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Abstract

At the time of his death in 1947, Kurt Lewin was seen as one of the foremost
psychologists of his day. He is now best known for his three-step model of change.
However, this has been criticized for its “simplicity,” and it has even been suggested
that Lewin “never developed such a model,” yet this ignores its links to the rest
of Lewin’s work. Surprisingly, there appears to have been no rigorous attempt to
understand the connection between Lewin’s early work on field theory and his
later work on social and organizational change. In addressing this gap in the Lewin
literature, this article will not only show that the three-step model of change is far
from being simplistic but also that it was a well-thought-out approach to change
based on his development of field theory. The main difference between the two is
one of nomenclature rather than substance.
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In his first Human Relations article, in the section headed “Changing as Three Steps:
Unfreezing, Moving, and Freezing” (K. Lewin, 1947a, p. 34; henceforth cited as
Lewin), Lewin summarizes his approach to behavioral change as follows:

A successful change includes therefore three aspects: unfreezing (if necessary) the
present level L!, moving to the new level L?, and freezing group life on the new level.
Since any level is determined by a force field, permanency implies that the new force
field is made relatively secure against change. (Lewin, 1947a, p. 35)
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Since then, this has been referred to as Lewin’s three-step model, and it has become
the best-known and, arguably, the most influential approach to organizational change
(Bartunek & Woodman, 2015; Burnes, 2004; T. G. Cummings & Huse, 1989; Elrod &
Tippett, 2002; French & Bell, 1995; Gallos, 2006; Hendry, 1996). However, Lewin
developed it as a means of resolving social conflict, such as racism, rather than primar-
ily as an approach to organizational change; and the underlying basis of the model,
field theory, which he also referred to as topological psychology, was developed by
Lewin in the 1920s to investigate child behavior (Burnes, 2017a, 2017b; Lewin,
1936a, 1943a, 1943b, 1943c, 1943d; Lippitt, 1947; Marrow, 1969).

As well as praise, the three-step model has attracted considerable criticism, not
least that it is simplistic, linear, prescriptive, does not comprise a naturally occurring
sequence, and lacks a cognitive dimension (Bartunek & Woodman, 2015; Kanter,
Stein, & Jick, 1992; Palmer & Dunford, 1996; Weick & Quinn, 1999). Perhaps the
most serious criticism is that Lewin “never developed such a model and it took form
after his death” (S. Cummings, Bridgman, & Brown, 2016, p. 33). If this latter claim
is correct, we would need to rewrite the past 60 years or so of the change literature, and
it would seriously undermine the foundations on which the organization development
(OD) movement is built.

The key issue is this: Does the unfreezing, moving, freezing model presented in the
Human Relations articles represent new and embryonic thinking on Lewin’s part or a
relabeling of his existing perspective on change? The objective of this article is to
show that the latter view is correct and that Lewin’s model represents a well-devel-
oped approach to changing human behavior based on over 25 years of his research. In
addressing this objective, five fundamental points of facts need to be recognized as
follows:

1. Though considered the “intellectual father” of organizational change (Schein,
1988, p. 239), for most of his professional life, Lewin was best known as a
renowned child psychologist and the creator of field theory (Cartwright, 1952a,
1952b; Lewin, 1935, 1936a; Lippitt, 1947; Marrow, 1969; Wheeler, 2008).

2. Lewin considered his field theory as a metatheory, that is, a theory from which
other theories and methods can be drawn (Ash, 1992; Bargal, 2006; Lewin,
1942a; Overton & Miiller, 2012). Thus, it is the basis on which all his other
work is built, especially the three-step model (Adelman, 1993; Bargal, 1998,
2006; Deutsch, 1968). This is why Allport (1948) observes that “all his
[Lewin’s] concepts . . . comprise a single well-integrated system” (p. ix).

3. Many see Lewin’s interest in social and organizational change as only begin-
ning, at the earliest, in 1939 and representing a break with his past work
(Bartunek & Woodman, 2015; S. Cummings et al., 2016; Highhouse, 2002).
Yet his intent to use field theory and action research to bring about change can
be traced back to the early 1930s. These are based on research originating in
the 1920s (Bargal, 1998; Marrow, 1969). As Lippitt (1947) observed,
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The earlier studies from Berlin, and those from Cornell and the University of lowa,
demonstrate the wide range of problems and situations which Kurt Lewin felt could be
fruitfully analyzed with the same basic set of descriptive tools and explanatory concepts
[i.e. field theory]. (p. 90)

4. To appreciate why Lewin, a German Jew, became a social activist, we need to
understand that he left Germany for America in 1933 as the position of Jews
grew increasingly untenable (Marrow, 1969). Lewin admired much about
America but was appalled by the general acceptance of racism and anti-Semi-
tism, even in academia, and the growth of Nazism (Allport, 1948; Bernstein,
2013; Geary, 2003; G. W. Lewin, 1948a; Marrow, 1969; Sokal, 1984). As
Benne (1976) notes,

[Lewin] found strong currents of anti-Semitism, of racism, of ethnocentrism in his
adopted country. . . . He feared that the seeds of “totalism” might grow to destroy
democracy in the United States and in the world unless the forces of research, education,
and action could be united in eliminating social injustice. (p. 28)

So Lewin sought to apply his research to resolving social conflict, not just studying
it (Burnes, 2004; Cherry & Deaux, 2004; Cooke, 1999; Lewin, 1943d; Marrow, 1969).
As his wife observes,

Kurt Lewin was so constantly and predominantly preoccupied with the task of advancing
the conceptual representation of the social-psychological world, and at the same time was
so filled with the urgent desire to make use of his theoretical insights for the building of
a better world, that it is difficult to decide which of these two sources of motivation
flowed with greater energy or vigor. (G. W. Lewin, 1948a, p. xv).

