as consistent with espoused organizational values can also help build and maintain trust and confidence in leaders. 

The Turnaround 

This first case is about a highly mission-centered organization that had experienced six years of severe declines in performance after nearly a decade of success. Their Board brought in a new CEO who then proceeded to replace several members of the senior leadership team. The new CEO and his new team were charged with quickly turning around the organization’s dismal performance. With this clear mandate and strong sense of urgency the newly installed senior leadership team began a significant redesign of many of the existing structures and operating practices of the organization. They moved from what had been highly autonomous operating divisions into a more tightly controlled, centralized structure. Operational units were streamlined and performance standards and accountabilities were tightened. Some operation support functions were outsourced or consolidated. A major emphasis was placed on a few key performance measures and executive incentives were aligned with these new measures. 

This turnaround effort was the most dramatic change in the organization’s history. It spanned a three-year period and brought the organization back from major operating losses to new-found financial stability. However, the variety of changes in senior leadership, organization structures, and management practices, as well as some reductions in force, were experienced by organizational members as counter-cultural and potentially undermining of its mission. The new leadership was viewed with skepticism and as not committed to the organization’s mission and core values. Various forms of resistance began to emerge across the organization. Morale and commitment to the change effort began to decline. An undesired exodus of key talent began to occur. The CEO fortunately recognized that the organization’s ability to sustain the performance improvements and achieve the longer term viability was at risk. A new crisis of organizational vitality loomed and the CEO realized something needed to be done quickly to remedy it. With assistance from one of the authors, a values renewal process was designed and implemented.

The key goal for the values renewal process was to realign and re-energize managers, supervisors, and employees around the intent, meaning, and consistent practice of the organization’s core values while also aligning these with organization performance. The CEO’s objectives for the values renewal process included:
	
	Affirm commitment to the core values in light of the recent organization changes;
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	Develop a personal re-commitment to the core values across the management ranks;
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	Translate the core values into specific work related preferred norms and behaviors; and

	[image: image3.png]



	Ensure the alignment of key management policies and practices with the core values.


The first step involved bringing together the organization’s 200 top executives and managers in three facilitated large group all-day work sessions. These work sessions focused on revisiting and examining the underlying assumptions and intentions of the organization’s founders related to the values. A couple of original founders were brought in to describe why and how the particular values were chosen. The session participants were led through structured activities to help them operationalize the values into specific leader and manager behaviors. Participants were presented with a variety of different scenarios, crises, and dilemmas and were asked to come up with solutions and actions that were consistent with the values. Several smaller task-forces were formed to assess the alignment between key management processes such as decision-making, resource allocation, planning, communication, and performance management with the espoused values and make recommendations for changes to policy, processes, and practices to strengthen that alignment. In the months that followed several values renewal related initiatives were implemented. These included:
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	Values-based decision making process in which all major decisions were put through the filter of the core values; 
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	Values demonstration component added to the performance review to evaluate people on the extent to which they demonstrated the core values in the achievement of their performance objectives; 
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	Multiple rater feedback process for senior leaders that assessed the extent that leaders were viewed by their direct reports, peers, boss and others as “modeling’ the core values; and 
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	“Values In Action” recognition program to publicly recognize and reward individuals and teams for contributions that were highly exemplary of the core values. 


Executives and managers were also provided with a set of “tools” to support them in their required replication of the content of the three-day work sessions with the employees in their respective divisions, departments, and work teams. In short, each was asked to work with their staff to translate the core values into specific work related behaviors and to strengthen the alignment between the values and their key operating practices. 

In the three years since this values renewal process was initiated, operating margins have increased from 2% to over 6%, employee morale and confidence in the organization’s priorities, directions, and leadership is up over 28% as measured by an organization-wide employee survey, and undesired turnover has been reduced by nearly 10%. With this increased health and vitality, the organization is now focused on executing a new five year growth strategy. 

