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Deep Dive into 
Cultural Meta-Patterns
A Thought Experiment for Change Agents

The Case for Change – Health Care Crisis

International
• US is on average wealthier per capita 

and spends more on health care than 
many other countries

• US also has lower health outcomes 
than many other countries

National
■ Population generally dissatisfied with 

cost and quality of healthcare
■ Often delay or forgo medical treatment 

due to inability to pay

Local
■ cost trend exceeds competitors
■ enrollment not keeping up with market growth 
■ High costs and lack of key capabilities leave          

ill-positioned to compete with FFS market

Logical justification for 
a technical solution:

“A Lean Enterprise”

Actual Example 
from actual 
company.

Actual Example 
from actual 
(now defunct) 
company.



2/22/19

2

Separate Technical Initiatives as “Programs”

5S
Zero Defects
Six-Sigma
Standard Work
Heijunka
TWI

(Real Example from 
Real Company)

A series of “Programs” 
Each implemented 
separately with participation 
metrics and scorecards.

Leadership for Continuous Improvement

We usually associate 
“leadership” with 
“authority.”

While formal authority can 
help “get stuff done” it is 
neither necessary nor 
sufficient for “leadership.”

“How do I get ‘them’ to buy 
into the changes?”
… is asking those in authority 
to change their default 
behavior – their habits.
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Different Skill Sets Are Required

We expect to solve 
technical problems.

We are expected to 
solve technical 
problems.

Organizational issues 
are often unspoken or 
invisible.
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Attempted 
Technical 
Change

Address 
Organizational 

Issues

Technical Change 
Incorporated 
into Routine

Identify Next 
Level Technical 

Change

Surface 
Organizational 

Issues

Technical 
Skill Set

Organizational 
change skill setWe usually expect to have 

to solve technical problems.

Most organizations don’t 
even know they even have 

these issues.

But almost all “continuous 
improvement” happens 

here.

“Leading Change”

THIS.
IS.
HARD.

= Altering People’s Default Behavior

It requires a fundamentally 
different type of leadership.

“Knowing the answers” 
doesn’t cut it – even if you 
are right. ESPECIALLY!
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“How to Lead Change”

50,000 + books on “leadership”

“How to Lead Change”

All of these 
authors are right. 

Each is reflecting her or his 
experience of what worked.

In their organization. With those starting conditions.
To solve their problem.
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“How to Lead Change”

Technical solutions are 
appealing because they 
offer easy answers.

… all you have to 
do is…

“How to Lead Change”

There probably is no 
sequence of steps that 
work every time.

There may well be 
circumstances when 
nothing will work – but 
we can’t prove that.

Yes… “probably” and 

“may well be” are vague.

There is no certainty in 

this process.
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Whatever your benchmark reference:
• You are starting in a different place, 
• in a different jungle 
• with different twists and turns. 
You will have to:
• Start where you are.
• Find your own path.

“How to Lead Change” Summary

How do we cross the gap?

Creative commons © Flickr user J. Brew via Wikimedia.org

And get from here… … to here 

If the path isn’t clear, 
and we can’t just research a solution?
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Leadership for Continuous Improvement

“Leadership is mobilizing people 
to make progress on difficult 
challenges.”

Ed O’Malley
The Kansas Leadership Center

Leadership is an activity, 
not a position.

Anyone can lead, 
anytime, anywhere.

It starts with you, 
and must engage others.

Your purpose 
must be clear.

It is risky.

What’s In Our “Mobilizing Others” Toolbox?
HOW TO HANDLE A PROBLEM

DETERMINE OBJECTIVE

STEP 1 – GET THE FACTS

• Review the record
• Find out what rules and customs apply
• Talk with individuals concerned
• Get opinions and feelings
Be sure you have the whole story.

STEP 2 – WEIGH AND DECIDE

• Fit the facts together
• Consider their bearings on each other
• What possible actions are there?
• Check practices and policies
• Consider objective and effect on individual, 
the group and production
Don’t jump to conclusions.
STEP 3 – TAKE ACTION

• Are you going to handle this yourself?
• Do you need help in handling?
• Should you refer this to your supervisor?
• Watch the timing of your action
Don’t pass the buck
STEP 4 – CHECK RESULTS

• How soon will you follow up?
• How often will you need to check?
• Watch for changes in output, attitudes,
And relationships
Did your action help production?

DID YOU ACCOMPLISH YOUR OBJECTIVE?

It starts with you, 

and must engage 

others.

Your purpose 

must be clear.

We don’t need to wait 

until people are “doing 

something bad” to 

work on good relations.

We don’t always get it right the first 

time. That is what learning is about.

“Take Action” and “Check Results” =

An experiment.
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Be sure you have the whole story.

STEP 2 – WEIGH AND DECIDE

• Fit the facts together
• Consider their bearings on each other
• What possible actions are there?
• Check practices and policies
• Consider objective and effect on individual, 
the group and production
Don’t jump to conclusions.
STEP 3 – TAKE ACTION

• Are you going to handle this yourself?
• Do you need help in handling?
• Should you refer this to your supervisor?
• Watch the timing of your action
Don’t pass the buck
STEP 4 – CHECK RESULTS

• How soon will you follow up?
• How often will you need to check?
• Watch for changes in output, attitudes,
And relationships
Did your action help production?

