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Preface


The detective Sherlock Holmes has a great admirer in his faithful friend, Dr Watson. But Watson is worried about his friend’s persistent craving for cocaine. One day Watson screws up his courage and confronts him about his abuse. Holmes is not at all offended. He puts his fingertips together calmly before answering: Give me complicated problems to solve; give me work. Only then can I dispense with my craving for artificial stimulants. Fortunately, a complicated problem quickly turns up that needs solving.1


Things are not quite so dramatic for most of us. But the response from Sherlock Holmes makes an important point: We need something meaningful to occupy us, something that will challenge us. One of the most important sources of this is work. In contrast to Holmes, most of us work within the framework of an organization. Hence it is interesting to understand how organizations work. They can be large or small, and may be found in the public, voluntary, or private sector. Whatever the organization, they have a great impact on our lives.


There are also always special reasons that explain why organizations exist: They have all been established to perform specific tasks or realize particular goals. And there lies the second reason why it is useful to understand organizations: They are important for accomplishing something.


Fortunately, this book does not try to explain everything about organizations and leadership. That would have been a monumental task. My aim is rather to make a contribution within a defined area. My intention with the book is to illuminate what strengthens the ability of organizations to change and innovate.


In an unstable world this topic has gained in importance. Pandemics, polarization, galloping technological development, and demographic changes are all phenomena that must be dealt with — also on the organizational level. The ability to change and innovate is also unquestionably necessary if enterprises and society are to transform in a green direction in the time ahead.


Moreover, the realization that an enterprise must be attractive to its employees has taken an extra turn in recent years: The number of workers looking to switch jobs has increased. We were reminded of this trend in connection with the coronavirus pandemic. Many workers hesitated to return to their jobs after being laid off during lockdown.2 The upside to all of this is that there are no conflicting interests here. It is indeed entirely possible to develop organizations that are good at change and innovation while also being good for their workers. As you make your way through the book, you will see that these two ‘demands’ are typically satisfied at the same time. It is both meaningful and attractive for most of us to be part of development.


When all is said and done, this book project is about you, the reader. My goal has been to develop and present research-based knowledge on this topic. But the main point is that you will find something that is relevant, interesting, and useful for you and your life, whether you are a leader, worker, consultant, or student. In this way, the book can contribute to improving organizations.


— Oscar Amundsen


PS to the reader: You will notice that there are some notes in the text. These can be found at the back of the book if you want to know which research sources I have used. There is no other information in the notes, so you won’t miss anything by ignoring them.


One more thing: The book doesn’t have to be read from start to finish to have meaning. Let us assume that you are curious about what the chapters ‘Fearlessness’ or ‘Tolerance’ have to say (see the Table of Contents). In that case, you can just jump straight to those pages.









Introduction


What is the point of this book?


How would you describe an ideal workplace? If you asked five random people on the street, they would probably give quite different answers. Of course it is hard for me to know what you considered to be important in your description. Nonetheless, some answers will have commonalities regardless of the person or type of workplace. This book will give you an answer using research on the ideal workplace. Then you can check to see what agrees with what you may have answered.


Let me clarify my position and stance right away: I am a professor in organizational research with a special interest in innovation and change. These are the ‘professional lenses’ through which I see the world in this book. This is the foundation for the description of an ideal workplace — or organization, as it is usually called in my field. More precisely, this book aims to answer the following questions:


What characterizes organizations that are good at change and innovation? And are at the same time attractive workplaces?


I give the answer by outlining the ideal organization for accomplishing change and innovation, an organization that at the same time functions well for both leaders and employees. What does such an organization look like? What characterizes it — which are its typical features? This can be thought of as a kind of ‘dream organization’ (see the end of this chapter).


An organization is a powerful instrument for realizing goals. The specific goals for an organization can be formulated and reformulated according to changing circumstances. This book does not deal specifically with one goal or another. It is about improving the instrument that organizations actually are — an instrument to satisfy their goals.


The meaning of life


Do we really need a reason for attempting to improve something? Most farmers live and work in the age-old tradition summed up by the statement: ‘The farm is going to be handed over to the next generation in better condition than when I took it over.’ Improvement becomes meaningful in itself if this attitude is your backbone. For my part, I am employed by a university that is trying to offer meaning in its work through a slogan reflecting improvement: ‘Knowledge for a better world.’1 The academic field I am engaged in also has improvement as a fundamental element. The subject of organization has in fact been constructed around the word-triangle: understand — explain — improve.2


The psychologist Abraham Maslow put emphasis on our basic need for development and growth – but always together with the need for safety. In this way, life plays out as a dilemma between stability and change. Put differently, we want both stability and change, both safety and development.3


In a philosophical sense it is possible, however, to ‘choose sides’ in Maslow’s dilemma. Some will find that what is most important is that our mind likes routine.4 Others will claim that the potential for improvement is basically what makes it worthwhile to get out of bed in the morning. The idea that the world cannot be improved is therefore a world without meaning. Here is a philosopher who pointedly describes such a position:


The meaning of life is to improve things. As long as there is room for improvement there is a point in carrying on the next mile. A meaningful life is accordingly a life that tries to improve things; a meaningless life is one that does not try.5


Perhaps this is somewhat hyperbolic and not everyone will fully agree. Nevertheless, it reminds us about one thing. Even if we may see ourselves as ‘slaves of habit,’ most will consider it meaningful per se to strive to improve our own work and the organization we belong to. In other words, improvement is an activity that has intrinsic value. This comes in addition to the fact that a better organization also makes it easier to realize other valuable aims and goals.


