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Ain’t Misbehaving: The Behavioral Side of
Improvement Work
Improvement practitioners (in which we would include BPM, Lean Six Sigma, IT, OD, OCM and
any other disciplines that engage in the design or implementation of performance solutions for
organizations) are equipped like line technicians for power companies. They wear figurative
utility belts bristling with tools and supplies, they are adept at running up poles and connecting
wires. They are tool-savvy and tool-adept. But they are not necessarily good at dealing with the
so-called soft stuff: the behavioral aspects of improving organizations. But without solutions for
the human side of change, well-intended transformations get derailed and good solutions tend not
to take hold or be sustained.
So this is the first Column in a series in which we will address the behavioral side of
improvement, an arena in which we must succeed as practitioners and for which we should be as
well-equipped as we are for the technical aspects of performance improvement.
What do we mean by the behavioral side of improvement? It is often called “culture” or the
“people side”, and “leadership”—those things that are not necessarily addressed by the
improvement methodology itself, whether that’s Lean Six Sigma, reengineering, or technology
development. It’s what people—leaders, followers and the specialists who lead or support the
projects—should do versus what they actually do (or fail to do).
Is there a need to better understand and deal with the people side of change efforts? There
certainly is from our own experience, but there is also plenty of evidence…

The Focus on Failure
The literature on failed organizational change is stupendous, with improvement efforts a large
part of the focus. There have been dozens of studies, articles and books on the causes of failed
organizational change, starting (from what we can tell) in the days of reengineering up to the
present. In 1993—the same year that Hammer and Champy published their blockbuster book on
reengineering i--there were cautionary articles like Thomas Stewart’s with the daunting statement
that “By one estimate, between 50% and 70% of reengineering efforts fail to achieve the goals set
for them.” ii But that was only the beginning; what followed was an avalanche of investigation iii
questioning the validity of the reengineering phenomenon. Our guess is that this happened
because the premises of reengineering were so in-your-face, because of the instant praise and
hype lavished on its authors, and because reengineering soon became a cover story for mass
layoffs.
By now that failure rate of 70% has been repeated so often (most recently at Gartner’s latest
BPM conference, where the theme was “big change” iv) it’s not questioned v, but numerous
academic studies have verified the likelihood of failure for any big organizational change is
disturbingly high. vi. Many of these studies have found the same dismal failure rate for many
typesof business changes other than process improvement or reengineering—for example,
Copyright © 2015 Alan Ramias & Paul Fjeista. All Rights Reserved

www.bptrends.com | 1

BPTrends – March 2015

Performance Improvement

restructuring, and mergers/acquisitions. If you add technology implementation failures, the
examples balloon to thousands. vii And the failure rate is sometimes even worse than all others, as
high as 94%. viii
There are similarities in most of these studies:
•

The failure rate varies little from one study to another, even with those that take pains to
distinguish degrees of failure, from complete crash-and-burn projects to ones that
achieve their goals but at a much higher cost and effort than estimated. But after
subtracting the unqualified successes, the projects that failed to one degree or other tend
to add up to that same 70%.

•

The focus tends to be on implementation, probably because it is often only at that point it
becomes evident an improvement effort is about to go south. Yet many of the studies
point out that the causes of failure are to be found all along the way, from inception of a
project to its conclusion

•

The causes of failure identified in this body of literature are also remarkably similar. They
tend to boil down to a few things:
─

Failures of leadership in initiating, championing and supporting change efforts;

─

Failures in change management (somewhat the same as the first cause, but the
culprits include more than senior leaders) in dealing with people issues, especially
employee resistance to change, stakeholder management planning, and an overreliance on just “instructing” people in what they need to do;

─

Inadequate planning, structuring, funding and resourcing of projects.

In other words, it’s management that screws up and people who resist what is going to hurt them.
And we would agree, heck, yeah, it’s management. Hammer and Champy themselves pointed
fingers at management when the second-guessing about reengineering started. Champy was
quoted as saying, “I didn't see management to be the obstacle it has been….. the redesign, as
brilliant as it may be, doesn't get results because of managerial thought and ideology. Either top
management isn't aligned behind the change, or others are threatened by a loss of power.” ix And
Hammer acknowledged, "I wasn't smart enough about that. I was reflecting my engineering
background and was insufficient appreciative of the human dimension. I've learned that's
critical." x Hammer and Champy later wrote separate books explaining their ideas about process
management.

