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Abstract

Few studies have addressed the differing roles that should be adopted by those at the top and bottom of the organisation during the implementation of change. Based on empirical ethnographic research within an engineering company this article addresses this. The findings indicate; a multiplicity of top-levels must be defined before any role allocation can occur; the role of the top is most important when boundary shaking activity is required; the role of the change agent must link the top and bottom; and the embodied knowledge at the bottom must be identified and utilised effectively.

Stuck in the Middle: A Case Study Investigating the Gap between Top-down and Bottom–up Change

Introduction

There seems to be general agreement that in today’s business environment change has permeated every aspect of work (Hoag et al., 2002) and that the pace at which change occurs is continually increasing (Balogun and Hope-Hailey, 2004; Carnall, 2003; Kotter, 1996). It has also been argued that the primary task of management today is the management of change (Graetz, 2000), while saying this it has also been argued that organisational change has become so pervasive that many managers would like to see it stop (Kanter, 1995). 

Despite this emphasis on the primacy and abundance of change it is proposed that the methods used to best implement change are somewhat confusing. Vas (2001) states that there is no evidence to support the existence of one unanimous change theory and while there has been much written on change there is little empirical evidence in support of the many and varied approaches that are on offer (Guimaraes and Armstrong, 1998). In recent years companies have been advised to re-engineer the process (Hammer, 1990; Hammer and Champy, 1993), counseled to continuously improve (Imai, 1986; Locke and Jain, 1995) and urged to become learning organisations (Argyris, 1992; Senge, 1990). Questions such as how should change be triggered and what should be done to make it stick have been asked (Roberto, 2005). 

It is proposed here that the key question in the successful implementation of change is the definition of the roles that should be adopted by those at the top of the organisation and those at the bottom of the organization during the process of change. 

Beer at al (1990) argue that real change cannot be driven from the top but has to begin at the ‘grass-roots’ level where they propose much can be achieved without the support of the organisational top-levels. In contrast Kanter (1983) discusses the pitfalls of implementing ‘grass-roots’ change that is not fully supported by the top within an integrated organisational approach proposing that negative motivational effects can occur should the innovative actions of employees be marginalized due to a fragmented approach by the leadership. Duck (1993) attempts to link both top and bottom by proposing that the team charged with carrying out the change, regardless of their hierarchical level, must always have a direct line to the top of the organisation. 

By using empirical research in an organisation this paper will attempt to plug the evidential gap that is perceived to exist by providing empirical data that will shed light on the questions surrounding the roles of those at the top and those at the bottom of the organisation during the implementation of a change initiative. The case study described is implemented primarily from the bottom-up where the change agent is a first-line manager within the organisation attempting to introduce changes to address a series of problems existing at a departmental level. However a second dimension is present as the case study described also exists as part of a company-wide change initiative sponsored by the top but, because of unique contextual factors at work here, the support provided by the top is inconsistent. 

Also due to the context in which this case is set a further opportunity is provided to investigate what is actually meant by the ‘top’ as the identification of the top level of the organisation in relation to this change initiative and the role that the top should play is also unclear. This introduces the concept that a multiplicity of ‘top levels’ can exist each with its own unique agenda and level of commitment in relation to the change. 
In this case study the organisational change undertaken is the introduction of team-working to a population of skilled manufacturing workers engaged in the production of aircraft within a functionally structured engineering company. 

This paper will begin by describing the change management framework used in the implementation of this initiative. It will then provide background information on the case study organisation. It will continue by describing the implementation of the change within the organisation and then analyze the roles that both top and bottom levels played.  

It will finish by concluding that: 

· In this case although real changes were seen at shop-floor level in terms of the work system, the use of the bottom-up change approach was marginalised by the, at best, ambivalent approach of the top that was present due to specific contextual factors that existed at the time of the change program. 

· The local knowledge that was used to make the change a limited success was embrained/embodied (Blackler, 1995) in the shop-floor workers so here the bottom-up approach and employee involvement that it enabled was critical. 

· To optimise change a link is necessary from the change agent to the powerbase represented by the top (whatever that may be) because without this the initiative will only permeate so far up the hierarchy.

