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Stories and Organizational Change Participants and Sensemaking in Local Government

Abstract

This project explores the role of storytelling by individuals in times of organizational
change. The study was carried out in a local body organization that, like other local body
bodies in New Zealand, had been undergoing a series of changes over a period of several
years as the result of central government reform.
There is a wide body of literature supporting the theory that the performance of stories is a
key part of an organization's members' sensemaking. It has been shown that people
reconstruct and interpret different experiences of organizational change and learning.
For this study a total of 21 employees from the local body were interviewed by way of
storytelling. The main research question asked: "what do stories told by employees in an
organization undergoing change indicate about the change?" Closely related sub-questions
asked if stories indicated resistance or commitment to the changes, or degrees of resistance
and/or commitment. Resistance to change is recognised as a critically important factor that
can influence the success or otherwise of an organizational change. This resistance can be
an impediment to progress. In times of organizational change, stories told by employees
may indicate resistance to the change which, if not adequately addressed, may retard
organizational change efforts.
The major findings from the employees ' stories revealed some important key themes.
They were that the participants had conflicting views of what the purpose of the current
changes were. In addition, there was a general sense of, "here we go again", following on
from previous changes in the organization. This perception gave the effect that
participants had difficulty in viewing the current changes seriously. There was also a
general perception that the right people were not being included in the change- making
decision process. People felt left out and therefore expressed resistance in their stories.
Further, a special group of people was selected from within the organization to carry out
the change process and they too indicated feelings of isolation from and rejection by the
organization's employees, and that created for them feelings of resistance.
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Overall, it seemed clear the stories provided confirmedthat participants resisted the change
to varying degrees. Thornhill, Lewis and Millmore. (2000) states perceptions about
change will affect its acceptance and may lead to resistance that could effectively minimise
or even negate the purpose of the intended change. The analysis of these stories provided
implications for change managers. This study has shown that the individuals' narratives or
stories are a powerful vehicle and source of knowledge of how employees view
happenings within the organization. A positive lesson to be learned from this research, and
one which can be utilised by change managers in the future, is the significance of
employees' stories and their importance to managers

~o

listen to, gauge and assess the

mood of the organization toward change.
A second round of interviews with a small group of the original interviewees, one year on,
served the purpose of giving the participants an opportunity to reflect on the events and for
sensemaking of what they didn't necessarily understand or were not aware of at the time of
the first round. This proved to be a valuable opportunity to consider, reflect and learn for
future organizational change processes.
It is suggested that it would be useful to conduct similar research within other local bodies
that have also been undergoing series of changes over recent years following central
government reform. Because of the uniqueness of local bodies and their position seated
between public service organizations and the private sector, they are in a position where
they are pressured to satisfy the demands of the stakeholders, both the community and the
ratepayer-elected body of councillors. No doubt councils are continuing to investigate the
most appropriate local government structures to meet their stakeholder' s needs and the
delivery of services.
Key Words
change, change management, commitment, culture, organization, organizational
employees, resistance, sensemaking, stories.
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Content/Format of the Thesis Report

The format of this report mostly follows the formal style for empirical research reporting
as described by Sumser (2001), with a few modifications and additions.
Sumser (2001) suggests three main sections. The first section is titled Conceptual
Elements and consists of theory and a review of literature. The second section is titled
Methodological Elements and consists of hypotheses or questions, definition of terms,
design, sample and findings . The third and last section is also titled Conceptual Elements
and consists of the analysis, conclusions and implications. Table 1 illustrates the format:
Table 1:

•
•

Empirical Research Report Format (adapted from Sumser (2001) p. 45).

Theory

•

Hypotheses/Questions

•

Discussion/Analysis

Review of Literature

•

Definition of Terms

•

Conclusion

•
•
•

Design

•

Implications

Sample
Findings

This report consists of the three main sections as described by Sumser (2001). The three
sections are divided into chapters.
The first section covers conceptual elements over two chapters. Chapter One introduces
the scope of the research project plan, rationale and context. It explores concepts, theories
related to organizational culture, organizational change and stories and provides
definitions. The project proposal and objectives are outlined, followed by a description of
the local body organization where the research was conducted. A brief overview of local
body reform in New Zealand in the last ten years is given.
Chapter Two, which is the Literature Review, covers some relevant theory of
organizational culture and how storytelling can be viewed as a vital part of culture.
Relevant research is also discussed.
Section two covers methodological elements in Chapters Three and Four. In Chapter
Three the quantitative and qualitative research methodologies are briefly compared.
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Various methods of qualitative data analysis are described and reasons for the chosen
method of data analysis are given.
Chapter Four presents the findings from the interviews conducted, and stories gathered
from the interviewees in stage-one. Findings are grouped into eight main themes.
Vignettes or excerpts of stories collected are included to illustrate the main points or
themes identified from the findings. Following an introduction 4.1, this Chapter Four is
divided into two sections: section 4.2, which provides findings to support the identified
themes, and section 4.3, which provides interviewees' stories to illustrate identified
themes.
Section three again covers conceptual elements in Chapters Five, Six, Seven, Eight and
Nine.
Chapter Five contains an analysis and discussion of the main findings from stage-one, as
outlined in Chapter Four. Excerpts of stories are included to support findings. Chapter Six
pulls the results of the stage-one study into a conclusion, that sets the scene for the
implications in Chapter Seven. The implications provide some pertinent messages for
change management agents. Chapter Eight outlines the details of the second round of
interviews (stage-two), carried out with five of the original 21interviewees one year on.
Before the second interview all five had been provided with a copy of the main findings
arising from the original interviews. Interviewees' hindsight views and reflections on the
events of the organizational change are described and discussed. Chapter Nine provides a
brief overall conclusion with further implications.
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CHAPTER ONE:
STORIES AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
1.1.

Introduction

This chapter provides a contextual background by defining organizational culture and
story telling. It discusses their role in a business organizational setting, in particular
during times of organizational change management. The chapter then outlines the
project proposal and describes the local body organization on which the study centered.
A brief general description of local body operation, with an overview of the reforms
required by central government since 1988, is also provided.
The scope of the research carried out is presented figuratively in a research project plan
in Figure 1.

Page 1

Research Question:
What do stories told by employees in an organization undergoing change,
indicate about the change?
Do employees exhibit (indicate) personal resistance, and if so in what ways?
Do the stories exhibit degrees (or a degree) of commitment?

. .

I
Organizational Change Management

I
Stories and Organizational Change Participants and Sensemaking Operators
and Management

I
Local Body Organization - City 79,000 population

I
Stage-one - twenty-one interviews
Story Transcripts - Natural Meaning Units Themes Sensemaking

I
Stage-two - five interviews
Content analysis - Themes
Hindsight - Reflections - Sensemaking

I
Finale
Conclusions - Implications - Stages one and two
Figure 1:

1.2.

Research Project Plan: scope of research

Organizational Stories

Rationale and scene/context setting
The objective of this study was to test theories about organizational change and
storytelling to determine whether research that found storytelling was generally a
negative expression of organizational change was applicable/valid. The research project
examined a specific episode of organizational change and collected stories from key
participants.
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As more and more companies are seeking to transform themselves through a 'managed'
change programme, from cost-oriented organizations to growth- oriented organizations,
they are running up against barriers. Resistance to change is recognised as a critically
important factor which can influence the success or otherwise of an organizational
change effort (Waddell & Sohal, 1998).

It is suggested that the failure of many large-scale efforts of corporate change can be
traced to employee resistance. Spiker and Lesser (1995) state that any change, no
matter how clearly beneficial to employees and the organization as a whole, will be met
and often be sabotaged by resistance. Evidence shows that many Total Quality
Management (TQM) and re-engineering efforts have fallen far short of expectations.
Does this mean that TQM and re-engineering are flawed? It is suggested that in theory
they are not flawed . Both concepts provide frameworks for change. It may not be the
changes themselves that are flawed, rather the way the changes are made. There would
appear to be a failure to take enough consideration of the human factor. Any change
programme, whether it is TQM, re-engineering, downsizing, merging or some other
major transformation, will impact on individuals in the organization (Carnall, 1995). It
is suggested upheavals are likely to provoke complex responses, particularly in large
organizations, involving feelings of anger, denial, loss and frustration . We are now
talking about culture within the organization. How then can management
know/determine employee feeling and be more in tune with what is happening and how
employees are reacting to the changes? Stories told by employees may provide the
answer to this question.
In times of organizational change, stories told by employees may indicate their

resistance to the change or, in turn, their level of commitment. It is suggested that it is
important to understand whether an expression of resistance or commitment in stories
about organizational changes, truly reflects employees' attitudes towards the changes.
Clearly, if resistance does exist, and it is not adequately addressed, then it might retard
organizational change efforts.
This section sets out to examine the role of culture in organizational change and in
particular, focuses on storytelling in times of change and its effect on the success or
failure of organizational change. It is argued that individual and/or collective stories
conducted within and across cultures in an organization play a very important role in
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. I

organizational change. It is proposed there is a need to take note and listen more to the
impact of stories, and how they can result in resistance to change and, more importantly,
to possible failure of a change programme.
Literature suggests (Hatch, 1992; Watson, 1994; Gabriel, 1995) that storytelling is a
function of the organizational culture of the participants. Given this context, the
following section deals first with the definition of the terms "culture" and "stories."

1.3.

Culture defined and its relationship with stories

Storytelling, suggests Schein (l 992a), is indicative of an organization's culture. He has
defined culture as; " ... the set of shared, taken for granted, implicit assumptions that a
group holds and that determine how it perceives, thinks about, and reacts to its various
environments". (Schein, 1992a).
The storytelling that goes on in an organization is the culture spoken, (Peters &
Waterman, 1982; Gabriel 2000a). Stories demonstrate the prevailing attitudes and
assumptions. Where there is a tendency for stories to express negative feelings about
the organization, this tells us something about the culture of the organization. Stories
are part of organizational cultures (Gabriel, 2000a). The proposal in this study is that
the use of storytelling within the culture of an organization is one way in which a
culture may have an effect either to cultivate or resist cultural change. Thus the
expression of negative views reflects fundamental matters about the organization's staff.

It is the culture that affects a change programme.
As culture is integral to the concept of storytelling, it needs to be understood in the
context of this paper. Researchers have found difficulty in defining culture. Lewis
(1994) states that there is no agreement on what culture is. This problem arises,
according to Meek (1988), when a term is borrowed from another discipline, as the term
"culture" has been from anthropology.
I

•.

Sinclair (1994) says that some see culture as intangible, shared meanings and basic
assumptions, others as tangible forms, and yet others again see it as a mixture of
observable forms and non-observable meanings and assumptions . The resulting
confusion, says Sinclair, has led to conflicting ideas, particularly in the literature on
how to study culture, how to change culture, and how to assess the effects of culture.
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Allair and Firsirotu (1984) argue the way one views organizational culture will
determine how one studies it. Schein (1985), Gagliardi (1986), and Kanter ( 1983) also
argue that one's view of culture also determines how one goes about changing it.
So it would appear that different writers, when discussing how to change a culture, are
not necessarily discussing the same thing. Frost, Moore, Louis , Lundberg and Martin
( 1985) state
There is disagreement as to where the organizational culture originates,
where the unconscious mind plays a role, whether there is a si ngle
organizational culture, or many cultures, whether an organization's culture
or cultures can be managed, whether organizations have cultures or are
places to study cultures, whether and how organizational cultures can be
studied and whether they should be studied at all. (p. 18)
These difficulties should be borne in mind, but for the purposes of this study, we need
to adopt a definition of culture. It is proposed that Schein ' s ( l 992a) definition, quoted
above, be adopted because it has been accepted in much of the change management
literature, see for example, Boyce (1996).
The shared assumptions, states Schein ( l 992a), which make up culture are never
questioned or exami ned by members of the culture. Participants, he claims, are not
even aware of their own culture until they encounter a different one.
Consistent with Schein's definition is one given by Campbell (1997), who says that
culture concerns the organization's norms and forms of acceptable thought and
behaviour. A number of words have been used to describe c ulture, where each one tells
only part of the story. It is the shared beliefs, the 's mell ' , the 'feel', the 'morale', the
personality and character of the organization.
Cronin (1996) explains it simply:
Imagine that the president of the company has asked you to show a new
employee around. It falls to you to explain the unwritten rules, the do's and
don' ts as well as the nuances of the organization. What you are explaining
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is your company's culture, its traditions, values, beliefs and perceptions (p.
35).

It is the 'way we do things here'.
Hansen and Kahnweiler's ( 1997) comments on culture are relevant to storytelling in that
they mention the interactions of an organization's members. They reflect on the
evolving nature of corporate culture. They view organizations as dynamic entities
whose norms and values are also created through the social interactions of its members
(Smircich, 1985). Thus interactive patterns reveal underlying conditions for work
behaviour.

1.4.

Stories defined and their roles in an organization

Now that culture has been defined, it is necessary to explore a definition of story in the
context of culture. The Literature indicates that there is general agreement on this point:
" ... an exchange between two or more persons during which a past or anticipated
experience was being referenced, recounted, interpreted or challenged" (Boje, 1991 a, p.
4).

Martin (1992) states that organizational stories are not personal anecdotes, known only
to one person. They usually focus on an event sequence. The central characters are
organizational employees and the event sequence is, apparently, true.
It is relevant to the focus of this study at this point to examine the role of stories in an
organization. The practice of storytelling in organizations, is used as a vehicle of
communication management, a tool for learning and a medium for bringing about
organizational change(Kaye & Jacobs, 1999).
Boje ( 1991 a) states that an organization' s storytelling is the preferred sensemaking
currency of human relationships among internal and external stakeholders. People
engage in a dynamic process of incremental refinement of their stories of new events as
well as ongoing interpretations of culturally sacred story lines. When a decision needs
to be made, the old stories are recounted and compared to unfolding story lines to keep
the organization from repeating historically bad theories and to invite the repetition of
past successes.
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Gephart ( 1991) asserts that a story has no meaning apart from the occasions of its
performance. Meaning varies from person to person and situation to situation, and
depends on the occasions of its performance or telling. The meaning of the story is in
the U{fique circumstances of each particular performance (Boje, 1991 b ).
Recent literature, (Gabriel, 1998; Boje, Alverez & Schooling 2001); Alvesson, 2002),
suggests that the concept or understanding of stories and just what they are has become
clouded. Gabriel ( 1998), p. 21, suggests the concept of a true story for proper narratives
is that with a beginning, middle and end, held together by action and entertainment. He
and Boje et al. (2001) maintain there are other narrative devices which are not true
stories, namely cliches and platitudes; and, in an organizational setting, narratives which
are not necessarily stories, but are participant's accounts of events, happenings and
experiences from their perspective.
Gabriel (1998), p. 100, also identifies other narratives which he believes should be
distinguished from stories. They are opinions, factual accounts based on the teller's
perception of an event, which he calls descriptions ; and proto-stories, which are
fragments of stories.
However, for the purpose of this study a story is seen as participants' or employees'
accounts or narratives of events and happenings of what is/has been happening within
the organization from their own unique perspective. It is their sensemaking of events,
whether it be a full story or a proto-story.

1.5.

Introduction to study

1.5.1. Project description/proposal
The research proposal to explore the role of storytelling by individuals in times of
organizational change focuses on the questions:

Main question:
1.

What do stories told by employees in an organization undergoing change,
indicate about the change?

Sub-questions:
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2.

Do employees' stories exhibit (indicate) personal resistance, and if so in what
ways?

3.

Do the stories exhibit degrees (or a degree) of commitment?

There is a wide body of literature that supports a theory of organizations that the
performance of story is a key part of organizational members' sense-making and that
stories are the members' vehicles for organizational communication and learning
(Allaire & Firisirotu, 1984; Meek, 1988; Boje 1991a; Gabriel, 1995; Boyce, 1996).
It has been shown that people reconstruct and interpret different experiences of
organizational change and learning. However, there is little known in the literature
about whether the stories indicate personal resistance. In particular, it would appear
there is little work done in that area in New Zealand, and the research project offers
insight into narratives about change and organizational dynamics. It is important to
explore this question in order to assist change agents, managers and others involved in
the decision- making process when planning and implementing change in an
organization.

1.5.2. Defining resistance and commitment
Schein ( 1998) states that resistance to change could be one of the most ubiquitous of
organizational phenomena. There are many definitions of resistance in writings.
Resistance is defined by Markus ( 1986) as; "behaviours intended to prevent the
implementation or use of a system or to prevent system designers from achieving their
objectives" (p. 433).
For the purpose of this study the following approach will be adopted: "Resistance in an
organizational setting, is an expression of reservation which normally arises as a
response or reaction to change" (Schein, 1998, p. 199).
This expression is normally seen by management in any employee actions perceived or
seen as attempting to stop, delay or alter changes (Berrimels & Reschef, 1991). Thus,
from a management perspective, resistance can be said to be most commonly linked
with negative employee attitudes or with counter-productive behaviours.
Resistance to change is recognised as a critically important factor which can influence
the success or otherwise of an organizational change. Resistance to change represents
an impediment to progress (Schein, 1998).
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In summary, in this study resistance means the behaviours or expressions that imply a

desire or action that could/would impede the implementation of change in the
organization.
This now brings us to the need to seek an understanding of commitment for the purpose
of this study. Thornhill et al.(2000) state that attempts to define and measure
commitment in the context of organizational behaviour have shown that it is a difficult
concept. Coopey and Harley (1991) identify two categories-attitudinal commitment and
behavioural commitment- and stress their different focuses.
The first, attitudinal commitment, refers to the strength of employees' identification
with their employing organization, and an associated acceptance of the organization's
goals and values (Thornhill et al., 2000). It is suggested attitudinal commitment is
based on moral involvement and internalisation of organizational values.
In contrast, behavioural commitment is founded on employees' judgements about the

investments they have made in relation to their current job and the organizations they
work for (Thornhill et al., 2000). The length of time spent employed in the
organization, together with associated concerns, such as superannuation schemes,
pensions, insurance, and a perceived lack of alternative employment, will affect an
individual ' s degree of commitment. These concerns are termed "side bets" (Becker,
1960).
This study combines the two aspects, attitudinal and behavioural commitment, under the
broad -term commitment.

1.5.3. Specific objectives
To determine:
•

whether employees express resistance to change in stories they tell during
times of organization change;

•

whether employees ' stories indicate a level of commitment;

•

whether the expression of any resistance in stories (and or commitment) is
consistent among employees from the same level of the organization;
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•

whether the expression of any resistance in stories differs between levels of
the organization, for example; whether there is any difference between
managers and operators.

1.5.4. Case study description
The organization where the research was conducted known as The City, is a local body
organization in a city with a population of approximately 79,000 people. The identity
of the organization has been disguised to assure anonymity.
The City has a full time equivalent staff (FfE) of about 500 employees, and a structure
of six departments or units, of varying size. The largest unit has a staff of around 300
FfE people. At the time of the research interviews, it is a fairly typical local body with
a ratepayer elected mayor and body of councillors, a Chief Executive, senior managers,
managers, supervisors and operating or ground staff. The tiers of management depend
on the size of the section, with the larger sections/units having about four levels while
the smaller sections/units have a flatter structure; which is also a fairly typical local
body structure.
Figure 2 shows a chart of the units and their functions. The unit names have been
changed to ensure anonymity.
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Sections

Activities

1. Chief Executive
2. Mayor and Councillors
3. Policy Unit

Democracy
Corporate Management
Corporate Investment

4. Client Services Unit

Customer Service and
Regulatory Business

5. Facilities and Services Development Unit

City Water Business Unit
Reading and Parking
Storm water
Waste Management
Waste Water
Water

6. Community Services Unit

Arts and Culture

(promotion and growth, property,

City Development

sporting and recreational facilities, etc.)

City Property Business Unit
Community Development
Recreation

7. Strategies Unit

Strategic Planning

8. City Operations Unit

Operations, depots, parks,
sports grounds , amenities

Figure 2:

The City units and functions
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Since 1989 The City has undergone successive changes- "waves of change" as an
interviewee manager called it. Some of the changes have been driven by government
policy, and some by the organization's own efforts and desire to make the organization
operate 'better.' A major restructuring occurred in 1993, which gave rise to the
organizational model in place today. The Chief Executive advised that most of the
change that had gone on since 1993 had either been the refining of that approach, or
responding to direct political (council) initiatives. Most of the later changes were the
result of political initiatives, aimed at trying to achieve particular philosophical
outcomes that the council had been interested in and to help achieve its goals.
The latest change, and focus of this study, began in 1999. It occurred almost entirely as
a result of the council decision to immediately review its long-term financial strategy.
If the statute-driven strategy was adopted, it was projected that there would need to be a

citizen rates payment rise of 45% over 10 years. It was therefore seen that the money
would need to be found in other ways.

It was agreed by council to review The City. Consultants were engaged to review the
organization and to look for reduced operating costs. The Chief Executive believed
there were quite a few political agendas behind this move. For some councillors, it was
to do the job properly; for others, it was an opportunity to change, or remove, some of
the philosophical constructions of the organization, and replace them with others; for
others it was merely to "get better by getting some consultants to do a bit of a cleanup"
(quote from one of the interviewees).
According to the Chief Executive, the consultants engaged later confessed they came in
expecting to find an organization that was "ripe for change - as something for easy
pickings"; that they could make some quick and easy recommendations about what to
do to make savings. However, they were reported to have said they found the
organization was generally well run, and that if it was really neGessary to drive the costs
down then there would need to be an investment in process improvement.
So the change project, that for the purpose of this report is known as Operation Change,
was born out of a political desire to reduce the operating costs of the organization by
$2m. Consequently, an Operation Change project team consisting of a group of 10
specially chosen people from within the organization was set up almost outside the
organization. These Operation Change team members would be trained in process
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improvement, and go back into the organization as coaches, set up teams, and look at
establishing projects that would bring about process improvements within their own
units which would spread with a conscious culture.
The number was later dropped to five people, and the process improvement function
was absorbed back into the corporate part of the organization. "That was the theory"
(said one interviewee). It was also decided to establish a steering group made up of a
mix of councillors, some but not all management, the Chief Executive, and other staff.
This group's function was to act as a guiding coalition, which guided and approved
projects. Operation Change was disbanded June 2001.

