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Constructing rapid transformation:
sustaining high performance and a
new view of organization change

Jason A. Wolf

The focus of this issue of the IJTD on organization development
reinforces the importance of a continuing exploration of
change. This is even more significant when considering that
change is not only unavoidable but is also occurring with
greater speed. Models of planned change may no longer be
sufficient to address the needs of today’s organizations.

Through an exploration of what supports and sustains
high performance in health-care organizations, the researcher
made an unanticipated discovery. In following a process of
generative theory development, a new perspective of how to
engage and lead change in organizations emerged. Taking a
constructionist view of change and focusing on an appreciative
perspective of releasing energy in inquiry has led to the
researcher proposing a model of rapid transformation. The
model suggests an opportunity to change the way in which
change itself is led. It offers an alternative view in which dec-
laration through discourse, generation through inquiry and
action through engagement lead to an upward spiral of oppor-
tunity. It is this opportunity for continuous and transforma-
tional change in organizations in which rapid transformation
becomes possible.

Introduction
The challenge of change in organizations has been a central point of dialogue in
organization science from its very beginning. Yet the concept of change in organiza-
tions has moved well beyond the need expressed by Frederick Taylor (Burke, 2002;
Weisbord, 2004) to simply understand what is involved in change (Copley, 1923) to a
vast collection of change processes and philosophies. The need to address the issue of
change has become more apparent in an age of ‘permanent whitewater’ (Vaill, 1989;
Weisbord, 2004) in which information, technology, markets, and people are emerging
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and advancing at breakneck speed (Beer, 2001; Marshak, 2002). This divergence of
perspectives on change has also posed a challenge to the field of organization devel-
opment (OD) itself. Although, by its early definitions, OD was a means to address a
process of planned change (Porras & Bradford, 2004; Weisbord, 2004), the shift to an
environment of constant change calls for new models and processes by which change
is addressed in organizations. The world no longer moves in incremental steps, but
rather in significant leaps that call for new modes of effecting change.

The British statesman David Lloyd George once stated, ‘Don’t be afraid to take a big step
if one is indicated. You can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps’. The simple significance of
this thought perhaps best captures one of the greatest challenges facing today’s orga-
nizations. If organizations become complacent or stationary for too long, it is inevitable
that the chasm will continue to widen and our ability to reach the other side will
quickly diminish. To remain in shape to make these leaps requires the development of
organizational agility (Shafer, 2001) and the ability to rapidly transform.

The foundation of inquiry and initial exploration

The reality discussed above leads to an examination of change in organizations not
from the measure of the ability to manage change, but from a common framework by
which organizations have been able to keep pace with change (Marshak, 2002) and, in
doing so, outperform other organizations in the process. The premise framing the
findings of the initial research is that positive discourse (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003;
Gergen & Gergen, 2003; Heracleous & Barrett, 2001; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003)
and interaction (Homans, 1951/1992) lead an organization to act with agility, i.e. the
capability to respond to a rapidly changing environment. This ability to rapidly trans-
form is what allows certain organizations to survive (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997),
outperform or create the appearance of ‘sustained performance’ (Beer, 2001).

This theoretical discussion emerged as a result of a research project conducted at a
large hospital system (Healthco for purposes of this study) focused on investigating the
potential drivers of performance. The belief was that the system, because of both its size
and geographic reach, possessed some of the leading practices in health care. Based on
this thinking, a study was initiated to examine the top-performing facilities in the
system and determine the cause of strong and positive results. It was acknowledged
from the start of the process that the discoveries made would likely not be surprising
or earth shattering, but rather, would reinforce the core behaviors believed to drive
organizational health and effectiveness.

Literature review
In exploring the potential for a model for rapid transformation, it is important to find
a framework across perspectives in the literature. A fundamental perspective emerges
from the broad context of theoretical foundations underlying a potential model. The
discussion then includes an extensive and at times contradictory examination of
change itself. Complementing this perspective is an exploration of social construction
and of the ability to use our generative capacity to engage in the possibility for a new
view of change. This includes an examination of relational discourse and its influence
on the language of change itself.

Theoretical foundations

Rapid transformation as a concept is grounded in and emerges from the extensive
literature on organizational discourse and change (Anderson, 2005; Ford & Ford, 1995;
Heracleous & Barrett, 2001; Marshak & Heracleous, 2005; Oswick et al., 2000, 2005),
transformational change (Burke, 2002; Gemmill & Smith, 1985; Nutt & Backoff, 1997;
Porras & Silvers, 1991), and social construction (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Gergen,
1999). It is based on a positive and focused image of the future and grounded in the
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constructive possibilities and power of relationships (Gergen, 1999) and conversations
(Ford & Ford, 1995; Ludema & DiVirgilio, 2006) in driving change in organizations.

The rapidity with which organizations must respond to change is becoming legend
(Barczak et al., 1987). Rapid transformation is ultimately about a continued state of
becoming (Hardy et al., 2005; Kofman & Senge, 1993). The nature of organizations
is seen as natural and emergent (Morgan, 1997; Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1995).
‘Transformational change ultimately involves the creation of “new contexts” that can
break the hold of the dominant attractors in favor of new ones’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 267).
It requires the abandonment of past practices, the changing of core processes and the
retuning of cultural commitments (Nutt & Backoff, 1997). With this, it is important to
take a moment and examine the theoretical foundations and current challenges that
emerge when one attempts to describe change.