· If the change is not properly supported by the top the effects of the change will only cause a limited redrawing of the organisational boundaries in terms of departmental structure and hierarchy.

· To best utilise the powerbase available at the top of the organisation then the entity (or entities) that is (are) the top of the organisation and the role it (they) must play must carefully be identified within the context of the specific change initiative.

The change framework used in this case study is the six step model proposed by Beer at al (1990). This model was chosen for the following reasons. Firstly, it is a more flexible approach than some more programmatic methodologies. Secondly, it is underpinned by the assumption that the focus of change should initially be on roles and responsibilities as these will shape new attitudes and ideas, rather that attempting to change attitudes in the first instance. Thirdly, it emphasises solving problems that exist at the departmental level of the organisation which is where the change agent within this case study operates. Lastly, it uses teamwork as a theme which is in common with the change that is to be implemented here.   

Company Overview

This case-study is set within a functionally structured engineering organisation engaged in the design and manufacture of passenger aircraft. Of the workforce of two thousand, approximately 40% are skilled manufacturing workers while the remaining 60% comprise design and engineering, management and administration, and other support functions. At the time of this project this organisation had been in existence for over 50 years at its present site and although part of a larger multi-national corporation was operated as an autonomous business unit with little interference from the parent group. The parent company was divisionalised with the case study organisation existing as a business unit within one of its divisions. At the time of this case study the market conditions for this business unit were considered difficult - a situation that was specific to this business unit but, due to the diverse nature and size of the overall business, not to the company as a whole.

The Worker Group

The worker group that is the subject of this case study is the manual skilled tradesmen who carry out the installation and test of the aircraft flight systems. This worker group were chosen as a representative sub-set of the overall manufacturing worker population engaged in the manufacture of the aircraft product. All manufacturing workers within this organisation are skilled tradesmen having served a four year craft apprenticeship within a specific engineering discipline. This practical training is supplemented by attendance at a technical college where the apprentice will gain the appropriate theoretical knowledge to support his/her training. Although the apprenticeship system is used as the common baseline of qualification for tradesmen, the diversity of engineering trades and work that is carried out within the factory means that this worker group engage in an extensive variety of manufacturing activities. The workforce is highly unionised with the vast majority of tradesmen belonging to a trade union. 

Organisation Structure 

The business unit is run by a General Manager and his management team who report to the divisional board which in turn reports to the main company board. The business unit, in this case a single factory, is structured functionally with each function coming together at the level of the general manager with each functional head also a member of the business unit management team. Within the manufacturing function the structure is further subdivided into departments responsible for specific parts of the production process. In addition to the functional organisational structure the geography of the factory tends to co-locate specific functions into common areas. 

Management Style 

The management style is very much command and control, a style that had, in previous years, been reinforced by the company with the use of mechanisms such as separate worker and management canteens and different conditions of employment for managers and first-line employees. While at the time of this case study the use of these mechanisms was reducing, the culture they symbolised was still very much in evidence supported by a variety of minor organisational control systems including ‘clocking’ in and out, strict timing of tea-breaks and limited flexibility in timing of holidays.  

This style however was also perpetuated by the workforce with the trade union group adopting equivalent mechanisms to maintain this management/workforce separation.  An example of this is that on promotion of a tradesman to a supervisory or engineering role, s/he is prevented from engaging in further manual work or tool-handling of any sort. This particular mechanism was strongly enforced by the trade union officials as a means of protecting the position of the workforce should any form of industrial action be required. Most significantly however for this case study, workers were not allowed to have meetings without either a management representative or union official present. This was supported by both management and union and obeyed without question by the workforce.

Control of Work

The process of manufacture is organised as a traditional production line with detail parts manufactured or bought-in then combined to form sub–assemblies before coming together to form the final aircraft product which is then tested and delivered. The control of manufacturing work is based upon the craft division of labour (Braverman, 1970) and the separation of conception and execution (Taylor, 1911) with work-flow organised using a system of planning and process sheets created by the production engineering department. All tradesmen are required to follow these instructions. 