1.5.5. Local government reform
In 1989 the then Labour Government set out to reform local government. The Local
Body website (www.govt.nz) states local government has moved dramatically away
from the static providers of traditional services to create a vision and direction for their
community, identify and respond to local needs, and act as "smart purchasers" of local
public goods and services.
Historically, New Zealand local government had been held tightly in by legislation as
groups of authorities empowered to carry out certain restricted activities "in particular
and narrowly presented way," (McKinlay, 1990, p. 59). Along with this, accountability
had traditionally been poorly specified. Local government accounts were kept on a cash
rather than an accrual basis. Forward planning was minimal.
The new framework set up by the legislation changed this. The set of reforms which the
Government put in place were intended to encourage local government to make more
efficient use of the resources under its control and the powers which it exercised. For
the first time, local government operations, as well as the ratepayers, were to have clear
information on the true costs of providing local government.
McKinlay ( 1990) predicted the outcome could be expected "to be a more efficient, if
somewhat more hostile, local government sector" (p. 75). He stated that, because of the
legislation, local government would, with citizen ratepayer support, assume a more
"governmental" role. However, he also predicted the disclosure of the full cost of
"significant activities" could result in pressure on councils to retreat on certain activities
so to avoid or reduce the pressure on ratepayers for the cost of other activities.
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The effect of the reforms created a structure which was to be more truly local
governmental than previously. McKinlay (1990) predicted that the process of achieving
this would not be smooth or easy, and was likely to be marked by debate over the
adequacy of resources.
Drage ( 1999) said that with the restructuring of the state, local government had been
forced to play an increasing role as advocate for its ratepayers and the community, and
"must develop innovative approaches to local needs" (p. 3). This can be interpreted in
part as the need for greater efficiency and accountability with financial resources.
The restructuring in 1989 also saw the beginning of local government being required to
comply with rigorously upgraded financial management regimes. (Bush, 1995).
An important point to make here, of significance to this study, is a perception that local
government continues to be inefficient (McDermott & Forgie, 1999). The argument is
that if local government in some cases discards or reorganises its traditional
infrastructure services its overheads should also be reduced. This was the line taken by
the councillors who initiated Operation Change with the objective of cutting costs in the
operation of The City. The reason for the cost cutting was that money was needed to
finance their long-term financial strategy for the city and the prevalent belief that there
was "fat in the system."

Page 14

Central
Government
Po licy

Mayor and
Councillors

Local Body
Organization
"The City"
Corporate
component

C hief Executive
Organizational
Employees

Ratepayers
and
Community
General
Community

Figure 3:

Stakeholders in Local Body O rganisations

Figure 3 shows the complex ity of stakeho lders associated w ith T he Ci ty. This is typical
of mo t local bodies. The elected counc il empl oys the C hief Executive to head Lhe
corporate compone nt of the council. The C hief Executive (or those w ho work for him)
advises counc illors on matters of policy, and Lhe elected Counc il decides whic h pol ic ies
to adopt by vote . It is then up to the Chief Executi ve and his staff to ensure any pol icy
adopted by the council is impleme nled correctly (www.wcc.govt.nz) .
Many counc ils cont inue to investigate the most a ppropriate local government structures
to meet the ir community's needs and the mo re efficient delivery of services. T his may
invo lve looking at new structures for delivering services such as contracti ng w ith intcrdi strict and regional service providers, fo r example library services and water supply.
(www.govt.nz, p. 4).
At this point it would seem use ful to pro vide the comments of interviewees who took
part in the study abo ut the differences between the private industry sector of business,
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public/central government organizations and local body organizations. It is important to
note who the stakeholders are in a local body organization: ratepayers, the ratepayerelected mayor and councillors, and the employees of the organization .
. . . private sector is driven in the end by whether or not you're making a
profit. If you're not, you have to make changes ... that's that, and people
understand that. Central government public service organization is a lot
more slow - moving than private or local government. In local government,
you get a much closer contact with the political body (councillors), and so
they tend to interfere or disrupt some of those things. Sometimes in a
political body (council organization), we had identified things we wanted to
change, but they didn't want to see them changed, so we have that ... 'save
money but don't change anything' kind of attitude - that close political input
can be crippling ... most of them have never been employers of any sizable
numbers, so they've got no real understanding of what you need to do to
take a big organization with you.
Another: "Local bodies are a little bit unique in that they are directly accountable to the
community unlike your average central government department."
These descriptions, of local body organization and the political debate, provide the
context for this study and the reason for the initiation of Operation Change by the
elected body of councillors . There was a need to reassess financial output in order to
implement and carry out the 10-year plan.
Now that the local government context and stories and their relationship to
organizational culture have been discussed, and the research project proposal outlined,
the following chapter examines relevant theory on the relationship between storytelling
and culture. It becomes clear that there are also different levels of culture which may
have an impact on the stories told. A review of relevant research in the area is
conducted, including research on the effect of stories on organizations during times of
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change and the role of resistance. Finally, research opportunities are identified and
discussed.

Page l 7

CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1.

Review of relevant theory

Having earlier defined the concepts of culture and story, this section now reviews
relevant theory about cultu re, the theory relevant to stories, and the role that stories play
in determining culture. Story telling has been identified as an important vehicle for
culture transmission in an organizational setting (Fletcher, 1996). In particular, this
rev iew is concerned with the effect of stories on an organization during times of change.
Another facet of the literature review is the issue of resistance, particularly whether it
has been found to be expressed in stories, and also to determine what other scholars
have found in similar research. This information is important both in understanding the
impact of stories on organizations du ring times of change and the role of resistance.

2.2.

Culture

Schein ( l 992a) has postulated a model of organi zational culture. He describes cu lture
on three leve ls; basic assumptions, values and beliefs, and artefacts. Level three
assumptions are our views of fundamental truths about people and the world, such as
the basic assumptions that people are trustworthy, lazy or not. At this layer are the
val ue systems that drive organizational behaviour. The second level of values and
belief· encompass an organization's espoused judgements about what is right and what
is wrong and evaluates act ions as exemplary or ineffective. Examples of both
evaluations are if people are perceived as not trustworthy, or beliefs that one has to
protect one's own interests. The first level of artefac ts encompass what we see and
what is done. These are made explic it through things such as, activities, rituals, logos,
etc.
A difficulty recognised by Schein ( l 992a) in examining the levels of culture is that all
three are not out in the open. It might be argued that artefacts are what we see and hear
and do around us, that they are the adornments and the ways of speaking and writing.
But it is suggested it is difficult when we look beneath the artefacts to discover why
they are there. We enter a realm that is often partially hidden and not recognised even
among members of our organization.
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Some values can be made visible. Examples might be the promotion of honesty, or the
idea that the customer comes first. Research has found that organizational behaviour
sometimes reflects hidden values, especially in times of stress and uncertainty such as
when an organization is undergoing change (Argyris & Schon, 1978).
As well as these levels just discussed, an organization can be analysed in terms of
different types of culture that exist within the organization. Schein ( 1985) states there
are three different types of culture in an organization. These he identifies as operators,
engineers, and executives. Schein says that given these three cultures, there is the
possibility the organization may not ever be able to be a reliable learning system unless
it finds a solution to the inherent conflict or differences between these three cultures.
These groups or communities have learned their assumptions from their own
environments. He says we need to cross cultural boundaries to learn about the power of
culture in an organization and its role in the process of change.
However, Schein's view may be rather a simplistic view of organizational life. Jordan
( 1996) views an organization as a web of interacting cultures. An organization as a
whole has a culture, but each department may have a culture as well. He says there are
also cultures cut across the organization, such as sales or secretarial staff. Also,
individuals are members of national, ethnic, regional, gender and professional cultures
outside the organization. So there may be a multiplicity of cultures that operate within
and outside their particular realm and position within the organization. All these
cultures and their influence can affect successful implementation of change programmes
such as Total Quality Management or re-engineering.
Hatch (1992) argues for two basic changes to Schein's model. She expands on his work
and introduces another element-that of symbols. Hatch believes Schein's model leaves
gaps when regarding the appreciation of organizational culture as symbols and
processes. She provides a dynamic model which includes symbols alongside
assumptions, values and artefacts. Hatch takes Schein's explanation of the formation of
assumptions which involves only a one-way chain of events further and brings in a
cultural dynamics perspective which says assumptions are open to change at both ends.
Change can occur through reaction to foreign or new values or it can occur through
ongoing processes of interpretation in which each interpretation event brings the
possibility for change in assumptions.
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Sinclair ( 1994) takes this idea further again and suggests that in perceiving reactions to
change, we may be ignoring the culture gaps which exist in the interactions between
those in an organization. He suggests that theories and literature may be obscure and do
not describe what is real in the majority of organizational workforces.

In this context Geertz's ( 1975) concept of culture is quoted:
The concept of culture ... is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, like Max
Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself
has spun, I take culture to be those webs and the analysis of it to be
therefore not an experimental sc ience in search of law but an interpretative
one in search of meaning (p. 5)
"Webs of significance" are appropriate here, agrees Sinclair (1994). He says that
people may spin their own webs, and these are also linked to other webs and require
support so they can be spun. Each person may also be part of a web spun by another,
which impacts on ourselves and our abilities to disengage or free ourselves from the
ignificance of others. In addition, Sinclair maintains webs have been used in an attempt
to "trap" prey. Efforts in the pa t to bring about change in o rganizatio ns have attempted
to use webs to require total commitment and participation from all employees. These
may ignore other interac tions in the workplace.
Bringin g about change is all about getting peopl e to conform to new ways of doing
things, and new ways of seeing themselves, their roles and their interactions with others
inside and outside the organization. So, says Sinclair, we have to be aware of both the
influences that cause people to see change issues in different ways and the problems
related to these.

2.2.1. Cultures in organizations - three perspectives
Martin ( 1992) provides an explanation of organizational culture by looking at aspects
and analysing three social perspectives: the integrati on, differentiation and
fragmentation views. Studies that follow an integ ration perspective have the view that
all cultural manifestations are interpreted as reinforcing the same themes consiste ntly
across the organization. Members are said to share a consensus of views. The
integration perspective would exclude ambiguity.
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By contrast, the differentiation perspective to research follows the view that cultural
manifestations are sometimes inconsistent, as when managers say one thing and do
another. Consensus only occurs within subcultures, which often conflict with each
other. Lastly, opposed to the integration perspective, the fragmentation perspective
focuses on ambiguity as central to an organization. Consensus or disagreement are
issue specific and fluctuate constantly. Nothing is really clear. Table 2 shows a
summary of the three perspectives.

Table 2:

Characteristics of the Three Perspectives of Organizational Culture and
Storytelling
(Adapted from Martin ( 1992) Table 1-1 p. 37)

PERSPECTIVES
Integration

Differentiation

Fragmentation

Orientation to
consensus

Organization-wide
consensus

Subcultural
consensus

Many views
(no consensus)

Relation among
manifestations

Consistency

Inconsistency

Complexity
(not clearly
consistent or
inconsistent)

Orientation to
ambiguity

Doesn't exist
Exclude

Channel it outside
subcultures

Focus on it

Metaphors

Clearing in jungle,
monolith,
hologram

Islands of clarity in
sea of ambiguity

Web jungle

This concept of the three perspectives bears out Mcciermott and Forgie (1999), who say
there is a perception local government continues to be inefficient. This fits in with
Martin's integration, organization-wide perspective. However, in light of government
transitions and the different stakeholders involved in local government, fragmentation
and differentiation are more likely to be exhibited.
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2.3.

Storytelling

This then brings us to the role of stories in the process of organizational change. It is
suggested that stories told in organizations are based both on organizational
assumptions, and on particular individual assumptions. Examining storytelling can help
to focus attention on the 'webs of significance' (Sinclair, 1994 ). Organizational stories
in the context of this study are viewed as vehicles for organizational communication and
learning.
Jordan (1996) examines theories that suggest an individual brings to a setting a certain
mindset developed from previous experience. The theories examined by Jordan are
those of Lave (1988), which highlight the role of context in cognitive activity; Pierce 's
(1979) theory of natural languages, which maintains language is a classification system
within a larger classification system called culture; and Hamada' s (1995) work on
organizations' cultures and shared cognitions, which stresses that interdependent selfschema have an organizational and "cultural existence". This mindset is described as
"structuring resources" (Lave, 1988), a "class ification system" (Pierce, 1979) or selfschema (Hamada, 1995). The individual determines how to act in a specific situation
by drawing on a previous mindset. Hamada says that "schema help make sense out of
actions in situ, which in turn create a new schematic connection".
But trying to understand the individual cognition processes is not sufficient to explain
the importance of stories in culture formation. This is partly because when the schemas
are shared by members of the group they become culturally shared schema. They must
be sufficiently shared to provide the potential for collective and purposeful action.
Shared "norms" reflected in statements such as "the way we do things here", and
"we've always done it this way", are shared schema or ideas which are part of the
culture. Pierce ( 1979) suggests that cultural conflict results when individuals with
different schema or different shared classifications interact. They categorise the same
phenomena differently.
Jordan ( 1996) suggests organizational stories may be a way of articulating schema.
Accordingly, stories may be intentionally introduced by management in an attempt to
direct culture change. Here the purposeful creation of stories attempts to create a new
shared schema.

Page 22

Other stories just happen. Jordan ( 1996) believes the natural creation of stories in the
course of work behaviour is a powerful tool for influencing schema. Where change is
occurring, individuals need to find a new schema- the way we do things around here is
not that way any more. There is a void which needs to be filled, so it is suggested that
when an incident occurs and it may be retold, the incident becomes a story which can
contribute to the new culture formation . The story is shared, making it a shared schema,
used to interpret context Boyce ( 1995).
Another theoretical approach or explanation is to view stories as collective
sensemaking. Collective sensemaking is the process whereby groups interact to create
social reality which in turn becomes the organization's reality. Whilst there is some
meaning that is not shared by all members within a group, they do develop a certain
body of shared meaning and act according to that shared meaning. Fisher's (1989)
narrative paradigm proposes a way of interpreting and assessing stories by creating
values and action. The link between story and action enables an examination of
collective sensemaking and enacting shared purpose in organizational life. Boyce
(1995) echoes Fisher's view when he asserts that shared storytelling can express shared
experience and is used to build a collective sense.
Similarly, Martin (1992) says storytelling is "a pattern-finding or pattern-elaboration
episode to make sense of wider organization processes and relationships" (Boje, 1991 b
p. 113). This reflects Peters and Austin's (1985) belief that storytelling is important in
turbulent environments where stories and storytelling help to make sense of changing
dynamics in the organization. By observing organizational life, the importance of the
story in creating, identifying and maintaining organizational norms and relationships
can be seen.
Boyce (1996) suggests that the study of story lies within narrative in the field of
communication theory. Fisher' s (1989) narrative paradigm presents a" ... philosophy,
reason, value and action ... "(p. 64 ). The narrative paradigm postulates a fundamental
form in which people express values and reasons which result in decision making about
action. Focus is on the message of a story, and the reliability, trustworthiness and
desirability of the message is evaluated. Applying the narrative paradigm to storytelling
involves a method of identifying story themes and assessing the links between values,
reason and action. Boyce (1996) believes it provides a valuable method for working
with stories and storytelling in organizations.
Page 23

This now brings us to the subject of resistance and whether there is literature providing
evidence that employees have shown resistance in their stories about organizational
change. To date, this researcher could find no such specific literature, although
resistance as a theme in the change literature has been a feature of the writing of
Waddell and Sohal ( l 998) and Thornhill et al. (2000). This clearly supports the notion
of the value of storytelling in an organization. Storytelling can be cathartic for tellers
and entertaining for listeners. But a vital point to note here, taking Boyce's ( 1996)
comment about the value of stories further, is the importance of managers listening to
what employees are saying. By listening and asking what the underlying message in the
stories is, managers can access valuable informatio n and if resistance is being
expressed, they can then ask how it should be handled and, if commitment is evidenthow can it be harnessed?
It is suggested that greater knowledge and understanding of 'resistance' narratives will
help researchers better explain both the ro le of storytelling in organizations and the
dynamics of change.
Galpin ( 1996) states that during a change effort, communication plans often concentrate
on a one way flow of information (p. 72). He goes on to say that listening
communicates to others that their opinions are valued. Sligo, Fountaine, O'Neill and
Sayers (2000) state listening is important to many managerial tasks and has two basic
purposes, obtaining information and enhancing relationships, and, most importantly,
li stening provides information needed for decisions (p. 88).

2.4.

Review of relevant theory and research

This section provides a literature review of some of what appear to be significant
cont ributions to the study of organizational stories and storytelling. The ques tion is
raised as to whether stories coincide with culture. Consideration is given to what (little)
is known about storytelling and its relationship with organizational change and
performance. Gaps are identified and consideration is given to some aspects of what
remains to be learned. This section also considers the study of resistance to change, and
implications for change management.
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2.4.1. Research on storytelling
Boyce ( 1996) states that the stories told in organizations offer researchers and
organization-design practitioners a natural entry point to understanding and intervening
in the culture/s of an organization.
Boyce outlines studies that have contributed to the work in organizational story and
storytelling. She believes it is appropriate to examine the studies individually and as a
whole to assess their contribution to how we understand the role of stories and shared
storytelling in organizational culture. She asks the questions: Who tells organizational
stories? How, and by whom, are organizational stories interpreted? What meaning is
attributed to the stories and to the process of storytelling?
Here some of the studies she outlines are reported to reflect on the perspective of the
researchers, and in particular, their analysis of the cultural setting, and also the
conclusions drawn.

2.4.2. The culture in which stories are told
Perceptions of uniqueness
Boyce ( 1996) notes that the most frequently referred to research in organizational story
is the study by Clarke ( 1970, 1972). Clarke's definition of "organizational saga" (1972
p. 178) links a charismatic leader and strong purpose with a claim of unique
accomplishment.
· There are two other studies which explore uniqueness as an aspect of organizational
culture. The first is a study by Mitroff and Kilmann on "epic myths" (1975) p. 18. That
study defined an epic myth as encapsulating the unique quality of an organization.
Their proposal was that an epic myth gives meaning to organizational members and is
useful in new staff member orientation. Their method used the sharing of stories first
about an ideal organization, and then stories about the actual organization. Boyce
( 1996) believes the study stands out from other research in this area because it describes
particular storytelling as a piece of action research. The study is concerned with the
value of stories for managers to understand employees.
The other 'uniqueness study' by Martin, Sitkin and Boehm (1985), involved a varied
collection of organizations. They found what members hold to be unique about their
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organizations is, in fact, not unique. This phenomenon they called the "uniqueness
paradox".

The integrative perspective
Martin and Meyerson, (1988) looked beyond uniqueness and looked critically at the
prevailing integrative perspective of cultural study. The integrative approach is that an
organizational culture is that which is shared, that the founder is the culture-creator, and
that the shared understanding reflects the person's convictions of the founder. Culture
creation is attributed to leaders. There are many studies about leaders shaping and
changing organizational cultures, including Clarke ( 1970), ( 1972) and Schein ( 1985).
Boyce (1996) challenges this research which advocates an integrative perspective. She
quotes Martin and Meyerson ( 1988): "Given the conceptual centrality of the question of
what is shared, and by whom, it is indeed an important weakness that integration
paradigm research seldom makes a systematic attempt to determine exactly who shares
what (p. 34 ).
Boyce believes the dominance of the integration perspective persists, and asserts that
studies that demonstrate leaders in control of organizational change are still the norm.
An interesting point noted by Boyce was that a particular journal editor found a study to
be "disturbing" when it demonstrated that organizational members were resisting a
leader's change efforts and reinforcing meaning within their own ranks.

The three perspective framework
Martin, Sitkin, and Boeham, ( 1985), expanded the study of culture and stories in an
organization by examining and defining a three perspective framework involving
integration (discussed above), differentiation, and ambiguity (also called
fragmentation). The differentiation perspective takes the view that organizations are
"umbrellas for collections of subcultures" ( 1985, p. 101) and that both leaders and
members are active in the creation of culture, in other words, culture is shaped by forces
beyond the control of the founder. The integration perspective takes the top
management point of view, whereas the differentiation perspective expresses the points
of view of those within the organization attuned to differences of class and power.
There are some organization studies written with a differentiation perspective, including
Van Maanen and Barley (1984, 1985) and Smircich, (1983).
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The fragmentation or ambiguity perspective focuses on the complex array of
relationships in the culture. Here we see unclear and inconsistent cultural
manifestations, and differences are seen as irreconcilable and unavoidable. The
metaphor that Martin and Meyerson (1988) propose for this perspective is a web in
which individuals are connected by some, but not all, concerns. This is the view put
forward by Sinclair (1994) and Geertz (1975), with what they call "webs of
significance". It would appear that few studies have been carried out using the
fragmentation perspective, apart from those of Martin (1992) and Weick (1991).
Boyce ( 1996) believes the application of a three perspective framework will make a
textured, many-sided interpretation of stories and organizational culture more likely
than if a researcher uses just one perspective. The integrative model, which focuses on
the management's point of view, has been one of the main perspectives . If more focus
is placed on the differentiation and fragmentation perspectives then the result should be
an increase in understanding the sub-cultures or co-existing groups. This in turn should
lead to some knowledge and understanding of how the sub-cultures interact in
organizational life, particularly in times of change.
It is suggested that Martin et al.'s (1985) three perspective approach is getting to the
heart of cultural transformation by stories. It challenges traditional studies carried out
with an integrative perspective. It would seem important in the provision of a fuller
expression of meaning in organizational change. Whilst it is recognised that the three
perspectives exist, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. An organization could
move between them, that is, be integrated in some aspects at certain points, and could
be differentiated and/or ambiguous in some aspects at certain points. This approach
would seem to be useful in studying informal stories in a changing organization.
However, Alvesson (2002) cautions that care must be taken and that the concept of the
story mirroring an organizational culture even to some degree, "must be an open
question " p. 146. He says that an organizational story may be biased and relate to the
view of a handful of members rather than an impression of the whole organizational
setting in which the story is told.

Stories for sensemaking
A frequently discussed study is that conducted by Boje (1991 a). The study was
concerned with how people in a large office-supply firm performed stories to "make
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sense of events, introduce changes and gain political advantage". This is termed the
"sensemaking approval".
Boje ( 1991 a) supported a theory of organization as a collective storytelling system in
which the telling of stories is a vital part of members' sensemaking and a way to assist
them supplement individual memories with institutional memory. It is suggested that
this same process is involved when employees express resistance to change.
Alvesson (2002), p. 146 challenges Martin et al.'s (1988) notion that stories generate
and reflect changes in organizations. He asserts that the question of the degree to which
a story mirrors an organizational culture cannot be answered or assumed and goes on to
say that an organizational story may give us a limited and misleading impression of the
larger setting in which it is told. However in this study, it is as Boje, Alvarez and
Schooling (2001) suggest, that the telling of stories is vital to the individual's
sensemaking of organizational happenings.

Do stories tally with culture?
An interesting idea is put forward by Jones (1991 ), who questions whether stories
necessarily tally with the culture. This idea could support what is proposed in this
review, i.e., that stories contribute to difficulties that may arise in organizational change.
If stories are true reflections of employees' attitudes toward change, and those attitudes

are different from the attitudes apparent in the culture of the organization, then change
agents will have difficulty identifying employees' true attitudes. He says many writers
or organizations have treated stories as a mirror of culture, for example (Siehl, 1985)
and (Siehl & Martin, 1988). Only a few have noted ambiguities towards the themes of
cultural norms in stories. Tales may differ from the culture because the teller is not well
informed, (Siehl & Martin, 1988) or the tellers have different political motives (Boje,
199la).
Another factor in whether stories tally with culture may be the way a story is told. A
study conducted by Rhodes ( 1997) gathered stories from research participants, which
were represented in three separate ways:
•

as autobiographical accounts in the voices of the storytellers;

• as interpretation by the author; and
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•

as a narrative fiction (short story).

