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LEWIN AND PLANNED CHANGE
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Kurt Lewin’s ideas on orga{uzatlonal change have for decades dominated the theory and practice of
change management. As a humanitarian, whose main concern was on how soc

sthhic, marital or business oriented — could be resolved, he developed ideas
dynamics, action research and the 3-step model of change:
4s separate models, in particular field theory and the 3

was that these dimensions are strongly related (Burnes, 2020; Endrejat & Burnes 2022)

tal conflicts — religious,
about field theoty, group
In later years, his ideas have been treated

Field theory, group dynamics and
action research

Sixnila_l: to the Human Relaﬁons movement, Lewin (1951) suggested that organizational change —
changing waj';rs of thinking, behaviour, routines, etc. — is most likely to be achieved by focusing on
‘and influencing group dynamics and group norms. This 1s in contrast to classical behaviourism,
where the focus 1s on trying to change and control a single individual’s behaviour in a social vac-
uum with external stimuli, typically materialistic rewards. Tewin argued that human thinking and -
actions are primarily influenced by the work group’s norms and dynamic, which is why changes of
external sttmuli, such as individual rewards, are less successful in changing people’s behaviour at
wotk./Stronger forces in work groups are rather the desire to perform in line with others and, sub-
sequently, to be confirmed as belonging to the group. Thus, thinking and action should be seen as a
function of the work group environment. The latter 1s regulated by various driving forces that make
up the group dynamics, and 1t 1s central to understanding how these driving forces — norms, val-
ues, processes — reinforce or weaken people’s behaviours mn change processes. As indicated above, .
an important driving force in groups, which often counteracts change ambitions, is people’s need
for confirmation and recognition. People conform to group norms even though 1t may decrease
the productivity of their group or even threaten its survival, Numerous experiments have demon-

strated that individuals tend to stick to the view of the group even if itis obviously wrong or against

the individual’s personal convictions.

According to Lewin (1947), an organization is an arena where different forces — |
2 so-called ‘force field™ Consider, for instance, work 1n 2 fac-

‘restraining forces — are at work, creating .
ory Wherge the effort of hard work and the pressure of group norms act as forces that suppress the
'. i)].'oduction rate and various incentive systems act as forces that stimulate Mgher producgin(ilév?ls.
The production level can be understood as ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium v-nth equally hlg. | nvzllg ,*
: din (1) 1n Figure 4 1. In order to change 1t t0O 2 NEW position, the
B st TP et POGAERESAEH the driving
IEE———— training change. This can be achieved 1n two ways: by ‘stteflgthenmg
forces are stronger than those res diices (OB Vigiks 1)

e dermining the restraining _
the forces for change (2a in Figure 4.1 Ot-bz :;: . centives for working harder. The production

ieved by introducin -
:‘::1 fs;lmer :)n - :C:lq:Jeibriu};l where the restraining forces equal the Altered driving forces. The
rise to a ne

: 1o ]ewin primarily
latter can be achieved by changing group norm S he‘.d W;' i ?foﬁief;?m (eBumfs,
advocated the latter as it makes change legttimate and reduces high feves

both driving and
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consequences. The whole context needs to be ¢
according jCO Lewin (1947), is to examine the total social field. It implies identifying the groupsand =
subgroups involved and their o -

BT S— roup dynamics « norms, roles, values and accompanying behaviours — and -
Building the organizational change from there. .

| . This work encompasses a switch between reflection  #
and acum?, Whl‘fh are best supported by the participation of those affected by the change. Lewin
'WOfked_m‘fh. action research, in which he both studied organizational change processes as well as »
helped individuals to reflect on, and thereby better understand, their situation, and thus, in turn, »
renable change (Burnes, 2017): Through a cont : ;

| ot . Hnuous movement between identifying problems and =~ ¥
taking action, it ecomes possible to monitor if there js any real change in the group dynamics, *
norms and behaviours.

onsidered. Central when working with change, *

formal change process is over. Lewin (1947) re

cognized this insight when he described change as a
three-step process: unfreezing,

moving and freezing group standards. This is the most commonly
cited of Lewin’s ideas and is explicitly linked to the idea of force fields: It is often described using

an 1ce cube metaphor. Schein (2004) developed the three-steps idea into a conceptual model for
managing cultural change and described the stages as follows (see Figure 4.2).