Change and innovation as the common thread


The question this book aims to answer is thus what characterizes organizations that are good at change and innovation, and that are attractive for the workers as well as the leaders. This has given me the following navigation points in my work:


The organization must first be able to change when necessary. Needless to say, there are many reasons why an organization changes. What distinguishes between the different types of change is what the underlying motive for the change is. Change can occur gradually and organically, not unlike a plant that grows and changes (slowly) of its own accord. Or perhaps it is simply circumstances that come into play. But the focus in this book is on planned change, that is, when someone in the organization has intentions to make changes in certain areas. It has been well documented that succeeding with a planned change is not an easy and straightforward matter.6 But quite often it is necessary to bring about change, regardless of which sector we are taking about.


Second, the organization must have the ability to innovate. ‘Innovation’ has become quite a buzzword, and it is used in increasingly more contexts. It is obvious that the need for innovative thinking is rising in most industries and sectors. Today, innovation is therefore about more than technology, economy, and business. In this book, the concept of innovation relates to what happens when new ideas arise and are taken into use in a particular setting, thus creating a break with the established ways in the setting in question. ‘What’s new’ may be big or small, and it may refer to new products, services, or ways of working. In other words, innovation always refers to a break with the way things have been done.7 For most enterprises, it is advantageous to be able to develop something new for internal or external purposes. This applies in the private, public, and voluntary sectors.


It may go without saying, but without innovation we will never solve the major challenges we are facing. This applies to everything, ranging from pandemics and demographic waves to artificial intelligence and the green shift. Bearing all this in mind, innovation seems to be more or less an ‘existential question’ for the generation making its way into working life. Society needs organizations in all sectors that can break with (and develop) their own practice — and that can contribute to others breaking with their established practice and developing.


The organization described in this book must also be an attractive workplace. It is often said in speeches that people are a company’s most important resource. This statement has evolved into a cliché, but that does not make it less true. It must always be added, of course, that people are always more than mere resources for an enterprise.


What does the dream organization look like?


The answer to the question the book poses may be outlined as an ideal organization — a ‘dream organization’— characterized by the features shown in the diagram.
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The Diamond Model for Change and Innovation





As you can see, there are eight messages in this model: All of them start with one of the eight ‘outer’ words and are then read through to what is written in the center. This will give you sentences such as: ‘Trust promotes ability to change and innovate,’ and so on. Each of these eight themes has its own chapter (reading in a clockwise direction from the top), thus providing the concepts in the diagram with content and reasoning. The idea is to show why and how these features have a positive impact on the ability of organizations to change and innovate.


The book also has a goal of a more practical nature: that you the reader will be able to contribute to making the organization you work in better — for yourself and for your enterprise. This is what is suggested in the book’s subtitle, that the knowledge will be useful and usable for those who want to strengthen an organization through change and innovation.


The eight categories are relevant for all types of enterprise, regardless of sector or industry. The focus is on what is common and what unites rather than what separates. Two of the international icons in this field suggest that while there should be more thinking across sectors, it is somewhat uncommon:


Many working within organizational studies have almost exclusively focused on either the private sector or the public sector or the voluntary sector, but not all three at the same time. We believe that this is an error … All three sectors are increasingly intertwined.8


The goal of the book is, of course, to contribute to building your general knowledge about the topic. At the same time, it has been important for me to make it easy to use the insights to take concrete actions in your own workplace. This way, the book will become relevant in various settings. Some things will be easily recognizable and simple to transfer to your enterprise, while other parts will require questions such as: What does this really imply for me and my organization? What do we call this in our workplace, and what will this mean in practice for us?


Bad organizations: Should we talk more about the darkness?


I will use many specific examples to illuminate my points throughout the book. Each chapter also includes a special ‘case narrative.’ The aim of these is to provide insight into life in various types of organizations and situations. These eight narratives are not light and cheery. The descriptions are not of ideal states or ‘best practice.’ They are rather the opposite: a type of anti-narrative, more like a type of ‘worst practice.’


There is no doubt that life in an organization can be dark. Consider for example how a person working in a storage facility in a big German city describes the situation:




You’re now standing in the meeting place by the shelves in the storage hall, with the cardboard box containing your work tools in your hands, and both feet planted right in the middle of the reality of life. Or perhaps you’re immersed in the consequences of your financial situation and what the so-called labor market has to offer. A cold wind is blowing. You zip up your fleece under your reflex jacket and pull up the hood. One of the doors to the terminal does not close properly, and this is how it will continue, and later when you start to shiver you’ll hear that there is no plan to get a space heater for your sake. You will say that you actually didn’t ask for a heater. And then, when you really start shivering, you won’t be able to repeat calmly what you really asked for (that the door should be fixed). You’ll not just feel the chills that are coming up inside you, but those that have been there for quite some time already, and they are spreading throughout your whole body. Your time ahead will be full of misunderstandings. Just like always.