By providing a choice of representations of story, the study showed that each is in
conflict with the others. "Playing with words" of the research text had the effect of
extracting multiple truth effects in the same research. Rhodes concludes that research
producing a final text is an illusion.

The relationship between storytelling and organizational change
One study that explores the relationship between storytelling and organizational change,
is that of Lewis (1994 ), who conducted a longitudinal case study in an Australian
College of Advanced Education undergoing transformation to a university. Using both
qualitative and quantitative research methods, she studied the relationship between the
espoused and observed reaction of staff to the changes, their actual behaviour, and the
performance of the organization. Qualitative reactions to the forced behaviour changes
were obtained. Quantitative evidence of the level of performance achieved by the
organization during the same period is provided. Lewis drew the conclusion that on an
organization-wide scale, patterns of staff behaviour may be changed without a
corresponding positive change in values or assumptions. Here the stories being told by
the so- called "operators" did not tally with the so-called or supposed new culture. Here
also a question is raised which negates the view that culture needs to change in order to
change the organization.
Another important aspect to question here is that both qualitative and quantitative
methods were used in this study, with the different methods producing conflicting
results. This indicates some issues exist with either the assumptions made or the
methodology, which should be considered in any similar research. Lewis (1994) did not
provide any theory to explain the differences, nor was any comment made on the
validity or reliability of either method.
One study argues that while storytelling in police organizations functions on two wellknown levels: the educational (learning organization) and the therapeutic; it also
functions on a hidden level, the social. At this hidden level, storytelling serves to ratify
some members and exclude or ostracise others (Fletcher, 1996). This study shows how
the police organization members' "boys' club" in the USA consistently use storytelling,
and one story in particular, to include and ratify certain members (male), to ostracise
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others (female), and to perpetuate the myths that policing is primarily a male domain,
and that effectiveness depends on the use of physical force.
The particular story tells of a policeman encountering a 250 lb young man in an alley
who was overcome and arrested by a policeman. The story was reported to be told over
and over. Policewomen hearing the story, recounted by policeman, were then told, "I
have nothing against women on the job, but what would you do if you found yourself in
an alley with a 250 lb man comin' at you"? (Fletcher, 1996, p. 8). The frame
surrounding police stories, Fletcher suggests, indicates that female officers still have
'outsider' status despite their 25 years in full partnership (under the law) in policing, are
cast as listeners only, and are often excluded entirely from the storytelling circle. It
suggests a conviction held by men in police organizations that policing is a job where
the primary qualification is the ability to use physical force.
The implications of storytelling in this example go far beyond policing itself. It is
relevant to this present study because it reveals how powerful storytelling can be, how it
goes beyond the sharing of information and entertainment to the point of obstructing an
organization's structure and values in times of change. Another issue here is that
gender stories could have a difference in impact depending on whether they are narrated
from a male or a female perspective.
Wilkins and Thomson (1991) argue that success stories can provide assurance about
outcomes and suggestions about how to go about changes. However, on the other hand,
they can also foster discouragement and cynicism about the possibilities of change.
Following a study of change in a large plant called "Silver Creek", a story by way of
v.ideo was produced to chronicle what managers described as dramatically improved
results. Wilkins and Thompson (1991) found the story told did not reflect the actions or
point of view of all divisions of employees. Interestingly, they found that both
executives and employees systematically decided what to leave out of the story. It is
suggested this would often appear to depend on the context. Also, if the researcher is
the one who is hearing the stories, either as an observer or as a participant observer, that
could affect the way the stories are told and what is omitted or added.

The unmanaged terrain, stories, and the link to resistance to change
(Gabriel 1995 p. 20) argues that within every organization there is an area which cannot
be managed. This area consists of people, both as individuals or in groups, "engaging
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in unsupervised spontaneous activity". This is termed the "unmanaged organization".
The main force of the unmanaged organization or terrain is fantasy and includes stories,
myths, jokes, and gossip. Gabriel ( 1995) argues that on one level, the workers may
submit to management's cultural assaults, but at another level, they also resist them, by
developing their own sub-cultures and counter-cultures. Here it is suggested they may
challenge or even ridicule the organization, expressing cynicism and detachment at
managerial attempts to win commitment and enthusiasm.
According to Gabriel (1995, 2000a) the concept of control has featured prominently in
managerial literature and has been central to organizational theory since Weber's work
on bureaucracy (Mayer, 1956). However, he suggests control has not been a prominent
feature of discussions or arguments surrounding organizational culture, which have
focused on "concepts like means , values, symbols, artefacts," Sievers (1986) , Willmott
(1993), have stated, control is rarely far beneath the surface.
Examples of this are given in Willmott ( 1990, 1993 ), where the story is told of an
organization attempting to import Japanese management techniques into Western
countries. These techniques were aimed at ideologically dominating the workers.
Control, according to this view, was to be achieved through the use of language, for
example, by attaching labels such as "professional", "academic", or "ancillary" to
specific occupations or grades . Other examples were noted by Habermas ( 1977 p. 359),
with the use of symbols such as elaborate corporate headquarters and expensive logos,
and by Gagliardi ( 1990), with the use of rituals, such as corporate ceremonies.
This concept of the unmanaged terrain was examined by Gabriel ( 1995) in a study
which focused on an incident which was recounted to the researcher by four different
witnesses. The incident had been an important event in the working lives of the four
people. Their accounts "varied symbolically, politically and in the way the subject was
constituted within them" (p. 455).
The incident involved the explosion of a pressurised fire extinguisher where a brass
nozzle flew through a glass partition scattering glass everywhere, narrowly missing a
computer operator, causing substantial damage, but no injuries. The manager' s account
of the incident emphasised the material damage, and did not enter into any emotional or
symbolic significance. This was at the level of the controlled organization and seen as a
break in organizational order.
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The three remaining accounts, according to Gabriel (1995), were symbolic
constructions. For example, the computer operator who had the narrow escape
presented the incident not only as a sign of management's neglect of its employees, but
as a personal attack. This came in on the level of fantasy and the level of the
uncontrolled area or terrain. A third witness it is reported did not place blame, unlike
the computer operator, but constructed the event as a test of character, with her being
the one who did not get rattled as did others. The fourth witness placed blame on the
service engineer and concluded in an unexpected manner by saying that next time they
should make better aim by pointing the nozzle to management upstairs. According to
Gabriel the last three different stories of the incident, demonstrate that stories may be a
process whereby different symbolic fantasies are built on the incident, depending on the
teller's perception. This supports the proposal that stories told in an organization can
vary depending on the teller and whether they emerge from the controlled or
uncontrolled terrain Fletcher ( 1996). This also bears out Martin's et al. ( 1985) three
perspective approach; in this case the differentiated and ambiguous perspectives.

2.5.

Conclusions on relevant theor)' and research and future
directions for New Zealand research

Much discourse has been found on the role of stories in cultural formation and change,
and examples of these have been discussed. However, there appears to be little
literature which studies the relationship between employee resistance/commitment and
organizational stories. It would seem important to gain a better knowledge of how
stories impact on the resistance/commitment to change, particularly at the lower end of
operational level of the organization. If we are to view the organization using Schein's
(1996) cultural model of executives, engineers, and operators, it is possible that the
content of stories may change depending on the level of the person telling it. Therefore
it is important that each of these groups is represented in any study of stories in an
organization. For example, one proposal is that members of the sub-cultures at the
lower end of the organizational hierarchy may be telling stories that are different, given
their own assumptions and values. These stories may be based on their own, "webs of
significance" (Sinclair, 1994), and may be counter-productive to the speed with which
change is taking place and indeed its success. If employee commitment to the
employers and the organization wanes, it would be useful to gain a better knowledge of
how stories exhibit commitment levels. Also, it is suggested that it is important to know
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what influence stories have on changing culture, on resisting the cultural change or on
maintaining the status quo.
This is particularly so for New Zealand, considering that all of the research has been
done overseas, and there appears to be no research which considers any factors unique
to New Zealand. There has been a significant amount of organizational restructuring in
New Zealand in recent times, including the changes in the 'Rogernomics' era and
deregulation of some industries, and in particular the resulting reform of Local Bodies
(McKinlay, 1990). It seems likely that there will be future significant changes to the
environments in which employees work. It is important to assess these changes, and it
is suggested that the role of stories is valuable in understanding the process of change.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY
3.1.

Introduction

As has been discussed in Chapter One Introduction, and Chapter Two the Literature
Review, the chosen method of data collection was to collect stories, by way of
conversations or interviews. The organization from which the data were collected has
been described in Chapter One, where a brief description of the participants is provided.
At this point it would seem important to mention what Gabriel (2000b) calls the dangers
of story-based research. "The most evident danger of story-based research is the
selective use of organizational narratives to amplify or reinforce the researcher's
preconceived ideas and assumptions" (p. 151 ).
The purpose of this research is to discover what the organizational member's
sensemaking of the organizational changes is and focuses on the research questions
which ask if employees' stories express resistance /commitment. Weick( 1995)
describes sense-making as when people make "retrospective sense of situations in
which they find themselves" (p. 14).
In this case the selective use of narratives is valid because the objective of the research
is to endeavour to find if participants' stories are expressing resistance or commitment.
In order to answer the question the process needs to be selective.
This section covers firstly a brief overview of the qualitative versus quantitative
research methodology debate. Following this, a rationale of the choice of a qualitative
method approach is provided. Importantly, the ethical considerations of collecting data
in this manner are covered in this section. Next, this section presents a brief description
and justification of the chosen method, known as content analysis. Finally, this section
describes various approaches to data and content analysis used in similar studies, in
order to provide a rationale and context for the chosen method, which is Lee's ( 1999)
natural meaning units (nmu).
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3.2.

Qualitative versus quantitative method debate

Merri an (1998) describes qualitative research as an umbrella concept covering several
forms of inquiry that help us understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena.
She states a key philosophical assumption of qualitative research is the view that reality
is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds. So it can be said that
researchers using a qualitative approach are "interested in understanding the meaning
people have constructed" p. 6). That is how they make sense of their world and the
experiences they ~have: Qualitative research "implies a direct concern with experience as
it is 'lived ' or 'felt' or 'undergone"' (Sherman & Webb, 1998, p. 7). The main

con~ern

is to understand the phenomenon, the experience or the world from the participant's
perspective.
Qualitative researchers build abstractions, concepts and hypotheses, in the hope of
developing theory, while quantitative researchers "hope to find data to prove theory".
(Miles & Huberman, 1999), p. 3. Typically, qualitative research findings are in the
form of themes, categories, typologies and concepts derived from data collected.
Table 3 shows a comparison of the characteristics of qualitative research with the
seemingly more familiar or more commonly used quantitative research. The purpose is
to show a comparison to highlight some basic differences between the two

ty~s

of

research.
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Table 3:

Qualitati ve versus Quantitati ve: Characteristics of Qu ali tative and
Quantitative Research
(Adapted from Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 8)
Qualitative Research

Point of Comparison

Quantitative Research

Focus of research

Quality (nature, esse nce)

Quantity (how much, how
many)

Philosophical roots

Phenomenology, symbolic interaction

Positivism, logical
empiricism

Associated phrases

Fieldwork, ethnographic, naturalistic,
grounded, constructivist

Experimental, empirical,
sta tistical

Goal of investigation

Understanding, description,
discovery, meaning, hypothesis,
generating

Prediction, control,
description, confirmation,
hypothesis testing

Design of characteristics

Flexible, evolvi ng, e mergent

Predetermined , structured

Sample

Small, non-random, purposeful,
theoretical

Large, random,
representative

Data collection

Researcher as pri mary instrument,
inte rviews, observations, documents

Inanimate instruments
(scales, tests, surveys,
questionnaires, computers)

Mode of analysis

Inductive (by researcher)

Deductive (by statistical
methods)

Findings

Comprehensive, holistic, expansive,
richl y descriptive

Precise, numerical

The quantitative versus qualitative debate is an interesting one, with strong views for
each camp. For example, (Mi les and Huberman, 1994 p. 40) quote the late Fred
Kerlinger, a noted quantitative researcher 'par excellence' as stating, "There's no such
thing as qualitative data. Everything is either 0 or I". On the other hand , Campbell
( 1974) argues that all research ultimate! y has a qualitative grounding.
However, there are those researchers who argue that numbers and words are needed if
we are to understand the world. To thi s end as Salomon ( 1991) -(c ited in Miles and
Huberman, 1994, p. 4) proposes, it should not be a qualitative, quantitative battle at all,
rather, researchers shou ld take an "anal ytic" approach to understanding controlled
variables or a "systematic" approach to understanding the interaction of variables in a
complex environment. The question to ask, therefore , is not which of the two types of
data and associated methodologies is superior, but rather for what purpose, from where,
and what sort of data do we want?
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Finally, in providing arationale for the choice of a qualitative method for this project,
one can turn to Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 44). They argue that when words are
organized into incidents or stories, they provide a much more concrete and meaningful
message and in turn become more convincing to the reader, whoever they may be;
fellow researcher, policy maker, strategic planner, practioner or consultant etc. Hence
the choice of the qualitative research for this project.
Table 4 displays the five types of qualitative research. In the case of this study what
Merri an ( 1998) describes as the "basic or generic" type is followed.

Table 4:

Types of Qualitative Research in Education
(Adapted from Merrian, (1998), p. 12)

Type
Basic or Generic

Ethnography

Phenomenology

Grounded Theory

Case Study

Characteristics
•

Includes description, interpretation, and understanding

•

Identifies recurrent patterns in the form of themes or
categories

•
•
•

May delineate a process

•

Is concerned with essence or basic structure of a
phenomenon

•

Uses data that are the participant's and the

•

Is designed to inductively build a substantive theory
regarding some aspect of practice

•

Is "grounded" in the real world

•

Is intensive, holistic description and analysis of a
single unit or bounded system

•

Can be combined with any of the above types

Focuses on society and culture
Uncovers and describes beliefs, values and attitudes
that structure behaviour of a group

investigator's firsthand experience of the phenomenon

Page 37

3.3.

Method of data collection and process

The chosen method of data collection was stories, as described and discussed in
Chapters One and Two. The collection of stories was by way of interviews. There were
21 participants, and each interview took approximately 1 hour. Merriam ( 1998) says
that interviews can range in style from completely structured to semi-structured to
completely unstructured.

Table 5:

Interview Structure Continuum (adapted from Merrian p. 72)

Highly Structured/
Standardised

Unstructured/Informal

Semi-structured

•

Open-ended questions

Order of questions
predetermined

•

Flexible, exploratory

Oral form of a survey

•

More like a conversation

•

Wording of questions
predetermined

•
•

•

Mix of more and
less-structured
questions

Table 5 shows a continuum based on interview structure. At one end are highly
structured questionnaire type interviews, while at the other end are unstructured,
conversation-type interviews. The collection of stories in this study is at the
unstructured end of the continuum. Lee ( 1999) calls this approach "Generic
Conversational Interviews". As Lee describes, the interviewer pursues predetermined
themes, and is free to pursue and probe for additional meaning. To assist with the
gathering of stories from the unstructured interviews, a list of questions ranging from
general to specific or leading, were prepared (see Appendix 4) for use where necessary.
Most comments were followed by probes, which as Merrian (1998) states, can come in
the form of asking for more details or clarification. Glesne and Peskwin ( 1992) point
out that probes may range from silence to sounds, from various non-verbal body
language signals to single words to complete sentences. The technique of having a list
of general questions prepared and as well as the use of probing questions means the
researcher is the primary instrument of data collection. This is the ideal method for the
collection of stories. However, it can have its limitations, at times the interviewer can
press too hard. In the case of this research, when listening to tapes it became clear there
were opportunities where, in hindsight, a follow up on certain data or information being
Page 38

discussed could have been maximised by gentle probing to gain more information, or an
elaboration of the stories. Lee ( 1999) states that a major characteristic of the
conversational interview is its openness.
As the conversational interview progressed, occasional notes were made of impressions
being gained regarding such aspects as non-verbal cues, body language context, and
environmental context.
All conversational interviews (stories collected) were recorded on tape with the
informed consent of participants, (see the ethical concerns section 3.5 below, and
Appendices 1,2 and 3). All recorded conversations were transcribed verbatim,
providing a database for analysis. Lee (1999) points out that it is important to consider
the reliability and validity of the transcripts. To ensure reliability and validity, each
transcript was read in conjunction with listening to the corresponding tape three or four
times. The main purpose of this was to analyse and identify themes. Another reason
was to identify and relate the non-verbal paralanguage aspects of the words, such as
tone, pause and emphasis.
There is a post modernist view, according to Lee ( 1999), that transcription
decontextualises and detemporalises the text' s meaning, with the result being that the
meaning is altered, and that it is unlikely to be reflective of the interview. K vale (1989)
also says, "beware of transcripts" (p. 97). Transcripts, he argues , are transformations of
one mode, conversation or oral discourse. He warns there are dangers of superficial
coding, decontextualisation, missing what came before and after in the informant' s
account, and what the bigger conversation was about. But it is believed this concern
was overcome by the concurrent reading and listening to the transcript as outlined
above, and the note-taking techniques, which recorded non-verbal aspects of the
interviews.

3.4.

Selection of participants

Following the granting of permission from the Chief Executive to conduct interviews in
the organization, a Senior Manager provided a list of possible participants. Each of the
potential participants were provided with a letter (see Appendix 1) to determine their
interest in participating in an interview. Following receipt of the letter, participants
were contacted by telephone by a Human Resource Department officer to research their
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interest. Those who agreed to participate were slotted into a timetable. At the
beginning of the interviews all participants were provided with an information form (see
Appendix 2) and requested to sign a consent form (see Appendix 3).

3.5.

Ethical concerns/issues

The following ethical aspects were covered. Participants were asked to agree to their
stories being taped, and were given the assurance that access would be confined to the
research team. Participants had the right to withdraw at any stage. They were all
assured that the material would be handled in such a way that no one could be
identified. All data gathering was carried out on the basis of confidentiality of names
and identifying details. Tapes of the interviews when not in use for research purposes
were stored in a locked cabinet and will be destroyed at the completion of the study.
Participants were assured the writing of the analysis would be carried out in such a way
that no individuals or organizations would be able to be identified.
Approval to carry out this research project was granted by the Massey University,
Wellington, Human Ethics Committee 01/111.

3.6.

Data analysis methods

The analysis of qualitative research may be carried out in many ways, some with long
traditions behind them (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Merrian (1998) describes how,
historically, data analysis strategies in qualitative research have been something like a
"mysterious metamorphosis where the investigator retreated with the data and applied
analytic powers and emerged butterfly-like with findings" (p. 156). However, more
recently a number of publications have been devoted to describing and explaining the
process of qualitative data analysis.
Miles and Huberman (1994) describe data analysis as consi sting of three concurrent
flows of activity, data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing. Table 8 displays
and outlines this process. Data reduction refers to the process of selecting, focusing,
simplifying and abstracting, as part of the analysis process. The data are then displayed
in an ordered, compressed form, using such things as phrases, and flow diagrams, which
allow conclusion drawing and action.
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Figure 4 shows the stages or steps involved in data analysis. There are several
recognised methods for data analysis.

Data
Collection

Data
Reduction
Natural

Figure 4:

Data Display
Categories
Themes

Conclusions:
Drawing/
Verifying

Components of Data Analysis: Interactive Model
(Adapted from Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 12)

In this section some methods for qualitative data analysis are described and discussed.
The intention is to explore various methods to decide which one would be the most
appropriate and productive in this research.

3.7.

Grounded Theory

According to Larsson and Lowerdahl ( 1996), and Glaser and Strauss ( 1967), grounded
theory has been the dominant qualitative method used in studies published in the
organizational sciences. This seems to be true as shown in management journals (Lee,
1999, p. 44).
,

As is true in other forms of qualitative research when using the grounded theory
approach, the investigator as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis
assumes an inductive stance and attempts to derive meaning from the data. The end
result of this type of qualitative research is a theory that emerges from, or is "grounded"
in, the data - hence grounded theory. As Strauss and Corbin ( 1994) note "The major
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difference between the methodology and other approaches to qualitative research is its
emphasis upon theory development", (p. 274); and again in Lee (1999, p. 17) "The type
of theory developed is usually 'substantive' rather than formal or 'grand' theory."
Merriam ( 1998) describes a substantive theory as consisting of categories, properties
and hypotheses (p. 18) The categories and properties that define them are conceptual
elements of the theory. The relationships then drawn among the categories and
properties become the hypotheses. These hypotheses are tentative and are derived from
the study. Unlike quantitative research, they are not set out at the beginning of the
study.

3.8.

Content analysis

While grounded theory is concerned with the discovery of data-induced hypotheses,
content analysis uses techniques that reduce texts to a " unit by variable matrix", and
analyses that (Ryan and Bernard, 2000).
The researcher produces a matrix by applying a set of codes to the qualitative data (in
this case transcripts). Unlike grounded theory, content analysis is based on the
assumption that the codes of interest have already been discovered and described.
A commonly used definition of content analysis is that of Berelson ( 1952): "Content
analysis is a research technique for objective, systematic and quantitative description of
the manifest content of communication" (p. 18).
Initially a hypothesis is formulated, then follows the sample selection, and then
categories are defined.
Kaid and Wadsworth (1989) state that content analysis has become popular in recent
times as a technique for "objective, systematic and usually quantitative description of
communication content".
However, content analysis as a methodology should not be confined to quantitative
research. It can also be applied in a qualitative study. In this study a qualitative content
analysis approach is adopted with the inclusion of Lee 's (1999) meaning condensation
approach, which involves identifying and articulating significant themes-"natural
meaning units"-from the text. Lees' approach is described in more detail below.
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It should be noted at this point, as Kaid and Wadsworth ( 1989) state that there can be
disadvantages associated with content analysis. These include the fact that content
analysis is confined to the examining of recorded material and the context is no longer
there to assist. Another disadvantage associated with the use of recorded material in
content analysis, is that it can also provide some difficulties in the "drawing of
inferences about the intentions of sources or of isolating effects" (p. 213 ).
But, as Kaid and Wadsworth (1998) point out, there are advantages, including the fact
that content analysis can be carried out in a reasonable time and does not require a large
financial input. On balance, a content analysis approach seemed appropriate for this
study.
Lee (1999) describes four modes of analysing the interview data: meaning
condensation; meaning categorisation; narrative structuring; and hermeneutic meaning
interpretation. They are described briefly here.
During meaning condensation, the researcher strives to abridge or extract the most
important themes from the interview's text. This mode involves data reduction, whilst
at the same time articulating the significant themes. It also involves carefully reading
the transcripts then identifying "natural meaning units", which are portions of the text
that relate to an identifiable theme (or issue). These natural meaning units can be
phrases, sentence fragments or longer units. The researcher pulls these out and
assembles them into a continuous flow of text. The natural meaning units are then
considered in terms of their relevance to an identifiable topic or theme, and the natural
meaning units are then identified as themes.
The next step, as Yin ( 1994) describes it, is "interrogating the meaning units in terms of
the specific purpose of the study" (p. 194 ). In other words, the natural meaning units
are examined to see if they tie in with the research questions, and are judged on how
well they capture and convey a major idea from the data.
Another approach to data analysis outlined by Lee ( 1999) is meaning categorisation,
whereby statements from the interview data are distributed into quantifiable categories.
These can be binary, for example, "it occurs"/"it does not occur", or they can be ordinal,
such as rating 1-5. The subjects of these categories can be attitudes, characteristics,
managerial phenomenon, etc.
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The next approach is narrative structuring. While meaning condensation and meaning
categorisation strive to simplify data, narrative structuring seeks to identify and
reconstruct the interview text into longer stories. From responses to open-ended
questions, continuing narrative can sometimes be detected. By extracting and
rearranging relevant text, a more "continuous, coherent, integrative and engaging single
story can be recovered" (Lee, 1999, p. 92). Ultimately, the desired outcome would be
one or more "compelling narrations" as stand-alone stories.