5. Though Lewin only uses the labels unfreezing, moving, and freezing in three
of his final publications, the origins of his three-step model can be found in his
application of field theory to studying child psychology in the 1920s (see
Lewin, 1935, 1936a, 1941, 1946b). His research focused on how children pro-
gressed from one developmental stage to another and, particularly, the issue of
regression:

In psychology the term regression refers to a primitivation of behavior, a “going back” to
a less mature state which the individual has already outgrown. (Lewin, 1941, p. 87)

Lewin used field theory to identify the forces driving and restraining child develop-
ment, an approach he later applied to social and organizational change (Lewin, 1936a;
Marrow, 1969). Therefore, even before shifting his focus to social change, Lewin was
already seeing behavioral change as a process involving moving from one stage or
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level of behavior to another (Lewin, 1936a) and recognizing, as he later stated in the
first of his Human Relations articles, that

a change towards a higher level of group performance is frequently short lived; after a
“shot in the arm”, group life soon returns to its previous level. This indicates that it does
not suffice to define the objective of a planned change in group performance as the
reaching of a different level. Permanency of the new level, or permanency for a desired
period, should be included in the objective. (Lewin, 1947a, pp. 34-35)

Consequently, in examining the origins of the three-step model, the remainder of this
article will

e show that the origins of the model lie in Lewin’s work on field theory and child
psychology;

o review the two Human Relations articles in which Lewin (1947a, 1947b) pro-
vides a comprehensive discussion of the model and show that the labels unfreez-
ing, moving, and freezing represented a change of nomenclature rather than a
new approach to change;

o discuss the reason for the change of nomenclature;

e cxamine Lewin’s three-step model and show its relationship to his other work
and its continuing relevance; and

e conclude by arguing that the three-step model is a well-developed approach to
change that Lewin built up over decades, and which did not represent a new
departure for Lewin.

Field Theory and the Origins of the Three-Step Model

Field theory is Lewin’s metatheory; it provides the foundation on which all his work
is built, including his three-step model (Adelman, 1993; Allport, 1948; Ash, 1992;
Bargal, 1998, 2006; Cartwright, 1952b; Deutsch, 1968; Lewin, 1942a, 1943a; Overton
& Miiller, 2012). French and Bell (1973), in the first OD textbook, claimed it as the
“taproot” from which OD grew. Lewin began developing field theory in 1921 (Wheeler,
2008), and in 1926, he published the first of a “series of some 20 brilliant articles by
himself and his students” based on and explaining field theory (Tolman, 1948, p. 1).
In 19364, he published his most detailed description of field theory: Principles of
Topological Psychology (Lewin, 1936a). In Chapter 1, Lewin (1936a) states,

The concepts which are discussed in the following chapters have been developed and
tried out in the course of the last ten years. They are based on both experimental
investigations and case histories. In presenting them we are not promulgating a new
“system” limited to a specific content, but rather we are describing a “tool,” a set of
concepts by means of which one can represent psychological reality. (p. 6)

Field theory sees behavior as deriving from the totality of forces that impinge on a
person or group and make up the “life space'” in which the behavior takes place
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(Lewin, 1942a). Lewin was greatly influenced by Gestalt psychology (Kdhler, 1967).
A gestalt is a perceptual pattern that is the construct of the individual mind. It is a
coherent whole that has specific properties that can neither be derived from individual
elements nor be considered merely as the sum of them (French & Bell, 1990; Kadar &
Shaw, 2000). This is why Lewin (1942a) maintains that

what is important in field theory is the way the analysis proceeds. Instead of picking out
one or another isolated elements within a situation, the importance of which cannot be
judged without consideration of the situation as whole, field theory finds it advantageous,
as a rule, to start with a characterization of the situation as a whole. (p. 63)

Thus, field theory provides a means of constructing the life space that determines a
person or group’s behavior, that is, their current quasi-stationary equilibrium (Lewin,
1936a, 1943a, 1946b). This is encapsulated in the following formula: B = f(P, E), where
current behavior B is a function of the interaction between P (the person or group) and
E (their environment), that is, (P, ) is their life space and comprises “the totality of
facts which determine the behavior of an individual at a certain moment” (Lewin,
1936a, p. 12). So before change can begin, it is necessary to map the life space (Back,
1992; Diamond, 1992; Lewin, 1946b; Lewin & Lorsch, 1939). Only then can the quasi-
stationary equilibrium, the forces maintaining the current behavior, be destabilized, and
locomotion begin (Deutsch, 1968; Lewin, 1936a, 1947a). For Lewin (1936a), locomo-
tion equals movement, that is, “a change of position within a field” (p. 216).

Lewin (1936a) contains many examples of life spaces. Figure 1a shows that of a
schoolboy (P) who wishes become a doctor (G). To reach G, he has to overcome a
number of barriers, such as passing the entry examination to college (ce).

Figure 1a merely shows the barriers that lie between P and G; it does not show all
the forces in the life space. Figure 1b is a fuller depiction of the schoolboy’s life space.
It shows Forces 1 and 3 that are directly pushing the schoolboy to become a doctor,
which could be pressure from family and teachers. It also shows forces that lie between
the schoolboy and his goal, which could include factors such as poor exam perfor-
mance. In addition, there are many indirect forces that could become barriers in the
future if other forces grow or diminish in strength.

To achieve his goal, the schoolboy has to increase or decrease selected forces in his
life space (Lewin, 1936a). However, all that Figure 1b shows is the schoolboy’s quasi-
stationary equilibrium; it does not indicate which forces to change or how to change
them. Importantly, because a life space is a system, a Gestalt, a change to one force can
have unintended consequences if one does not understand how that change will affect
other forces in the life space (Lewin, 1936a, 1942a). Therefore, the process of con-
structing a life space is not a linear one, “but it is a procedure of ‘gradual approxima-
tion”” (Lewin, 19364, p. 17).

As an example of this, Lewin (1940b) describes a case of marital conflict that both
partners wished to resolve. However, they had an imperfect understanding of the
forces in their joint life space and what would happen once they started to change
them. Thus, the actions designed to bring them closer actually drove them further
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Figure 1. (a) A simple depiction of the schoolboy’s life space. Adapted from Lewin (1936a,
p. 48, Figure 4). (b) A complex depiction of the schoolboy’s life space. P = schoolboy;

G = doctor; ce = college entrance examination; ¢ = college; m = medical school; i =
internship; pr = establishing a practice.

apart, which required them to revisit and clarify their situation. This is why Lewin
(1946a) considered change as a process of iteration and clarification.