Exploring the nature of change

Kurt Lewin was one of the first to truly address change as a process with his model of
unfreeze, movement or transition, and refreeze (Burke, 2002; Weick & Quinn, 1999). The
roots of OD itself are found in the early application of these concepts at both the group
and systems level of an organization with the intention of leading some sense of
controlled or planned change effort for the client organization (Burke, 2002). Although
this is not intended to be an exhaustive review of the historical roots of change, it is
important to review two central models that serve as foundational theory and impor-
tant steps on the path to developing an emerging model for organization change – the
Burke–Litwin model (1992) and the research of Porras and Robertson (1992).

The Burke–Litwin model (Figure 1) is significant as a bridge to emerging models and
concepts of organizational change because of its dual nature of addressing both the
transactional and transformational aspects of change. The model provides a systemic
view of the influencers of organization change. It does not propose a start or end point
of the change process, but rather introduces 12 key change points, with the external
environment as a main input and individual and organizational performance as output
(Burke & Litwin, 1992).
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Figure 1: The Burke–Litwin model of organizational performance and change (1992).
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Key to the discussion is the dual transformational and transactional dimensions
that are both seen to effect organizational change (Burke, 2002). The upper portion of
this model delves into the transformational factors of change – environment, mission
and strategy, leadership, and culture. The model suggests that changes in these ele-
ments have broad systemic impact, creating revolutionary change for an organization
(Burke, 2002).

The lower half of the model represents the transactional factors of change – manage-
ment, structure, systems, climate, task requirements, motivation, and individual needs
and values. These factors represent more of the day-to-day actions in an organization.
This distinction is central to the development of any model of transformational change
and is potentially best captured by the research of Porras and Silvers (1991) and
represented in the model (Figure 2) by Porras and Robertson (1992).

In this model, first-order change represents those change actions focused on con-
tinuous improvement efforts; they are developmental in nature and take evolutionary
or incremental steps toward change. Porras and Silvers (1991) label OD as a first-order
change process. Second-order change refers to more radical change that takes on a
transformational or revolutionary nature.

In their paper ‘Organization change and development’, Karl Weick and Robert
Quinn (1999) revisit Lewin’s original ideas by contrasting episodic change, which they
say follows the pattern of unfreeze–transition–refreeze, to that of continuous change,
which follows a pattern of freeze–rebalance–unfreeze. Weick and Quinn see episodic
change by its very nature to be revolutionary. It represents changes that tend to be
‘infrequent, discontinuous, and intentional’ and are sparked by unrest in the system
causing a need for a significant shift. This links to Porras and Silver’s second-order
change concepts. They liken this concept to the idea of punctuated equilibrium
(Gersick, 1991; Romanelli & Tushman, 1994; Tushman & Romanelli, 1985) in which
organizations move through a period of relatively little change or equilibrium until a
time where pressures for change increase and a revolutionary period is entered. The
authors suggest that because episodic change is dramatic change requiring both the
breaking of a current equilibrium and the movement to a newly created equilibrium,
this process must be focused on planned intentional change. This brings us back to
Lewin’s model of unfreeze, transition, refreeze with the transition step being the episodic
change they propose.

In contrast to the proposed concept of episodic change, Weick and Quinn (1999)
suggest the alternative concept of ‘continuous change’, which represents changes that
are ‘ongoing, evolving, and cumulative’ (p. 375). Organizations that support this type
of change are built on the ideas of improvisation and learning and are self-organizing
in nature. This ties more directly to Porras and Silvers’ first-order ‘evolutionary’ (incre-
mental) change.

The intervention proposed to address continuous change is that of ‘freeze, rebalance,
and unfreeze’. Freezing allows for patterns to be seen and understood, rebalancing is
the reframing of issues as opportunities, and unfreezing is resuming the movement of
the organization on its path of improvisation, learning and self-organizing. With this, it
is unclear how freezing in any process can be equated to continuous change and why
continuous change is only capable of being evolutionary in nature. This proposition
diminishes the ability to make the kind of change needed in today’s environment. In

Order of change
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Figure 2: Model of transformational change (Porras & Robertson, 1992).
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the face of these contrasting views, new models of change are emerging, grounded
in constructionist theory, generative, adaptive and ultimately transformational/
revolutionary change, group and system processes, such as Appreciative Inquiry
(Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003) and in the generative capacity of social construction.

In the article ‘Observations on the field of organizational change and development
from the lunatic fringe’, Woodman (1993) warned us to look at this issue with a wider
lens, making the point that our founders built the field to do BIG OD, that being
second-order transformations at the level of strategy and culture. BIG OD is a system-
wide change and has no beginning or end, but rather provides a ‘way of managing
complex organizations so that they are able to survive in a world of constant change’
(Woodman, 1993, p. 72). It is here that Woodman makes perhaps the most significant
point in looking at change theory and challenges the foundational theories laid out
above. He suggests that change is both transformational and continuous and summa-
rizes his point in a simple yet powerfully integrative statement: ‘Organization devel-
opment means (and still means) creating adaptive organizations capable of repeatedly
transforming and reinventing themselves’ (p. 73). Marshak (2002) describes this type of
continuous, transformational change at the whole systems level as morphing (Rindova
& Kotha, 2001).

So how does one get to Woodman’s BIG OD, to continuous, transformational
change? It is by leaving linear incremental processes, such as proposed by Weick and
Quinn, and moving to a three-dimensional, generative, and transformational process
for ongoing change. Somewhere in the nexus between the deep structures, equilibrium
periods, and revolutionary periods of punctuated equilibrium (Gersick, 1991; Tushman
& Romanelli, 1985) and the planned change interventions of Lewin (Burke, 2002;
Weisbord, 2004) lies an opportunity for BIG OD to emerge, where transformational
change is creating adaptive organizations and enabling the creation of new contexts
and realities (Morgan, 1997). Ford and Ford (1995) assert that change today occurs
through a ‘recursive process of social construction in which new realities are created’
(p. 542). It is here that the growing roots for rapid transformation can be found.

