SPMC Workshop on Organizational Change
15 March 2006

In March of this year, approximately 30 delegates took part in a national seminar relating to organizational change, organized by the Systems Practice for Managing Complexity network in conjunction with the Northern Regional Centre of the UK Systems Society, based at Northumbria University. Delegates came from across the North East of England, including practitioners and managers from industry and commerce, and from NHS trusts in the Region, as well as academics.  The majority of delegates had not met before and were united only by a broad interest in the topic, which took as its theme the impact of the current NHS IT Projec,t as an example of major organizational change.
After a welcome from senior staff of Northumbria University, Professor Frank Stowell of UKSS/SPMC provided an overview of strategies for managing the implementation of organisational change, from a Systems perspective, drawing on the outcomes of the two previous workshops on this programme.  Delegates then broke into groups to discuss the range of issues involved in implementing change, and each group produced a concept map of the field in order to share ideas in a plenary session.
The second speaker was Robin Guenier, a former Chief Executive of the Central Computing and Telecommunications Agency. His current activities include chairmanship of iX Group plc, owners of Medix-UK which has carried out practitioner surveys relating to the NHS IT programme. Robin gave an account of progress and barriers to change from his experiences of the project.

In inviting participation, the organizers had no expectation that all delegates would have a background in systemic inquiry. Christine Welch, convenor of the Southern Regional Centre of the UKSS, explained the objectives of the workshop and introduced a systemic tool (the Appreciative Inquiry Method – see below). An outline of this method had been sent to delegates in advance of the event. The organizers believed that this would be a suitable tool for immediate use at a one-day workshop and would also be useful to delegates later, in other contexts. 

After lunch, the delegates broke out into groups of 5/6 to discuss the question: “Is consultation on organizational change a waste of time?”  AIM was used to structure debate and maintain a systemic focus.  Each group was assisted by a facilitator with experience of systemic inquiry.  Each group produced its own map, expressing key aspects of the problem area of effective change management in response to the trigger question.
A plenary session followed in which each group’s concept map was demonstrated, and Lynn Akers-Smith of UKSS facilitated drawing of a composite map showing the range of views emerging from discussion.  Pressure of time meant that a full exercise in conceptual modelling could not be undertaken by the workshop.  

Following tea, Jim Scholes, Managing Director of Strategos Europe, drew together some of the ideas which had emerged from the breakout sessions about managing organisational change. He spoke about their relevance in relation to his real world experience as a management consultant.

General discussion about organisational change and the NHS IT project then took place, before the workshop was closed by Petia Sice, Convenor of the Northern Regional Centre, UKSS and Prof Safwat Mansi of Northumbria University Business Development Unit.
The figure below shows a schematic view of AIM as it was adapted for use at the workshop.
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AIM, adapted from West, 1995
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