Figure 1b shows the life space before any change takes place. As Lewin (1943a,
1943b) explains in detail, in such situations, behavior is relatively stable or frozen
because the driving and restraining forces are in balance. “To bring about any change,
the balance between the forces which maintain the social self-regulation at a given
level have to be upset,” that is, unfreezing has to occur (Lewin, 1943d, p. 47).
Therefore, the key change issue at this point is how to unfreeze, “upset” the forces that
are maintaining the quasi-stationary equilibrium.

Figure 2a shows the first step in the change process—the life space has been upset
(unfrozen) to create the conditions necessary for the schoolboy to begin moving
toward his goal; Forces 1 and 3 have been increased and Forces 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 have
been weakened. For example, if Force 4 represents the schoolboy’s difficulty with a
particular academic subject, then additional tuition could be provided to reduce this
force. Lewin (1936a) states that “each change of the psychological situation of a
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Figure 2. (a) Increasing and decreasing forces. (b) Locomotion: Moving toward the goal. (c)
The life space after the change. P = schoolboy; G = doctor.

person means just this—certain events are now ‘possible’ (or ‘impossible’) which
were previously ‘impossible’ (or ‘possible’)” (p. 14). In essence, a degree of “fluidity”
has been created, and desired changes can take place. For Lewin (1936a), “The degree
of fluidity of a situation plays an important role in all processes and is one of the fun-
damental dynamic properties of a situation” (p. 160), that is, the more a situation is
fluid (unfrozen), the easier it is to bring about change.

Figure 2b shows the schoolboy is moving toward his goal. As Lewin (1936a)
observes,

When he passes his college entrance examinations he has made a “step forward” on the
way to his goal. . . . it is real locomotion. . . . The examinations have brought him a step
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closer to his goal. The reality of the change in his position becomes clear when one
considers that many things are now within his reach which were not before. He can go to
college or university, his time is much more within his own control than before. (p. 48)

Figure 2c shows the situation after the schoolboy has achieved his goal of becoming a
doctor. It is a very different life space from Figure 1b. Many of the original forces
pressing for change have disappeared and been replaced by other forces. Similarly,
many of the restraining forces have disappeared. In this new life space, the forces driv-
ing change may be personal ambition; the new forces resisting change might be a wish
to spend time with his family. Thus, a new quasi-stationary equilibrium has emerged
from the change process (Lewin, 1943a, 1943b).

However, for the change to be successful, the new quasi-stationary equilibrium has
to be safe from regression (Back, 1992; Diamond, 1992; Lewin, 1944a, 1946b).
Lewin’s concern with regression stems from his work as child psychologist. For Lewin
(1942a), child and adolescent development is the natural order of events. It is expected
that children will change, growing physically and mentally (Crowley, 2017).
Throughout his career, Lewin sought to understand why some children advance to a
particular developmental stage and then regress to an earlier stage of development
(Brown, 1929; Lewin, 1935, 1936a, 1941, 1943d, 1946b). This is why, when consider-
ing social change, Lewin (1943d) argues that

hand in hand with the destruction of the forces maintaining the old equilibrium must go
the establishment (or liberation) of forces towards a new equilibrium. Not only is it
essential to create the fluidity necessary for change and to effect the change itself; it is
also imperative that steps be taken to bring about the permanence of the new situation
through self-regulation on the new level. (pp. 47-48)

As we can see, both Life Space 1 (Figure 1b) and Life Space 4 (Figure 2c) are exam-
ples of Lewin’s quasi-stationary equilibria. In studying child development, Lewin was
seeking to understand how change took place and why it sometimes failed. However,
after his move to America, he became increasingly “filled with the urgent desire to
make use of his theoretical insights for the building of a better world” (G. W. Lewin,
1948a, p. xv). To achieve this required Lewin to go beyond studying the process of
locomotion to developing methods for deliberately initiating it (Lewin, 1946a; Marrow,
1969). This is where action research and group dynamics come into the picture, hence
the title and subtitles of the Human Relations articles.

Action Research

Lewin’s interest in promoting social change can be seen in his 1934 proposal to create
an action research—orientated department of psychology at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem (Adelman, 1993; Bargal, 1998). His move to America marks the start of a
wide-ranging program of action research initiatives, which began with children’s
clubs, but went on to include housewives, intergroup, and community relations, such
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as religious and racial intolerance, conflict in industry, eating habits, and leadership
training (Burnes, 2007; Lewin, 1944b, 1947a; Lippitt, 1947; Marrow, 1969). With the
growing awareness of this work,

many students who joined Lewin, at least after 1938, came with a practical interest in the
social uses of psychological research. They found that in an era when life problems rarely
received consideration from psychologists, and then only when they had reached the
stage of abnormality and malfunction, Lewin’s thinking was strongly life-connected. His
theories were tools to attack everyday human problems. They led Lewin, in chicken-
and-egg fashion, to place increasing emphasis on experimental studies of the how and
what for of individual and social change—studies which later were consummated as
“action research” and “group dynamics.” (Marrow, 1969, p. 87)

Action research was developed simultaneously, but separately, by Lewin and John
Collier (Bryant, 1979; Cooke, 2006; Cooke & Wolfram Cox, 2005; French & Bell,
1973). Lewin’s (1946a) variant comprises a democratic—participative, iterative process
where research (fact finding and evaluation) leads to action, and action leads to evalu-
ation and further fact finding, which in turn leads to further action and further iterations
until the objective is achieved (Coghlan, 2011; Lewin, 1946a; McTaggart,1994). Hence,
Lewin’s famous dictum—“No research without action, no action without research”
(Marrow, 1972, p. 90).

Central to action research is the issue of choice: the voluntary participation of all
concerned on equal terms and involving democratic decision making (Coghlan &
Jacobs, 2005; Lewin, 1947c; Lewin & Grabbe, 1945; McTaggart, 1994). So influential
and effective has this approach to change proved that when Oreg, Vakola, and
Armenakis (2011) undertook a meta-analysis of 60 years of the change literature, they
found that participation is one of the most effective methods for ensuring the success
of change initiatives.