In the three approaches to analysis briefly outlined above, the researcher's interpretation
is drawn almost exclusively from the interview text itself. By contrast another approach
described by Lee ( 1999), known as hermeneutic meaning interpretation, requires the
researcher to impose meaning. For example, interview texts might be interpreted from
known perspectives, such as "psychoanalysis, literary criticism, feminism, or the
philosophy of Karl Marx", (p. 93).
Some of these hermeneutic meaning interpretation approaches have been described in
Chapter Two, the Literature Review. Examples would be Martin and Meyerson' s
(1988) three perspective framework. In their study of culture and stories in an
organization, they examined and defined a three perspective framework involving
integration , differentiation, and ambiguity. Boyce (1996) believes the use of the three
perspective framework is more likely to make a textured many-sided interpretation of
stories and organizational culture, than if a researcher uses just one perspective.
Lee (1999) states that the logical and mechanical steps involved in data analysis can be
more or less anticipated. However, often based on personal preference or trial and
error, the researcher may take an ad hoc approach. This could involve application of
several techniques.
In the case of this study, the meaning condensation approach was used most frequently .
However, Lee ( 1999) advises the application of multiple techniques. He states that no
method is perfect, and that it is wise to triangulate with multiple methods.
Finally, no matter which methods are used, the most important task for a researcher is to
interpret and place meaning on the themes extracted. Figure 5 summarises the data
analysis process that was carried out.
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Data Displays
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Conclusion I Drawing Verification

Figure S:

Components of Data Analysis: Flow Model illustrating the overlapping
processes of data collection, reduction and the drawing of conclusions.
(Adapted from Miles and Huberman 1994 p. 10)

3.9.

Limitations

The interviews were conducted over two groups of 2 _days,_! week apart. This allowed
little time for reflection and reconsideration of question ~ around emerging themes.
However on the other hand, a longer period of time between interviews could have the
effect of important details being forgotten.
Participants were identified by management rather than by a general request for
volunteers. As a result of this the following could be concerns:
a)

participants were targeted by management for particular reasons and hence
results could be biased and not representative;

b)

participants chosen may have felt they were unable to refuse;

c)

participants may have felt inhibited and not talked freely at the interview.

In fact, what did happen was that of the twenty-one participants interviewed, the larger
percentage was from management. Nevertheless, this group provided valuable stories
and, interestingly, there was a high degree of congruence in the stories from employees
at different levels of the organization.
Miles and Huberman ( 1999) recommend early data analysis, i.e. to start analysis in the
beginning stages of data collection. The reason for this is that it alerts the researcher to
ideas, issues, themes or perhaps gaps needing filling etc, which may be useful to pursue
as data continues to be collected. In this instance, data were almost fully collected
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before formal analysis was commenced. This was necessary because of the way the
interview times were made available by the organization, and also because of the need
to clump several interview times together because of the distance the researcher had to
travel to conduct the interviews. This could have had the effect of the researcher
missing some themes or significant issues, which if alerted to could be explored at
subsequent interviews. But this could also be true if formal analysis was immediate.
Informal, ongoing analysis was also carried out. Overall the data collected were
consistent and pertinent.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
FINDINGS WITH SOME DISCUSSION
Stage-one interviews
4.1.