Social construction and the role of relational discourse

To better understand how to develop and apply a model of rapid transformation, it is
important to examine emerging thinking on the power of language and the potential of
organizational discourse to generate rapid transformation. Gergen (1999), in his book
An Invitation to Social Construction, presents four working assumptions on social con-
struction that support the generative capacities a new change model should consider:

1. The terms by which we understand our world and our self are neither required nor
demanded by ‘what there is’ (p. 47). For any state of affairs there are an infinite
number of ways it can be described or explained.

2. Our modes of description, explanation and/or representation are derived from relationship
(p. 48). Meaning is born from the interactions between individuals.

3. As we describe, explain or otherwise represent, so do we fashion our future (p. 48). It is
with generative discourse – the powerful creative capacity of language expressed
in relationship with others – that we can challenge what exists to create what can
be.

4. Reflection on our forms of understanding is vital to our future well-being (p. 49). It is only
from our current traditions and reality that a new state of being can emerge.

From a social constructionist perspective, it is through interactions (Homans, 1951/
1992) that one creates the potential for discourse and therefore change. The potential
for transformational change emerges in conversation (Fiol, 2002; Ford & Ford, 1995;
Quinn & Dutton, 2005) and is generated in relationship (Gergen, 1999) through lan-
guage and conversation (Bouwen & Fry, 1996; Wittgenstein, 1953). Much like Weick and
Quinn (1999) suggested a change agent can catalyze a change process though language,
it is also through these relationships that ongoing changes are created and performance
is sustained.
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The constructionist perspective holds that language is the mode through which
meaning is made and reality created. It provides for an interactive and public dis-
course, solidly linked to the relationships in which it occurs (Gergen & Gergen, 2003).
Thus, discourse itself becomes social action. It is discourse that allows for transforma-
tion to occur in organizations, through the creation of shared meanings and participa-
tory consciousness (Bohm, 1996), and is core to the change process overall (Barrett et al.,
1995). Through discourse, one directly engages in the world, and it is in this moment of
relation to others that reality is created. For this reason, the idea of planned change
seems to slip further from usefulness in today’s world. Instead, an emerging method-
ology of ‘participatory action research’ (Gergen, 1999) engages the change agent and
participants fully in creating new potentialities. It is this participative inquiry process
based on the foundations of discourse that leads to the potential for continuous,
transformational change.

This perspective on change is grounded solidly in the social construction of
reality and the ability to use discourse as a primary tool to help create transforma-
tional change. This is where discourse emerges as the primary driver of change itself
(Anderson, 2005; Grant et al., 2005; Oswick et al., 2005). With language as the primary
tool, the ability to create change occurs simply by shifting the way people talk with one
another (Barrett et al., 1995). To truly create the potential for rapid transformation, one
needs only to be equipped to support the integration of greater conversation and
discourse into our organizations (Ford, 1999). Change itself is the phenomenon that
emerges from communication (Ford & Ford, 1995). Through conversation and lan-
guage, one can change the collective narrative (Gergen & Gergen, 2006) and revise the
old stories (Boje, 1995) of an organization, shifting the very way in which it exists.

In moving toward the emerging discourse on organizational change (Boje, 1995;
Oswick et al., 2005), one must be willing to acknowledge that change is in actuality a
fundamental natural experience (Chia, 1999; Tsoukas, 2005). The critical nature of
this new dialogue on change can be no more simply summarized than by ‘change
is produced through the ways people talk’ (Tsoukas, 2005, p. 102), and it is through
these multiple conversations, dialogues, and interactions that rapid transformation
is possible.

To explore this possibility, a series of research engagements to both identify high
performers and understand what enabled their capacity for sustaining that perfor-
mance were conducted. The process involved a significant cross-section of individuals
who live in an environment of rapid change on a daily basis. It is their voices and the
generative context of their experiences that are central to this study.

Research methodology
An initial exploration

This study finds its roots in research initially conducted in 2005 at Healthco (a large
hospital company) that was focused on determining the key drivers of business per-
formance (Wolf, 2008) identified going forward as ‘foundational research’. The central
questions of the inquiry were: What was it that had some facilities rise and stay above
the rest? What could we learn from them? and How could we help others achieve the
same outcomes? It was believed that performance characteristics could be identified
from these ‘high-performing facilities’ and shared among other facilities in the
company. High performers were identified as those facilities that were in the top
quartile of all Healthco facilities and/or trending to the top quartile in four core
measures – employee engagement, turnover, patient satisfaction, and productivity – as
well as outperforming the company in outcomes measures including quality and
financial performance.

From this data review, 12 facilities were identified and site visits were conducted
consisting of a series of interviews, focus groups, and a survey. The foundational
research, included over 150 individual interviews with leadership and 64 focus groups,
comprised over 800 staff-level individuals. In addition, almost 2000 surveys were
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completed. The results led to the identification of seven central characteristics includ-
ing visionary leadership, consistent and effective communication, selecting for fit and
providing ongoing development of staff, maintaining an agile and open culture, ensur-
ing service is job one, supporting constant recognition and community involvement,
and creating solid relationships (Wolf, 2008).