The allocation of a task to a particular manufacturing worker is carried out by the first-line manager who also monitors the progress and quality until completion. The first-line manager is also responsible for all staff training and disciplinary matters within their department. All cross-functional co-ordination is done by middle management. 

Organisational Culture

The system used for controlling the work had resulted in feelings of powerlessness among the shop-floor workers. This work system in tandem with the command and control management style and strong union position results in a culture of separation that breeds a level of mistrust between workers and management. In short the management tend towards a belief in Theory X (MacGregor, 1960) employees while the employees perceive they are subject to a remote and autocratic management regime. Despite this however there exists a strong work ethic within the shop-floor employees. This culture is further supported by the belief that the prime factor in the success of the business is the skill of the manufacturing worker and the ability of the manufacturing function to deliver to time and quality. This craft culture is reinforced at a societal level with a strong engineering tradition in the geographical area where the business is located. 
Change Context

The change that this case study describes was implemented as part of a larger company-wide Continuous Improvement (CI) initiative that was initiated at the top level of the company for application to all divisions and business units alike. There are a number of contingencies that arise due to this situation which have an influence on the context of the case study. 

Firstly, the change board responsible for the overall initiative reported to the top management at corporate level with few formal links to the top management at business unit level. The change board had a satellite team within each business unit tasked with implementing the initiatives flowed down from above. The members of the satellite teams were drawn from the ranks of the middle management of the business unit. This change role was additional to their normal middle management tasks and responsibilities. This structure meant that the top management of each business unit were not integrally involved in the process or direction of change. This resulted in a lack of ownership of the overall change initiative by top management at business unit level. In addition the manning of the change satellites was perceived by some as an unnecessary drain on already overcommitted resources. 

Secondly, the generic top-down change philosophy applied in this case resulted in a ‘one size fits all’ approach that was not customised to any particular problem that existed at the lower levels of a specific business unit or department. This resulted in difficulties making the changes penetrate vertically through the hierarchy.

Thirdly, the change program did not take account of the specifics of the local context that each business unit existed within. Here the case study business unit was performing poorly with a contracting and highly competitive market for its product. These conditions had, at the time of this research, already resulted in a reducing production rate, an ongoing redundancy program and the threat of closure of the business unit. 

It is also worth noting that there had been a large number of change initiatives imposed by the company in the previous ten year period. It was perceived by both management and shop-floor workers alike that these initiatives were the result of the growth in Continuous Improvement management ‘fads’ that had been popular since the early 1990’s. This meant that a level of ‘change cynicism’ had developed that manifested in managers as the superficial support of initiatives until they had run their course and manifested in shop-floor workers as passive resistance. 

Reason for Change

This case study was initiated at departmental level by the first-line manager acting as the representative from the production function on the change satellite team. There were two main reasons for embarking on this change. Firstly, to address the problems of vertical penetration being experienced by the company-wide, top–down CI program while using the momentum it provided as a trigger to start a complementary bottom-up change program. And secondly, to carry out participant observer methodology research in the area of change management so best utilising the somewhat unique opportunity this situation represented.  

The first-line manager was therefore acting as change agent, operating autonomously (without direct support) from his direct superiors under the auspices of a somewhat distanced overall change program.
Methodology

The research methodology here is Ethnographic in nature (Torin, 1996) and part of the grounded theory school of research (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Pidgeon, 1996) and uses the technique of participant observation (Friedrichs and Ludtke; 1975). In this case the researcher participating in the change program (and the first author of this paper) was employed within the organisation. 

The activity of participant observation can be categorised into a number of sub-types depending upon the context of the research. The role of the researcher here can be further described as ‘complete participation’ (Gill and Johnson, 1997; Junkers, 1960), genuine participation. (Schwartz and Schwartz, 1955) or, linking this methodology to the organisational context, employee participation (Easterby-Smith et. al. 1991). These labels denote an observer that is fully immersed in the situation as an actor as opposed to one who is either a part-time participant, pseudo participant or an observer only. Friedrichs and Ludtke (1975) go on to further categorise participant observation in terms of the environment in which it is carried out where this particular case is described as participation in a controlled and standardized environment where a sequence of events are carried out within a limited arena to a predefined schedule.