Introduction

A total of 21 stories was collected from employees across The City organization.
Figure 5 on the following page shows The City management structure and identifies the
levels from which the interviewees were drawn.
The stories told by the employees were analysed to see if they provided answers to the
original research questions which, paraphrased, ask if stories told by employees during
times of organizational change show signs of resistance and/or commitment.
The stories were analysed for themes. Analysis of the stories told by employees about
their perceptions of changes provided common themes relating to the events. The
position held and length of time in the organization were taken into account. A wealth
of data emerged, and the most difficult decision was how much of the data should be
dealt with for this project. Space does not permit full recounting of the stories. Instead
Section 4.2 of this chapter identifies and describes the main themes arising from the
stories, and supporting anecdotes, phrases, metaphors and vignettes are given.
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"The City"
Management Structure
The Chief Executive and six managers form The City's Management Team. The following diagram illustrates the City 's management
structure. (Note the names of units are fictitious).

~~~;..._~~~~~~~~~~----
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Figure 6: Context Chart of interviewees positions

Key:

*

*

*

**

City
Operations
Unit Manager

* equals number of staff members interviewed
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Metaphors were used by interviewees on occasions and some of these are quote.ct as it is
suggested they signify the participants' sensemaking of the meaning of the organization
and its happenings to them. Gabriel and Fineman (2000b) suggest that when people
employ the use of metaphors, they are mapping one area of life on to another, as a way
of expressing feelings and images of the experience.
Section 4.3 of this chapter is devoted to some examples of stories relevant to some of
the main themes identified in Section 4.2, (see below).
The following general categories/themes of what were considered to be significant were
identified. They are as follows:
•

Operation Change - what is it?

•

Operation Change team - perspectives I views;

•

Staff perceptions I views of Operation Change;

•

Management team perceptions I views of Operation Change;

•

Staff perceptions /views of management team in relation to Operation
Change;

•

Signs of organizational resistance to Operation Change;

•

Staff perceptions I views of consultants;

•

Staff perceptions /views of councillors.

Background
As stated earlier, the CE reported The City had undergone successive waves of change
during the 1990s. Some were driven by government policy, and some by the
organization's own effort and desire to improve operations. The most recent changes
were the result of political initiatives aimed at trying to achieve particular outcomes the
elected Council had been interested in, and to help achieve their goals.
The latest change Operation Change, which is the focus of this study, was established as
a project in June 1999, with the following aims as expressed by the Chief Executive,
Tom and the later acting Chief Executive, Bill
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a). the express purpose of finding better, smarter and more effective ways of
delivering the services
b ). net annual saving of $2 million in operation costs was targeted. It was
anticipated this would be achieved over a three year period. (N.B. the
implications of the two aspects or goals of Operation Change are reported
later).
To use a metaphor provided by an interviewee:
"Operation Change was conceived by council."
The City employed some consultants to develop a 3 year strategy to assist the
organization meet the objectives and goals of Operation Change.
Once this strategy was developed and accepted by the Council, another consultant was
brought in to assist with the implementation. Again, a metaphor provided by staff:
"The consultants gave birth to Operation Change."

4.2.

Main Themes

4.2.1. Operation Change - What is it?
Interviewees/staff perception of and feelings toward it.
The following section highlights the themes that emerged from the interviewees' stories
showing staff perception of and feelings toward Operation Change.
The interviews for this research were conducted 18 months after the implementation of
the Operation Change. Interviewees were drawn from managers and operators, see
Figure 6, p. 59. It should be noted the themes and ideas that emerged from the majority
of the interviewees about what Operation Change was all about were not dissimilar to
any great extent. For the purpose of this section, interviewees were categorised
according to position and their length of employment within the organization. This
aspect and the responses will be dealt with later in this section. Longer term employees
were categorised as being in the organization for more than l year, and shorter term
employees less than l year. With all the interviews (apart from the three new
employees), a feeling of deja vu came through. There were comments along the lines
of:
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"We've done this before so often''
"Here we go again"
"Number of restructurings started and never finished"
" People hoped it would go away - like all the others"
"(In the past) change for change sake"
"Changes that are absolutely stupid and we've had to back track"
"Change for change sake"
"Useless"
"Wheel being reinvented"
"Start and never finish"
"Let's get on with it - get it done - then we can get on with life,doing our job"
"We've already tried this"
So feelings of - "we've done this before", and "here we go again", came through.
One supposedly ' neutral subject,' said wryly, "just grin and bear it and it
(hopefully) will go away".
Another factor of notable interest was the interviewees' perception, or understanding of
just what Operation Change was or what it represented.
Some appeared to believe it was about improving processes; whilst others believed it
was only about saving money. This latter group saw it as:
"Idea of the project changed"
"Agree with Operation Change - but difference is how we best might do it"
"I think staff are confused between what is Operation Change and what is just
squeezing more juice out of the lemon"
"Operation Change is only interested in saving"
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"Soon became plainly obvious that it was not about improving processes but
about saving money"
"Operation Change was supposed to be improving processes but really it's just an
excuse to get rid of people, it's about removing staff'
"Was about saving money"
What people are saying here is "that it's about saving money", but the parallel concept
is that by improving processes, money would be saved. Overall there did not seem to be
consistent agreement as to what Operation Change really was.
The next section outlining the views of the Operation Change team members, mentions
that they did believe Operation Change was about process improvement, in the initial
stages at least. But they too report a gradual realisation that the main objectives were to
save money and consequently "get rid of people".
It seemed to be that the lower down in the organization the interviewees were, the less

they knew of the specifics of Operation Change. There was a strong message of lack of
awareness. But there also appeared to be stronger feelings towards the current events
and the idea of changes:
"Depressed"
"Cynical"
"Managers lie to us"
"A need to keep them (managers) honest"
"A lot comes out of "bullshit" castle where the managers are"

In addition to the feelings of "here we go again" and the unclearness of just what
Operation Change was all about, there was another message coming through from the
people at the lower levels of the organization. This message was that the people
themselves felt isolated from the decision-making. It seemed to them that various
projects and tasks related to Operation Change were carried out by other people:
"Who didn't know anything about it"
"Didn't ask the right questions"
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"Not enough staff involvement"
"No one listens to me"
"Communication poor - only told of change in passing"
"No involvement in decisions"
"No ownership - don't care"
"Communication poor - downfall"
"Who said?"

"If you ' d come and asked me - I would have told you"
"It won ' t work"
"Those text book consultants"
"Not consulted"
"Didn't ask the right questions"
The feeling appeared to be, "if you'd asked me - (the one who has the knowledge) in
the first place, I could have told you it wouldn't work".
This leads us now to general feelings towards the Operation Change Project. Coupled
with the sense of "here we go again", and "if they ' d asked me in the first place", it
would appear a feeling of, "this is a waste of time", came through. People never
believed in it, "lot of bad feeling about Operation Change", "Jaundiced view".
In addition to feelings of "here we go again' and "Operation Change is a waste of time",
some people, particularly at the lower level, expressed deeper personal concerns such
as:
"People feared for their jobs"
"Feelings of low morale"
"Like an axe hanging over us"
"Despondent"
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"Don't feel valued"
"Depressed"
"If you don't care about me, I don't care about work"

Whilst strongly negative stories related to Operation Change came through there were
some positive ones. Following are some extracts/comments taken from these stories:
"Lot of positive stuff'
"Operation Change is an excellent concept"
"I support the idea"
"Could be some useful stuff'
"I support the concept"
An interesting point to note is that the majority of the positive comments came from
staff who had been in the organization less than a year. Hence, these people did not
have the experience of having to go through previous changes and the pain and
frustration associated with implementing them.
In fact it seemed at times that these people saw themselves as "counsellors" and
"saviours". They had taken on the role of turning peoples' negative feelings around:
"Not focussing on improvement"
"First impression people not interested - picking up really well now"
"Morale better, now improving in our unit"

Positive
Feelings

Operators

Managers
Long Term

Managers
Short Term

Position Held
Figure 7:

Staff feelings and reactions towards Operation Change.
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Figure 7 shows that the operator/workers were the most negative about the Operation
Change project, whilst longer term managers were slightly more positive. Short term
managers, those who joined the organization after the project had started, were the most
positive.

4.2.2. Operation Change team - perceptions I views
This section sets out the Operation Change team's views and perceptions of everything,
i.e. the task required of them, the management team's actions, other staff's actions and
their own feelings.
The consultants recommended that a special group be set up for the purpose of working
in the organization and to come up with projects that would meet the supposed
objectives of Operation Change, i.e. to refine the operations within the various units to
make them operate more effectively and efficiently. In the initial stages, the focus on
saving money was not mentioned. It seemed to be suggested that changes to be made
were based on the need for greater efficiency and not saving money. Greater efficiency
by refining processes would in turn provide monetary savings, it was stated.

This

special group, the team that shall also be called the "drivers", initially consisted of 10
members who were drawn from across the organization. The members of this group
were hand picked and shoulder tapped by senior management. Selection seemed to be
based on ability and a reputation for "getting the job done".

The drivers, it was

reported, didn't really have a choice, but the general impression was they thought this
would be a good thing.
The drivers were brought together in the one location for training m the first few
months. One of the members said," it took 2 months to understand what the heck we
were doing". They were told by the consultants and managers, "we weren't there to
remove jobs - we were there to improve processes". The goal was to investigate what
could be improved and how this could be done. Through their initial training they were
supposedly provided with the tools and techniques as coaches to get out into the
organization and develop projects for process improvement. However, in the words of
one of the members, "it didn't work though".
When the Operation Change team drivers got under way, they were moved to another
location. Their offices were over the road from the main council building in an almost
empty building. This building was used for council meetings and elected councillors'
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offices.

No other staff used this building.

As time went on this separate location

became a symbol of "them and us," and "those over there".
At the start, the team members identified aspects of work with units that they believed
could be improved upon and took their reports to management. It was reported that it
soon became clear that not all management supported the idea of Operation Change and
nor did a large number of staff.

Certain managers were perceived to be blocking

projects by agreeing in principle but not acting on the recommendations; they were
described by some interviewees as- "dragging their feet" -"stone walling".
It also started to become clear the general staff were not supporting the projects either.
There seemed to be an overall message from staff that "this won't work".

Team

members felt that they were becoming more and more isolated and alienated from the
rest of the organization as a result of staff and management reaction to change messages
from the "drivers".
At this stage the team members started to become disheartened. Comments made were
e.g. "Operation Change team lost connection with the organization" - "we felt we were
swimming uphill against the organization."
As part of their brief, members of the Operation Change team were required to report
back to their own units on a regular basis. As time went on this became more and more
difficult, and their former colleagues berated them both individually and in front of
others.
"At unit meetings when I started to tell staff about Operation Change they would
go red - angry - tell me what they thought - they were wild".
"Went to meetings, always had to spend the first ten minutes trying to convince
staff Operation Change is okay".
One member reported of hearing how a group of staff members obtained a photo of one
of the members and threw darts at it.
In addition to staff alienation, the team felt they were not getting the right support from
management. They, the management team, were reported to have their own agendas.
Some of the comments were:
"Projects presented to the management team were blocked or simply sat on"
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"Management team not honest"
"No one thanked me"
"The organization wouldn't give us resources"
"The management team didn't support us"
"The management team played games and we wore the flak"

It was stated that in the team the general feeling was that the management team didn't
support them or Operation Change.

This was evidenced by the fact that the

management team were told of issues to be resolved but avoided following up. This
meant some matters were never resolved and suggested changes or improvements were
often not implemented:
"The management team dragged their feet to protect their own patches"
As time went on it seemed the team members were pressured more to provide reports on
projects, and they felt they had so little time to meet the deadlines:
"We were putting in stuff that was rubbish"
"They were good-looking reports with no substance"
All members of the team interviewed spoke of the increasing feelings of rejection and
isolation from other staff members.

As a result it was reported that team members

became very close:
"We became best friends in defence"
"We often talked about it (in the team). These guys are giving us an absolute
hammering and being rude to us"
"How dare they speak to us like that"
The group usually had morning and afternoon tea together away from the rest of the
staff. They also organized their own social functions together at each other's homes:
"We'd play the guitar and have a few drinks"
"My team in Operation Change supported me and I supported them"
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After 12 months the team members returned to their units. The "full time nature" of the
team participation ended and some of the original members were required to carry out
Operation Change related project tasks as well as their normal jobs. It should be noted
that when the team members were taken out of their units, they were not replaced. This
meant that those staff still in the unit had to pick up more work which added to the
negativity about the project.
Some of the former team members reported continual isolation and feelings of hostility
from their workmates:
"We literally lost friends over it"
"All members hate it"
"There's no reward, we work 40 to 50 hours a week"
"Everyone just didn't talk about it"
It was clear that over the period of the year the drivers experienced a wide range of
emotions and feelings towards change. As time progressed they reported feeling more
negative.
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Figure 8 below, records some of the feelings stated by the change team (drivers) . The
actual terminology that was stated is quoted.

Initially
commitment
initial feeling positive
enlightening
world simple easy
frustration
disillusionment
confusion
waste of time
unfairness
boredom
not achievable
alienated
hostility
angry
futility
cynical
defeat
unhappiness
rejected
isolated

\pressed
Finally
Figure 8:

Continuum of feelings toward Operation Change by team members

Page 59

Having already dealt with the staff view or perception of Operation Change, and the
Operation Change team members' view of the change process, the views of staff toward
the Operation Change team are considered next.
The team members expressed feelings of isolation and told of the hostility of some staff
towards them. These reasons for the actions and reactions of staff toward the team
members are explained by some of the comments made:
"People we know who were not experts were dabbling in fields - no experience
what so ever"
"Credibility gap and confusion"
"People not listening to those with the knowledge"
"Didn't consult"
"Consultation done with people who didn't know"
"Chosen members of team didn't have credibility"
On the other hand some people who were consulted showed signs of resistance or
negativity:
"People were reluctant to give information"
"Didn't ask the right questions"
"Not listening"
"They ignored advice"
Again, the feeling of "them and us" came through. The Operation Change team was
located in another building over the road. Therefore it was physically separated, which
appeared to foster an attitude of "we' re not included-we are not valued":
"Project out on a limb over the road"
"What's going on over the road?"
"Over the road, isolated"
"Who can be bothered going over the road?"
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These comments show a general feeling of being kept out of the decision-making
processes both by not being consulted and by the physical location of the Operation
team, which produced a sense of isolation.
Interestingly, when people were consulted it was stated that some were reluctant to give
information or that when they did, their advice was ignored.

4.2.3. Management team perceptions/views of Operation Change
The stories/perceptions of the Operation Change team and the staff provide insight into
feelings toward and understanding of Operation Change. This section deals with the
Operation Change from a management point of view :
"Did create savings but not without heartache and grief"
Some common threads were apparent, and these will be dealt with briefly. Whilst a few
of the managers were involved in the Operation Change team, the rest who were not,
felt locked out and believed they should have been consulted about issues , particularly
the projects that were developed for implementation in their units :
"Trouble was, managers were shut out"
"No top down commitment, so it won't work"
'They just don ' t want to know"
"Some managers felt alienated"
"Them and us (managers - consultants)"
Managers also acknowledged the fact that the process of Operation Change had affected
the general staff in a negative way. Some comments were:
"Staff thought the consultants were brought in to chop jobs"
"Lot of staff haven't been happy"
"Staff .s ee it as taking on more work"
"Frustration of people"
"Staff confidence went to zero"
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"Bad feelings from staff that they weren't involved rn the process until much
later"
Mentioned earlier was a perception of a lack of consultation and that the wrong people
were making the decisions. Managers also expressed these views. There was a strong
feeling that the initial consultants "made a poor diagnosis of the organization", which
resulted in a "fundamental flaw at the beginning of Operation Change". Following this,
pilot projects were developed:
"On bad assumptions"
"On bad advice"
"Unsuccessful - fraught with conflict"
As a result, management were reported, "not to be behind the changes from the word
go" and "projects failed," and "pilots didn't achieve".
Another point made by managers that may be of significance was that "there was no
sense of ownership". A general impression that came through from the managers was
that the process had been difficult - "fraught with conflict" not only for the management
but for the whole of The City:
"The whole operation has been a disaster in terms of the original objectives"
"Alienated the organization"
In a more positive vein, although the project was described as a "painful lesson", there
were things to be learnt from it.
"We were able to reduce some costs - so successful"
"Managers learnt from the experience that they should include those who know"
"Did create savings but not without heartache and grief'
"There seems to have been a change in culture and attitude"
"Heightened awareness of the need to do better"
As stated, the initial "diagnosis" by the consultant of the organization was reported to be
poor or wrong. This caused different reactions in different parts of the organization.
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4.2.4. Staff perceptions/views of management in relation to Operation Change
This section deals mostly with operators' views of management in relation to Operation
Change. Operators in this context refer to the non-management staff. Some perceptions
of management have been dealt with in previous sections. Staff in that context included
both management and operators. For example, in Section 4.2.1 which dealt with all
staff, with both managers' and operators' views and perceptions of Operation Change,
some comments were made about staff views of management. Also, perceptions of
managers by the Operation Change team were dealt with in Section 4.2 .3.

However, it

seems useful to provide a separate section to outline the staff views of management in
relation to Operation Change.
There were some significant messages or comments about the staffs' views of
management and how they acted or reac ted in some cases.

Stories and comments

overall left an impression that staff believed management was not supportive of
Operation Change or prepared to help staff, but were more likely to be protecting
themselves.

A point to note here is that whilst the majority of comments are from

operators in this section, a small number of the comments/stories provided in this
section came from managers themselves, and were therefore, managers' views of the
management team.
Overall there was a feeling by staff that they couldn't rely on management to help them:
"No point in saying anything, they (managers) didn't want to know"
"They wouldn ' t listen , just shrugged their shoulders"
"They (managers) don't want to know about it - it's their way"
Staff felt they weren't getting the full story. The perception appeared to be:
"Management team supposedly didn't want some things revealed - they became
nervous"
A prevailing theme was :
"Why won't management team be honest with us?"
"Management secretive"
"The union 's job is try to keep (management) honest"
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"They lie to us"
Some interviewees claimed that management action (or in some cases lack of action)
pointed to the fact that they "dragged their feet", "went to ground and effectively
disappeared", because they wanted to protect their patch:
"Management team wanted to keep jobs, so they dragged their feet"
"Management team enjoyed their position they were in, so they dragged their feet
- stone walled"
They (managers) were reported as saying, "I absolutely support it as the greatest thing
ever - then drag their feet- lots of occasions like this". The power of managers and
their role both generally and in relation to Operation Change was summed up by one
interviewee with the words;
"Don't underestimate the power of the middle management section"
Finally "still have ten managers but less staff', quoted by an operator.
"Management was not behind the changes from the word go" (from a manager) .

4.2.5. Signs of organizational resistance/commitment to Operation Change
This section provides some findings as they relate to the original questions which,
summarised, asked what stories told by employees during organizational change reveal
and whether they exhibit resistance and/or commitment to the change. Some of the
comments recorded in the previous sections could also answer this question.
Answers to these questions can be provided with specific stories told by interviewees.
As the content analysis of the stories progressed and categories and themes were
identified, it became clear that in order to address the resistance question, attention
should also be paid to the employees' commitment to Operation Change. Indications of
peoples' commitment or degrees of commitment can be considered an important
indication of resistance and therefore should be considered simultaneously.
It is argued that commitment (or lack of) can be manifested in many different ways and
can be demonstrated on a continuum:

- Total commitment demonstrates a lack of resistance-
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- Lack of commitment demonstrates resistanceWhilst there were some reports of resistance which will be dealt with shortly, there was
evidence of degrees of commitment to Operation Change. This was manifested in what
people said and also their reported actions. The foll owing comments did no t indicate
resistance as such, but il is argued that there are degrees of commitment that could be
associated with degrees of resistance:
" I haven ' t been all that interested really (about Operati on Change)"
" Nothing will surprise me anymore"
"Initial feeling was pos iti ve after a while started to see it was not quite as we
tho ught"
"Grin and bear it and it will go away"
''I'll just accept whatever as long as I' ve still got my job"
One new manager had a different view:
"Ex cellent concept, suppo rt it fully"
Furthermore a longer term manager reported:

"I feel differentl y towards Operation Change now - think we've got over a bit of a
hump - if you'd asked me six months ago, I'd have said no"
The first example of resistance that was described by a member of the Operation
Change team was abo ut a manager. ft tells the story of a manager w ho was req uired to
sign off a particu lar project that was to be part of Operation Change. He kept on
delayin g the signature. After about 12 months, he signed it 3 weeks before he was due
to le ave and take up work in another organization. This same manager was reported to
have outwardly given verbal support to Operation Change but covert ly resisted it. Staff
reported other examples of manageri al resistance in that they were secretive when asked
for assistance. A general fee ling seemed to be that management team was resisti ng in
order to maintain their positio ns.
" Management team wanted to keep their jobs so they dragged their feet.. .. stone
walled"
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As mentioned earlier, it is suggested that resistance can be recognised as related to an
individual or group's degree of commitment, which can be either verbal or expressed by .
way of actions towards change. This gave rise to people verbalising their feelings about
their jobs during the change. One interviewee had had her job duties changed and
increased without consultation. She reported:
"I used to look forward to coming to work and never took sick days, now I do"
Another said:
"Experience and loyalty don ' t matter anymore"
The section devoted to staff perception of Operation Change 4.2. l reported mainly of
people's feelings towards or as a result of Operation Change and how it affected their
job and their feelings towards their job and the organization. They frequently mentioned
the effect they felt Operation Change had on their job:
"A lot of people resist change first of all, they ignore it - think that change is not
going to happen, they carry on as usual."
There was a common theme of:
"If you don't care about me, I don't care about work"

There was also a general feeling of:
"Low morale"
"People are depressed"
"Fed up"
"Operation Change is difficult because people never really believed in it"
People felt they were not consulted or involved:
"Distant - people not involved - people don ' t care if it works or not"
"People became disinterested in asking questions about it' .
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Figure 9 illustrates the interviewees' comments on a continuum indicating their degree
of resistance/commitment to Operation Change.

good idea
here we go again
"deja vue"
o ld hat
distance
indifference - not really interested
apathetic
blinkered
/
resignatio n ,

to job
' to change

it" II go away
cynical
no one Iis tens
no one asked me
I need the job
fear of job loss
depressed
don't care about job anymor

Figure 9:

Continuu m of degrees of resistance I commitment towards Operalion
Change expressed by Interviewees

4.2.6. Staff perceptions/views of consultants and councillors
Before moving onto analysis and discuss ion , it is useful to note here two other
categories and the few comments related to them identified from the stories. Although
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they did not seem to be as significant to staff and their relationship to Operation Change
as categories one to six, none the less, they are worthy of mention.
These final two categories are:
•

Staff perceptions/views of consultants

•

Staff perceptions/views of councillors.

4.2.7. Staff perceptions/views of consultants
In The City at the beginning of Operation Change, consultants were brought in to assist
with the review of the organization. The objective was for the consultants to devise
strategies to assist in meeting The City's (council's) long- term financial strategy in
order to save money.
The initial consultants hired were reported not to have performed as expected, and
management terminated their appointment. Another consultant was brought in and
reports about this person were more positive.
The interviewees provided several pictures of their perception of the consultants and
their performance:
"Consultants were here to make people redundant" and "chop jobs"
"Consultants went about the job in a secretive way"
"Consultants are technical providers of change -they are not realistic"
"Consultants came in and made grand statements, but unfortunately the brain was
not engaged when it got into gear"
"First consultants were rubbish"
"They came in with their text book knowledge", "anti-consultant - just a box of
books"
"Textbook consultants"
"Consultants gave bad advice"
"Early stuff not soundly based"
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"Consultants didn ' t seek whole staff advice"
"Anti-consultants gave bad advice, it was a costly exercise" (manager)
"Savings were negative"
"Consultants arrogant - they made assumptions there was fat in the system - but
in fact it was lean already" (manager)
" Management team was resentful of the consultants"
" Asked the wrong people"
"The new consultant did a good job"

4.2.8. Staff perceptions/views of councillors
Listed below are the comments made by the interviewees showing their perception of
the elected 'body' of councillors.
One interviewee described his perception of councillors, "Councillors, they are only
interested in the business side of things (not people)''.
" Don ' t care about us"
"Don't have a boss anymore"
"There's no discussion, we are just told"
" Experience and loyalty doesn't matter anymore"
"Them and us"
"Communication was not good"
" Politicians used Operation Change as a political football "
"Saving costs"
"Political direction"
"Councillors pleased to see back of Operation Change"
"Councillors jerked us around"
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"They (councillors) have their own agenda"

4.3.

Stories and sensemaking

This section shows stories gathered from the participants and selected as
examples related to the main themes identified arid described in Section 4.2 of
the findings. Gabriel ( 1998) states that organizational stories are studied in
different ways. These include the following; stories can be studied as elements
of organizational symbolism and culture, as expressions of unconscious wishes
and fantasies, as dramatic performances, as occasions for emotional discharge,
as narrative structures, as expressions of political domination and opposition,
and as vehicles for organizational communication and learning.
The following stories, narratives or accounts would probably fit into several of
the above categories. However, for the purpose of this section, they are
selected as examples of participants' sensemaking of Operation Change, to
relate to some of the themes described in Section 4.2 and which will be
analysed and discussed in Chapter Five. Stories are set out under headings that
capture themes. It is apparent that some stories could apply to more than one of
the themes or categories described in Section 4.2, but each story is displayed
under one heading only

Operation Change Stories/narratives/sensemaking - What is it?
Managers' and staff perceptions, views, accounts.
This story expresses the view or sensemaking of one manager about Operation Change
and what he believed it meant to the organization.:
I think Operation Change has been a difficult one because the staff never really
believed in it. I think we had 2 million dollars to save in 2 years and I think many
people had to be convinced that that was actually feasible. Whilst we started well,
I think we set ourselves, we as in Operation Change steering group, set ourselves
too big a target which we never achieved, and each quarter we continued to set
targets which we never reached. Hence the non-belief, I believe by the majority
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of staff, that Operation Change was just a waste of time and because of that and
the costs which seemed to be going on and on, i.e. consultants, etc.

Another manager spoke of the confusion that existed within the organization;
specifically, that the project was presented as a process improvement exercise,
but really was a cost cutting one:
Did process improvements come about through Operation Change? Yeah well,
Operation Change was looking at process improvement. But because it was
having a bit of trouble in terms of meeting the 2 million dollar mark, each of the
units was asked to look at anything that they could do in their own areas in terms
of process improvement themselves to contribute to this 2 million dollar per
annum saving. So it ended up becoming something more than just Operation
Change. It became something across the organization. But having said that, I
think staff got a bit confused between what is process improvement and what is
just squeezing more juice out of the lemon. I think a lot of them just cut more out
of their budgets, so there was a bit of confusion there, I think. There is a
difference between slicing the budget and making savings, and actually changing
something to reduce costs.

An operator or general staff member's view was expressed:
All over the place, generally, because we've seen, I guess, restructures within this
organization a number of times, and they've started and never quite finished, and
we've seen various areas implemented like K base, which is a knowledge based
computer system, we have used down at the customer service centre. It started out
with a hiss and a roar and died off as the money became too much, and it never
had the impetus to continue. So I think the organization generally ... staff
members saw this as just another one of those things where the management team
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would start something and it would never get anywhere, and they were looking to
just get rid of a few people. That's how they'll save money. Why don't they be
honest with us, do that to start with and this whole palaver and

fa~ade

of

Operation Change, you know, and all that. I entered Operation Change thinking
like that.

Operation Change as good
One senior manager, who had been with the organization for a long time, spoke in a
positive vein of her thoughts , which had changed over time:
I think if you'd asked me that 6 months ago, I'd have said no, but I feel differently
about it now, I think we ' ve got past a bit of a hump and I think people are thinking
generally positively, it was the right way to do it, but more of an openness to
change, a more positive feel about the project as a whole.
A new manager, who had not been in the organization at the beginning of Operation

Change and had not been party to previous change, spoke positively:
It's going very well from my unit's perspective, a lot of positive staff buy-in
because they finally get a chance to get directly involved. A lot of interest and
because we are getting quick wins on simple issues like calculators that didn't
work before, and now we've bought new ones for cashing up. They used to have
calculators, you pushed a button and nothing would happen. They' re adding up
lots of money, so they'd have to re-do the whole cashing up . So there have been a
lot of immediate wins for staff that have had a good impact on morale and so on.