Beyond characteristics

In continuing to monitor the performance of the original 12 facilities from the initial
inquiry over an extended period from 2002 to 2007, it was discovered that 9 continued
to meet the selection criteria established in determining ‘high performers’ and outper-
formed Healthco on a number of measures. Over that period, these ‘sustaining’ facili-
ties averaged over seven percentage points higher in employee engagement scores,
over four points lower in turnover percentage and over five percentage points higher in
margin performance. While the qualitative findings in the study discussed below paint
a compelling picture about what took place within the organizations sustaining high
performance, it is this extended look at the quantitative data that substantiates the
validity and reinforces the impact of the findings. It also supports why the question
about sustainability has significantly bigger implications than simply new theoretical
considerations. Not only do sustaining high performers impact the people they touch,
they also impact the critical measures of business success and suggest new views on
organization change itself.

Emerging research question
The extended data, coupled with the ability to identify both ‘sustaining’and ‘nonsus-
taining’ (those no longer meeting the original criteria) facilities, raised an interesting set
of questions. Perhaps it was not just ‘having’ characteristics that caused ‘high perfor-
mance’, but rather, was it possible that the characteristics initially discovered were
merely manifestations of a more significant cause driving and sustaining performance?
Why did certain facilities continue to thrive while others did not? What allowed these
facilities to outperform the remainder of the organization over this extended period of
time? And ultimately, the central question of this study: what supports the sustainability
of high performance?

Data collection and analysis

The exploration into what supports the sustainability of high performance followed a
qualitative approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). It was grounded
in the ideas of generative theory (Gergen, 1978). Instead of substantiating ‘truth’,
generative theory looks to ‘unseat the comfortable truths of wide acceptance’
(p. 1357).

The study was based on 41 interviews conducted at 12 different hospital locations,
the 9 ‘sustaining’ and 3 ‘nonsustaining’ facilities. Interviews at the sustaining facilities
were held with the CEO, longest tenured executive, longest tenured staff member, a
director or manager with tenure from at least 2000 and a staff member with tenure from
at least 2000. The interviews were conducted using a semistructured interview protocol
(Rubin & Rubin, 2005), digitally recorded and transcribed, resulting in almost 900 pages
of data.

Using the conventions of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1998), a comprehensive coding process was conducted, including open and axial
coding, and outcomes were confirmed via a multirater validation. The findings were
then compared with those of four research partners to enrich the interpretive process.
Once codes were identified (over 1200 raw codes initially), a review of the data was
conducted to categorize and identify key themes. The initial code count was reduced to
128 initial categories, which were then grouped into 24 super categories capturing the
main concepts developed in the study. The super categories were consolidated into 10
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key themes. After additional review the 10 themes were refined into three core con-
cepts, representing three active polarities – the three movements of sustaining high
performance – within the subject facilities. This process also led to an unanticipated
discovery.

Unanticipated discovery

As this study was designed to follow a generative and constructionist approach, some
initial thoughts focus on the potential of a central (and sometimes unconscious) orga-
nizational discourse, one positive, focused on clear objectives and guided by leader-
ship. From this discourse emerges a sense of organizational agility (a key finding in the
original study) and with it the ability to manage at the pace of change. Although the full
findings and data from the extended research is not part of this paper (for further
information see Wolf, 2009a), the emerging thoughts led to the further exploration
discussed in this work and helped reveal a potential model for the concept of rapid
transformation.

It was through the exploration of what supported sustaining high performance in
health-care organizations that the unanticipated discovery of rapid transformation was
made. As generative processes provide the space to ‘challenge prevailing assumptions
regarding the nature of social life and to offer fresh alternatives to contemporary
patterns of conduct’ (Gergen, 1978, p. 1344), it is possible to suggest that planned
models of change may have a peer in a model of rapid change.

In holding this discursive and constructionist perspective on change and focusing on
an appreciative perspective of releasing energy in inquiry, the findings reveal the
potential for a model of rapid transformation. This idea offers an alternative view, one
in which declaration through discourse, generation through inquiry, and action
through engagement lead to an increasing and upward spiral of opportunity to lead
continuous and transformational change in organizations. This provides potentially
new opportunities for scholars and practitioners in training and development as they
can now engage with change as more than a static or fixed topic to be ‘learned’. In
opening up to a dynamic and constructionist perspective, unlimited new possibilities
on how to lead and manage, as well as understand and explore, change emerge.

Results
A full exploration of the findings in exploring the question ‘what supports the sustain-
ability of high performance’ leads us to a broader conversation of movement and the
concept of dynamic balancing. It raises the point that for organizations to be in a mode
of sustaining high performance, they actually are faced with a reality of being in
constant motion. More importantly, although not a discussion on these results, it is
from these results that the possibility of rapid transformation emerges.

The findings of the initial question uncovered three central polarities, which
ultimately become foundational to a potential new view on change. The three polari-
ties, or movements as they were labeled, were drawn from hundreds of stories shared
by participants in the hospitals studied. Each movement comprises three key actions
(Table 1) that represent what the sustaining high performers revealed as critical to their
ability to achieve ongoing performance. Central to the discussion of rapid transforma-
tion is that these movements and key actions are not items to simply check off. Rather,
they are central actions that must be taken on relentlessly day after day.

Agile/consistency

The first movement, agile/consistency, appeared in the data almost 600 times. The stories
related to this finding talk about the sustaining high-performing facilities ‘acting with
a clarity in purpose’, i.e. a determination and resolute focus on a desired result. They
also tell of these facilities balancing this focus with a strong willingness to ‘challenge
the status quo’ with a commitment to positive change and continuous improvement.
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Agile/consistency represents both a focus on purpose and a balanced commitment to
progress that provide people the ability to move toward moments of anxiety, but
without fear. This movement represents the capacity to engage in organization efforts
and participate in guiding organizational outcomes not as contradictory to purpose,
but rather as contributing to cause.