There has been a tendency to treat action research as a stand-alone approach to
change rather than an intrinsic component of the three-step model (Bartunek &
Woodman, 2015; Coghlan, 2011), which, as Adelman (1993) notes, was never Lewin’s
intention. As Lewin (1946a) makes clear, the purpose of action research is to allow
those involved to understand and manage the process of locomotion, that is, to allow
them to move successfully through their life space.

Group Dynamics

Lewin recognized that without a theory of group dynamics, it would be difficult to
understand the effects of changing forces on the behavior of groups and their members
(Cartwright & Zander, 1953; Jackson, 1956; Lewin, 1944b). Lewin was the first psy-
chologist to study group dynamics and the importance of the group in shaping the behav-
ior of its members (Allport, 1948; Bargal, Gold, & Lewin, 1992; Cartwright, 1951;
Kippenberger, 1998). Indeed, Lewin’s (1939c) definition of a “group” is still generally
accepted: “It is not the similarity or dissimilarity of individuals that constitutes a group,
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but interdependence of fate” (p. 165). As Kippenberger (1998) notes, Lewin was address-
ing two questions:

1. What is it about the nature and characteristics of a particular group that causes
it to respond (behave) as it does to the forces that impinge on it?
2. How can these forces be changed to elicit a more desirable form of behavior?

In seeking to bring about social change, group dynamics became a key method for
understanding how a group would react to change (Cartwright, 1951; Cartwright &
Zander, 1953). Lewin also found that democratic decision making played an important
role in creating a “freezing” effect once group change had taken place (Kippenberger,
1998, p. 12).

As the foregoing shows, the theories and tools that underpin and operationalize the
three-step model were already established well before the publication of the two
Human Relations articles. Field theory was developed in the 1920s and fully articu-
lated in Lewin’s (1936a) book Principles of Topological Psychology, and action
research and group dynamics were developed and used in the 1930s. Indeed, the con-
cept of implementing social change through three interlinked processes runs through
much of his writing after his arrival in America (see Cartwright, 1952a; Gold, 1999; G.
W. Lewin, 1948b). However, what was different in the two Human Relations articles,
as the next section will show, was the new labels that Lewin used to describe his
approach to change.

The Two Articles: Frontiers in Group Dynamics

As the editors of Human Relations stated, Lewin’s death “occurred at a time when the
value and effects of his work were becoming increasingly clear in many fields”
(“Editorial Policy,” 1947, p. 2). Therefore, Lewin was writing for an audience who
would be familiar with his work, unlike most readers today, which is why the articles
can be difficult to follow (Cartwright & Festinger, 1943; Festinger, 1949; Marrow,
1969).

The two Human Relations articles “obsessively occupied” Lewin for the last few
months of his life (Marrow, 1948). Along with a book chapter (Lewin, 1947c) written
at the same time, and an earlier seminar paper (Lewin, 1946¢),? they form his most
detailed articulation of the three-step model. Their joint title “Frontiers in Group
Dynamics,” and their respective subtitles “Concept, Method and Reality in Social
Science; Social Equilibria and Social Change” and “Channels of Group Life; Social
Planning and Action Research,” encompass the work Lewin had been undertaking
since the 1920s, as discussed above. Lewin (1947a) makes this clear when he states
that they would focus on

a. quasi-stationary social equilibria and social changes (Lewin, 1947a),
b. locomotion through social channels (Lewin, 1947b), and
c. social feedback processes and social management (Lewin, 1947b).
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Article |
This explicitly links his three-step model to field theory by stating that

a successful change includes therefore three aspects: unfreezing (if necessary) the present
level L!, moving to the new level L?, and freezing group life on the new level. Since any
level is determined by a force field, permanency implies that the new force field is made
relatively secure against change. (Lewin, 1947a, p. 35)

The article is divided into four parts.

Part A: Concepts, Method, and Redlity in Social Science. Here, Lewin (1947a) observes that
an attempt to change a social phenomenon can fail unless one takes account of “such
factors as the personality of the individual members, the group structure, ideology and
cultural values, and economic factors” (p. 9), that is, the driving and restraining forces in
a group’s life space. This is why he argues that “social events [group behavior] depend
on the social field as whole, rather than a few select items” (Lewin, 1947a, pp. 9-10).

Lewin shows how misjudging the forces in a life space can lead to failure, with the
example of conflict in marriage: a social group consisting of two people. Lewin
(1947a) illustrates this with five life space diagrams showing the husband’s and wife’s
situations before any change takes place (figures 3a and 3b in Lewin, 1947a). Lewin
(1947a) concludes that

obviously, husband and wife will soon be in trouble if they do not “talk things over”, that
is, if they do not communicate to each other the structure of their life spaces with the
object of equalizing them. (p. 12)

This emphasizes one of the main constructs of Lewin’s approach to change—demo-
cratic participation; all members of the group have to be involved on an equal and
open basis if change is to be effective (Burnes, 2004).

Lewin (1947a) comments that “this analysis of the history of a marriage has pro-
ceeded in a series of three steps” (p. 12) and to resolve their differences and to stabilize
(freeze) their changed behavior, they will have to go through another iteration of the
three steps.

Lewin (1947a) concludes this section by arguing that

any kind of group action or individual action, even including that of the insane, is
regulated by circular causal processes of the following type: individual perception or
“fact-finding”—for instance an act of accounting—is linked with individual action or
group action in such a way that the content of the perception or fact-finding depends upon
the way in which the situation is changed by action. The result of the fact-finding in turn
influences or steers action. (p. 13)

This “circular” process is of course a description of Lewin’s action research (Bryant,
1979; Cooke, 2006; French & Bell, 1973; Lewin, 1944b, 1946a; Marrow, 1969).
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Part B: Quasi-Stationary Equilibria in Group Life and the Problem of Social Change. This con-
tinues Lewin’s discussion of field theory by exploring the concept of quasi-stationary
equilibria in relation to groups, pointing out that “change and constancy are relative
concepts; group life is never without change, merely differences in the amount and type
of change exist” (Lewin, 1947a, p. 13).