This quite grim story is from a novel.9 The character appears to be maladjusted and alienated. The surroundings are cold, both physically and emotionally. We are very far from an ideal situation; indeed the contrast to an ideal situation is quite stark.




For many of us, a negative portrayal of working life will conflict with our own preferences. In her book Bad Leadership, the leadership researcher Barbara Kellermann writes that we have a natural tendency to focus on the positive, while choosing to eliminate the negative. This is because it is completely within our own interests to seek mental well-being. Therefore we prefer reading about the leadership of good leaders such as Nelson Mandela, rather than bad ones, such as Robert Mugabe. But her point is that it is difficult to see the light clearly without accepting that the dark also exists.10 Because the dark is also there in working life.


Philosophy differentiates between two ways of experiencing the world. The positive experiences we gain on a continuous basis in everyday life confirm what we already knew. The negative experiences conversely have an utterly different potential for learning and new understanding. The trick is to see the constructive in the negative, as the authors of the book Piss-Poor Leadership claim. Their entire book is based on this point:


It is through the negations that we seriously start to learn and experience things in a deeper sense.11


In spite of the idea that the dream organization is related to light and ideal conditions, darker contrasts are also explored in my book. Admittedly, though, not as dystopic as the report above from the storage facility. You will at any rate encounter realistic case-narratives from situations where things do not work that well. Such negations will contrast (and in this way illustrate) the various aspects of the dream organization. Thus, there is a possible negative version of the diamond model above. Here the features have been reversed so that they weaken the ability to change and innovate (see diagram).
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The Reverse Diamond Model





There is no simple plus-minus relationship between the concepts in the model. This version of the model is not really important in itself (the previous model is the important one). The point is that it is necessary to talk about both what promotes and what inhibits the ability to change and innovate. It may not be obvious what is meant by all these concepts, neither the positive nor the negative. The answers will be found in the next eight chapters.













Chapter 1


Trust


Do you trust your colleagues? And does your leader trust you? In this chapter I will examine more closely the importance of trust in an organization. Let’s start by listening to a successful top executive in the grocery industry. In his view, trust is the most important thing to learn for a person aiming to become a leader. Here is his reasoning:


Too often progress comes to a halt due to lack of trust. Everyone has to be watched, everything must be noted. There is too much bureaucracy, and then it fails. We have to trust each other. When we can give and gain trust we can build an effective structure. Everyone has to get the point, that has to be your backbone.1


My aim here is not to analyze the above quote in any great detail, but some interesting points emerge from it. The first is that absence of trust means that control and follow-up are more difficult. Next, it is pointed out that trust is a two-way street; it is about trusting each other. This means that we are talking about reciprocity here.


The main message in this chapter is that organizations where there is trust between people will have an advantage when working on change and innovation. Therefore it is useful to find out more about the topic of trust. I will start with an example from everyday life in an organization:2






Freya’s method


Freya is a 39-year-old healthcare worker in a nursing home in a medium-sized city. She has extensive experience in the nursing home’s section for the oldest and weakest patients. As a committed and empathetic employee, Freya thinks a lot about her patients’ well-being. One repetitive and labor-intensive job on an everyday basis is to change the bedclothes on the residents’ beds. This is done regularly, and also every time something has been spilt on the bed, which happens quite frequently with this group of patients. The operation of changing bedclothes is quite complicated with these weak, elderly people, and several members of the staff must always be present, for example to operate the lifting devices. The time it takes to complete the process is also a significant burden on the patients because straps must be attached and tied in many places on their bodies when there is lifting to be done.


Sara, the section leader where Freya works, is known as ‘firm, strict, and wanting things to be done by the book.’ Sara has also made it clear that it is her duty to report all deviations in behavior and work in the section to her superiors.


On a busy afternoon when a patient spills milk on the bedsheet, and with no other co-workers around, Freya finds a new and untraditional way of changing the bedclothes. She goes to get a large rolled-up garbage sack from the kitchen (bigger than the regular ones you buy in shops). She carefully rolls it out under the patient. This makes it easy to (carefully) push the patient to one side of the bed, so she can remove the soiled bedsheet from one side of the bed and put on a new bedsheet on that side. Freya has the clear impression that the patient in question likes this change of bedclothes better than the traditional way based on lifting. The whole operation also takes only ten minutes, and she carries it out without assistance. Since this is a far more effective and probably qualitatively better way of doing this than the usual operation, one would now think that Freya would enthusiastically tell this to her co-workers in the section. However, exactly the opposite happens. Freya does what she can to avoid any knowledge of it being spread further by those who take over after her shift. This is done to keep section leader Sara from hearing about it. Freya assumes that her actions would trigger a reprimand and that she would also be reported upwards in the system for breaking the rules and procedures in the section.
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