The data provide us insight to a precarious but potentially important balance. At one
end is the need for consistency in organizations as seen in many of the responses of
participants who stated ‘we have clear shared expectations’, a ‘common commitment to
purpose’ and ‘we all focus on the same goals’. At the other is the need for agility to
address the challenges of a rapidly changing world. The recognition of this shows up
across the data in phrases like ‘we change what needs to be changed’, ‘we make changes
quickly’ and ‘we are willing to change as required to be better’. This dynamic tension
presents itself in the recognition over and over that these facilities are clear about who
they are but realize that the world may call them to adapt at any given moment.

An example of agile/consistency can be seen in the following story, where acting on
needs and making appropriate changes trumped long committee-based decision-
making processes. The nurse was able to distinguish what made her current facility a
sustaining high performer versus her ‘frustrating’ experiences at a previous hospital.
What is also provided in this story is an insight shared throughout the data: that
‘challenging the status quo’ is not about change for the sake of change. It seems in
situation after situation, as exemplified below, the sought-after changes were aligned
with the purpose of the facility.

One of the things that attracted me to come here to begin with was that I was frustrated at my
previous hospital by the fact that in order to get something changed or to do something you had to
submit it to this committee. Then it went to this committee and that committee. Our CEO here told
me if you need to change it, do it, if it works fine, if it doesn’t that’s okay too, you tried. If we need
something for patient care that improves patient care, you don’t have to justify it. I don’t even have
to tell her what it is, I just tell her what I need and she says well get it. If it’s for patient care, for staff,
if it is improvement related, we don’t have to go through committees or submit a financial statement
on why it’s important. That was very frustrating at the other facilities, you want to change a process
and six months later they may agree to go ahead and let you change. But [our CEO] is like well do
it. Everybody knows that, if we want to try something we can, as long as it’s for the right reason.

Another interesting takeaway from this story has appeared across the data and is
woven into all three movements. It is both the freedom to make decisions on needed
change and also the freedom to make mistakes – ‘if it works fine, if it doesn’t that’s okay
too, you tried’. The CEO whom the subject described also made a comment to this
effect during her interview, telling me she would rather her people challenge what they
do to make it better and mess it up (not too bad of course) than leave things as they are
and never achieve their purpose.

This willingness to step up and take on what needs to happen sits at the very balance
of agile/consistency – where ‘acting with clarity of purpose’ is balanced by ‘challenging

Table 1: The three movements and nine key actions in sustaining high performance
(Wolf, 2009b)

Movement Key actions

Agile/consistency Acting with clarity of purpose
Going above and beyond
Challenging the status quo

Informative/inquiry Caring about our people
Seeking input and sharing information
Walking the talk

Collective individualism Committing to who
Connecting and caring
Acting with ownership and autonomy

28 International Journal of Training and Development
© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



the status quo’. In holding this paradox throughout the data respondents said, ‘we
are ready to change’ and ‘we can make changes quickly’. One participant noted, ‘Our
facility is a work in progress’. This simple statement is perhaps one of the most
powerful elements of this entire movement: that though rooted in principle, and
committed in direction and purpose, these organizations report in the data that
standing still is simply a definition for falling behind.

Informative/inquiry

The second movement, informative/inquiry, represents the important influence of lead-
ership in sustaining organization performance. It was represented in the data over 500
times. The stories representing informative/inquiry express the impact of leadership at
all levels of the organization. In particular, it touches on the critical balance of two key
components: the first, a willingness to inform and share critical information, or as one
subject said, ‘they’re willing to share the good, the bad and the ugly’; the second, an
openness to inquire, which is different from simply ‘listening’. As some participants
defined it, it is the accessibility to leadership and the active gathering of input that
brings leaders closer to their people. One interviewee said with great pride that ‘they
actually listen’, whereas another expressed that leadership truly ‘wants to hear from
people’.

This effort to both actively seek and share information appeared in the data not
simply in standard examples such as rounding or an open-door policy, but rather as
clear and sometimes very unique efforts of leaders at all levels to engage with and
show they care about their people. As one executive shared, ‘I have to walk the talk’. In
the end, the data seem to suggest that it is a very personal and intentional action of
building strong relationships.

While this movement focuses on the critical role of leadership in sustaining high
performance, it is not directed simply at leadership traits or styles such as ‘transfor-
mational’ or ‘visionary’. Rather, this movement suggests that it is the constancy of
actions from leadership at all levels in the organization that has the most significant
impact, not the consistency of the individual. One of the most resilient of the sustaining
organizations in the study had a change in CEO two times over the course of the 6 years
examined yet maintained their results. Leadership is not necessarily about the indi-
vidual, but rather about how the fundamentals of leadership are applied throughout
the organization.

An example of informative/inquiry can be seen in the following story told by a
longest-tenured executive. It is just one example of many from the data in which
leadership has had influence through their actions outside of the administrative suite
or director’s office. In this story, the CEO shows up to work the night shift. In fact, he
and his executive team have a commitment with the facility to work rotating shifts
throughout the year. In this example we see how walking the talk provides the oppor-
tunity for informative/inquiry to be realized. The commitment this story expresses is not
just about leadership being visible, but about turning visibility into input, and input
into results.

There’s simple little things like when [our CEO came in to work] the night shift, he went into the
ICU and said hey, how’s it going, what do you guys need? We need a microwave. The next day he
orders a microwave. How simple, but guess what, how timely was that? They want a microwave, get
a microwave and get it in there today. That’s a simple example. The ER still talks about the time
that he pushed patients down to the room [when he worked a shift in the ER], where he actually
said okay, here I am, can you help us move this patient? The CEO of the hospital moving the
patient . . . that is walking the talk.