Another new manager spoke in the same vein, by saying that his initial impressions
were·negative, but once he became involved, he was positive:
So there 's been a vast improvement in the structural component to achieve
improvement that never was there before. When I first got here in September last
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year my first impressions were totally, well Operation Change is ridiculous, it
sends out the wrong message. No one at my unit level had any interest or
knowledge. An Operation Change member turned up once a month, gave a spiel
and walked out. The message wasn't structured to relate to the audience. It was
just a general what's going on, everyone paid no interest, it meant nothing to
them. Now things are different.

Operation Change team member's views of Operation Change
A member of the Operation Change team was initially positive about what lay
ahead when he first joined the team:

Operation Change evolved from process improvement. It wasn't about money,
that was the big catch for us as members coming onto this team. We weren ' t there
to remove jobs, we were there to improve processes from a sort of vertical solo
mentality to cross organizational processes . That was our big goal, it was to do
that, to investigate that and to put up reports as to how things could be improved,
and then the organization could take that and improve the process. So it wasn't so
much our job to do the improving, it was the organization that would do that. We
were there to be the hands and the feet, the eyes and the ears of the organi zation ,
to investigate what could be improved and how to improve it. To take the tools
and techniques that our coaches were to train us in , and apply those throughout the
organization.

Team members recounted narratives of their feelings and the stages they went through
from initial optimism, through concern , to frustration , to di sillusionment. Initially they
were reported to be keen and excited about having the opportunity to do something
different and learn:
The first couple of months it was great, we were learning stuff, I would go home
every night with a blinding headache because there was so much to do and it was
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so big and new and different. Once the first few reports had been put out and we
started to see that perhaps it wasn't quite as we thought it was going to be, it
wasn't so much about process improvement, it was about removing staff, and
saving money. It became quite difficult to continue, particularly when we did rely
upon other people within council, and for their assistance and for gathering
information, and the conclusion you come to, is only as good as the data you can
collect, and if people won't tell you what's truly going on and you come to a
conclusion and you put it forward and those same people then stand up at the end
of the day and say, no, you are wrong, it is this.
After some months the team was moved to a new location, which was situated over the
road from the main building, where the majority of staff worked, with the result that
they became even more isolated from the rest of the organization:
... as soon as they did, we complained bitterly about that, we said, it was difficult
enough in the other building, where people could come through and see what we
are doing, see that we are not hatchet men and we ' re not about sacking people. As
soon as they put us across there, the numbers of people who came across stopped
instantly.
As part of their brief, the Operation Change team members were required to report back
on a regular basis, to the units where they originally came from. Members reported in
their stories that as time went on this became more and more difficult, and their former
colleagues and friends, berated them both individually and in front of others:
I absolutely hate it ... frustrated and depressed. At the unit meeting, we always
had to spend the first 10 minutes trying to convince staff Operation Change is OK.
They would go red - get angry ... tell me what they thought, they were wild.

One member told of hearing _how a group of staff members obtained a photo of
one of the members and threw darts at it:
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'One of the chaps on the team had his photo, a photocopy of his face put up on the
wall and they used to throw darts at it. Because he was directly involved in quite
a serious piece of work that didn't go ... well, now, none of us started this job to
do that.'

A team member expressed his feelings and those of his fellow team members. He also
described his disappointment in managers' attitudes towards the team members:
No, I think the whole team was like that. I don't think management team to this
day realise what those people had to put up with, and literally lost friends and
family over it. The big thing when I came back from Operation Change was, not
a thing was said. No-one's yet said thank you for that, over and above the call of
duty I believe, and actually at one stage there, after I came back, I thought surely
the unit manager's going to come and say at a unit meeting, he's back, thanks for
all the effort. Not that you want public applause particularly, but it's nice to be,
... I can imagine, it's a bit tacky I suppose, but how the Vietnam vets felt when

they came back from war, and everyone didn't talk about it.

After spending up to a year, and in some cases longer in the team, when members
returned to their original work units it was reported there needed to be a period of
adjustment both for themselves and their colleagues. As one of the members put it:
And I think when I came back there was all of that resentment together, it was
like, we have carried you for this whole year, you know, what have you done for
us? You know, you've put us in a right thing. You've brought trouble to our door,
we've got these people coming looking at what we do. You were the one
involved in that, and I think, fortunately I had a good relationship with all the
people I worked with so that sort of won out at the end of the day. I would go up
for cups of tea and things occasionally with them. Gee, I would get berated, not
only just people in my unit, there would be staff from other units come up and
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have a go at me about things, and I would go to the unit meetings. I like to still go
to our unit meetings to keep in touch with them, and the unit manager would say, '
Tell us how Operation Change is going?' ; and I would start, and there would be
people who would literally go red in the face and tell me what they thought,
because they were that wild about it. And I thought, I did not start this to get
abused like this, and in the back room people would tell you what they thought.
An Operation Change team member spoke out on his view of management and their
handling of the Operation Change project and how they handled the teams' concerns:
What games did they play? Just the dragging of their feet, the protection of their
own patches, all those sort of things. The unwillingness to participate. The
changing of the direction of Operation Change. I remember at one stage, very
early on, we had a day, we spent a day with them over at the Convention Centre
where we voiced a lot of concerns, ... no, we spent the first day over at the
Steeple, over at the conference centre across the road, where we voiced a lot of
our concerns, and said, we don ' t believe this will work. We don't think you can
do this, because we don't see how you have put in place processes to support us to
do this, this and this . We had quite a long list and the result was that, yes, they
were going to talk about this at their next meeting and resolve those issues. They
never got resolved. We never got told formally how they were going to resolve
those issues that we put up to them right at the beginning.
Another story was told by a member of the change project team was about one
particular manger and his actions: "They say (managers) 'I absolutely support it as the
greatest thing ever - then drag their feet"' .
Another team member said:
I had one dealing with a management team member-we had-one of the projects I

was on, I was project managing it and we had forms to fill out that said that we
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would commit this amount of time each week to it, that this was our role and our
task and what we were going to do, and yes our managers agreed. Some three
months into the project he still hadn't signed for me, and a number of times I went
to him and said, "You need to sign it, everyone else has signed it but you
haven't", and in the quiet of his room he smiled and said, "no". There was
nothing more I could do. At the end of the day he left the organization and about
the week before he finally went, in the internal mail an envelope turned up on my
desk, a signed piece of paper, but the project was over by that stage.

Another team member continued with the same story and described his view like this:
... I just thought, to me it's, ... there 's a number of ways of stalling an initiative in

this organization, you can blatantly come out and say I don't support it, I won't
support it and you can quit and leave, or you can say I absolutely support it as the
greatest thing ever, and drag your feet. If you can drag your feet for long enough
it goes away.

Staff views of Operation Change team
One of the outside staff who reported he was becoming more and more interested in
union activities, took it upon himself to attend the monthly briefing meetings where the
team Operation Change members gave staff an update on what was happening . He
explained he was there to "keep them honest":
Sometimes I give them hard times at the monthly meetings and that, yeah, just that
they might have said something two months ago, and said they were going to look
into it and act on it and two months have gone past, and they hadn't said anything,
and I' II get up and say, "Two months ago, you said dah, dah, dah, dah, dah, you
still haven ' t done it, what's going on?"
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Another participant expressed this view: "The wrong people were doing the
job. They didn't know . They should have asked the people who knew the
answers".
Staff also commented on the fact that the Operation Change team members
were located over the road, away from the main building: "They were stuck
over there in a little ivory tower, removed from the organization. We didn't
really want to talk to them"

Management view of Operation Change
A manager spoke of Operation Change and how he had come to believe how staff
viewed the change:
And, of course, as soon as you do that the organization says, 'see I told
you so, you' re never going to sack the manager. You are going to get rid
of two more of the rubbish trucks or another four secretaries or labourers.
What about the management?' So at that point we very quickly lost any
grace we had with the organization. They said, 'It's just the same as it
always has been. You'll still have ten managers, but five less staff.
This is how Bill, (not his real name), the Chief Executive told the story after he
had moved away from the organization:
Yeah, we went through again a competitive process to engage the consultants and
we selected a firm which in hind-sight, probably wasn't as well prepared as we
thought they might have been. There was some conflicts within the consultancy
as well, because basically the joint venture was put together Another difficulty
was that the particular person we had didn ' t really take the management team with
him, so there was managers' resentment, plus 'there were councillors who weren't
happy with the selection of the consultants. They wanted to have their own teams.
So you had failings on three fronts, and so it was very divided, and I suppose the
other thing, this is more a matter of circumstance than anything else. I had
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planned, long term, to take some extended leave, just as it was getting underway
and I was out of the country literally for 10 weeks. So I went away thinking, this
was going okay, and came back and I found that things were starting to fall apart
rather dramatically. So I'm not saying that my being here would have made a
difference, but it probably would have. But personally I found I was sort of on the
back foot after that, and it was a case of trying to get the thing going in the right
direction. But the person who is acting Chief Executive now, Tom, (not his real
name) was the person I put in charge of the project, and he made what I thought
was a terribly insightful comment about the whole process improvement
programme. He said these things should be entered into, (I'm paraphrasing,) for
the purpose of organizational benefit, not with an aim to reduce costs by a stated
amount, because what really happened was that we quite quickly lost sight of why
we were doing it, and got fixated on the political directive if you like, about
saving costs. We have to save money, so that was the sort of message that got
drummed into everybody, from me too. I put my hand up and say I did it too, and
really set the wrong reaction right from the start, set the wrong framework, the
wrong atmosphere, because really in an organization like ours, which is labour
intensive, if you talk about making large savings in costs, there is only one way
that it is going to happen largely, and that is going to be to reduce the staff.
People went, 'Oh yeah, if I go willingly into this, my job is going to go down the
tubes'. So I think that it was a powerful observation that Tom made at the end of
the project.

Tom (not his real name) , the current acting Chief Executive summed his views up as
follows:
.... when the Bill (previous Chief Executive) left, the writing was
probably on the wall. There wasn't, there hadn't been enough successes
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to bind the staff in to making it succeed ultimately. The political arm
was being openly publicly critical of the project, so it wasn't,... I don't
think it came as a surprise to anyone that it 's now been reported that in
the final year of Operation Change, the savings targets were not met and
that the Operation Change would meet a net loss in that respect.
Tempering that I suppose, is the fact that we do have, we have had
something in excess of $600,000 quantified and sustainable savings. So
for the council they were able to take some relief from the fact that the
payback period on the investment was very short and on-going beyond
that. But for me anyway, I have an overwhelming sense of frustration,
not just because we didn ' t achieve the stated objectives, and in that sense
it was a failure, but more because I have a real belief that the savings
were there to be made. So it's not a case of us not meeting the objective,
because the savings weren't there. I believe the savings are there. But
the project as it was delivered wasn't able to achieve them.

Staff views of management in relation to Operation Change
Stories were varied about management's role in the Operation Change project. General
staff told some stories about their perception of management's involvement in Operation
Change. In addition members of the management team themselves had some interesting
accounts and observations to make.
A longer term employee had this to say about management and how they deal with
change:
Depends how it is done. If people can see an improvement for what they do, they
would be only too happy to be involved. The difficulty is that when you start
saying, 'We're improving things here, so we don't need as many staff. People go,
'It ' s not improvement, it's job loss, be honest and tell us. We want three people
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stead of four, tell us that now, and we can start looking for work" . It ' s when it
comes under the guise of process improvement, we ' re going to make your lives
easier, and we're going to get you better and faster and stronger, and we're going
to have one less person, please tell us that first. And that's where I don't think
management team were as honest with the organization as they should have been,
and in saying that I don't think they understood that, that's what they were saying
and doing: I do believe they were wowed by the consultant ' s brief and
presentation about how it was going to be process improvements , lights, camera
action. We were told very early on, if it ' s about $2,000,000, we won ' t succeed.
It's got to be about process improvement. When we started to talk about process
improvement, in many instances it probably meant more staff. Because in a
number of areas we are so short staffed anyway. If you want to improve the
process you actually have got to have two people come on before it gets better.
Well, management team wouldn ' t buy that.
One of the managers spoke of his view of management and its approach to
Operation Change:
For the Operation Change team that we set up initially, we drew from every unit
in the council, and put forward members from there. The management team have
been quite heavily involved from the beginning in terms of input and having
reports to it. Once you get into this, you will discover for yourself, although
there ' s a lot of heavy involvement, the management team have not been behind
this right from the word go. So there's been a bit of tension about that as well ,
about needing to actually get out there, which is another story in itself.

The following account was also provided by a manager himself about management:
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People just distrust management, when you've had change, when you've had the
organization go through three or four restructures and people lose their jobs, with
a nasty display often. How we ever can get that trust back, where the people on
the factory floor think that the guy upstairs is doing the best for him. They are
miles apart.

Signs of organizational resistance I commitment
Previous stories under each heading show some degrees of resistance. Here are some
further stories to highlight resistance or degrees of commitment.
An example of what one of the operating staff said about the proposed changes:
Especially when you're bringing in teams to look at processes and new ways of
doing it, people immediately latch on all the things in the new way that won't
work and say we need to go back to the old. It's been quite a challenge for us .
The resistance I was meaning before is where they don't want to help out, that sort
of resistance. There is another side of it where you feel, because you feel
threatened, I wouldn't go as far as to say sabotage or anything ... but you just
don't want to do it, so you don't.
One interviewee who had her job changed without consultation voiced her feelings
clearly:
Yeah. Even if the boss wasn't there, I felt good about the work, for I've always
enjoyed doing ... , I've always enjoyed doing what I do. I'm good at it, I'm
qualified, I'm skilled, I did a lot of interesting things. I don't do that now, though.
When you are reduced to 3 days, you can't, you've got to knock out the interesting
things straight away. You've got to do the basic boring stuff. The interesting
things are always the icing on the cake. Like any job you've got the mundane
things and you get to do the other things, and not only that, but I had, I was doing
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other things beyond what I do for my own job; things for the whole place- and all
of that had to stop. So it's like a big step backwards, and to me to be given the
menial work to do, it's like a big step backward. And to me it was a big kick in
the teeth actually, because before it had always been done by unqualified staff,
because it's brainless stuff. Thought it was really short sighted of them to have
someone with the qualifications that I had. There was no discussion. Instead of
asking staff, we were told this had come about. It's like they just came up with
this plan which seems to be a real backward plan.

Another interviewee recounted how changes had been made to her unit that
affected her directly:
I didn't like the idea ... no, not at the time, no, because it was done willy

nilly, .... but when we showed it to be a problem, and they weren't just saying it.
They were writing reports, justifying why there were going to be problems, etc.
They just shrugged their shoulders saying, 'Oh well, deal with it'. It was
disheartening and we didn't want to do it.

Resistance is shown here:
On a number of occasions it took months and months to actually get the full story
and now whether, I'd hate to say, though I think on some occasions it was, I'd
hate to say that there were people that were deliberately not telling the full story
for their own benefit; and on a number of occasions, I think people just had never
thought it through, and when it was presented in a flow-chart sort of
representation, they said, 'Oh, yes we do this and this, people just live their lives.

Another said: 'Tm that close to just packing it in at the moment, just telling them to
stick it, because I feel that I've been treated that way. Experience and loyalty doesn't
really matter anymore."
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A manager comments on general resistance and his perception of his management team
and councillors:
A lot of reasons, a lot of reasons, I think there are perhaps a few main reasons, that
really defeated us fairly early on in the piece. One of them was, I think, that the
councillors and the management team did not understand the ramifications and the
consequences of what we were going into, it really was a pandora's box.
An employee reports how a change of job for him because of Operation
Change was communicated to him:
It was the supervisor who had to make the decision on what happened. Part of my
grievance was that he hadn't dealt with it very well, because there was no meeting
to tell anyone. I was just driving along on the tractor basically, he stopped me on
the road and said, "I've got good news and bad news; you've still got a job but it's
not here", and that' s how I found out. I didn't know this was going to happen, no,
and I mean that's part of my complaint to the managers at the way it was handled
and that sort of thing and that' s typical, isn ' t it?
This staff member maintained she was asking for what she believed was
honesty from management, but said she didn't get it:
Depends how it is done. If people can see an improvement for what they do, they
would be only too happy to be involved. The difficulty is that when you start
saying we ' re improving things here so we don't need as many staff. People go,
"It's not improvement, it ' s job loss , be honest and tell us that. We want three
people instead of four, tell us that now and we can start ... ".
Here is an observation made by a staff member about her colleagues:
Because they didn't believe in it, it had gone past the point of no return . .They had
decided for a number of reasons and because of other issues, that they were not
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going to be bothered with this thing, just get on with their jobs because we were
down in staff numbers, still are, and people were very busy, and if they can make
themselves busy, they are shutting themselves off to what is really going on
around them.

Of those interviewed, both managers and operators had accounts of how they viewed
the involvement of consultants and councillors:
Operation Change was that consultants were really there as advisors . Initially
that's the way it was set up. The staff were there to do the work and look at places
where there could possibly be change. The consultants were advisers, but it
slowly got to the point, where the consultants became project managers
controlling everything, to the point where if you' re going to do this, you need to
do this, this and this, without any real thought of the operation of the council.
They'd get advice from the staff about how things work, but they'd say you'd
have to do this or that was wrong. But it had to really come from the staff,
because the staff were the people who actually knew the system and the
individuals in it, and to use an outside consultant to formulate a process to do that,
I thought that was a bit of a mix up . So I believe Operation Change actually lost
direction along the way and there was just too much power given to the consultant
to do things.

Further sensemaking of consultants and councillors expressed by interviewees:
Well, the ending of Operation Change was almost phased in a sense. I think we
had come to the conclusion that the consultant- led approach wasn't achieving the
objectives that we really sought, but at the same time we continued to put into the
council's annual plan, assumptions that we would make significant savings of the
operation's budget, and we included even as late as last year, for this current
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financial year, a sum of money to be invested in Operation Change. That was
largely in the area of IT and financials , financial systems, but I think when Chief
Executive (Bill) left, the writing was probably on the wall. There wasn't, there
hadn't been enough successes to bind the staff into making it succeed ultimately.
The political arm was being openly publicly critical. So I don't think it came as a
surprise to anyone that the savings targets were not met. But for me anyway, I
have an overwhelming sense of frustration, notjust because we didn't achieve the
stated objectives, and in that sense it was a failure, but more because I have a real
belief that there were savings to be made. But the project as it was delivered
wasn't able to achieve them.
One manager expressed his perceptions of both the consultants and councillors:
Oh, because they (staff) thought they were here to make people redundant, to chop
jobs; because they went about their role in quite a, not exactly secretive way, some
of their early stuff, they came to or put out just wasn't soundly based, only had
half the data and that sort of thing. When they came in and went through the
organization and had a hard look at what we did, they admitted there wasn't a lot
of easy wins in the place. We were going to have to spend money to save money
basically. But even then some of our councillors refused to believe that, you
know. They wouldn't believe it from us, the management in the place, so they get
in external high powered consultants and they wouldn't believe it from them
either. This is not to say that there isn't always room for improvement or
automatic savings, but we've got a couple of our political masters who, I think,
believe we're still like the old public service was many years ago, back in '89 or
something.
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View of councillors
A lot of people don't have any idea of the other types of work that the council does, and
so they see it as those sorts of things. Those are the real visual things they see yet, that is
exactly what these councillors are wanting to get rid of and we've certainly gone
through the most change to be business-like, which needed to happen , but it's gone way
beyond that now, it's become the be-all and end-all.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Stage-one
5.1.

Introduction

This chapter analyses and discusses the findings and results of the study. The key
themes that have emerged from the participants' stories are examined in terms of the
research objectives, and the original questions.
The main question asked what the stories told by employees about the organizational
changes indicated about the change. Two sub-questions asked if the stories indicated
resistance and the other closely related asked if the stories indicated commitment to the
changes. Resistance has been defined earlier as being the behaviours or expressions that
imply a desire or action that could/would impede the implementation of change in an
organization. Commitment has been defined as an individual 's behaviours, both
actions and words, which indicate belief in and acceptance of change in the
organization.
Mention has been made earlier of Martin's ( 1992) work surrounding organizational
stories. She talked about how the stories of the central characters (being the
organizational employees) focused on event sequence; in this case, their sensemaking of
the events that were taking place in the organization.

In this study, change processes in the organization were examined through the medium
of employees' stories. It can be argued that bringing about change is getting people to
conform to the new way of doing things, and new ways of seeing their roles and
interactions within the organization. Sinclair (1994) states it is important to be aware of
the influences that cause people to see change issues and the associated problems in
different ways.
Martin's (1992) three perspective approach to the study of culture and stories in an
organization, identifies a three perspective framework involving integration,
differentiation and ambiguity (sometimes called fragmentation). The integrated
perspective takes the view that all cultural manifestations reinforce the same themes and
states there is a consensus of views across the organization. There is no evidence of
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ambiguity. In contrast the differentiation perspective states that there are sometimes
inconsistencies, for example, managers express commitment or belief, but their actions,
as in one case in this research already mentioned, contradict this. There is both
consensus and conflict.
The ambiguity or fragmentation perspective takes the view that while consensus or
disagreement can be issue specific, they can also fluctuate constantly, and there is little
clarity to be found. This perspective focuses on the complex array of relationships in
culture and the associated stories.
In this study of organizational change the stories that emerged were considered with
Martin's perspective in mind. From the wealth of data collected, there is a large amount
of material that is differentiated, fragmented, goes off on tangents, and is ambiguous.
There is also evidence of integration. Overall, some important key themes have
emerged from the findings which are as follows:

•

Different views/perception of just what Operation Change is;

•

Views of "here we go again" or "not another change";

•

Frequency of change - string of changes;

•

Change is started and not finished;

•

Don't believe in it;

•

Ignore it and it will go away;

•

Theme of disinterest, lack of commitment;

•

The wrong people were asked the questions, not included;

•

Should have asked me;

•

Strong feelings against the Operation Change team;

•

The Operation Change team felt isolated and rejected;

•

There was a general concern about job loss.

These key themes will be grouped into four main clusters and discussed. Following this
an overview will be provided.
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At this point it is believed important to comment again on the use of metaphors by some
interviewees. Morgan ( 1986) in Gabriel (2000a) says that when we employ metaphors
we are mapping one area of life on to another to capture feelings and images of the
experience.
"Bull-shit castle" in reference to the main building where management and councillors
are located is one such example.

5.2.

Theme One - Operation Change goals

Overall there did not seem to be consistent agreement as to the purpose of Operation
Change. Therefore the goals of working towards a more efficient organization and
improving procedures, was lost on some people. Rather, they saw it as a guise to move
people from their jobs. Beer and Nohria (2000) maintain if the implementation of
change is to be effective people need to be committed. Generally people did not
understand what was going on and expressed dissatisfaction in their stories. This
dissatisfaction would suggest resistance or lack of commitment.
Because this point came through frequently and clearly, it would seem that the purpose
or objective of Operation Change was not sufficiently communicated to staff generally
and therefore not understood.
In a survey published by Ingersoll Engineers, as cited in Deal and Kennedy ( 1996), poor
communication was identified as the single substantial barrier to achieving necessary
change within organizations.
· .... managers' apparent resistance to change stems from lack of understanding and
the need for more or better communication, rather than any underlying wish to
oppose change in principle. Only when communication and understanding of the
benefits of change are achieved will commitment be given and behaviour change.
(p .165).

It is interesting to note, in the above comment, the assumption that there are benefits in
change. This, of course, is not necessarily the case. In fact in this case, the benefits that
were supposed to come about because of Operation Change did not occur.
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It would seem there is a strong issue of lack of communication here. How was the
concept of Operation Change sold to the staff overall? Were they persuaded it was a
good thing? Was it thought through? Was it sold to staff? It would seem that one of the
reasons why people expressed resistance, or showed lack of commitment, in their
stories, was because the whole Operation Change strategy was not communicated well
and people were not consulted. Deal and Kennedy ( 1996) stressed the importance of
communicating the reasons for change to staff.

5.3.

Theme Two -Weariness - Frequency of change

The next main theme that emerged was the view expressed over and over again - "here
we go again", "not another change", "frequency of change".
As mentioned earlier, The City had been undergoing a series of changes for the past
decade. This was, in part, because of the Local Body Reform required by central
government and the resulting statutory requirements including financial accountability.
So The City was forced to meet much of it with financial underpinnings. The need to
make savings within the organization was necessary to avoid a substantial citizen annual
rate levy rise. So the recent change project, Operation Change, was directly related to
statutory obligations, meaning central government law, but so too were the earlier
changes already mentioned.
So over time there had been a series of changes. In the words of the Chief Executive:
Since 1989 when the new government structure came into being, the Chief
Executive was charged with implementing the new regime. So over 12
years the City has gone through successive 'waves of change' some of
which had been driven by central government policy, some by The City's
own efforts and desires to make the organization go better. So it ' s just as
you finish one thing you start to tend to look at others.
The Chief Executive reported that the basic organization model, which was a major
change or restructure, was put in place in 1993, and is the same one that is in place
today. It was stated that a large part of the change that had taken place since 1993
refining the approach or responding to direct political initiative.
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But the most recent changes, including the particular initiative of this study, Operation
Change, would seem to be the result of political initiatives aimed at trying to achieve
philosophical outcomes that the Council (as in elected officers) was interested in, or to
help achieve goals relating to the long-term strategy (as required by central
government).
However in relation to Operation Change , the long-term strategy was considered not to
be financially sustainable. So the Council (elected officers) along with the Chief
Executive, decided, to hire consultants to advise on how to save money in the
organization so that those savings could be used to achieve the long -term goals. The
objective was to save this money under the guise of improving processes. All of this
was decided with no consideration of what had gone on before, how staff would react,
or the change/savings/operation would be sold to staff.
As mentioned, many changes had been carried out over a 12 year period. Staff
members who had witnessed and been involved in these changes regarded this new one
as more of the same, "here we go again", "we start these (changes) and never finish",
"deja vu" .
So the result was that staff did not take the current change seriously. They did not buy
into it because of their hi story of organizational change. Literature states the
importance of staff commitment to organization change as Berry ( 1994) states "an
equally important aspect of change is the employees' commitment to change". It is
unfortunate there was this strong feeling of "deja vu", and "here we go again".
Staff seemed weary. There were strong signs of employee weariness with the
successive changes. It would seem that the successive changes reduced energy and
enthusiasm. We could develop here a concept of "negative repetition" and apply it to
organizational change theory. If successive changes are undertaken which people are
required to experience, and which do not, as reported in this case, seem to have a point,
and do not work, then there is a high possibility of a lack of commitment and the
exhibiting of resistance . This phenomenon might be viewed as a new industrial illness
and termed "change fatigue syndrome".
Organizational change can be reported to have been a rapidly increasing phenomenon
worldwide in the 1980's and in particular the 1990's. It is suggested that organizational
change is now inherent and an almost everyday part of working in an organization. In
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the face of continuous change, as Thornhill et al. (2000) state, if employing bodies want
staff to sit up and take notice of changes to be made then different strategies need to be
employed.
To return to the issue of communication and selling the importance of the change, if the
communication of the objectives and goals of Operation Change had been achieved, the
outcomes might have been different, or at least been more positive.
A point to note at this stage is that of the 21 people whose stories were collected, three
spoke positively about Operation Change. Important here is the fact that all three had
been employed in the organization for less than lyear. (However, to be fair, one longer
term manager stated belief that after 1 year Operation Change was working).
These new people would have no idea of what it had been like experiencing the
previous changes that prompted other staff generally to say:
"Here we go again"
" ... start and don't finish"
"Don ' t believe in it".
The new people were positive because they did not have the experience of having to go