Lewin (1947a) reinforces this point when discussing the application of his change
process to cases involving racial discrimination and production issues in a factory,
maintaining that

in both cases we are dealing with a process which, like a river, continuously changes its
elements even if its velocity and direction remain the same. In other words, we refer to
the characteristic of quasi-stationary processes. (p. 15)

Part C: Examples of Quasi-Stationary Equilibrium in Different Areas of Group Life. This
provides further examples of field theory and behavioral change. The first example
concerns the Lewin et al. (1939) autocracy—democracy leadership experiments. Lewin
shows how, using field theory, the insights from these experiments involving children
can be used to change the behavior of managers and political leaders. These experi-
ments provided one of the main foundations on which he built his participative
approach to group change and, in addition, they led to the rapid rise of participative
management in the 1950s and 1960s (Cartwright, 1951; Cartwright & Zander, 1953;
Likert, 1967; Marrow, 1969).
The second example examines factory life:

The output of a factory as a whole or of a work-team frequently shows a relatively
constant level of output through an extended period of time. It can be viewed as a quasi-
stationary equilibrium. (Lewin, 1947a, p. 24)

He explains that the forces maintaining this stability include factors such as a desire
for more money (driving higher output) and the strain of working harder (restraining
higher output). He shows how allowing a group to make its own output decisions can
lead to positive and sustained change (Burnes, 2007; Marrow, 1969). Lewin (1947a)
notes that such a change can be achieved “by adding forces in the desired direction or
by diminishing opposing forces” and later adds that “as a rule, the second method will
be preferable” (p. 26).

Lewin’s final example concerns the buying and redemption of war bonds. Once
again, he uses field theory to identify the driving and restraining forces that are caus-
ing or preventing changes to the quasi-stationary equilibrium, that is, the level of war
bond transactions.

Parts B and C draw on the field theory Lewin had been developing since the 1920s
(Lewin, 1936a, 1942a, 1944a). Lewin demonstrates how it can be used to understand
and change the behavior of adult social groups, either in the community or in the work-
place. His approach comprises three elements: identifying and lessening key forces in
the life space of those concerned, actions to facilitate change, and strengthening the
forces in the new quasi-stationary equilibrium to sustain the changed behavior.
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Part D: The Creation of the Permanency of Change. The remainder of the first article is
devoted to an extended discussion of the three-step model and examples of its
application.

Lewin (1947a) begins by stating that

the discussion thus far implies that a planned [deliberate] change consists of transplanting
the force field corresponding to an equilibrium at the beginning level L! by a force field
having its desired level at L2. (p. 32)

In discussing the difficulty of overcoming the forces resisting a movement between
quasi-stationary equilibria, Lewin (1947a) remarks that

to overcome this inner resistance an additional force seems to be required, a force
sufficient to “break the habit”, to “unfreeze” the custom. (p. 32)

Lewin (1947a) also discusses the issue of permanency at the new level, that is, freez-
ing, and, in a subsection headed “Group Decision as Change Procedure,” he argues
that group decision making should permeate all three steps of the change process, and
not just the freezing step. For Lewin, this democratic—participative approach to
change is a key factor in achieving freezing. Subsequent research has confirmed
Lewin’s findings that if those involved in and affected by change are allowed to make
decisions, as a group, about what to change and how to change, they will be far more
committed to it than if the change is imposed (Armenakis, Harris, & Field, 2000;
Carpenter, 2013; Diamond, 1992; McMillan & Connor, 2005; Oreg et al., 2011;
Tversky & Kahneman, 1981).
Lewin (1947a) summarizes his approach to change stating,

We have seen that a planned social change may be thought of as composed of unfreezing,
change of level, and freezing on a new level. (p. 36)

However, he does not introduce this as a new concept or untested idea, as the examples
he gives from his other studies show. Indeed, if one removes the new labels, one is left
with a standard description of the application of field theory to achieving sustainable
social change that proceeds through three stages:

1. Identifying and destabilizing the current quasi-stationary equilibrium (i.e., the
constellation of forces in the life space that supports the present behavior)

2. Locomotion through the life space (i.e., changing behavior)

3. Creating a new quasi-stationary equilibrium that enables the new behavior to
be safe from regression

What is different about this article from previous ones is the clearer nomenclature of
these three stages, that is, the use of unfreezing, moving, and freezing. Also, where
Lewin uses life space diagrams, these are clearer than many of his past examples, and
in addition there is much less use of mathematical symbols and terminology than in
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previous discussions of field theory (e.g., Lewin, 1936a, 1940a, 1941,1943a). The
change of nomenclature will be discussed below after we have examined Lewin’s
second article.

Article 2

The second article is much shorter than the first and does not fully address the issues
promised in the first article. As the journal editors explain, this is because

when Professor Lewin wrote the article which appeared in the first issue of HUMAN
RELATIONS, he planned to follow it with a second. Before his untimely death he was
working on the manuscript of this article. Although it was far from finished and in a very
preliminary form, what he had written seemed sufficiently complete to warrant
publication. (Lewin, 1947b, p. 143)

Nevertheless, its title and contents, particularly the aim to discuss “the role of ‘action
research’ in bringing about social change” (Lewin, 1947b, p. 143) indicate the inten-
tion to show, among other things, how the moving step of his three-step model can be
operationalized.

Part A: Social Channels. Using his work on changing food habits, Lewin discusses how
to modify the forces that are promoting change and those resisting it:

The force towards buying food may be composed of a number of components, such as the
buyer’s own like of the food, her knowledge of family likes and dislikes, or her ideas about
which foods are “essential.” The opposing forces may arise from a lack of readiness to
spend a certain amount of money, a dislike of lengthy or disagreeable forms of preparation,
unattractive taste, lack of fitness for the occasion, etc. Food is bought if the total force
toward buying becomes greater than the opposing forces. (Lewin, 1947b, p. 144)

Lewin (1947b) moves on to discuss other forms of intentional social change, espe-
cially where one is dealing with discrimination against minorities. Again drawing on
his food habits research (see Lewin, 1942b, 1943b), he maintains that group-based
decision making produces impressive change (Lewin, 1947b).