As this subject says, ‘that is walking the talk’, and perhaps in some ways this concept
touches on the core ‘mechanics’ of this movement, walking and talking. The data seem
to suggest that we need to be cautious in not accepting the concept of ‘walking the talk’
as simply being visible. The data also seem to show us that what is most appreciated is
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when leaders engage with their people as a person first, meet them where they work,
hear from them where they hurt, and share with them what is critical to move the
organization forward.

Collective/individualism

The third movement, collective/individualism, represents the powerful element of people
in the organizations. It was found in the interviews on almost 800 occasions. The stories
related to this finding tell of the accomplishments of strong individual contributors.
They expand on these accomplishments as not just an individual achievement, but as
exponential successes resulting from the strong collaboration among members of the
organization, both across departmental boundaries and spanning the organizational
hierarchy. The data provide story after story of both the strengths of the individuals that
comprise a facility and the synergy of excellence generated by the connection of these
individuals with one another.

This movement represents the polarities of ensuring the right people are part of your
organization: people who are aligned with, understand, and are committed to the
organization’s purpose and direction; people who can serve as strong individual con-
tributors but who also recognize that in spite of individual strength they can most
effectively contribute by using their individual strength in powerfully collaborating
across individual and organizational boundaries. This engages us in the systemic
perspective of organizations that although they represent a collection of individuals, it
is the organization that provides the framework for accomplishment. The idea of
collaboration does not diminish individual contribution but rather expands organiza-
tional capability. This movement is grounded in the fundamental human principles of
caring and commitment, not only directed at the organization and its customers but
also with great focus on colleagues.

An example of collective/individualism in action is seen on this final story. It shares the
actions of the nurse that exemplify both personal ownership and a freedom to act
without the need for ‘permission’. This autonomy literally takes this nurse far from her
unit and in essence alters her role from nurse to valet as she strives to provide the best
possible experience for this patient.

This is a story about one of my nurses. She had a patient that was elderly and he had parked in
building C, we’re in A, and she said to him where did you park? He said I’m out at building C. She
said let me push you in the wheelchair over there. So she pushed him way over to building C and
she got to the bottom floor and she said now, where’s your car? He said it’s in the back row. Okay.
She pushed him all the way up the hill, all the way to the back row, and she found that the people
next to him had parked so close to him that he couldn’t get in there with his walker. So she had
to leave him locked in the chair, get in his car, back his car out, and then help him get in the car.
I thought, you know, that is [our hospital].

This story presents a powerful metaphor of continuing to stretch beyond the bound-
aries individuals oftentimes feel in their roles, whether by organizational constraints or
by the self-imposed thought, ‘that is not my responsibility’. The untold portion of this
story, as expressed by the subject sharing this experience, is about what occurred when
the nurse returned to the unit after a longer-than-expected absence. As she began to
relay her story to her peers, rather than finger pointing or blaming for her absence,
there was collective laughter at the never-ending journey she took on behalf of one of
their patients.

As the interviewee shared, ‘This is an example of the type of facility we want to be.
It is what we have been taught and encouraged to do.’ While there was probably not a
formal protocol for taking a patient to his car at the far reaches of the parking lot,
let alone pulling his car out of a space to provide easier access, the nurse in the story
acted within the ‘boundaries’ of the type of facility they wanted to be. The story
provides a glimpse at how a sense of ownership can link with the freedom to act, and
in this case provided the nurse the opportunity to have a powerful impact on this
patient far beyond direct care. I can only imagine later that day, the elderly gentleman
sitting with his family or friends telling the incredible story of the personal nurse/valet
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service he received. The autonomy and ownership exemplified by this individual had
ripple effects well beyond the boundaries of her ‘job’ that day. It exemplifies that the
right individual, connected to the right sense of commitment to the whole, is a critical
element in sustaining high performance.

This overview of findings presents the central themes discovered through the voices
of people across the facilities in the study. While only a sampling of the stories are
shared here, those supporting the three movements signify a consistency in commit-
ment, clarity in purpose, and a focus on action that is reflective of the importance of
dynamic movement versus static characteristics. The data ultimately suggest constancy
in focus and a commitment to action that leads to sustaining. They also offer that it is
not one movement alone but their connected nature that supports these facilities’
ability to distinguish themselves as sustaining high performers.

Toward a conversation on rapid transformation

So where in these findings do the roots for rapid transformation arise? Perhaps it is in
the very connection of the emerging themes combined, the ideas that sustainability is
about constant movement or the discovery that each central element is actually a
polarity that requires dynamic balancing. From agile/consistency comes the call for an
organization clear on purpose, but one that needs the ability to rapidly reconfigure
itself at a moment’s notice. Rapid transformation gains footing here as it is the need for
this agile response in today’s environment that calls for a new way to change. From
informative/inquiry emerges the declarative nature of discursive and generative change.
Built on leadership that emerges at all levels, not as instructive, but rather based on
inquiry, informed leadership has the capacity to create the generative declarations for
sparking and engaging others in change. From collective/individualism the foundations
for action are formed. In ensuring strong individuals, who understand the importance
of collaborative effort, an organization gains not only purposeful focus but also the
capacity of volume to address change in a whole new manner. It is in these three
movements that the idea of declaration, generation and action become a possibility for
a new model for change.

Discussion
While the initial study was focused on what supports the sustainability of performance,
an unexpected discovery emerged. It was a discovery grounded in the three move-
ments of sustaining high performance, but one that offered another perspective of what
the data revealed. Through a generative process of evaluation and theory creation, the
discussion for a new view on change became a possibility and a model for rapid
transformation could be proposed.