The position of participant observer within this case study encompasses three somewhat distinct roles; firstly, the role of change agent responsible for driving and enabling the change itself; secondly, the role of first-line manager responsible for ongoing performance of the department; and thirdly, the role of researcher responsible for gathering and analysing the data. The necessity to occupy these roles simultaneously coupled with the centrality of the role of change agent in the overall process under research brings some role conflict. This conflict centres on defining the priorities of activity both for the department (and those within it) and for the author as participant observer. To resolve this confusion the primary responsibility was defined as safeguarding the level of performance of the department on a day to day basis. Only by ensuring this was maintained would the change initiative be allowed to continue unmolested by senior management. Activities required to drive the change program were set as the second priority because the success of the research was based upon the perpetuation and completion of the change program. The role of observer was then carried out as time allowed.

With this in mind it is proposed that the role of the participant observer in this case was somewhat unusual both due to his position as employee and manager and due to his position as change agent and, more significantly, the importance of this position within the change initiative as whole.

In general there are a number of advantages to using participant observation methodology that made this method the tool of choice here. These are summarised by of Friedrichs and Ludtke (1975) as; avoiding discrepancy between real and verbal behaviour, allowing observation in situations where questions will only meet with misunderstanding, allowing quicker identification of phenomena, and ensuring the description of phenomena does not depend on the verbal capabilities of a witness.  

In addition to these advantages this methodology was chosen because of the unique position of the author as a major actor in this episode and the opportunity to gain real-time data while taking advantage of this unusually high level of immersion. In this case the area of investigation this paper is concerned with, which is the effect of management support during the change initiative, required this immersion as they needed to be experienced directly for the often subtle effects to be noticed and understood. According to Easterby et. al. (1991) this type of total immersion is important to gain the required detail of insights. 

However there are also some disadvantages to this methodology. Firstly, lack of structure can make data gathering and interpretation messy and secondly, closeness to the situation makes objectivity difficult. In relation to this last point Singh and Dickson (2002) state that a compromise needs to be reached where the researcher is close enough to see the detail while distant enough to retain objective insight. In this case the researcher was conscious of this last danger but  familiarity with the context was necessary to enable good data gathering and interpretation due to the complexity of the organisational environment. In addition these issues were dealt with using a combination of the structured nature of the project and the availability of forums for discussion to give a number of opportunities to observe and interact with other actors.

With regard to the ethical considerations that this method of research holds, the objective of investigating the nature of top-down and bottom–up change utilising this initiative as a vehicle was not revealed to the other actors. Their awareness extended only to this case study as an organisational continuous improvement project. It was decided that there were no moral issues present in adopting this position as no conflict of interests should result as the conclusions reached could not be used to disadvantage the other actors in the arena.

Finally in relation to data gathering, using the categorisations of Delbridge and Kirkpatrick (1994) the data collected here was a mixture of; primary data in the form of direct observation of events as they happened, secondary data in the form of statements made by, and collected from, the actors within the case study, and tertiary data in the form of reflections of both observer and actors on the meaning and significance of the events occurring in the case study.

Change Process

Step 1 - Mobilise commitment through joint diagnosis of business problems

An employee opinion survey had previously been carried out under the auspices of the overall CI program that had identified a number of generic issues that were perceived to be affecting company performance. This survey phase identified 3 issues pertinent to the manufacturing work group of this business unit. These were:

1. Extremely low involvement of the manufacturing employees in the structuring and sequencing of the processes of work as this planning activity was carried out by the Production Engineering department. This resulted in sub-optimal processes due to a perceived lack of expertise within Production Engineering in relation to some of the manufacturing tasks. This deficiency was compounded as it was uncommon for Production Engineers to seek advice from the shop-floor due to organisational and cultural barriers.

2. Little involvement of shop-floor employees in their own progression as training and succession management was almost exclusively done by middle management in conjunction with the human resource management department. 