Part B: Feedback Problems of Social Diagnosis and Action. Here, Lewin (1947b) discusses
his iterative, action research approach to change:

Planned social action [intentional change] usually emerges from a more or less vague
“idea”. An objective appears in the cloudy form of a dream or wish, which can hardly be
called a goal. To become real, to be able to steer action, something has to be developed
which might be called a “plan.” (p. 147)

It should be noted that the development of a general plan presupposes “fact-finding.”
(p. 147)
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On the basis of this fact-finding the goal is usually somewhat altered . . . (p. 147)

Accepting a plan does not mean that all further steps are fixed by a final decision; only in
regard to the first step should the decision be final. After the first action is carried out, the
second step should not follow automatically. Instead, it should be investigated whether
the effect of the first action was actually what was expected. (p. 148)

Lewin (1947b, figure 3) illustrates this iterative change process figuratively with a
series of feedback loops at each action step, which is a standard depiction of action
research (Dickens & Watkins, 2006; Wheelan & Stivers, 1990). Lewin (1947b) later
makes clear that he considers social action (change) as “a type of action-research, a
comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action,
and research leading to social action” (p. 150). This echoes Lewin’s (1946a) article
Action Research and Minority Problems.

Lewin (1947b) asserts that the iterative change process allows a “realistic determi-
nation of the nature and position of the social goal and of the direction and the amount
of locomotion [change] resulting from a given action” (p. 150).The use of the term
locomotion is telling because this is the term Lewin (1936a) uses in field theory to
describe the movement between two quasi-stationary equilibria. Consequently, it can
be seen that action research, which corresponds to the “moving” element of his three-
step model, is also how Lewin operationalized the “locomotion” stage of his field
theory (Lewin, 1947b). Lewin’s (1947b) use of action research in this way is not sur-
prising given that he developed it to bring about social change (Adelman, 1993;
Bargal, 1998; Lewin, 1944b, 1946a; Lippitt, 1947; Marrow, 1969).

Though the second article is unfinished, it shows that Lewin saw field theory as the
process of determining which forces needed unfreezing, and that action research was
the process by which movement would occur. Though Lewin (1947b) does not explic-
itly refer to how the freezing should be achieved, he does show, with the food study
examples, that democratic group decision making has the effect of sustaining behav-
ioral change (Burnes, 2007; Lewin, 1942b, 1943b). Similarly, in the first article, he
argues that the initiative to persuade mothers to give their children more fresh milk
showed the superiority of group decision making for sustaining change (Lewin,
1947a). He also makes similar points regarding freezing in Lewin (1947c).

To summarize, as the subtitles of the two Human Relations articles indicate, Lewin
intended to cover social equilibria and social changes, group life, social planning, and action
research. These are concepts that arise from his work in the 1920s and 1930s and, as such,
represent continuity with, rather than a break from, his past work. Taken together with the
earlier discussion of field theory, we can see that the two articles explore and explain the key
components of his three-step model, which in essence is a relabeling of key elements of field
theory. This continuity can also be seen in Lewin (1947c), which concludes that

the effect of group decision [to change] can probably best be understood by relating it to
a theory of quasi-stationary social equilibria, to social habits and resistance to change,
and to the various problems of unfreezing, changing and freezing social levels. (p. 344)
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The Issue of Nomenclature

The three-step model represents the approach to change that Lewin had been develop-
ing since the early 1920s. What is different is the nomenclature:

e Unfreezing is used to describe the process of destabilizing an existing quasi-
stationary equilibrium.

e Moving replaces locomotion.

o Freezing is used to describe the process of establishing a new quasi-stationary
equilibrium free from regression.

Scientific nomenclature does change over time (McNeill et al.,, 2012; Root &
Resnick, 2003). In Lewin’s case, there are three complementary explanations for
this.

1. In translating his early work, there were difficulties in finding English
words for German, a point made by the translators of Lewin’s (1935)
book A Dynamic Theory of Personality (see Translators’ Preface, pp. vii-
viii). As his proficiency with English grew, one might expect changes in
terminology.

2. Differences in national culture can affect the formulation of theories, the
language used, and their translation (Miller, 2007; Siepmann, 2006).
German psychologists were more influenced by the natural sciences than
the American psychologists (Sokal, 1984). Lewin saw physics as the bench-
mark against which all other sciences would be judged (Danziger, 2000).
For psychology to be judged a legitimate science, Lewin believed it had to
adopt the same mathematical approach as physics (Burnes & Cooke, 2013;
Danziger, 1992, 2000; Deutsch, 1968; Lewin, 1931, 1936a, 1939a, 1939b,
1942a). American psychologists, brought up in a less formal and authori-
tarian educational environment (Lewin, 1936b), found his mathematical
approach confusing (Marrow, 1969; Sokal, 1984). Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that Lewin amended his nomenclature to reflect this (Marrow, 1969;
Sokal, 1984).

3. The most obvious reason for the change is that, as Lewin embarked on real-
world change, he had to explain his approach in a language that ordinary peo-
ple might understand. If academics found his terminology difficult (Marrow,
1969), what chance did the rest of the populace have? Thus, terminology
changed and also, as Lewin (1947a, 1947b, 1947¢) shows, his diagrams became
clearer, and the mathematical notation was reduced.

Therefore, though the three-step terminology introduced new labels, it did not herald
any alteration to the theories and practices that he had been developing since the
1920s.
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Discussion: Lewin’s Three-Step Model

Figure 3, taken from a leading OD textbook, shows a conventional representation of
the three-step model. However, Lewin never represented his model in this manner.
Instead, he used life space figures and action research diagrams, such as those in
Lewin (1936a, 1947b), to illustrate the complex, iterative, and participative processes
that make up his model.

Unfreezing - Moving - Refreezing

Figure 3. The conventional view of Lewin’s three-step model of change. It is now usual for
the “Freezing” step to be referred to as “Refreezing.” Adapted from T. G. Cummings and
Worley (2015, p. 23).

Looking at Figure 3, one can understand why Lewin’s model might be criticized as
simplistic, linear, prescriptive, not comprising a naturally occurring sequence, and
lacking a cognitive dimension (Bartunek & Woodman, 2015; Kanter et al., 1992;
Palmer & Dunford, 1996; Weick & Quinn, 1999). However, given Lewin’s standing as
a pioneering child psychologist, the originator of field theory, and someone whose
importance to psychology was compared with that of Freud (Cartwright, 1952b;
Lippitt, 1947; Marrow, 1969; Tolman, 1948), these criticisms hardly seem plausible.
Also, let us not forget that Lewin (1943-1944) was also the one who coined the phrase
“there is nothing so practical as a good theory” (p. 169).

