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Five theories about driving 
change and innovation



Five theories

1. Change management – «Sense of urgency»

2. Transformational leadership

3. «Ambidextrous» organizations

4. Design and lead organizational development

5. Defensive routines vs Psychological safety



1. Sense of urgency

• John Kotters «Leading change» 
(1995) shaped the new field of
«change management»

• «Not establishing a great enough
sense of urgency» was one the most 
frequent explanation why change
efforts failed

• Example of importance of great
sense of urgency: The rapid and 
radical changes during the
pandemic



1. Sense of urgency

• Important, and urgent

• Example: Who experience the urgency of accellerating production
start?

• How is it experienced? How does this urgency manifest itself?



2. Transformational leadership

• A leader who inspires, 
motivates and empowers, and 
who is able to build shared
visions and a commitment to 
achieve them

• Transformational versus 
transactional leadership



2. Transformational leadership

• Do the managers exercise leadership in driving change? 
• Are you, as leaders, visible role models? 
• Do you, as leaders,  communicate (talk, listen, interact) with employees

about the goals and what we need to do to get there? 
• Do employees feel, from their leaders, that they make a difference, that

they are seen and valued? 
• Do employees learn from their leaders that their competence, creativity

and commitment are needed and valued?

• Do the leaders reduce others’ sense of uncertainty? 



3. Ambidextrous organization

• «Exploit» and/or «Explore»?

• The challenge: The routines, 
practices and culture which
are designed to control and 
manage risk, cut cost etc, will
work against the routines, 
practices and culture needed
to drive innovation and change



3. Ambidextrous organization

• Are the units and people who manage risk and costs also the key
players who drive innovation and change?

• Is there a need for more permanent structural changes to be or to 
become ambidextrous, or is the project organizing sufficient?

• Ways to create ambidexterity:
• Organizational structures
• Allocate different people to different types of efforts
• Create clear separation of activities through time management, for 

individuals and units



4. Design and lead participative processes

• Organizational change means
by definition that many actors
(internal stakeholders) need to 
learn/think something different 
than today, and to act
accordingly

• Leading organizational change
is to design and lead collective
learning processes



4. Design and lead participative processes

• Establish shared understanding
of challenges

• Design/identify arenas for 
dialogue

• Mobilize employees/stakeholders
• Engage participants in shaping 

ideas and solutions which
become new practices

• Learn together from early
experiences, and adjust goals 
and processes if appropriate



5. Defensive routines vs Psychological safety



5. Defensive routines vs Psychological safety

• Defensive routines are patterns of communication «designed» to 
protect us and others from embarrasment and perceived threats

• «Skilled incompetence»: These communication patterns do not 
produce the desired results for the organization (hence
«incompetent»), but we can be very skilled at using them

• Psychological safety: The shared belief that one will not be 
punished or humiliated for raising ideas or questions, for raising
concerns, or for making mistakes



Action 
strategies for 
creating 
change

Results

Shared basic 
assumptions 
about leading 
change

Not satisfying results: 
«Adjust action 
strategies»

Not satisfying results: 
«Challenge basic 
assumptions»

Single and double 
loop learning



5. Defensive routines  vs  Psychological safety

• If your change efforts does not produce the desired results:

• Is it perceived as safe, for any manager, to challenge existing basic 
assumptions behind change initiatives and to introduce new 
ideas?
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