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Embedding change
Organisational change is difficult. And making 
those changes ‘stick’ is even more difficult, 
despite the existence of change management 
methodologies that purport to help with this.

Building on earlier Henley Forum action 
research, the research described here took 

insights into how best to successfully embed 
organisational change, and ‘road tested’ them 
in a number of real-life change initiatives in the 
area of knowledge and organisational learning. 
The result: practical advice as to how knowledge 
and organisational learning initiatives can deliver 
changes that endure. 



Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr Christine van Winkelen of Henley Business School, the insights into change management during knowledge and 
organisational learning initiatives described here originated in a Henley Forum ‘action research’ project undertaken during 2016 and 
2017. Examining real-life change initiatives, the project team included representatives from the Financial Conduct Authority, Ofsted, 
United Utilities, Roche Diagnostics, and the Environment Agency.

Embedding change
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During 2015, a working group of six practitioners from five organisations 
– all members of the Henley Forum – applied change management 
principles from three well-known change management models* to 
a variety of real-life knowledge and organisational learning initiatives 
within their companies.

Reflecting subsequently on the usefulness of these methodologies in a 
knowledge and organisational learning context, an important conclusion 
was that the guidance these models contained relating to the final 
stages of embedding change – making change ‘stick’, in other words – 
was overly simplistic. In short, if knowledge and organisational learning 
initiatives were to fully deliver on their promise, more work on 
successfully embedding change was required.

Accordingly, a second piece of action research took place between  
June 2016 and July 2017 in order to explore what is involved in 
embedding the changes associated with knowledge and organisational 
learning initiatives.

A Henley Forum working group, comprising seven representatives 
from five organisations, explored what was involved in embedding 
change associated with six real-life knowledge and organisational 
learning initiatives in their own organisations, drawing on a 
theoretical framework of embedding change in order to understand 
and help the process.

The result: practical advice, insights, and suggestions that will be of 
value to any knowledge management practitioner leading – or helping 
to lead – a change initiative in their workplace today.
 
A useful starting point was the recognition that two academics from 
Harvard Business School, Michael Roberto and Lynne Levesque, had 
made important contributions to this area, drawing on a substantial 
study of a long-term change programme in a large organisation, 
which they published as The Art of Making Change Initiatives Stick  
in the MIT Sloan Management Review in the summer of 2005.

Essentially, they argued, for change to be successfully embedded, a 
number of enabling conditions had to be in place, and a number of 
critical processes needed to happen. Their framework was used as a 
structure for this research and was found to be helpful in organising 
practical conclusions and insights drawn from cross-case analysis.

*  The change management methodologies in question: Kurt Lewin’s three-step model; 
John Kotter’s eight-step model; and Peter Senge’s ‘systemic change’ model. More detail 
on these change management methodologies, and on the project itself, can be found in 
Navigating through change, Knowledge in Action—Issue 32, The Henley Forum, Henley 
Business School

“ It is important to think about ‘the ask’ that you are 
making through communications – the message 
that you want to get out. It needs to be relevant 
to the people you want to make the change.”

  Leader of case study change initiative

Critical processes and enabling conditions from the Roberto 
and Levesque framework, and associated recommendations for 
knowledge and learning initiatives from this Henley research.

Critical processes Recommendations for knowledge and 
organisational learning initiatives

Chartering – the 
process by which 
the organisation 
defines the initiative’s 
purpose, its scope and 
the way people will 
work together on  
the project.

•  Keep returning to the starting place – the 
usefulness of the change in addressing a real and 
important problem.

•  Take time at the outset to do some thorough 
groundwork. Understand what is needed, and 
explore options for how to go about it.

•  Ensure that you know your stakeholders, their 
needs and their interests.

•  Establish multiple partnerships. Thinking about 
working vertically and horizontally in the 
organisation can strengthen  your influence.

Learning – how 
managers develop, 
test and refine 
ideas through 
experimentation 
before full  
scale rollout.

•  Be iterative and agile. Don’t try to do everything 
all at once.

•  Ask those involved how they see the change, and 
how they are feeling about the journey.

•  Establish effective governance processes to 
evaluate progress, refine the approach, and 
ensure follow-through.