Considering the criticisms in the light of our discussion of Lewin’s work, we can
see that the model

e is not simplistic and does not lack a cognitive dimension but is based on a deep
understanding of human psychology and behavior built up over many years
(see Gold, 1999; Lewin, 1935, 1936a);

e is not linear but, as his life space diagrams and action research approach in
Lewin (1947a, 1947b) show, is an iterative process of fact finding, action and
further fact finding;

e isnot prescriptive. Instead, “Planned social action usually emerges from a more
or less vague ‘idea’ (Lewin, 1947b, p. 147) and “The ‘unfreezing’ of the pres-
ent level may involve quite different problems in different cases” (Lewin,
1947a, p. 35);

e does comprise a naturally occurring sequence. Lewin’s work over 25 years
found that behavioral change tended to follow a sequence of unfreezing, mov-
ing, and freezing. Elrod and Tippett (2002) found substantial support for this
sequence when they compared 15 well-established change models from diverse
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Figure 4. A field theory-based view of Lewin’s three-step model.

and unrelated disciples. They concluded that most aligned with Lewin’s three-
step model.

It is the conventional representation of Lewin’s model that is simplistic, as a compari-
son with Figure 4 shows. Figure 4 is based on our examination of Lewin’s work. It
illustrates the iterative nature of the three processes, the core purpose of each process,
and the key underlying elements of the entire model. It also helps refute the claim that
Lewin “never developed such a model and it took form after his death” (S. Cummings
et al., 2016, p. 33). As our examination of Lewin’s work has shown, he did develop
such a model based on work begun in the 1920s. Thus, if we examine the three steps,
we can see Lewin’s original intention.

Step I: The Unfreezing Process

For Lewin (1936a), the stability of human behavior was based on a quasi-stationary
equilibrium of driving and restraining forces within a life space. Consequently, “the
determination of the position of the person within the life space is the first prerequisite
for understanding behavior” (Lewin, 1946b, p. 248). These forces are usually difficult
to change, as people find when they try to change their behavior (Buchanan &
Sheffield, 2017; Hawkes, 2016). Thus, Lewin (1947¢c) saw unfreezing as a challenging
process of reeducation (Lewin & Grabbe, 1945), whereby, as Benne (1976) notes,
“Men and women alter, replace, or transcend patterns of thinking, valuation, volition,
or overt behavior” (p. 29). Unfreezing allows “the fluidity necessary for change”
(Lewin, 1943d, pp. 47-48). Lewin also believed that the learning gained better equips
people for future change (Coghlan & Jacobs, 2005; Lewin, 1946a).

Step 2: The Moving Process

Lewin (1936a) originally referred to moving as locomotion, which he defined as “a
change of position within a field” (p. 216) and is accomplished through action research
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(Lewin, 1946a, 1947b). Moving occurs when the forces pressing for change are greater
than those resisting change (Lewin, 1944a, 1946a). The outcome of the moving pro-
cess is usually difficult to predict due to the complexity of the forces involved, hence
the iterative, exploratory nature of action research (Benne, 1976; Lewin, 1946a,
1947b).

Step 3: The Freezing Process

This describes the changes necessary “to bring about the permanence of the new situ-
ation” (Lewin, 1943d, p. 48). Freezing seeks to stabilize behavior at a new quasi-sta-
tionary equilibrium in order to ensure that it is relatively safe from regression. Freezing
requires the new behavior to be congruent with and reinforced by the rest of the behav-
ior, personality, and environment of those concerned in order to prevent regression
(Lewin, 1936a, 1941; Schein, 1996). Lewin saw social change as a group activity
because, unless group norms and routines are also transformed, changes to individual
behavior will not be sustained (Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). In organizational terms, freez-
ing can require changes to culture, norms, policies, and practices (Armenakis et al.,
2000; T. G. Cummings & Huse, 1989). However, as discussed, Lewin (1947a, 1947b)
also saw freezing as arising from the nature of the change process itself, especially the
degree of participation (Burnes, 2017b; Lewin, 1942b, 1943b, 1947a, 1947b).

When shown as Figure 3, the three-step model does appear simplistic, but when
depicted as Figure 4, it emerges as a more complex approach to changing human
behavior. In particular, it allows one to appreciate that though Lewin (1947a, p. 10)
uses the label “Three-Step Procedure,” he is actually referring to three iterative pro-
cesses, as our examination of his work shows (Lewin, 1935, 1936a, 1947a, 1947b,
1947¢c; Lewin & Grabbe, 1945). In which case, why does Lewin’s model tend to be
seen in terms of Figure 3?

By 1947, Lewin sat at the center of a broad network of initiatives (Burnes, 2004;
Likert, 1947; Marrow, 1969). These included projects to tackle racial and religious
discrimination, and conflict at work, and organizations such the Office of Naval
Research, the American Jewish Congress, the Connecticut Interracial Commission,
the Topology Group, and two new research centers—the Research Center for Group
Dynamics (RCGD) and the Commission on Community Interrelations (CCI)—as well
as the emerging National Training Laboratory (NTL). Though there was an overlap of
people and organizations, with Lewin’s death there was parting of the ways with each
group focusing on a different aspect of his legacy (Marrow, 1969). For example, the
Topology Group took ownership of field theory; the RCGD concentrated on group
dynamics; the NTL devoted itself to T-groups. Alfred Marrow, Lewin’s biographer,
was active in most of them and was one of the few, along with Douglas McGregor,
Richard Beckhard, and Herbert Shepard, who seemed to adhere to a form of Lewin’s
model (Freedman, 1999; French, 1982; Marrow, 1972; Marrow, Bowers, & Seashore,
1967; McGill, 1974).

