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CHANGE WITHOUT PAIN How managers can overcome initiative overload, organisational chaos, and  employee burnout By Eric Abrahamson Harvard Business School Press

In the 1990s management theory was ruled by radicals. Recall the slash- and-burn rhetoric of business process re-engineering. Or the naive conceits of the new economy.

"Creative destruction", a phrase borrowed from Joseph Schumpeter, the economist, who used it to describe the ruthless efficiency of financial markets, was the yardstick against which managers were told to measure their performance.

Over the past three or fours years, however, the intellectual tide has turned. The popular success of Good To Great, Jim Collins's paean to managerial modesty and continuity, is the most obvious manifestation of the new, conservative direction.

But it can be seen equally in the latest thinking about strategy (the cautious, repeatable steps described in Chris Zook's Beyond the Core) and innovation (the creative recombination of existing technology cited in Andrew Hargadon's How Breakthroughs Happen).

Now, in Change Without Pain, Eric Abrahamson takes up the biggest challenge of the new era: developing a conservative approach to the management of change.

The Columbia Business School professor, who made his name as a student of management fads and fashions, is fully aware of the historical context.

He points out in the first chapter that the slash-and-burn approach to change has its roots not in the 1990s but in the 1970s. This was the decade in which managers struggled to make US industrial groups such as General Motors responsive to the demands of global competition: "Such organisations had remained so stable, and so maladaptive, for so long that they literally had to change or perish. Therefore, the advice was that organisational changes had to be big and destructive."

Prof Abrahamson is wise enough to admit that such tough love still has its place. Organisations that have avoided change successfully over many years will probably respond to nothing less.

His point is this approach to change has been over-prescribed. Today's companies are less likely to be "change avoiders" than "changeaholics", organisations left punch-drunk by restructuring, re-engineering, delayering and countless acronym-laden initiatives.

As an example, Prof Abrahamson cites Cisco Systems, the networking equipment group that grew at breakneck pace in the 1990s to become, briefly, the world's most valuable company.

Unlike many of its new economy peers, Cisco has a real business - selling the routers and switches that direct traffic across corporate networks and the internet. However, according to Change Without Pain, it also became addicted to change, with attendant symptoms of barely controlled chaos, employee anxiety, burn-out and cynicism.

What such companies need, it is argued, is a measure of stability and continuity. Instead of rip-and-replace, managers should pursue what Prof Abrahamson calls "creative recombination" - an inelegant name for the attitude known colloquially as "make do and mend".

What does this mean in practice? Prof Abrahamson's explanation takes up most of the book and involves the obligatory diagrams and frameworks - three action techniques, five recombinants and so on: "Look at any organisational architecture and you'll find five common elements or recombinants - people, networks, culture, processes and structure."

Managers hoping to achieve change without pain need to build upon what they have rather than trying to start again from scratch.

For people-related change, for instance, this means finding creative alternatives to downsizing - such as redeploying employees with useful skills who happen to be in the wrong job or spinning off departments as independent entities. For culture - never an easy topic to pin down - it means reviving values that are latent in the corporate mindset.

An example is Mercedes-Benz's campaign in the 1980s to shed its geriatric image by re-entering motor sport after a 30-year absence. The company's petrol-head engineers and salespeople were, needless to say, delighted.

Another instance, not cited in the book, is Carly Fiorina's attempt to sharpen the corporate culture of Hewlett-Packard by emphasising the hard-driving style - as well as the often-noted compassion - of the late Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard, co-founders.

An important point here is that corporate culture exists separately from the objectives, reward systems and processes that managers put in place. Understanding, let alone changing, the deep "how we do things around here" is an exercise in applied empathy.

No book can tell corporate leaders which values, people or processes should be preserved, jettisoned or brought back to centre stage. Managers get paid big bucks to make these judgments.

But Change Without Pain does provide a starting-point for thinking about change in the paradoxical context of continuity. In management, as in art, often less is more
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