3. Communication both horizontally between departments and vertically through the management structure was weak. This was perceived to be because communication was routed through middle management and therefore restricted by this conduit. This lack of effective communication led to poor co-ordination of the processes of work and poor transmission of strategic information from the top to the bottom of the organisation. 

Step 2 – Develop a shared vision of how to organise

A series of focus group sessions were carried out within the manufacturing unit to provide detailed information at the local level pertaining to the 3 areas identified by the company-wide survey.  From these focus group sessions a set of change mechanisms in the form of new work roles and responsibilities were identified and agreed upon. A period of three months was defined as the duration of the change program. On completion of the change program a focus group phase would be held to review events.

The mechanisms implemented to support the change initiative were as follows: 

1. Weekly team meetings were set-up as a forum for the worker group, the key point being that these meetings were to be carried out with neither a union nor a management representative attached. It was believed that this forum would initially be perceived by the worker group as a symbol of management support for this initiative while providing a sense of independence within the worker group reinforcing the principle of empowerment that was sought. On a practical level this weekly forum would act as the vehicle to enable implementation of the other change mechanisms and provide a forum for improved communication.

2. Quality circles were set-up to address two areas. One quality circle to improve the quality of the parts provided to the department for assembly into the final product. Another quality circle to improve the quality of the planning and design information supplied by the production engineering department. It was believed the quality circles would add to the feelings of worker group empowerment by providing an influence on the conception part of the work process while also acting as a vehicle for interdepartmental communication along the production line and across supporting functions. On a practical level this mechanism would improve the process of work so increasing efficiency and providing a tangible benefit for management regardless of the degree of success of the overall initiative. 

3. A departmental training matrix was generated with full involvement of the workers. It was believed that this mechanism would engender a feeling of control within the group in relation to their own progression. In addition on a practical level it would provide a better training needs assessment than would normally result had it been carried out in the usual way by management and HR alone. It should be noted here that the training of skilled workers was traditionally something closely monitored by the trade unions and had in the past been a controversial area. Conflicts would arise if the training provided was deemed inappropriate either to the division of labour that determined the skills mix or to the level of responsibility held by tradesman.  

4. Some discretion was provided to the team to self-allocate work. It was believed that this mechanism would further engender feelings of autonomy and task ownership within the team. On a practical level it was hoped that this may result in a more efficient task allocation system requiring less supervisory intervention. Initially this mechanism was subject to the most resistance from management as this was seen as conceding too much control over the process of work. 

Ii is important at this stage to pause and consider the factors constraining this initiative in relation to the bottom-up and top-down philosophies. These constraints can be stated as:

· The limitation of the initiative to a single department creates difficulties as interfaces for the team had to be created with other departments to facilitate the quality circles. These interfaces were done at a management level with the first-line manager for the involved departments providing the communication link.

· The retention of the existing division of labour due to the strict union regulation regarding types of work to be carried out by each trade. Similarly the level of responsibility that each tradesman carried in terms of management tasks could not be changed as the trade union prohibited shop-floor workers from accepting additional responsibility over and above that inherent within their trade task-set.

· Ultimate responsibility for the progress of work carried out had to remain with the first-line manager as the overall management structure could not be changed. The loss of management control was perceived as the greatest area of management resistance to this initiative.

· No loss of productivity during the change period was allowed and no additional resource was provided to support the change initiative.

Step 3 – Consensus/Competence and Cohesion

Here the emphasis is on carrying out the change while monitoring the skills and commitment of the participants while undertaking their new roles. This step revealed a number of interesting points. 

In the first month the change initiative started slowly, the main reasons for this are illustrated by the following two events. 

Event 1 - the first unsupervised team meeting. The first in the series of unsupervised group meetings was arranged for 0745, the start of shift, on a particular day. On this morning the members of the team did not, as was usual, appear at the desk of the supervisor and expectantly wait to be allocated a task. Erroneously it was believed that this was because they were all engrossed in the meeting as had been arranged. Fifteen minutes later however the designated meeting place was still unoccupied and some of the involved workers were seen to be wandering around rather aimlessly obviously in search of a purpose. At 8.15 the workers approached the supervisor to be allocated a task. At this point nothing was said about the previous 30 minutes. Later in the day one of the more trusted workers was approached concerning the morning’s events. He replied, rather sheepishly, that no meeting had taken place. It subsequently transpired that the members of the team had been unsure of how conduct the meeting. No-one had been assertive enough to take the lead and the meeting had not happened. 