DID YOU ACCOMPLISH YOUR OBJECTIVE?DID YOU ACCOMPLISH YOUR OBJECTIVE?
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If no, then…
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Determine Objective

“Leadership is mobilizing people 
to make progress on difficult 
challenges.”

Ed O’Malley
The Kansas Leadership Center

Leadership is an activity, 
not a position.

Anyone can lead, 
anytime, anywhere.

It starts with you, 
and must engage others.

Your purpose 
must be clear.

It is risky.

Having a clear purpose:
- Keeps you in the game.

- Reminds you which way you are 
going when the seas get rough.
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Determine Objective

“Leadership is mobilizing people 
to make progress on difficult 
challenges.”

Ed O’Malley
The Kansas Leadership Center

Having a clear purpose:
- Keeps you in the game.

- Reminds you which way you are 
going when the seas get rough.

What structure of 
interactions and 
relationships are you 
striving to create?

You won’t get there right away.
What direction are you trying to go?

How will you define progress?

Leading Culture Change: Get the Facts

What are the Normal 
Patterns of Interaction?

What cannot be spoken?

COMMON TRAP: 
Associating situational behavior to someone’s character.

Factions?

Alliances?

Conflict styles?

Alignment?
Loyalty to?

Conflict avoidance?

How are efforts coordinated?
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I KNOW THE ANSWER

It’s Easy to Assign Motivations to People

IUMRING TQ GQNGIUSIQNS

They just 
don’t care.

It’s only about 

the numbers.

They’re trying 

to make the 

other 
department 

look bad.

They’re afraid of change.
They’re just 
undisciplined.

We have to force them to do it.

I’ve told them, they just don’t listen.

Leading Culture Change: Get the Facts

What are the Normal 
Patterns of Interaction?

How do you play 
in the dynamics?

What cannot be spoken?

Factions?

Alliances?

Conflict styles?

Alignment?
Loyalty to?

Conflict avoidance?

How are efforts coordinated?

Can you detach and observe 
objectively when you must?

Does a need to “be right” 
keep you from seeing 
another way?

How many ways could you 
interpret what you are 
observing?

What experiment(s) could you 
conduct  - what forms of “Take 
Action” could you try - to test those 
interpretations?

Learning to do 

these  things take 

delibe
rate p

ractice
.

It can be difficult to 
challenge your own 
threshold of 
knowledge.
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Leading Culture Change: Get the facts

What are the Normal 
Patterns of Interaction?

How do you play 
in the dynamics?

Key Point: 
“Culture” – and your role in the culture –
IS A PROCESS.
It is a messy process, but there are 
underlying patterns we can learn to see.

Leading Culture Change: Intermediate Goal

These kinds of changes 
are usually complex.

What structure 
changes might 
shift the pattern?

What do you want 
people to say, and do 
differently?

Ultimately you will have to get at 
least one, possibly more, people to 
agree to do something different.

Maybe just a 
different structure in 
the morning 
meeting?

Maybe just report 
actuals vs. targets 
instead of “we had a 
good day.”

What would be a concrete 
step in the direction you are 
trying to go?

It sometimes helps to 
establish a limited goal 
vs. try to reach a Big 
Objective all at once.

All the more reason to build 
connections a few at a time.
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Narrow your focus – and get more facts!

You might have to run an 
experiment to learn the 
next level of issues.

Propose your structural 
change.

Listen to the pushback.

Listen to the feelings 
behind the pushback.
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Attempted 
Technical 
Change

Address 
Organizational 

Issues

Technical Change 
Incorporated 
into Routine

Identify Next 
Level Technical 

Change

Surface 
Organizational 

Issues

Technical 
Skill Set

Organizational 
change skill set

Obstacles show up here.

Resistance = FEAR

People do not resist 
change. Nobody returns a 
winning lottery ticket.

26

- Ron Heifetz

People resist loss.
People resist fearful situations.
– Loss of respect.
– Conflict with peers.
– Unhappy team members.
– Loss of autonomy.
– Looking incompetent. 
– The list goes on.

These emotions are real. The 
perceptions behind them are real.
Logical arguments will not have 
much influence.
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Every “Take Action” is an Experiment

“Take Action” = 
Interventions, 
Conversations.
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A heavy dose of empathy and 
listening.
– No one will hear your message until 

they feel heard.
– Each conversation is an opportunity 

to learn!
– Test your assumptions about what 

you are understanding.

“It sounds like you feel…”
“You’re going to think I’m 
intruding by asking…”

DON’T “Make them wrong” to “make a point” !

Check Results
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What action did you plan to take?
What did you expect to happen from 
taking that action?
• What response(s) did you expect?

What actually happened?
• Was the action you ended up taking 

different (in any way) from what you 
planned on? What was different? 
Why?

• What response(s) did you actually get?

What did you learn?

Did you accomplish your 
objective?

Get more facts!

Weigh and Decide

What next action do you plan to 
take? What do you expect from 
taking that action?