The Failure of Change Management
The revisionist thinking about reengineering triggered another business fad—that of “change
management”. One of the most prominent writers on the subject is John Kotter, who wrote his
first article on the subject in 1994 xi specifically as a reaction to reengineering. He followed up
with several highly regarded books xii on change, and has been followed by many others.
The approach used by Kotter was to propose a set of principles for the leaders of change, and his
books are built around those broad, but vague, principles. And thus he set a standard imitated by
the other authors of change management books. All of them tend to be rather general, pitching
sets of principles or practices, but with little detail about how exactly to execute change
management. Instead the advice is about things like developing and communicating a vision of
the future.
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There is almost universal acceptance of the need for change management in today’s
organizations—many of which have a cadre of employees involved full-time in roles that purport
to perform change management functions. But what does change management mean to those
practitioners and those organizations? What is it they actually do?
Most theories of change management focus on what their adherents call “resistance to change”,
the notion being that people tend to dislike change and find ways to fight it or ignore it, so the
efforts of change management experts is to find ways to overcome that inevitable resistance. The
underlying attitude toward the people being affected by the change (sometimes called “targets”)
ranges from patronizing (“Poor dears. They just can’t let go of their paradigms.”) to coercive
(“Change happens. Get with the program or get out.”)
What this fixation on resistance has resulted in is a heavy emphasis on leadership support,
communication and training in—what else—resistance to change. About the only real tools in the
typical change management expert’s utility belt are a communication plan and a stakeholder
management plan, where the change expert’s attention is focused is on “messaging” and
“leadership” with little or no concern about the actual nature of the change. Whether the coming
change is a good idea or a bad one, the change expert’s job is to get people to buy into it, like it
or not (and we know they won’t, so that’s why you need us).
So do we think change has to be managed? Of course, but it is far more than developing
communication and stakeholder management plans, far more than providing vague theories and
homilies about the agony of change.
We would argue that one reason for the lousy project success record cited above is the lack of
attention paid to behavioral issues until the implementation stage has been reached in many
projects. Most improvement methodologies lack any tools for identifying and dealing with
behavioral needs or requirements during the majority of a project—during the definition, analysis
and design phases. It is not until almost forced to acknowledge the need for addressing people
needs—that is, when it’s time to implement the solution—that there is a reluctant admission that
“Now we gotta deal with the soft stuff.” And even when the need is understood, there is often
little that practitioners know to do on the behavioral side.

The Failure of Improvement Methodologies
An examination of extant improvement methodologies will reveal scant tools and techniques for
identifying and addressing the cultural, or behavioral, side of projects—other than things we’ve
already mentioned, such as leadership events to spell out the vision, communication plans and
training in change theory. It’s not that there is anything wrong with vision statements,
communication or training but they are all what we call “antecedents”. They happen before the
desired change is taking place—they don’t actually deal with the on-the-ground things that people
are doing differently—and thus they are relatively weak in causing the change they hope to
cause.
There is also lots of evidence that the most prominent improvement methodologies
underestimate, skip or mishandle the behavioral issues. Part of that evidence is all of the
above—that is, the various studies cited in this article pointing to weaknesses in leadership and
cultural issues as major reasons for project failure. These weaknesses are repeated in articles
and studies of specific improvement methodologies such as Lean Six Sigma.
For example, Marvin Wurtzl, an instructor for the BPM Institute, points out failures of leadership in
Six Sigma project that echo the views of Kotter, Davenport, Strassmann, etc., but he adds failures
by the practitioners—the Black Belts and Master Black Belts who guide and support the
improvement efforts, a particular negative behavior being to focus excessively on statistics while
xiii
“failing to appreciate the complexity of dealing with people.”
In a study of the challenges in deployment of Lean Six Sigma projects, author Robert Crescenzi
found once again that poor leadership and inadequate attention to “culture change” were the
biggest obstacles to success xiv.
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A Few Points about this Series
In summary, here is what we will try to achieve in this series of articles:
•

Given the weaknesses of improvement methodologies when it comes to culture change
and people issues, we will step past theories about change and provide some real tools
for addressing those issues.

•

We will look more closely at a few popular approaches to improvement--including Lean
Six Sigma, BPM and technology deployment—and recommend how to integrate into
them some practical tools for dealing with cultural and people issues and needs.

•

Finally, we will address the notion of transforming an organization’s culture and how that
can be done using a behavioral approach.

A lot to promise for just three articles, so we know in advance that we can’t say everything we
might want to say but we’ll do our best.
Bottom line principle for this series: Behavior can be reengineered—must be, in fact, to achieve
any lasting organizational change.
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