The problems were lack of confidence and lack of team-working skills in such areas as chairmanship and meeting facilitation.  It also became clear that the mental models that the individuals had constructed due to the company culture made it difficult for them to take advantage of this freedom. They were therefore uncomfortable in these new roles. This then prompted some additional training.

In the spirit fair and unbiased investigation the following - somewhat coincidental event occurred. 

Event 2 - on the second week of the initiative, unfortunately again at the time of the weekly team meeting, a minor crisis within the department occurred that required the urgent presence of some of the team. The departmental manager immediately cancelled the meeting without any consideration for its function or the importance of the initiative totally ignoring the opinion of the change agent. While this could have been perceived as a small issue, this event did have a detrimental effect on motivation of the team as it reinforced their initial perception of upper management tokenism in their support for this initiative. This also required a further effort by the change agent to reinforce the importance of the initiative and explain that this cancellation only happened due to a rare and extreme circumstance. Despite this action by the change agent the workers held the view that the short delay which would have resulted from allowing the meeting to complete would have made little difference to the progress of work. Therefore the lasting perception held by the team was of a management demonstration of control. This event further high-lighted the difficulties that an uncommitted management team could bring to a change initiative.   

From the perspective of the worker these events demonstrate the suspicion that any new and unorthodox scheme generates and further shows that the worker operating within this culture is very much a captive of the system and organisation. From a management perspective these events demonstrated an inability to focus on anything other than the task in hand and the underlying opposition to this change activity due primarily to fear of loss of control.
Team meetings

After the initial faltering start the team meetings rapidly gained momentum with a high level of enthusiasm evident. In addition to the departmental issues discussed this forum was used to conduct briefings designed to bring the team members up to speed with the wider company issues that were normally invisible to them. This information enabled the team members to develop a contextual awareness that allowed them to frame the events more accurately. More importantly however the team, due to the act of participation in these meetings, began to recognize the value of softer skills such as communication, leadership and facilitation that they previously had not been exposed to due to the purely manual nature of their work. Most significantly however, as the initiative progressed, this meeting began to receive a higher priority within the weekly activity set, transforming from a peripheral task to an integral part of the work process with more task organisation being done within it. 

Quality circles

The progress of the quality circles had mixed results. The quality circle implemented to address deficiencies in supplied product from other departments quickly gained momentum with regular meetings supported by growing enthusiasm from those involved. There were a range of problems identified with root causes diagnosed and solutions implemented. The participants, although initially reserved, gained in enthusiasm until the initiative became self-sustaining with other manufacturing departments, motivated by the success of this mechanism, implementing their own versions as stand alone initiatives. 

On review of this initiative it was discovered that any initial reservations existed mainly on the part of the managerial staff from the other departments who provided the communications interface. It was found that these first-line managers were familiar with taking instruction from only their direct superior and not from any other source such as a quality circle made up of shop-floor employees. Any work that was generated by the quality circle, although recognized as being necessary was initially seen as less legitimate that the instructions issued through the chain of command.

The quality circle implemented to address deficiencies in the engineering information supplied however met with less success. Many areas for improvement were identified but the rectification of these and the perpetuation of the quality circle met with high levels of resistance from two sources. Firstly, the production engineering and design engineering departments that were required to support this initiative were not part of the manufacturing function. Therefore in practice it was difficult to create the necessary communications interface and elicit the required support for the change initiative across the wider functional divide. Secondly, and more significantly, an additional cultural barrier was identified because the engineering function had always perceived themselves as white collar workers and therefore superior to the blue collar manufacturing workers. The interaction of a shop-floor employee with a designer or planner on an equal basis was unusual therefore the communication links necessary to enable this initiative were difficult to establish. In addition the establishment of this quality circle represented a reversal of information flow as the manufacturing information normally moved from engineering to manufacturing not vice versa. The additional work generated for the engineering departments by the quality circle was therefore given little priority. 