•  Assure people that things don’t have to be perfect, 
and that lessons can be learned from what hasn’t 
worked, as well as from what has worked.

•  Ensure that key individuals stay involved well 
beyond the launch and early stages.

Mobilising – the 
use of symbolism, 
metaphor and stories 
to build commitment 
to the project.

•  Small circles of interaction can be very effective. 
Face-to-face meetings allow messages to be 
individualised to the people present.

•  Recognise that people respond to change in 
different ways and at different paces.

•  The language that is used matters. Ensure that it 
matches the language of what matters in the business.

•  Pick your change advocates carefully, in order to 
help bring others on board.

•  Genuinely involving people through active 
consultation, dialogue and participation is crucial 
to changing mind sets.

•  Choose and use channels for communication 
carefully and appropriately.
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Refocusing Communities of Practice
While not yet complete, a long-term change project within a large 
public sector organisation offers opportunities to learn from the 
approach adopted and the progress that has been made.
The organisation is moving from well-established communities of 
practice based on voluntary groups organised around particular 
interests, to a new structure with fewer but well supported 
communities that are more clearly aligned with the strategic 
focuses of the organisation.
To achieve this, a number of changes are required. These include 
the way that communities are sponsored, and led; as well as 
how they are supported by appropriate technology and the 
organisation’s knowledge management professionals.
Along the way, some problems have been encountered.  
The knowledge management team has been over stretched, 
for instance. The new technology has been a challenge at 
both a practical and strategic level. Communications have 
been another issue, with perceptions that communication  
has been inadequate, remote, and over-complex.
Nevertheless, progress is being made. A dedicated communications 
expert is now part of the implementation team; ‘early adopters’ 
and pilot projects are highlighting successes, the alignment with 
the organisation’s strategic focuses is becoming clearer, and a 
governance board is providing guidance and support.
“Change is a very, very slow process,” explained the person leading 
the initiative. “A long-term vision for the change is needed, but 
translating this to the journey needed to get there can be difficult. 
It would be easy to use ubiquitous corporate communications but 
that would lead to the same outcome as in the past – just a few 
people adopting the change.”
Framing the initiative in terms of Roberto and Levesque’s 
critical processes and enabling conditions, senior commitment 
has been crucial, piloting and agile technology development 
processes are providing ongoing learning, communications has 
been a significant focus, and the work is situated within a larger 
programme to re-shape how work is done in the organisation.”

Realigning – activities 
that reshape the 
organisational context, 
including roles 
and relationships, 
monitoring  
and reward.

•  Take the opportunity to connect with initiatives 
that are restructuring the organisation, or 
changing how work happens, as these will break 
old patterns and behaviours.

•  Be proactive in responding to changes in the 
organisational environment to sustain relevance 
and alignment with what matters.

•  Constructively make connections with other working 
and human resource management practices.

•  Be proactive in responding to ongoing changes to 
sustain relevance and alignment with what matters. 

Enabling conditions Recommendations for knowledge and 
organisational learning initiatives

Structural context 
– the way that the 
four critical processes 
come together to  
re-shape the structural 
context (the reporting 
relationships, 
monitoring and 
control systems 
and reward and 
punishment systems 
that collectively  
affect behaviour).

•  Support the initiative through making 
connections with other organisational 
processes and activities – but pick these 
carefully, as some may not be perceived  
well by everyone. Use the language of the 
business, and show that you are making a 
difference to something important.

Procedural context – 
perceptions of fairness 
and legitimacy. 
Involves appropriate 
participation and 
alignment with values.

•  For legitimacy, leadership matters: bottom-up 
change can only go so far. Have a high level 
champion, and recognise that senior management 
support includes making time to be involved and 
actively doing things to support the change.

•  Recognise that reality is a social construct.  
We don’t all see the world in the same way, and 
we need to respect the perspectives of others.

Emotional context 
– fears are allayed, 
enthusiasm is aroused, 
dissatisfaction with 
the status quo  
is established.

•  Develop individual and organisational resilience. 
The psychological aspects of change are  
vitally important.