Seeking Focused Growth

In contrast, the second case involved a highly successful entrepreneurial company that was interested in repositioning and realigning itself for sustained future growth. This company had achieved initial and consecutive years of rapid growth and profitability. It had already achieved a ranking among the nation’s top five companies in its industry, and had received recognition for customer service. However, it was now encountering a period of slower growth due to market consolidation, increased competition, and new customer expectations. The change agenda included a desire to build organization capabilities to achieve future sustained growth. The CEO, who was also the founder, wanted to keep alive the entrepreneurial spirit that had fueled its past success, but realized that more formal processes and infrastructure were required to sustain the momentum for future growth. The organization’s values were more clearly articulated and positioned as the foundational elements for the desired change. The principal goal was to affirm the company’s values as the basis for how to conduct business and provide a stable foundation as other changes were made. The key objectives for this effort included:
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	Articulate the company’s core values as the foundation for change and growth; 

	[image: image9.png]



	Link the core values with past successes and with the changes required to position the company for future performance, and 
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	Provide support to leaders and employees to more consistently embed the values into daily work life. 


One of the authors began consultative work with the company’s CEO. The work first focused on clarifying, defining, and articulating his personal values and assumptions about how his company should operate, how business should be conducted, and how people should behave. A similar inquiry was completed with the senior team and was combined with a broader organization assessment focused on identifying current strengths and improvement opportunities. The information obtained from the individual work with the CEO and members of his team, as well as the organization assessment was used to craft a company mission and values statement. A vision for the future was also defined. The CEO then decided to make a number of changes in his leadership team, and as part of bringing this team together, a new business strategy was developed and a set of strategic priorities to support this strategy was established. The new strategy focused on growth and increased operating efficiencies. A new obsession with the marketplace and market competitiveness was emphasized together with stronger accountabilities, an increased focus on results, formalization of a variety of management processes, and investments in infrastructure. 

Significant to the change effort was the leadership team’s commitment to executing their strategy and the strategic priorities in ways consistent with their stated values. The core values were viewed as forming the basis for the change effort, serving to keep it on track, the organization aligned around it, and as supporting the ongoing development of a high performing company culture. The values were then deployed systematically throughout the organization and are still being integrated into operations and a variety of management practices towards the goal of becoming a “values-centered” organization. Some of the key elements of this values deployment included:
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	Organization-wide communication of the values to clarify expectations for how future success would be achieved and the new change agenda accomplished; 
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	Ongoing discussion within the senior leadership team regarding the consistency of their decisions and actions with the values; 
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	Engagement of extended leadership (direct reports to senior team) in discussion of the values, and development of a new leadership competency model that included behaviors considered demonstrative of the values; 
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	Revised leadership accountabilities and a new incentive plan designed to integrate the core values as part of performance; 
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	Development of a leadership feedback and development process that included an emphasis on the new competencies and modeling of the values;
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	Conduct of an organization culture and values assessment to establish a baseline for culture development work and to identify priorities for that work; and 
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	Regular communications to all employees that linked organization change with organization values. 


These various changes have positioned the organization in the market, and enabled them to deliver results. Interestingly, many of their current and prospective clients have commented on how the company has improved its reputation for customer service in ways that are consistent with its underlying values. Additionally, the organization has received increased media attention as an organization that understands its industry, and competitors are attempting to catch up with a series of new product and solutions offerings the company has recently brought to market. 

Learnings

Each of these client engagements affirmed our understanding of the contribution of values in facilitating successful organization change. We came to appreciate that major organization change, whether viewed as positive or negative, impacts the sense of identity of organization members both collectively and individually and can be quite disorienting. Such disorientation can undermine the success of change implementation if it is not managed effectively. And, affirmation of core values plays an important role in providing stability and alignment during major change efforts.

We also learned that major organization change needs to be placed within the context of contributing to the mission and overarching purpose of the organization. It also needs to be executed in a manner consistent with and reinforcing of the core values. In essence, values provide the link that can serve to integrate different change related initiatives.

Senior leadership needs to take ownership and responsibility for enterprise change efforts. These change efforts should not be handed off or delegated to Human Resources or other staff functions as an assignment. While the identification and definition of the values is a leadership prerogative, managers and employees also need to be engaged in translation of these values into their daily work life and behaviors. To ensure the continued relevance of an organization’s values, its operating and management practices need to be periodically evaluated for their consistency with core values and redesigned or repositioned as required.
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