Progression and training

Involvement in the creation of a training matrix was useful both for the up-skilling of tradesmen and the training of future apprentices. Involvement in this did lead to feelings of empowerment as it gave a sense of progression when a visible skills improvement plan was in place and also engendered feelings of involvement in their progression to either a more skilled manufacturing job or a white collar job in engineering. However while the identification of the skills gaps and the measures to bridge them were easily identified, the provision of the necessary training by the HR department was not forthcoming. The reason for this was, as with the quality circles, the difficulty in bridging the inter-functional gap. Again the system of management control used for the HR and training departments was difficult to alter with instructions coming from above based on a central training strategy. 

Self-allocation of Work

Despite efforts to adopt a system of self-management this initiative was not found to be useful as it was felt that within this particular manufacturing context the current system used to allocate work was effective. Much of the work was complex, requiring many parts to be sequenced in a particular way: in addition, the availability of these parts and the information to support the work flow was not always consistent. This often resulted in complex logistical problems that had to be solved before work was allocated. It was concluded that this task was most effectively done by one person, in this case the first-line manager. The team members were also uncomfortable with this increased level of control over their activity set, so after a trial period it was agreed to abandon this mechanism and leave this task with the first-line manager. 

Step 4 – Spread Revitalization Without Pushing from the Top

As evidenced mainly by the quality circles this change initiative was beginning to win support in other departments. In some areas such as manufacturing the initiative was strongly supported however in other areas such as engineering support was weaker. The barriers to change lay in three areas. Firstly, the existing culture which prevented engineering subordinating themselves to manufacturing, secondly, in relation to work systems, the flow of information presented by the quality circle was in opposition to that mandated. For this initiative to spread cross-functionally new roles and work systems would need to be adopted. This intervention strategy would require support from the top of the business unit however this ‘support’ could also be counter-productive as these initiatives should best be adopted on their own merit rather than ‘imposed’ by the top. This imposition may reinforce the perception of a command and control style of management.

Steps 5 – Institutionalize/Step 6 – Monitor and Adjust 

At the end of the 3 month period and with some success apparent a set of focus groups were conducted and a report was constructed and issued to both the senior management of the business unit and the corporate change team. At this point however the previously described contextual factors specific to this business unit came in to play. Strategic decisions were made at a corporate level regarding the ongoing viability of the business unit resulting in redundancy and restructuring. As part of this process, the change agent and many of the team members left the organisation for employment in other companies and the corporate CI program was withdrawn from this business unit. This business unit was eventually disbanded as part of a larger divisional restructuring program.

Conclusions

The process of this change indicates that there are three major factors influencing the events in this case study. These are organisational structure, management style and organisational culture. The main impact of the organisational structure was to inhibit communication. This influence was felt in two ways, firstly as a barrier to cross-functional communication at shop-floor and first-line management levels, and secondly in establishing a protocol emphasising the primacy of communication originating at the top. The command and control management style reinforced this protocol as it supported centralised control. In addition its task-based focus tended to restrict any activities that were not directly related to output of product.

From a cultural perspective it can be seen that the shop-floor workers, engineering support staff and management were much affected by their cultural environment with each group holding fixed perceptions of the other groups. Management were the controllers, shop-floor workers the controlled; engineering staff were white collar, shop-floor staff were blue collar. Each of these cultural perceptions contributed something to the barriers obstructing the change process.
In relation to the change process of Beer et.al. (1990), the following conclusions are proposed. Firstly, the key factor in the success of this initiative was the involvement of the shop-floor staff in diagnosing the business problems, creating the solutions and working together on implementation. Secondly, this case provides supporting evidence that changing roles and responsibilities should come before changing attitudes and behaviours, this is best seen in the changes in behaviour brought about by both the new emphasis on team working as a vehicle for communication and the quality circles as a vehicle for sharing responsibility. These alien concepts which were initially feared grew in popularity until others outside the initiative were keen to join. This indicated the beginnings of the revitalisation phase which remained limited in scope to the manufacturing function by the aforementioned structural and cultural barriers. 