5
' ' ' ts e Institutionalizing
e Disconfirming data * Developing new concep Sti
e Causing anx?ety and learn new meanings & Ahgqmg group Norms
and/or guilt e |nstituting a process of and identities with the
e Enhancing trial and error or imitating new rol_es and ways :
sychological safety role models of working |
s e Presenting confirming
data

FIGURE 4.2 The ice cube model

' ining the restrain-
" The first step, unfreezing, is the process of preparing for change thrt?ugh mde@mi i n—: ool
+ Ing forces. This entails making co-workers understand that change 1s necessary 11 O1der to
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j[hink_ing and acting can trigger ‘learning anxiety’, which 1s a fear of losing fa
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an ‘internal technical consultant’ may requite the individual to learn to see themselves as a salespet-
son and not only as an engineer. The transition can be achieved by imitating role models or through

a process of trial and error (Schein, 2004). To manage the former, leaders may attempt to ‘walk the

talk’ themselves, ot invite people who have already learned the new ways to inspire the workforce,
or provide other ‘role models’, such as case studies ot examples of

made similar transitions. However, if it is unclear how the new wa
if tatlor-made solutions are required, then the em
solutions themselves through 2 process

but leaves it up to the employees
themselves.

~The third step, refreesing, €onsolidates the change process in the
that the new ways of working,

lished within the organization.
change often never leave the
out having any lasting orga
organizational procedure

similat organizations that have

ys of working should be, and/or
ployees involved will need to figure out the new
of trial and error. The manager ptimarily sets the goals,
to investigate and experiment with new methods and processes

long term. It involves ensuring
wotk methods and routines gain a foothold and are firmly estab-

This step is important as many ideas and designs of organizational
drawing board or remain subjects of talk in endless wotkshops with-
nizational impact. Individuals might change their thinking about an

while attending a workshop ot a developmental activity 1n a remote con-
terence facility, but on returning to their ordinary work group, they easily return to their old ways

‘Lewin saw social change as a group activity because,

unless group norms and routines are also transtormed, changes to individual behavior will not be
sustained.’

In order to last, the new ways of working, new roles and assignments also need to align with the
identities of the employees, i.e. how they see themselves and their capacities. Presenting confirming
data — the opposite of disconfirming data — can help to reinforce the new ways of working. High-
lighting data from key customers that indicates positive trends in sales and customer satisfaction is
an example of confirming data (Schein, 2004).

Finally, 1t 1s important to acknowledge that refreezing requires a continuous effort. According
to Lewin, change work is iterative and recurring rather than linear. For instance, in a case of imple-
menting self-managing teams, former line managers must continuously allow the newly formed
teams to manage their own work.

Reviewing the 3-step model

Even though the ice cube metaphor may not be so explicit in contempo'rary liter_atur? 'about
organizational change, its ideas still form the basis for how many academics anc? Practltloners
view planned change, especially within the Organizational Development 1frad1t10n (Burnes,
2020). A key insight is that a change not only implies a change 7 something, but a:ls? sug-
gests a change from an original state. Thus, it is not enough to focus on the future; it is also
fl€cessary to break free of the present. Another key insight is the need to focus on reducing

testraining forces (including learning anxiety) rather than on strengthening the driving forces
to facilitate change.



P

Managing Change In Organizations

criticism, however, mainly for its presumed |
JLER e
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nizations do n‘ot have the time to refreeze (He]ms-l\/ﬁ]ls et al., 2009). Another critique ;
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