A proposed model for rapid transformation

In traveling this journey from the early foundations of change to its current cutting-
edge applications, the one constant that has been a part of the field of OD is change and
the desire to manage (Burke, 2002) or lead (Kotter, 1996) it. In reexamining the possi-
bility of what can and must be done with change in our world, the time has come when
one can truly declare change – or simply stated – be the change one wishes to become.
If it is true that words can create worlds (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 2005; Gergen, 1999),
then the potential tools for generating transformative change are no farther away than
the tip of one’s tongue. All too often, people are bounded by what is perceived to be
‘reality’, but what is reality truly but that which has already been created by individuals
themselves?

In looking at the dynamic nature of organizations today, stoic organizational forms
have given way to dynamic, collectives of individuals. In fact, the very nature of the
work environment and the speed of change in the current global environment require
organizations themselves now to respond, react, and develop with the agility that at
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one time only individuals and groups themselves could manage. With this new orga-
nizational paradigm, there is an opportunity to look for the potential of continuous,
transformational change in the framework by which groups were once studied, where
now the development cycles cannot take extended lengths of time but must rather be
instant incubators of potential, possibility and change.

Core to the developing idea of rapid transformation is the welding of two theories
distant in origin yet critically aligned at the core of humanness. The first component is
Homans’ (1951/1992) group development cycle of a required activity, which leads to
an interaction, resulting in a sentiment, which impacts our further perspectives on that
action in the future. This simple yet critical framework explains the key not only to
effective interpersonal and group relations but also to perhaps the most fundamental
roadblock to effective change. Negative interactions or experiences tend to have people
move away from future experiences or interactions of the same type. It suggests that to
be effective at driving outcomes and doing so consistently, one must generate the
possibility of positive interactions and resulting sentiments.

The second component of rapid transformation is a model proposed by Cooperrider
and Sekerka (2003) on positive organization change (Figure 3) based on the core
themes of Appreciative Inquiry – inquiry and relatedness. What is powerful in this
model is the supposition that positive change rests on an intentional inquiry into
individual and organizational strengths (Wolf, 2009b), the generative possibility of
human interaction, and the release of energy in action toward a new future. It is within
this framework, one of upward spirals and positive change, as exemplified by both
Homans and Cooperrider, that rapid transformation is constructed.

The model of Rapid Transformation (Figure 4) represents the organic nature of OD
and change. At the early stages of change, the cycle through the dynamics are quicker
and more frequent, in so much that one could find an organization cycling through
each phase simultaneously in the process of development. As the organization
progresses with the change over time, the cycle begins to widen, transitions are less
rapid and stability is more clearly present. The shift between phases feels more distant,
but in fact they are never truly disconnected; rather, the organization has expanded its
capacity to exist in each of these phases and to more effectively address the paradoxes
that emerge and the stuckness that is experienced at any point in a change process.

As one looks to this model for its applicability as OD scholar/practitioners, the
intention and focus needs to be on the organic nature of organizations as living social
systems (Bouwen & Fry, 1996). The challenge that exists is that if it is believed that
organizations are potentially in multiple phases at any given moment in a change
process, treating the organization as a fixed entity and intervening only at that level will

Activation of
energy

Fusion of
strength

Elevation of
inquiry

Inquiry into
the

appreciable
world

Relatedness to others

Figure 3: Model of positive organizational change (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003).
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never lead to a comprehensive and lasting organizational success. Rather, one should
consider engaging the organization at the level where change is both catalyzed and
realized, at the critical point in the dynamics of the organization – the point of
interaction.

In grounding this model in Homans’s development cycle of activity → interaction →
sentiment, the critical steps of rapid transformation follow a similar cyclical pattern, one
based on a social constructionist foundation of relational discourse, the positive devi-
ance of affirmative, inquiry-based interactions, and the BIG OD perspective of address-
ing the systemic issues. It is in making a bold declaration and engaging your
organization to step into this transformation, with a focus on creating positive sentiment,
that organizational members will engage to generate the appropriate outcomes and
achieve the desired results. This process takes on the nonlinear, dynamically expansive
process of both an upward and outward spiral. Where once steady states may have been
commonplace and Lewin’s (Weisbord, 2004) model of refreezing was possible, the
twister-like symbolism of this model represents a new view of the continuous move-
ment one must manage in addressing today’s rapidly changing work settings.

In reviewing this model for constructing continuous, transformational change,
it is important to understand the dynamic elements of this ever-moving process and
its connections to other core developmental models (Figure 5). From the foundation of
Homans’ (1951/1992) cycle of positive sentiment, the model of rapid transformation
starts with a declaration phase, posing questions of ‘what direction is the change taking
us and what opportunity exists that the organization will follow?’ Much like a group
facilitator, an organizational leader sets the parameters for initial action and pro-
vides the encouragement and positive support to begin a process of positive deviance
(Spreitzer & Sonenshein, 2004). This phase gives way to the generation phase, where

Action 
Engagement 

Sentiment 
 

Generation 
Inquiry 

Interaction 

 
Declaration 
Discourse 

Required activity 

Figure 4: A model of rapid transformation (Wolf, 2006/2010).
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Figure 5: Phases of rapid transformation.
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participatory inquiry and the dialogue-based interactions themselves become both the
planning process and the change itself (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003; Gergen, 1999).
The third phase, action, is where smaller cycles begin as the organization turns its plans
into outcomes. It is critical that the process not been seen simply as one cycle at a time,
but rather that the potential for rapid transformation enables an organization to
respond with agility as the need arises.