•  Establish a positive orientation by clearly 
articulating any benefits, and communicating 
stories from early adopters and champions.
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Top tips

As far as  
possible, change 

needs to be done 
with people, not 

to people. 

Recognise  
that delivering 

change involves 
factors beyond 

your control. 

Start first with  
those who are  

receptive to change, 
to build positive 

momentum. 

Acknowledge  
that change is a 

transition that happens 
at different rates for 

different groups. 

Leading  
change involves 

gathering resources  
to support the 

process. 

Ambitious  
targets are needed 

for changes that 
make a significant 

difference. 

Recognise that  
change fatigue is real,  
and that the human 

aspects of change 
management need to  

be at the forefront  
of attention. 

Remain clear  
about which problem 
you are trying to solve, 
especially after changes 

to the approach to 
solving it. 

The amount  
of time – and 

energy – you give 
to the initiative 

matters. 

Embedding any  
change, particularly one 

linked to knowledge 
and learning, is unlikely 
to be linear, or have a 

clear end point. 
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Embedding ‘lessons learned’ processes into  
 the organisation
This knowledge and organisational learning initiative had taken 
place as part of the earlier 2015 Henley Forum action research 
programme, targeted on embedding ‘lessons learned’ processes 
within the organisation.
One year on, the knowledge manager heading the initiative was 
interviewed: how successful had the initiative been? The answer: 
a steady stream of contributions to the ‘lesson learned’ database 
had indeed continued to arrive. But the sought-for capture of key 
lessons at quarterly business meetings had happened only once.
Nevertheless, the initiative was viewed as a success: it was not 
necessary to hold formal meetings to identify ‘lessons learned’, as 
the lessons were captured quite naturally in the course of events, 
and no coercion or encouragement was required. The necessary 
change had been accomplished and embedded, and the planned 
meetings were redundant.
“People understand that the initiative wasn’t a one off, and that it 
is here to stay,” explained the manager in question. “That ‘lessons 
learned’ should be captured is now self evident, while originally it 
wasn’t. Capturing them is now embedded into processes, with lots 
of triggers to prod people into reflecting on lessons learned.”
Why had this occurred? In terms of Roberto and Levesque’s critical 
processes and enabling conditions, we can see that a substantial initial 
period of consultation was very important, with language such as 
’managing risk’ rather than ‘learning lessons’ used to match business 
priorities, and strong links were made to a new working practices initiative. 

Re-energising a Community of Practice
An initiative sought to transform a Community of Practice within 
an organisation. The goal: changing it from a place where people 
simply consumed knowledge, to a place where a more active 
community took responsibility for itself and its knowledge. 
Rather than being community members by default, prospective 
members had to deliberately ‘opt in’, and make a commitment 
to proactively contribute to community development activities 
and wider knowledge sharing.
One year on, the change agent leading the initiative was 
interviewed. The community now had 100 core members, 
with participants seeing active membership as an opportunity 
for career development. The status of both the initiative and 
community had grown, especially after it became active in 
supporting an organisational restructuring. Senior managers 
had seen the community as an enabler of wider organisational 
change, and had increased its budget substantially to allow it to 
become even more active.
Why the success? It was possible to point to a number of 
explanatory factors. Key individuals – including the change agent – 
had needed to stay involved, and had needed to have the capacity 
to respond quickly to changes. Getting ‘champions’ involved and 
identifying ‘quick wins’ had built momentum, although sustaining 
this had involved getting recognition for community participation 
in performance appraisals, and on organisational CVs. And being 
able to understand the strategic issues facing the organisation, 
and what it was trying to achieve, had been important. Aligning 
the community with these issues had created a strong basis for 
success, said the change agent.
In summary, clear links could be seen between the explanatory 
factors identified as lying behind the initiative’s success, and all 
four of Roberto and Levesque’s critical processes, and each of the 
three enabling conditions.

“ It is important to do a lot of background work 
to frame the change and put it into the bigger 
picture of what is happening in the organisation. 
If I was doing this project again, I would spend 
even more time exploring expectations and 
creating road-maps for the work.”

  Leader of case study change initiative

“ Think about how change is perceived by others, and 
what that means for the way that you then pursue it.”

   Leader of case study change initiative