This last point in relation to the revitalisation phase signals that the key point on defining the roles both of the bottom and of the top is in driving the change initiative (that is designed at the bottom) through the organisation both vertically and horizontally. Expanding on this point the initial trigger for change was the presence of an overall change program initiated by the top but was self-limiting due to its generic nature and its dislocation from the operating core(s) of the business. This made it impossible to proliferate through the organisation therefore the bottom-up approach was required to customise the change program and make it useful at the local level. The key contribution of the bottom was in diagnosing the local issues to be addressed and in designing the solution. It was then important for this (now) bottom-up change to gain its own momentum without interference from the top until the point at which it needs further support to break the boundaries created by the organisational factors out-with the control of those driving from the bottom. The top are therefore needed to carry out a boundary shaking phase (Balogun et.al., 2005) to continue the revitalisation phase. 

In addition in this case there was another reason unrelated to the absence of pressure from the top that contributed to the failure to permeate across functions. The bottom-up change here was conceived from a manufacturing perspective not an engineering perspective. To gain support in the engineering community a similar program would be required that was customised to the engineering context. This separate program would then spread through the engineering community until it was constrained by its own boundaries at which point intervention would again be required from the top to alter these limiting boundaries.  

To summarise, the advantages of bottom-up change can be proposed as; customised change targeted to solve local issues; greater ownership by first line staff; greater flexibility to steer the change initiative. In addition the limited scope of this change contributed to its success because if it had grown bigger it may have received more opposition from the institutional bodies, either local management or union, as the ramifications for both culture and structure may have become more apparent.

However these advantages were accompanied by the following disadvantages. This method of implementation created a great deal of pressure for the change agent both in terms of supporting the day to day running of the initiative but also in championing the philosophy. The lack of authority supporting the initiative was a limitation especially when cross-functional boundaries needed to be breached. It can be seen that without proactive support from the company the initiative will remain limited at lower levels of the organisation, constrained from penetrating upwards or outwards to any great extent. However a top-down, large scale change will have the opposite limitations. It will stay strategic not penetrating to the lower levels of the organisation. 

Therefore in conclusion it is proposed that for change to be most effective it must be seen to be part of the corporate agenda but it must be driven from the bottom-up with identification of local problems and the envisioning of local solutions. The level of management involvement must be carefully considered and the difference between management support and management imposition must be understood. At the point at which the revitalisation process is limited by the existing organisational boundaries the top must increase its involvement to support the revitalisation so redrawing these boundaries and helping to consolidate the change by alteration of the relevant policies, processes and structures.

Finally, it is also worth noting that this initiative identified four distinct interest groups. The business unit management group, whose main consideration was maintaining the control structure and therefore protecting their power-base. The trade union whose main consideration was maintaining the status quo based on division of labour so protecting their base of power. The management group operating above business unit level whose interests lay in the perpetuation of the overall CI initiative. And finally the employees whose main considerations were in improving their process and variety of work and in doing so increasing the level of interest inherent in their jobs.

Siegal et al. (1996) propose that the perspectives on change of those involved should be understood before embarking on any change process. These findings support this recommendation. In this case the group representing the bottom of the organisation is clearly the shop-floor employees and first-line management. However the top is not so clear. The corporate ‘top’, although supportive and useful in the initiation of the overall change program, were of limited effectiveness as they were too distanced to be of any practical help. The business unit ‘top’ were the real power base and so were crucial in the revitalisation phase however they had effectively been bypassed from above and also, it could be argued, from below. This factor in combination with the cultural and structural backdrop made support from this level very unlikely. To summarise this point it is proposed that at the outset of any change initiative it is important to define not only the change to be made, the change process to be used and the main actors in the change but also the position that each of these actors occupies in the organisational structure. The useful top-level of the organisation must be pinpointed from the multiplicity of possible top-levels, as only by doing this will the roles of each group be defined effectively. 
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