If OD is to answer the challenges Woodman (1993) laid out, the field must refocus itself
on its dual ability to work at the level of second-order transformational change while
living in a world of continuous change. OD in the today’s world will have no beginning
and no end (Woodman, 1993). Remaining wedded to the linear concepts of change, such
as suggested in Weick and Quinn’s (1999) model of continuous change, will leave
organizations stuck taking incremental steps and spending their time in a constant mode
of catch-up. Organizations should also be weary of relying on those moments of
revolutionary change (Porras & Robertson, 1992; Weick & Quinn, 1999) precipitated by
just the right factors, that shift an organization from a position of equilibrium to episodic
action, and that may move the organization ahead only to be slowly passed by again by
colleagues and competitors in the mode of continuous change.

This game of leapfrog will only carry organizations so far. It will not ensure an
organization’s ability to maintain pace with the speed of change and ultimately the
ability to sustain performance. In revisiting Vaill’s (1989) powerful description of
permanent whitewater, one should truly understand the implications of this metaphor.
One of the first things a new rafter will learn on the river is that through every rapid
you must keep your paddle in the water and maintain your stroke. Only now there is
no longer the time to experience the ‘episodic’ leisure of waiting for the next set of
rapids in which to dig in and paddle or the ‘continuous’ opportunity to simply sit back
and let the river carry the rafter to a final destination. In constructing rapid transfor-
mation, what is proposed is a dynamic process that revisits and reinforces the roots and
purpose of OD and change and ultimately through discourse and organizational agility
ensures the ongoing ability of organizations to survive, outperform, and ‘sustain’
performance. It is a change model predicated on the very movements the study
revealed and built upon the actions and practices they encourage and support.

Implications for practice

In considering a new view on change, the very foundations of change practice are
shaken. The implications of following either core sequential change models of unfreeze,
move, refreeze or freeze, transition, unfreeze is that to change you must in essence find a
moment to stand still. The model of rapid transformation suggests just the opposite:
that standing still equates to falling behind.

This calls for practitioners of training and OD to refocus their very perspective on
change. In applying a model of rapid transformation, one must be aware of both the
power of declarative discourse and the power of generative action. A practitioner must
now lead change as if riding a bike. To stop means to lose your dynamic balance, and
ultimately will lead one to topple.

The model calls for an awareness of the change process itself: of understanding how
the rapid cycles of change – of activity, interaction, and sentiment and of declaration,
generation, and action – work with one another to create the possibility for change to
happen in any moment. Perhaps it is simply the realization that in applying this model,
we recognize change has happened this way all along. For as long as humans had
choice, rapid change was possible. So in using a model of rapid transformation for
framing choice and resulting action, new possibilities for change are never far away.

Conclusion and future direction
In examining this work in the context of training and development, and with
this issue’s special focus on OD, we are reminded of the importance of an ongoing
exploration of change in today’s academic and professional environments. In the
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context of sustained performance and the potential for a practical model of rapid
transformation, research will continue to uncover new and significant implications for
how we lead and manage change.

One significant and emerging paradox is in the use of the word sustained itself, as its
static nature in definition flies in the contextual face of the constant and rapid change,
it is argued, organizations now confront. Can it be that the idea of ‘-ed’ words such as
sustained, achieved and accomplished are no longer applicable vernacular in today’s
environment? Perhaps the language with which we generate new possibility should
now be based on the potential of ‘-ing’ words such as sustaining and performing.

It is important to understand that the idea of sustaining now means much more than
simply maintaining the status quo. Rather, it represents a newfound ability to rapidly
transform as a means to achieve ‘consistent’ performance in our ever-changing world.
Ultimately, it serves as a powerful metaphor (Marshak, 1993) for a new view on change.
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Appendix: research interview protocol
Introduction:
� Discuss process, confidentiality, recording
� Provide brief background of the HPF Study, criteria used to select and define

‘high performance’ facilities.
� Any questions, concerns or clarifications needed

Questions:
Why do you think your facility was originally selected as a High Performing Facility?

What are the top five factors you believe have allowed your facility to both achieve and
sustain a level of high performance over the last 5 years?

If you were to rank these factors from most influential to least influential on achieving
and sustaining high performance how would you rank them?

Let’s dig deeper into the top 2-3 factors you identified. Tell me the story about [factor
1/2/3].
� What were its causes?
� Who was influential in leading, initiating, supporting it? What key individuals or

roles?
� What were people thinking, feeling, or saying in its support?
� What new concepts/ideas/processes were introduced?
� What specific actions/activities took place in your facility to support it?
� What allowed it to take root, flourish and be sustained over time?

Would you say your facility made an intentional change in becoming a high performing
facility? Tell me about the change, from catalyzing event or other cause that sparked it,
or if not intentional, tell me about what was happening at your facility to move in this
direction.
� Tell me about the time you first became aware of this change?
� Who led, initiated, supported it? What key individuals or roles?
� What new mindsets, processes, phrases emerged in the process?
� What specific actions/activities took place in your facility to support it?
� How quickly did the change occur? Tell me about how you knew a change was

underway and how you knew it was complete.
� What allowed it to take root, flourish and be sustained over time?
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Tell me about how the way people talk with one another and talk about the facility
has shifted over the last 5 years (during this period of becoming a high performing
facility)?
� How have the key words/phrases/sayings/metaphors that people use changed

during this period? What are they? Which have had the greatest impact / had the
most influence on ‘who’ your organization is today?

� Tell me about when you first noticed these words in use?
� Did the shift occur before or after the [factors] occurred or changes took place?
� Where did the shift originate from – leadership, staff, specific individual?
� How has this language helped in creating/sustaining high performance?
� What words/phrases/sayings/metaphors represent who your facility is today

and/or are core to your organizational culture?

Can you think of one story or vignette that is representative of your facility and best
exemplifies who you are as a high performance facility?

What have we not discussed today that would be helpful in painting a complete picture
of your facility?
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