through previous changes and perhaps the sometimes pain and frustration of trying to
implement the changes. How can we get commitment? Paul Strebel ( 1996) believes
that for many managers and employees, change is neither sought after nor welcomed. It
is disruptive and intrusive and it upsets the balance.
Overall there was a common theme "if you don't care about me, I won ' t care about
you" , (depressed.). It is suggested that this in turn is likely to affect peoples ' attitude to
their jobs and their degree of commitment to the changes being made. Berry ( 1994)
believed that people in organizations do not resist change per se, but rather they resist
the manner in which they are treated in the change process.
An interesting point to note is that the new managers thought it was a good idea but felt
they did not need to be involved. Overall, there seemed to be a lack of commitment
because people saw it as just another change being suggested following a series of other
changes over the last decade. These changes, it was reported, had not worked, so staff
did not believe that Operation Change would work.
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5.4.

Theme Three - Lack of employee involvement

Another major issue identified from the stories was the feeling that the wrong people
were doing the job (referring to the Operation Change team). Staff seemed to feel that
the people who did not know and did not understand the issues, were doing the job. The
cry of "why didn't you ask me", and "if you'd asked me I could have said" came
through. Consequently, people felt undervalued, just plain indifferent, or in some cases,
alienated. Thornhill et al. (2000) recognise that one of the benefits of using an
employee involvement strategy is the generation of employee commitment to an
organization.
Again a quote from Berry (1994) would seem appropriate here: "What they (employees)
resist is the manner in which they are treated in the change process and the roles they
play in the effort." (p. 1) .
Berry goes on to describe this by stating that so often management takes on the role of
thinking and deciding what to change and how to make it happen. He states that
generally by their action managers appear to be communicating to workers that their
role is to carry out management 's change strategies. The consequence is that the
workers are left out of the decision making processes. It is suggested lack of
involvement in decision making creates resistance to the decisions made and a lack of
commitment. Arguably, if people were involved in the decision making, they would
feel more val ued. This in turn would increase commitment and reduce resistance.
It would appear from what the stories portrayed there was little opportunity for
employees to exert influence, or to utilise their knowledge, skills and potential helping
bring about the change and helping making it succeed.
So again, the issue of the importance of involving people in the changes, with good
communication to ensure commitment to at least some degree and to minimise
resistance is paramount. This is borne out by Berry ( 1994) who says that the change
efforts that are most successful, involve people at all levels of the organization who are
given responsibility for making the changes happen. In this way it can be stressed that
they are given the same information available to senior management. They should be
allowed and encouraged to be involved in the decisions relating to the changes required
and the best way to make the changes. Consequently as Berry ( 1994) puts it: "They are
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involved in a process which addresses their need for personal growth and development"
(p. 1).

5.5.

Theme Four - Isolation of Operation Change team

A further major issue that came through was the isolation of the Operation Change
team. The members were, as described earlier, taken out of their units to identify and
work on change projects. The belief or rationale seemed to be that, given their track
record, they would be able to do the job required. They were given the task of
identifying projects within the organization right across the board to support the
objectives of Operation Change. However, this group was physically isolated from the
rest of the organization. Whether or not this was a conscious or unconscious act on the
part of the consultants and senior management, is not clear.
Initially they were given the brief that Operation Change was about improving
processes, with possibly a spin off of cutting costs, which may or may not have resulted
in job loss. The Operation Change team believed that these were the goals. However,
as time went on it became clear to members that "it was about cutting costs and likely
jobs".
Members of the Operation Change team became more and more alienated from both
management and staff operators as a whole. They were physically isolated in an office
over the road. They said they felt more and more isolated and tended to stick together
and support each other - "Solidarity under fire". The physical location symbolised
physical distance and psychological separation.
It would seem that they became the target or symbol of the general staff's feelings of
exclusion and lack of understanding of what was going on. The staff felt or believed
they were being excluded from any decisions related to the change. They vented their
feelings of frustration, rejection, and in some cases fear of job loss, on the Operation
Change team members.
Figure 10 shows the stages of feelings of the Operation Change Team towards
Operation Change and the whole of The City staff over time.
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Initial commitment to organization

...
Disbelief at events
Loneliness - feelings of unfairness
Defensiveness - feelings of anger
Solidarity (team) - feelings against organization
and staff
Finally resistance to organization
Figure 10:

Typology of Operation Change team members feelings about
Operation Change

Questions to be asked here come to mind:
a)

"Was the senior management team aware that the Operation Change team felt
rejected and isolated?"

b)

"and if so, what did they do about it?"

The answers are probably
a)

"yes"

b)

"nothing".

So it would seem thi s group, which was isolated from the main organization,
symbolised negative aspects of the change process. Consequently as reported by
members, individuals in the team suffered enormously. They suffered strong feelings of
isolation, rejection and a sense of unfairness. These feelings were expressed as a lack of
commitment to the change. It is suggested again, that this is an example of management
not including all in the change process. The small group was included in the decisions
and the larger group was excluded. As a result all became alienated.

5.6.

Themes and their link to resistance and commitment

At this point we return to the following issues directly related to the original questions:
a)

employee resistance to the proposed organizational changes

b)

employee commitment to the proposed organization changes.
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The two issues as apparent in the employees' stories will be discussed concurrently. As
mentioned earlier the two are closely related in this situation. It was argued that
commitment, or a lack of commitment can be manifested in many different ways, and
can be demonstrated on a continuum.

Total commitment demonstrates a lack of resistance.
Lack of commitment demonstrates resistance.
Figure 11: The relationship between degrees of resistance/commitment

Figure 11 illustrates the relationship between resistance and commitment. The main
themes to have emerged from the initial stories were the frequency of change in the
organization over time, the perception by interviewees that they had not worked so well
and the general feeling of not being involved - being left out. These main factors
affected peoples' degree of commitment. People expressed feelings of tiredness,
indifference, "no one asked me", and rejection, which had the result that people were
not committed to the change. Perceptions about the nature of the change, it is
suggested, produced resistance . It is generally recognised in the literature that one of
the claimed benefits of using an employee involvement strategy for change is the
generating of employee commitment, see for example Thornhill et al. (2000), who state
that this in turn, is seen as a means to bring about beneficial change in an organization.
They argue the organizational strategies which are emergent or incremental are "bottom
up"," that is, involving people at the lower end rather than top down or sideways will
bring about a greater level of understanding and involvement. This greater level of
understanding can also be associated with generation of increased levels of commitment
to the organization. Thornhill et al. (2000) go on to say that it is vital to foster
commitment to the process of change through involvement and ownership.
In this study it has been shown that employees' stories expressed resistance, and bearing
in mind the importance of managers involving employees and listening to what they are
saying, it is interesting to note that the stage-one interviews identified the fact that
managers also indicated resistance. This resistance was demonstrated in various
comments that said the project wasn't working.
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Finally, Guest ( 1987) argues that if organizational commitment is evident or achieved, it
will result in high employee satisfaction, high performance, longer tenure and a
willingness to accept change.

5.7.

Further factors related to Operation Change

Finally in this section it is appropriate to return to the organization where Operation
Change was carried out. The project, Operation Change, was initiated in mid-1999 and
was, as discussed in Chapter One, to cover a 3 year period. The focus was to make
changes in the organization that would result in financial savings that would contribute
to The City's lO year financial strategy.
A review of Operation Change was conducted towards the end of 2000. The senior

managers interviewed said that the review concluded that although annual savings were
close to target, the overall target of savings was unlikely to be achieved unless there
were significant changes made to the project. Operation Change continued, but in light
of the above conclusions a substantive review was conducted early in 2001. It was
reported that a main finding from this review was that a total cost savings approach
would not result in improving processes and service to the community.
It was acknowledged that a more balanced approach, which also focused on community
and customer results, was more appropriate. Operation Change as such ceased mid
200 l, 2 years from inception.
Figure 12 presents a list of metaphors or descriptive phrases attributed by the
interviewees to Operation Change. In a sense they show the life of Operation Change in
three parts, with a conception and a birth , a rather short middle life , and a longish and
seemingly painful dying off with a burial!
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"THE LIFE OF OPERATION CHANGE"
BEGINNING

MIDDLE

"BIRTH"

"LIFE"

END
"DEATH"

•

Operation Change (OC) was conceived by the councillors

•

Consultants gave birth to Operation Change

•

Operation Change has a life of its own

•

Operation Change is a beast

•

Block out the pain of Operation Change

•

Operation Change will die

•

Operation Change dead on its feet

•

Kill off Operation Change

•

Mayor wanted Operation Change to be buried with dignity

•

Bury Operation Change

•

Operation Change already buried

Figure 12:

The life story of Operation Change

Finishing quote
In the words of one interviewee and a member of the operation Change team:
Change Management - I've read a lot of books on change management but the problem again, I think, is the gap between the management level and
the common man down here, who's at the coal-face. There's a gap that I
don't know how you could bridge that, I'd love to read a book that could
interchange those two positions so the people at the coal-face could
understand the difficulties management face - and the management could
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understand the person at the coal face, his world, you know, and that's
where real change management, I think, occurs - in the interchange between
those .. .
People just distrust management when you've had the organization go
through three to four restructures and people lose their jobs, with a nasty
display often, how we ever can get that trust back where the people on the
factory floor think that the guy upstairs is doing the best for him - they are
miles apart.
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CHAPTER SIX:
CONCLUSIONS Stage-one

The purpose of this research was to focus on the role of storytelling by indi victual
employees during times of organizational change. The research questions asked
whether stories told by employees in an organization undergoing change indicate
resistance and/or commitment to the changes.
The original questions dealt with the issues of resistance and commitment separately.
But once the findings were collected and analysis commenced it became clear that it
was difficult to separate the two. In fact, they are so closely related, it is suggested it
would be unproductive and at times impossible to discuss the two separately. So, for
the purpose of this study' s analysis, the approach taken is that more resistance can
indicate a lesser degree of commitment and that more commitment can indicate less
resistance.
The definition of resistance was taken to be an expression or behaviour that expresses or
implies a desire or action that could or would impede the implementation of change in
the organization. The expression in this study embodied both the attitudinal and
behavioural aspects of commitment. Attitudinal commitment was taken to mean an
employee's demonstrated belief and acceptance of the organization, and behavioural
commitment the indi victual' s personal longer term commitment to the organization and
the perceived benefits of this.
Overall, the results of the study in the organization, The City, about Operation Change,
provided confirmation that employees' stories do indicate resistance to organizational
changes, but to varying degrees. Overall the stories were generally more negative than
positive. Parallel to this , the varied responses indicated the degrees of commitment.
Stories or themes ranged from a very simple, "good idea," to "here we go again," to
"it'll go away,"" apathetic," to "don't care any more". Figure 9 showed a continuum of
degrees of resistance and commitment to Operation Change.
People's stories revealed perceptions of the changes that made them feel undervalued,
of not being consulted, suffering fears of job losses, with an overall view of "here we go
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again." There were significant feelings of resentment through to" ... just ignore it and it
will go away."
Signs of resistance also came through in subtle ways, such as the story about the
manager who pleasantly acknowledged Operation Change, but refused to sign approval
giving a proposed Operation Change project permission to proceed in his unit. This , it
was told, went on for months, until finally he signed approval 3 weeks before he left to
work in another organization.
Furthermore, other conclusions can be drawn from the data, which in turn highlight
some implications to be considered. Firstly, there is an issue of the communication of
the change within the organization. From the stories told, it seemed that the concept of
the project was not sold to employees. There were conflicting stories of what people
believed were the real goals and objectives of Operation Change. Another and related
finding, was the perception that they, the interviewees, who had the knowledge were left
out of the loop. Some interviewees felt the wrong people were being asked for advice.
"I could have told them ... it wouldn't work". Thornhill et al. (2000) argues that by
involving employees in decision about change, they are more likely to feel commitment.
In addition, Walton (1985) argued that employee involvement in change strategy will
give employees a greater sense of ownership, and they are more likely to assist the
change. The interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with these aspects of Operation
Change, which indicated their resistance to it.
A point to note here is that managers' stories also indicated feelings of being left out and
not being consulted. In terms of Martin's ( 1992) three perspectives, this particular
finding demonstrates integration of the views across the organization.
Another issue relates to the small group of selected employees who became the
Operation Change team. This small group was given the task of identifying and
developing projects that would meet the objectives of Operation Change right across the
organization. As time went on, stories indicated that this small group became isolated
and alienated from the rest of the organization and were rejected and ignored by staff
members who were not involved in the team. The perception toward the team seemed
to be a feeling of them and us," them", being those few involved, and "us," those who
were not consulted.
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Overall, therefore, stories expressed more resistance than commitment. This finding
was not confined to those at the operator level. Managers also indicated resistance.
However, the new managers who had not experienced earlier changes were more
positive.
A further conclusion to be made is related to the frequency of change in this
organization and its impact on the interviewees. Changes had been on going for several
years and interviewees' stories indicated feelings of "here we go again," "more change,"
and "they never work." People seemed to be either allergic, (hostile), or immune to the
changes, and experienced what was earlier coined "organizational change fatigue
syndrome." Stories seemed to indicate that people fell into three categories: one where
they were suffering from change, two where they were allergic to change and three
where they were immune: "just ignore it and it will go away." Organizational change
was continuous and seemed to be ingrained in The City.
A further significant point, previously mentioned but not elaborated on to any great

extent, is the fact that this organization is a local government body. There is , of course,
a community elected body of councillors, from all walks of life with very varied degrees
of background experience and knowledge. Thi s group of councillors meet, albeit
briefly, and make policy decisions which can impact significantly on the organizational
employees. In this case, the elected council was required, by central government law
since 1989, to develop a long-term 10 year strategy for the city. This they did, but if
they were to put the plan into operation it would mean a 45 % increase in citizens' rates
and such a rise would be unpopular with the ratepayers. So rather than modify the plan,
it was decided to find the cost savings within The City organization. It was reported
that the perception of the elected councillors seemed to be that there was "fat in the
system". Therefore the policy behind the changes, or the reason for making the
changes, was not coming from within the organization. The decision was made by the
councillors who did not have real knowledge of the inside workings of The City.
Furthermore, they did not have to experience the upheaval and pain associated with the
changes. The result was as told in employee stories that, "this was the conception of
Operation Change". It was reported, " it cost money to do it, savings did not meet the
required targets, there were disruptions in the organization and unhappy employees."
Here we have a "quasi public sector organization," that fits somewhere between the
public government organization sector and private industry, with the multiple
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stakeholders consisting of the community, the ratepayers, the ratepayer elected mayor
and councillors, central government and the organization itself, each with their own
particular demands and in some cases their own agendas. All of this would add to the
difficulties associated with organizational change.
Figure 12 shows the stakeholders of a local government and their positioning.
This is summed up to some extent in the following extract from an interviewee's story:
"Councillors and management did not understand the ramifications and consequences of
what we were going into".
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
IMPLICATIONS Stage-one
At this point the question must be asked, "what can be learnt from this research?"
Analysis of the findings taken from the stories gathered during the stage-one interviews,
shows there are implications for people involved or interested in the area of
organizational change management.
Analysis clearly shows that stories told by employees during organizational change are
a powerful gauge or barometer of the organizational climate. In this case the research
question which asked if stories told by employees during times of organizational change
indicated resistance was answered in the affirmative. It is suggested that change
management agents should take notice of what employees are saying in their stories to
assist them with their decision making. Boje ( 1991 b) states that the stories told by
people in organizations, is their sensemaking (perception) of what is going on in the
organization.
Other significant findings are:
•

there are implications or points of interest for managers or consultants
involved in organizational change management;

•

it is suggested there is perhaps a need to look further at change management
theory;

•

there are indications that further research in this area (that is, local body
change management) may be useful.

Firstly, the implications for managers and others involved in organizational change
management will be covered. Areas where change management theory could be further
explored are examined as part of this discussion as well. It is suggested there are some
positive lessons to be learned. One is the significance of employees and their
importance to managers to gauge and assess the mood of the organization toward
changes. This study has shown that individual's narratives or stories are a powerful
vehicle and source of knowledge of how employees view happenings within the
organization. The stories told, clearly expressed their perceptions.
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The literature review, Chapter Two, covered some writers ' and researchers' theories on
the power and value of organizational story telling. Those involved in change
management should take note of the employees ' stories/narratives. It is suggested they
are central to the organization and are an important barometer of feeling about what is
going on in the organization - stories can be used as a gauge of employees' level of
commitment. It is suggested that taking notice of stories can assist with individual
change and then subsequently organizational change. McConkie and Boss ( 1996)
argues that just as stories help facilitate organizational change, they can also play a
useful role in individual change. He goes on to say that stories can be models that guide
individual behaviour. Such personal stories can become part of the organization and are
likely to influence the rest of the organization.
Galpin (1996) states that often during a change effort the communication is one way.
But to be effective during change communication must be two-way. "People need to
know what they say is heard and valued" (p. 72).
It is suggested by Snowden (2001) that story telling is an old communication tool, but is
a powerful and effective technique to be used both in the listening to and telling of
stories in an organizational setting. Associated with stories is the necessity to listen.
Listening communicates to others that their opinions or what they are saying and the
message they are telling is valued, and, there is often an important message there for
managers to learn.
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Organizational
Change

Change
Managers

Organizational
Members

FEEDBAC
Listening

Stories

- harnessing

- sensemaking

- utilizing

- resistance
- commitment

Figure 13:

Employees Sensemaking and Feedback - Managers Listening.

Figure 13 shows the relationship between the sensemaking (stories) of organizational
members and the need for managers to listen and take note of how employees are
attempting to make sense of organizational change and learn to take action.
So a very important message and implication for management here is the link between
the telling of employee stories and the need for managers to listen to what the people are
saying. Kreitner and Kinicki ( 1998) contend that listening is the keystone
communication skill for managers. Watson ( 1994) stresses the importance of managers
listening to their people, asking them their ideas,and acting on them. He says what
distinguishes between a good and bad manager, is that a good manager treats people as
people and listens to them. This in turn develops a relationship of reciprocity and trust
(p. 177). So this study has shown that employees' stories during times of organizational
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change can both provide evidence of peoples' sensemaking of the events and show their
feelings . A good manager should be listening very carefully to employee narratives to
gain an indication of the levels of resistance or commitment. Galpin (1996) supports
this when, in the context of change management, he says that people should be given
the opportunity to voice their opinions. He believes that managers need to listen to
concerns, suggestions and comments. By opening the channels of two-way
communication, such as emails, focus groups, question forums, employees have the
opportunity for constructive input. Although they are not always positive, opening
channels of two-way communication, can make have the effect of making people feel
valued, and possibly make the change effort operate more smoothly. In this context,
organizational stories should be viewed as vehicles for organizational communication
and learning, (Boje, 1991 a; Martin, 1992).
A further implication of story telling for organizational change managers is the
suggestion that although employees may be expressing resistance, it can be a
constructive and useful tool for change management. Waddell et al. ( 1998) suggest that
organizational theory over time has viewed resistance as a cause of conflict that is
undesirable and detrimental to the organization. But it is suggested that resistance can
play a role in drawing attention to aspects of change that may be inappropriate and not
well thought through or perhaps just plain wrong. In the case of the present study, The
City organization, this possibly was the case and to give credit to managers, they did
ultimately take notice and took action .
A concept change managers should consider is the effect of the strategy in this case
where a small group of employees were pulled into a team from across the organization,
then separated from the rest of the organization to work on Operation Change. This
group, the drivers, was given the brief to "make it happen", and to "drive the change" .
Instead of being able to do this, this group became isolated and were seen by their
colleagues (as evidenced in the stories), as the symbol of all the negative aspects of the
latest "change movement." They became the "sacrificial lamb," and targets of abuse,
and suffered because of this. Sligo, Fountaine, O'Neill and Sayers (2000) say for a
group within an organization to function successfully it must have strong organizational
support. In the case of The City this support was clearly not there for the Operation
Change team members, from both management and from the rest of the organization.
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The next issue to raise, is the suggestion that organizational change seemed to have
become inherent, continuous and ingrained in The City, "just part of' the workings of
The City. As a result, as stated earlier, some people seemed to be suffering from
"organizational change fatigue syndrome". Although some (workers) seemed to be
immune and ignored it, others were tired and weary. It is suggested that change is very
much part of organizational life in the 21st century. It is no longer a one off event or
something that happens now and then, when a need for change is apparent. It is
inherent, continuous, there all the time, and is all pervasive. It may be that there is a
need to rethink existing theories and strategies associated with the management of
change. There is a need to take into account the now inherent, continuous, ingrained
and permanent nature of change in organizations and to consider the way
implementation and employee involvement should be managed in the face of
continuous change. The related human resource management should be looked at and
considered from the point of view of what is necessary for developing the capabilities
for survival in the face of continuous change, (Thornhill et al.2000). There is the
implication of too much exposure.
The final issue, and its implication in the change management area, is that of local body
reform in New Zealand in the last 10-14 years. As previously indicated central
government in 1988 set out to reform local government. The effects of the reforms
were that the citizen ratepayers support assumed a more governmental role, and the
system was truly more local government, as stated by McKinlay ( 1990). With this came
the need for greater efficiency and accountability with financial resources. McKinlay
(1990) predicted that the process of achieving truly local government would not be easy,
and would be likely to be marked by debate over the adequacy of resources . This
proved so in this study. The elected body of councillors, in developing its long term
financial strategy, realised the ratepayers would not take kindly to "footing the bill".
They then turned to The City and decided there were savings to be made in the
organization. As the stories have shown, the organization and in turn, the employees,
suffered as a result.
The implications suggested here are that members of the city council are elected
representatives of the community. They come from both wide and sometimes limited
backgrounds of experience and knowledge. But once elected, they are in a position to
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make significant decisions, which impact on the local body organization and more
importantly on its employees.
It would seem important that more research be carried out into local body organizations
in New Zealand using the collection of organizational stories approach, in order to gain
more knowledge about what has been happening over the last decade or so following
the obligatory implementation of central government reforms. No doubt councils are
continuing to investigate the most appropriate local government structures to meet their
community's needs and the delivery of services, and it would be helpful to find out
more of what is actually happening, i.e. successes and/or failures. There appears be
much to learn from this.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
HINDSIGHT - REFLECTIONS
"Looking Back - Hindsight Reflective Retrospective Views"
Findings with Discussion
About 12 months after Operation Change ended, further interviews were carried out
among the original sample of people. Some of the original interviewees had left the
organization. Five of the original subjects who were still available, were asked to be
interviewed because of their degree of articulation, the relevance of the information they
provided in the first round of interviews, and their availability. All agreed to a second
interview.
Of the five interviewed, two were senior managers, one a middle manger, and the
remaining two were working at the operator level. Three of the five had also been
members of the Operation Change team for varying periods, including one who was the
team leader. Figure 14 illustrates this .

Senior Manager

Senior Manager

Middle Manager
OC Team Leader

/

Operator OC
Team Member

Figure 14:

Operator OC
Team Member

Position of Second Interviewees

The purpose of the second interview was to discover one year on just what employees'
views of the Operation Change project were. So the general aim was to discover if
hindsight sensemaking or retrospective, reflective thinking alters perception, and what,
if any, lessons can be learnt.
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Hurst (1995), p. 5 states that a reflective manager takes part in day-to-day, month-tomonth activities in the organization and then reflects upon his or her role in those events
in order to understand it better and improve upon his or her performance. He goes on to
say that from this perspective, experience is something that one gets only after one
needed it! Managers often do not know exactly what they are doing at the time. But
afterwards they can try to find out exactly what they did, and learn from it. This is all
part of sensemaking and learning in organization life. The role of organizational
storytelling in this sensemaking is a useful point of inquiry.
Kolb ( 1992) in Gabriel et al. (2000), proposed that learning in organizations happens as
a four-stage cycle:

concrete experience
(something happens)

leads to reflection and observation
(thinking about it) sensemaking

leads to abstract conceptualization
(coming up with an idea)

leads to active experimentation
(trying that idea out)
leads once more to concrete experience
Figure 15:

Four Stage Organizational Learning Cycle

(Adapted from Kolb (1992) in Gabriel et al., 2000b, p. 321).
Alvesson (2002) highlights the importance of a reflective mode of research that refers to
thinking through objectives, arrangements and acts as to how they contributed to, or
worked against, the common good. He stresses the importance of reflection, and
encourages managers to practice reflection in order to understand organizational
happenings and learn from them (p. 3). So in this case the hindsight, reflective or
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retrospective approach seemed a worthwhile exercise to assess or gauge what
participants understand and have learned 12 months on.
The methodology approach on this occasion varied slightly from the first round of
interviews. The five subjects were approached individually to ask if they would agree
to a further interview. Previously, lists of employees were supplied by management, and
approaches were made to each one asking if they would be prepared to participate in an
interview. The result was a list of the willing employees who had participated in the
first round of interviews
A week before the second interviews, interviewees were provided with a summary of

the main findings and implications that arose from the data and stories collected in the
original interviews.
Interviews lasted 30 minutes, rather than an hour. The interviews were more structured
in that each participant was asked to answer and provide narratives around the two se ts
of questions, the questions were:

Straight recall-sensemaking
1.

How did Operation Change end? - Was it significant? - What was its
significance?

2.

What has happened since Operation Change ended?

Hindsight reflection-sensemaking
3.

Looking back, have you any ideas about how the o rganization cou ld/should
have done things differently?

4.

Looking back, are there any things that you personally might have done
different!y?

5.

How better/differently cou ld the project have been commun icated
organ izational members.

The main objectives were two-fold: first, to gauge if people 's views had changed over
time, and second: to gauge with the benefit of reflection w hether they thought things
could have been done differently and, if so, how. From this they can consider, what do
they understand and what they have learnt, if anything.
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Each interview was recorded, and the tapes were transcribed. The contents of each
transcript were analysed for themes not necessarily common to each interviewee but of
significance to the questions for this study. Rather than analyse the contents first by
identifying the natural meaning units, then identifying themes (Merriam, 1994 ), the
themes from each were pulled out at the initial stage.
Although the findings and implications from stage-one weren't addressed directly
during the interview, interviewees did refer to them in the context of other comments.
The general impression was that they concurred with the points made in the summary
that had been given to them previously
So what was to be learned? The responses to each question will be dealt with generally.
The first question asked how Operation Change ended, and if the ending was of
significance. All five respondents reported that it ended very quietly:
"Practically whimpered and faded away"
"The energy wasn't there any longer"
One manager respondent who had also been a member of the Operation Change Team
expressed disappointment. He reported that the review of the large operational section
of The City, City Operations, which had been commissioned by the councillors, but was
not part of Operation Change, took attention away, and the consultant who carried out
that review, recommended that the Operation Change project be terminated.
Another respondent said the team did initiate some change but was given no credit for
it. However, team members were reported to be: "signed off in a little ceremony
attended by few and they were given certificates - and that the prevailing tone/mood
was almost, 'let's not talk about it anymore"'.
Responses to the second question, which asked what has happened since Operation
Change ended, were varied. In that period, because the Chief Executive left to take up
another position, a new Chief Executive had been appointed. In addition, following the
three yearly local body elections ratepayers voted in a new mayor and several new
councillors were elected to the council.
It was reported that since Operation Change ended, "ironically", a new change initiative

in the organization, which has been introduced by the new Chief Executive and
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endorsed by the newly elected Council, is an output reporting system that is basically a
reporting activity-based costing and is essentially one of the key things that came out of
Operation Change.