Up to the late 1960s, the NTL dominated the field. However, its emancipatory ide-
als and focus on individuals had little impact on organizational performance, and it
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dramatically declined (Greiner, 1972; Highhouse, 2002; Mirvis, 1988). In its place, a
more business-orientated OD came to the fore, especially that promoted by the RCGD
(Burnes & Cooke, 2012; Mirvis, 1988). Its involvement with Marrow on a well-docu-
mented change program had created the template for what later became seen as “clas-
sic” OD (Marrow et al., 1967; Oswick, 2009; Seashore & Bowers, 1970). However,
though Classic OD follows Lewin’s three-step pattern and incorporates action research,
it places less stress on field theory and democratic participation (Burnes & Cooke,
2013).

There have been many attempts to elaborate Lewin’s model (Armenakis & Bedeian,
1999). The most comprehensive of these appears to be Bullock and Batten’s approach
(1985), which seeks to synthesize some 30 models of planned change (T. G. Cummings
& Huse, 1989). However, it says little about participation and does not mention field
theory. Indeed, even in OD textbooks, field theory now only appears in a diluted form,
that is, force field analysis (see T. G. Cummings & Worley, 2015; French & Bell,
1999). In effect, what we now have is a watered-down version of Lewin’s model.

Classic OD is far more complex than Figure 3 indicates, however, bereft of Lewin’s
participative and field theory, it lacks the ability to identify “the forces maintaining the
old equilibrium” and the “steps[to] be taken to bring about the permanence of the new
situation” (Lewin, 1943d, pp. 47-48). Field theory has not disappeared in other areas.
It has been used widely in the social sphere, especially by social psychologists in
resolving intercommunity conflict and promoting the greater good of society (Back,
1992; Bargal & Bar, 1992; Burnes, 2017a; Wheelan & Stivers, 1990). Indeed, such has
been the breadth of its influence that the Nobel Prize-winning behavioral economist
Daniel Kahneman (2013) commented that “the recognition of the huge power of situ-
ation, context, priming, and construal is common ground. We are all Lewinians now”
(p. ix).

What are the implications for change? First, we need to change how we teach OD
and train OD practitioners, so as to return to Lewin’s original concept of the three-step
model. Second, the model needs to be applied as originally conceived, which may well
prove timely for the issues facing organizations and society today. We live in a time
where environmental sustainability has become paramount, and organizations are fac-
ing increasing pressures to work with communities and campaigning groups to resolve
the conflict between people, planet, and profit (Crowley, 2017; Stachowicz-Stanusch,
2017; United Nations, 2015). In effect, social and organizational changes are becom-
ing intertwined. This calls for an approach to change that is capable of identifying and
resolving conflicting goals and values and is seen as honest and open by all parties
(Benn, Dunphy, & Griffiths, 2014; Ratner, 2004; Scheidel, Temper, Demaria, &
Martinez-Alier, 2018). Lewin’s three-step model was developed to resolve conflict. Its
participative and democratic nature, along with its ability to identify the forces pre-
venting change and those necessary to sustain change, do make it an appropriate
approach to sustainability. Though Lewin never claimed that his model would work
for all forms of change or be successful in all cases, it may well be that the time is right
to reestablish Lewin’s original participative, field theory-based approach to change.
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Conclusion: The Three-Step Model in Perspective

The objective of this article was to show that Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) three-step
model represents a well-developed approach to changing human behavior. Lewin
was considered one of the foremost psychologists of his day (Lippitt, 1947; Tolman,
1948), with Likert (1947) describing him as “a great scientist, a great teacher and a
great man” (p. 132) and Dorwin Cartwright (1952b) commenting that he had
“changed fundamentally the course of social science” (p. vii). Today, his work is
still widely cited and lies at the core of OD (Bargal et al., 1992; Burke, 2011;
Burnes, 2017a; T. G. Cummings & Worley, 2015; French, 1982; French & Bell,
1999; M. Lewin, 1992). Interest in Lewin’s work did not die with him and, if any-
thing, is greater now than at the time of his death (Burnes & Cooke, 2012, 2013).
Certainly, the fact that the three-step model has been shown to align with other
developmental models of behavior change (Elrod & Tippett, 2002, p. 273) has
enhanced its credibility.

The three-step model has received many criticisms (Burnes, 2004), but that is the
nature of academic discourse and a key driver of academic progress. However, given
Lewin’s reputation as “The Practical Theorist” (Marrow, 1969), what is surprising has
been the nature of some of this criticism, especially that Lewin “never developed such
a model and it took form after his death” (S. Cummings et al., 2016, p. 33). In this
article, we have sought to show that the three-step model was a well-developed
approach to change based on work begun in the 1920s, and not some vague or under-
developed notion.

The article began with a discussion of Lewin’s field theory, showing its relationship
not only to the three-step model but also to group dynamics and action research. This
was followed by an examination of the two Human Relations articles in which Lewin
described and explained the key components of his three-step model and how they
related to other key aspects of his work. Though the second article was unfinished,
taken together, the two show that Lewin’s (1947a) declaration that change involved
“three steps: unfreezing, moving, and freezing” represents a relabeling of key ele-
ments of his field theory rather than a break with it. Subsequently, we suggested rea-
sons why Lewin adopted the new nomenclature, especially the changing nature of his
audience. The following discussion provided an overview of the three-step model and
its relationship to field theory (see Figure 4). It also examined why core elements of
the model seem to have been diluted since Lewin’s death.

In summary, in this article, we argue that core elements of Lewin’s model were
developed in the 1920s, especially field theory, which is the metatheory on which his
work rests. In moving from the laboratory to the real world in the 1930s, Lewin was
driven by “the urgent desire to make use of his theoretical insights for the building of
a better world” (G. W. Lewin, 1948a, p. xv). Which is to say, that his approach to social
change was not something new, but built on his existing work. Therefore, the three-
step model is neither a “simple one” nor a “never developed” one, but instead a robust
approach to understanding the complexity of human behavior and how it can be
changed.
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Notes

1.  As Burnes and Cooke (2013) note, Lewin and his colleagues referred to the constellation
of forces that shape the behavior of a group or individual by a range of terms, includ-
ing psychological environment, perceptual environment, psychological field, social field,
and force field. However, the most commonly used term was /ife space. We follow this

convention.

2. T am very grateful to Professor Bill Cooke who discovered this article and drew it to my
attention.
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