Questions 3 and 4 asked respondents to reflect on what might have been learnt from the
experience and how things could have been done differently.
The questions were intended as starters or probes to assist with reflection. Respondents
tended to reflect on why Operation Change did not succeed, rather than talk along the
lines of how things could/should have been done differently.
Common themes emerged from the answers, with a principal theme being the lack of a
clear focus in the whole Operation Change project. Although the original intention was
to save money, as requested by the councillors, this was not spelled out to the
organization. The purpose was couched in terms of the push for process improvements,
which, it was assumed, but not generally talked about publicly, would save money . So
the purpose was ambiguous and the focus was not clear:
"Comes back to were we really committed to making major changes and
initiatives? "
"What I would have changed right from the start, is , be very clear about the
purpose"
"Should have been blunt - save money".
This led, it was reported by all, to some senior management not supporting the project:
"Wanted to protect their own patch"
"Everytime we looked to change something, found 101 reasons against - weren't
prepared to take that bold step".
Overlying these points of blurred purpose and lack of focus and commitment was the
criticism that there was never any real ownership from any part of the organization. The
choice of consultants and their focus were criticised. Three different consultants, with
different focuses and styles came in short succession. It was believed the choice of the
initial consultants, whose contract was terminated, was purely a financial decision, and
that there were other consultants who, although more costly, would have done a better
job . Generally, the belief was that the use of consultants as change managers was
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important, but opinions on the length of time of their involvement varied. Two
interviewees (both managers) believed they should have played a bigger part in the
change process:
"Useful for looking through different lenses, and bringing new techniques and
processes".
"Not sure we could have done it, big organizations are resistant to change, on our
own - need someone to drive and push hard.
One interviewee described it such:
"whether [a] big bang approach, would have been better - you would have got
some savings, but you would have battered and bruised the organization, whether
some of the valued members of staff may not have tolerated [that] and walked".
Others believed consultants were necessary to provide advice and assistance in the
initial stage only, then handing over to the organization to carry out the change process
from within. A further point made by all, on reflection, referred to the strategy of
pulling a generic team of people together from across the organization, and expecting
them to work on the change management by identifying projects in departments or areas
that they were not necessarily familiar with. The result was alienation from the
organization by the team, and hostility toward the team by the organization's members.

A team member reported: "We got desperate [we] had to search around for something to
improve .... staff could have done better than us-outsiders looking for things and selling
them to the staff .... that [was] not a good idea".
This was said with humour: "funny now, but wasn't at the time at all".
One of the probes (question 5) was related to the subject of the communication of the
project within the organization. Very little was said about the communication of
Operation Change, apart from one very important piece of information that came from
one of the managers who was also part of the initial Operation Change team. He said
that initially the use of consultants was two-fold. It had been agreed at the outset that
there was to be a: "people-change management process running along side or ahead of
the technical change".
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This was based as reported on the premise that: "management textbooks will tell you
that if you want sustainable change you've got to buy into it and accept it and be
willingly part of it, ... if change is dumped on someone you get a negative reaction".
Thornhill et al. (2000), bear this out by stating that one of the claimed benefits of using
an employee involvement strategy is the generation of employee commitment. Whilst
this may not be true every time, a 'bottom-up' rather than a 'top-down' approach is likely
to generate more employee commitment.
The consultant who was supposed to provide the people change management left and
was not replaced, leaving only the technical change process in place. The interviewee
believed the project never recovered from this point, because there was not the backing
up of the people management process through communication. He believed there are
still people in the organization who feel very resistant and resentful to change as a result
of the process and lack of communication.
A final point should be made in relation to the strategy of taking a group of employees
from across the organization to make them into an Operation Change team, to identify
and implement changes as an isolated group . In the narrative provided by one of the
team members , he was able to, on reflection, make sense of what he felt, but did not
understand at the time whilst he was a member of the team.
One thing that's not reported by you (referring to the finding and
implications report I had supplied to him), is that our expectations in the
team were just radically different from everyone else's.

We were able to

create an environment which internally was very stimulating (probably the
most enjoyable work experience I've had).

But as soon as we moved

outside the environment and started to actually talk to people about it, I
suppose it was just then showed how removed we had become. I suppose at
the time I wasn't aware of that.

It's only now when I look back on it I

suppose that's why it's not in there (report) because at the time I was
probably more frustrated that things weren't happening and didn't know the
reason for it.
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In conclusion, this bears out Hurst ( 1995), who says that managers often don't know
what they are doing at the time, but afterwards on reflection they can think about what
they did and what happened, and learn from it. The use of hindsight reflection is all part
of sensemaking and learning in organizational life. Related to this , Isabella ( 1990)
questioned the approach to change as being a matter of overcoming resistance. She says
that interpretations (sensemaking) change through stages of learning about events.
The hindsight interviews show that stories in times of organizational change may differ
at different points in the process. But, most importantly, reflection can allow for greater
synthesis, less emotion and greater individual understanding.
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CHAPTER NINE:
FINALE - OVERALL CONCLUSIONS AND
IMPLICATIONS
STAGES ONE AND TWO
9.1.

Overview

This final chapter reflects on the two stages of interviews or storytelling episodes that
formed the basis of this research project. For the purpose of these final comments the
two rounds of interviews are referred to as stage-one and stage-two. The implications
for organizational change and participants ' stories and sensemaking that arose from the
stage-one interviews, which were discussed in Chapter Seven, are briefly reiterated . The
implications arising from stage-one identified three main areas. In summary, firstly
they revealed significant points of interest for managers and consultants (change
agents), involved in organizational change management; secondly, it was suggested
there is a need to look further at change management theory; and thirdly, it was
indicated that further research in local body organizations undergoing change would be
useful. When analysing and considering the findings and results of the stage-two
interviews, it was found that they supported and confirmed the implications that arose
from stage-one.
So for the purpose of discussion in this chapter, the implications arising from the stagetwo interviews and covered in Chapter Eight are summarised and combined with those
arising from stage-one under three main headings. Because stage-one implications have
been discussed in some detail already, more emphasis is placed on the stage-two results
in this chapter.
The three main headings are:

•

Implications for researchers;

•

Implications for organizational change agents and managers;

•

Implications for future research in local body organizations undergoing
change.
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The objective of stage-one was to find out what stories told by employees indicated
about the change project taking place in their organization, and to see if their stories or
sensemaking of events expressed resistance or commitment. The second stage was
carried out lyear later. The objective of stage-two was to find out what a small sample
of the original interviewees had understood from their experience l year on, how they
made sense of those experiences, and how they expressed this in narrative. Participants
in stage-two were also asked to comment on the main findings and implications for
organizational change managers that had arisen from the stage-one data stories.
The over-riding objectives were to find out what participants' sensemaking of events
was while involved in the process of change, and whether they expressed resistance
and/or commitment (stage-one), then to find out what participant's sensemaking was
when they had time to reflect (stage-two), and to see if their stories or sensemaking
changed or differed in hindsight after reflection.
The stories gathered from participants who took part in stage-one did indicate resistance
to the organizational change. j\lthough there was some little evidence of commitment,
overall the stories were less positive. For example, some of the main themes that came
through, were:
"Too much change"
"Don't believe in it"
"Managers don't listen"
"The right people aren't being asked"
The stories or sensemaking gathered from participants during stage-two generally were
similar to those gathered in stage-one, but participants were able to see events more
clearly, or in some cases, on reflection, find or see an explanation for what they could
not understand at the time, and be able to provide other reasons or explanations on
particular events. For example, as described in Chapter Eight, a former Operation
Change team member reflected on his frustration at the time when the team did not
seem to be able to get anything done . In hindsight however he was able to see that the
expectations of his team, "were just radically different from everyone else's". Another
former team member, reported in Chapter Eight, also spoke about how the team
searched "desperately around for something to improve", in the various units, as was
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their brief. But in hindsight, it was quite clear to him that the staff already in the units
"could have done better than us outsiders".

9.2.

Implications for researchers

It has been shown in this study that employee's stories or sensemaking of events in an
organization are a significant source of knowledge of how employees view happenings
within the organization. This would also be true of retrospective sensemaking. Weick' s
( 1995) idea of retrospective sensemaking describes what he calls, "meaningful lived
experience" (p. 24). He believes that people in reality can only know what they are
doing, after they have done it. This is borne about by Hurst (1995) when he talks about
managers reflecting and learning from experience.
The important point to make for researchers is that retrospecti ve sensemaking is an
activity from which many possible meanings may need to be synthesised. There are
many things happening and there can be man y meanings. But we can learn from thi s,
and use it as a basis to help us plan and make decisions for the future.
Reflection, according to Weick ( 1995), is perhaps the best stance fo r both researchers
and practioners, if the topic of sensemaking is to advance. He highlights how the
sensemaking process, "the creati on of reality as an ongoing accomplishment" (p. 192),
when peop le make retrospective sense of the si tu ati ons in which they find themselves,
shapes organizational structure and behaviour.
It can be concluded that during times of organizational change, participants' views,

perceptions and sensemaking of happenings are undoubtedl y an important indicator and
source of in fo rmation to gau ge the mood of the organization. A further conclusion to be
made is that there is value to be gained from go ing back and talking with participants
for the second time. The reasons fo r a second stage are two-fold. Firstl y, it can serve as
a check or confirmation of the findings and implications ari sing from the first round of
interviews. It gives the partici pants an opportunity to discuss, reflect, agree or di sagree
with the results of the first round. In this respect it can provide valu able feedback in
terms of clarifying and either verifying or negating the first analys is of the research. In
this case, the participants did agree with the resu lts.
The second reason for a second stage is that participants in the second round of
interviews indicated that while generally their views or sensemaking of the happenings
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at the time of the first interviews had not changed, but they were able to view events or
situations more clearly, and find reasons or sensemake. So there was value in havi ng
the opportunity to look back and reflect. It served the purpose of clarifying and in some
cases making sense of what participants did not know or were not sure of earlier. It is
suggested that these findings support the value of future researchers to examine stories
at two points in time. The two-stage approach, it is suggested, would give researchers
and change agents a greater understanding of employee's perceptions of and attitudes
towards organizational change.

9.3.

Implications for change agents and managers

Lewis (2000b) says that implementing planned change is almost always difficult and
communication problems are commonplace. Human and organizational factors have
been commonly identified as causes and contributors to failures and difficulties in
implementation efforts. She states that in one survey of 89 implementers of planned
change, the most noted problems encountered were "communicating vision" and
"negative attitudes". In this survey, Doyle, C laydon and Buchanan (2000) interviewed
92 managers from 14 public and private-sector organizations. They concluded that

understanding how change programmes are implemented and how communication
affects this process are central to predicting the outcome.
One of the main factors for managers involved with change, " is how to communicate
the changes and get commitment from staff' (Zorn Page & Cheney, 2000, p. 156). This
is borne out by Berry ( 1994) who says the role that managers play in the
implementation of organizational change is vital. But an equally important aspect of
change is the employees' commitment to such change. He maintains people do not
resi st change per se, rather, what they resist is the manner in which they are treated in
the change process. People "need to be empowered to exert influence or utilize their
knowledge in bringing about organizational change" (p. 1).
Once a decision to make and implement organizational changes has been made,
communication as a two-way process is vital. Not only should managers ensure a good
commun ication plan is in place and ensure staff know what is going on, they should also
listen to what employees are saying, that is their sensemaking.
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Bearing in mind what has already been discussed, and co nsidering the questio n of what
can be learned fro m this research proj ect and what is of significance for organizational
managers and change agents, it is clear that a knowledge and understanding of
employees' sensemaking of events is important. It is crucial that managers listen to
what organizational members are sayi ng as they attempt to make sense of the changes.
This was shown quite clearly in this study where the initial plan to implement a
communication change strategy with all staff di d not proceed.
So a theo ry of organizational change should take no te not o nly of the process and
context, but also the perceptio ns, tensio ns and contradictio ns (Doyle, Claydo n and
Buchanan 2000). There is a need to listen to what people who are living the experience
are saying and what they believe. Doyle et al. 's research fo und that communicatio n,
in volvement, pl an ning, anticipating, reviewin g, evaluating and re flectio n are all
ingredients felt by managers to be mi ssing from the change process.
So, it is suggested, rather than a two way process as alread y stated, communicatio n
cou ld be regarded as a three way process, with sensemaking on the one hand, and
feedback on the other, with listening as a vital component to both. Figure 16 shows the
im po rtance of the relationship and interdependence of sensemaking, listening and
feedback in the communicatio n process.

Stories
Sensemaking

Listening

Figure 16:

Feedback

T he se nsemaki ng, listening, feedback cycle model

T hen, as in this case, where it could be sa id that the Operation C hange project was not
as successful as it could have been, the o rganizational participant's stories and
sensem aking of events both in the present and in hindsight, could provide a usefu l
learning tool for the organization as to why it did not succeed, This approach could be
regarded as a platform for disc ussio n; arguing, debating, learning and generall y
addressi ng the fresh issues uncovered. [f we regard stories as vehicles for
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organizational communication and learning, then they can help to use the past to explain
the present and to anticipate and plan the future. The implication for change agents, and
managers and employees alike, is that the establishment of specific organizational
learning mechanisms, such as this, could contribute positively to the success of the
organizational change process (Perkins and Blyler, 1999).

9.4.

Implications for research with local body organizations in New
Zealand undergoing change

The particular characteristics of local bodies in New Zealand and their recent history
were discussed earlier. The point was made that local bodies are unique in that there is
a multiple number of stakeholders - ratepayers, elected mayor and councillors,
community bodies, central government and employees. Further research relating to the
nature of local bodies and the impact of change would be helpful.
The fact that local body organizations in New Zealand have been the subjects of change
over the last 10 years as a result of change in central government has also been
discussed.
So, The City, the subject of this study, would not be unique in its attempts at
organizational change. Undoubtedly other councils are experiencing similar pressures
and continuing to investigate the most appropriate local structures to meet their
stakeholders' requirements and needs, and the best way to deliver services.
It would be useful to use the results of this study as a benchmark for research into other
local bodies undergoing change. By using the same two-stage methodology approach
and analysis, it would be useful to compare how other local bodies are performing in the
light of the uniqueness of local body pressures, that is, multiple stakeholders and in
particular those from the elected council arm, and learn from this to assist with the
planning and implementation of organizational change.
Finally the ongoing, continuous and inherent nature of change taking place in The City
and the effect on the employees and their sensemaking have been central to this study.
But clearly change is very much part of all organizational life in the twenty-first
century. Stability and continuity are not common contemporary management
expectations (Doyle et al.,2000). Organizational change is no longer a one off event.
Zorn et al. (2000) put it this way, "the work experience of most people is inundated with
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communication about and promoting change" (p. 515). There is a need to continue to
explore and develop strategies necessary both for successful organizational change
implementation, and also for those who participate/take part in it, to help them develop
the capabilities for coping and surviving in the face of continuous change.
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INTRODUCTION TO APPENDICES

The appendices that follow include copies of those documents used in the research, the
letter and information sheet provided for stage-one participants (interviewees), and the
consent forms used for stages one and two.

Copies of conversation starters and questions for both stages are included, as well as a
list of themes or phrases that emerged from the interviews.
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Appendix 1:

Letters to participants - for stage-one interviews

Massey University
Dear Partic ipant
I am a lecturer of Communication and Journalism at Massey University We llingto n. As
part of my work and study, I am researching the area of organizational change
ma nagement at work during times of change.
The purpose of thi s letter to you is to ask if you would be w illing to assist w ith the
research by agreeing to participate in an interview .
As you know your organization is undergoing change and the management has kindly
agreed fo r me to have access to e mployees.
Rather than use a questionnaire based survey, I am hoping to discuss events/issues w ith
individual staff. I am ho ping people will provide tho ughts and experiences of recent
changes.
T he purpose of the d iscussion is to study aspects of li fe at work during times of
organizational change. The information you provide will help to better understand the
organizational change manageme nt process. Because you are the one w ho can g ive us a
correct picture of how you are experie ncing change, you will be asked to respond to the
questions frankl y and ho nestly.
Your response w ill be strictly confide ntial. Only members of the research team will
have access to the informatio n you give. In order to ensure the utmost privacy, we will
provide an ide ntification number for each participant. Thi s number will be used by us
only for follow up procedures. The numbers, names and questionn aires will not be
made available to anyone other than the research team.
A summary of results will be mailed to you after the data is analysed , if you request it.
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I hope that you will be willing to participate in the study. If possible I would like to
arrange an interview with yourself. In the meantime please feel free to phone me on
(04) 801 2794 ext 6433 if you have any further questions. I look forward to perhaps
meeting you in the near future.

Yours sincerely

Mary Day
Academic Group Leader and Lecturer
Department of Communication and Journalism
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Appendix 2:

Information sheet for participants - for stage-one
interviewees

"' MasseyUniversity
INFORMATION SHEET
CONFIDENTIAL

Title of Research Project:

Stories and Organizational Change

School/Department

Communication and Journalism, Wellington

Name of Researcher:

Mary Day

Contact Phone Number:

(04) 80 l 2794 ext 6433

Purpose and Outline of Research Project:
The purpose of the project is to explore the role of storytelling by individuals in times
of organizational change. As you know your organization is undergoing change and the
Management has kindly agreed for me to have access to employees.

Rather than use a questionnaire based survey, the approach will be a way of story
gathering and discussion, whereby individual staff members provide their thoughts and
experiences of recent changes.
The purpose of the discussion is to study aspects of life at work during times of
organizational change. The information you provide will help to better understand the
organizational change management process. Because you are the one who can give us a
correct picture of how you are experiencing change, you will be asked to respond to the
questions frankly and honestly.
Your response will be strictly confidential. Only members of the research team will
have access to the information you give. In order to ensure the utmost privacy, we will
provide an identification number for each participant. This number will be used by us
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only for follow up procedures. The numbers, names and questionnaires will not be
made available to anyone other than the research team.
A summary of results will be mailed to you after the data in analysed, if you request it.

Participant's Involvement in the Research Project
The approach will be a way of collecting change stories from participants. You will be
asked in an informal conversational type interview to provide your perception/stories of
recent change. The stories will be taped, then transcribed and coded. Your name will
not be used in any part of this study.
You have the right:
•

To decline participation

•

To refuse to answer any question

•

To withdraw at any time

•

To ask any questions about the study at any time during the session

•

To provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used
unless you give permission to the researcher

•

To be given access to a summary of findings of the study when it is
concluded

Use and Publication of the Results of the Research Project - Expected Outcomes
•

To feedback to the organizations (site) management to assist in the change
process

•

To contribute to the developing body of research on the relationship between
stories and change management

•

To deliver a paper at conferences and seminars including the Australia and
New Zealand Communication Association (ANZCA) conference.

•

To publish a paper in a refereed journal

•

To develop research presenting and/or publishing skills
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Appendix 3:

Participant Consent Form

' ' Massey University
Privacy Act 1993:
Under the Privacy Act 1993 the Researcher undertakes that the information supplied by
the participant will be held securely and that participants can arrange to see and check
details held about them.
Information about individuals will be confined to staff involved in the research project.
Individuals with concerns about privacy should address these in the first instance to th e
Researcher conducting the research, or contact the Secretary, Academic Ethics
Comniittee, Tel (04) 801 2794 ext6723.

STORIES AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
CONSENT FORM
I have read the Information Sheet and have had the details of the study explained to
me. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I understand that I
may ask further questions at any time.
I understand I have the right to withdraw from the study at any time and decline to
answer any particular questions.
I agree to provide information to the researcher on the understanding that my name
will not be used, and any data I may provide towards this project will be dealt with
in the strictest confidence.

I agree I do not agree to the interview being audio taped
I agree I do not agree to the interview being video taped
I also understand that I have the right to ask for the audio I video tape to be turned
off at any time during the interview.
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I agree to participate in this research .project having received a brief explanation of
the research that my participation will involve, and an explanation of how the
results will be published.

Signed:

Name:

Date:

Researcher:
The participant has received a brief explanation of the research, what their
participation will involve, and an explanation of how the published results will be
used . I have provided a contact telephone number should the participant require
further information.

Signed:
Name of
Researcher:
(please print clearly)

To be completed by Researcher:

RESEARCH PROPOSAL approved by Research Committee

Date:

D
D

Copy given to Participant

Copy retained by Researcher
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D

Copy retained by Research Committee
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Appendix 4:

Conversation starters, story starters and probes for stageone

STARTING STORYTELLING CONVERSATIONS
Questions

Starters

Probes

Tell me a story
•

What's been happening around here lately?

•

How do you see it?

•

What are others saying?

•

What's your sense of it?

•

What do others think I feel about it?

•

What has been achieved?

•

How has it been told to you?

•

What would be the ideal?

•

What is the actual?

•

Can you give an example?

•

Where are the changes coming from?

•

Do you think they (changes) are necessary?

•

What is the result?

•

Is it just the way we do things around here?

•

Is it not the way any more?

•

Why the changes?

•

Who tells you?

•

What's in it for you?

•

Tell me something about your department and perhaps even the organizations
as a whole in terms of work, employees and whatever else.

•

What's it like working here?

•

Tell me a bit about your job.

•

Could you tell me about the structure of your organization?

•

What is the most important part to you of your job?

•

What is most important to you in getting your job done?
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•

What would you like to change?

•

What's been happening around here lately?

•

What's been changed?

•

Why the changes?

•

Who tells you?

•

What's in it for you?

•

Tell me something about your department and perhaps even the organization
as a whole in terms of work, employees and whatever else you think is
important.

Starting Storytelling
•

If you were to tell me what aspects of your job you like and what aspects of it

you don't like, what would they be?
•

Tell me about the reward system in this place, can you give examples?

•

If you were offered a similar job elsewhere, how willing would you be to take

it?
•

If I were to seek employment here and request you to describe your

department to me as a newcomer, what would you say?
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Appendix 5:

Themes arising from analysis of stories

THEMES I phrases I metaphors

Metaphors
Operation Change (QC) - beast
OC

will die

OC

is dead

OC

dead in its grave

OC

killed off

animal personified

Told you so
Dabbling in fields they didn't know
OC philosophy good but changed
Credibility gap- so not supported by staff
Grapevine
Different perspectives/perceptions of OC objectives
M .W. OK-hero?
Here we go again
New staff positive-little understanding
Old staff mostly negative
Anti-rather than resistant
Little sign of resistance only
Cynicism
Told you so
Dabbling in fields they didn't know
Here we go again
OC philosophy good but changed
Different perceptions of events
or is it different stories but some deliberately evasive conflicting stories
Management not honest
Won't work
Weight of disbelief within organization
Unwillingness to participate
Dragging of feet providing data and informative
Page 155

Like going to war
Waste of time
Generally people on edge
Grapevine
Credibility gap- so not supported by staff
OC isolation of OC team-abused
OC team members hated it (QC) hated by staff
Changed the rules meant- just a guise for slashing cutting costs
People see through
Upper, middle and lower perception different
Chief Executive hero
Councillors villains
Initially process improvement became QC-Staff Adding Value
Most don't appear to know real meaning ?
Lower down freer they were with comment ?
Two views of OC
view 1: it is purely process impr
view 2: it is purely to save money under guise of lies
Not enough staff involvement from own (perception)
OC people-caused a lot of resistance by approach
OC team tended to say-this is your problem-this is your solution
Conflicting perspectives of OC
Staff think OC waste of time
A lot of errors were made because systems owners were not involved/consulted by OC
members
Initially bad-got better, ie people's attitudes towards OC
Mostly people hoped (OC) would go away like all other changes
Ant- council-no respecting
Lack of loyalty to overall improvement-but seen to like and respect CM
Told you so
Lower down more anti-disillusioned
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Appendix 6:

Letter and summary of stage-one implications given to
stage-two participants

Wednesday 31st July 2002
Name
address
address
address
address

SUBJECT: RESEARCH STORIES AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
MANAGEMENT
LOCAL BODY ORGANIZATION OPERATION CHANGE
Dear name
You will recall that in the middle of last year (2001) I interviewed you along with 20
other employees at the Palmerston North City Council. The objective of the interview
was to collect stories from interviewees which gave their perception of what was
happening in the organization during a time of change. I last wrote to you in September
2001 to provide a progress report.

It is my pleasure to tell you that this research has been completed. The conclusions and
implications arising from the research, provide interesting, informative and useful data
for the area of organizational change management. A brief summary of the conclusions
and implications are included for your information .
Your interview was of particular significance and value to this research and I thank you
for this. For this reason I would like very much to return to meet you for a second
interview.
This would be stage 2 of the research project.
The objectives are:
a)

To obtain feedback and views I responses to the Stage 1 research conclusions
and implications
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b)

To obtain views and perceptions from interviewees of what, with hindsight,
they believe should/could have been done in the implementation of Operation
Change, taking a:
"what if'; and "if only" - approach. Again the interview would follow the
story telling approach as used in Stage l .

I look forward to talking to you. I will contact you in the next few days to gauge your
interest.

Yours sincerely

Mary Day
Lecturer
Dept of Communication and Journalism
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Stories and Organizational Change Participants and Sensemaking
Outline of research carried out
The research project explored the role of storytelling by individuals in times of
organizational change. The study was carried out in a local body organization which,
like other local bodies, had been undergoing a series of changes over a period of several
years as the result of central government reform.
There is a wide body of literature supporting the theory that the performance of stories
is a key part of an organization's members' sensemaking. It has been shown that people
reconstruct and interpret different experiences of organizational change and learning.
For this study, a total of 21 employees from the local body were interviewed by way of
storytelling. The interviews were unstructured. The stories were analysed primarily
using the meaning condensation approach, which extracts common themes from the
interviewees' texts.
The main research question was whether stories told by employees about change taking
place in their organization indicated resistance. A sub-question and one closely related
asked if stories indicated commitment to the changes, or degrees of commitment.
Res istance to change is recognised as a critically important factor which can influence
success or otherwise of an organizational change. Resistance to change can be an
impediment to progress.
On the other hand, resistance exhibited in stories can in some cases be a constructive
and useful tool for change management, in that it may draw attention to aspects of the
change programme that may not be appropriate.
Overall it seemed clear that the stories provided confirmed the original question .
Stories indicated resistance, but in varying degrees. The research indicated that stories
told by employees were an important source of knowledge of how they viewed
happenings within the organization.
The major findings from the employees' stories revealed some important key themes.
One was that the participants had conflicting views of the purpose of the changes. In
addition, there was a general sense of "here we go again," a perception that they had
difficulty in viewing the changes seriously. There was also a general perception that the
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right people were not being includeq -in the change-making decision process. People
felt left out and therefore expressed resistance in their stories . Further, a group of
people was selected to carry out the change process and they indicated feelings of
isolation from, and rejection by, the organization's employees, and in particular by their
peers.
A positive lesson to be learned from this research, which could be utilised by change
managers in the future is the significance of employees' stories and their usefulness to
managers to gauge and assess the mood of the organization toward change. The notion
of harnessing what employees say about change offers a number of possibilities for
organizations such as local bodies.
Finally, it is suggested that it would be useful to conduct similar research within other
local bodies who have also been undergoing series of changes over recent years
following central government reform. Local bodies are unique in that an elected group
of individuals, sometimes with limited knowledge of the workings of a local body,
make policy decisions and determine long-term strategy for the local body. This
background creates special difficulties for change programmes in local bodies.

Page 160

Appendix 7:

Questions used as starters for stage-two interviewees

Questions for Stage 2 Organizational Stories Change
1.

How did Operation Change (Operation Change) end - was it significant? - what
was its significance?

2.

What happened since Operation Change (Operation Change) ended?

In hindsight
3. Looking back, have you any ideas about how the organization could I should have
done things differently?
4.

Looking back, are there any things you personally would have done differently?

5.

How could the project have been communicated better?

Other?
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