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Abstract 

While corporations and NGOs are increasingly global, academic research has not kept 

up with organizational advancement. This is especially true in the area of leading 

global change, where little empirical research exists to address the complexity of 

successfully navigating change across geographic boundaries, national cultures, legal 

jurisdictions, multiple languages, and multifaceted tasks for which there is often no 

guidebook. This multi-case study inside both NGOS and for-profit companies 

explores and answers the question, What are the success factors in leading global 

change projects? Successful change projects are found to incorporate conversational 

practices that enable the social construction of change. Three dimensions of leading 

global change speak to the importance of attending to culture and relationship: (1) 

participatory process; (2) representative leadership; and (3) nested implementation. 

Additionally, these dimensions are comprised of 14 success factors that further 

answer the research question and provide useful insights for practitioners who want to 

lead fruitful global change. Altogether, these findings reflect the power of a 

discursive perspective for leading successful global change.   
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Chapter 1: The Global Change Gap 
The context of organizational life has seen dramatic changes in the last century. First 

transportation, then technology, have made international travel and communication 

less burdensome, even easy, leading to incredible rates of globalization for both 

corporate and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) alike (Baldwin, 2016; 

Huggett, 2012). Ease of transportation has made it possible for corporations to lower 

the cost of production by relocating manufacturing to markets with cheaper access to 

labor. Management of the production process can be done by locals, or by executives 

working largely through remote supervision, using broad Internet access to 

communicate (Baldwin, 2016). NGOs as well have gone more global; as the cost of 

communication decreases, NGOs have found a new ability to achieve “global 

coherence” of message and strategy, leading to an increase in fundraising ability and 

strategic impact (Huggett, 2012).  

 

From a practitioner’s perspective, this rise in globalization has brought with it a need 

for executives who are skilled in global leadership. Though a growing body of 

literature defines global leadership and the competencies it requires, organizations to 

date have not successfully mitigated one growing problem: the unmet need for global 

leaders. In a 2012 survey, one quarter of the CEOs surveyed said they had cancelled a 

major initiative because they did not have the global talent needed to lead the project 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers [PWC], 2012). In the latest version of the same survey, 

44% of CEOs said they were unable to pursue a market opportunity because of lack 
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of available talent (PWC, 2019). The gap between the leadership that is needed, and 

the leadership that is available, makes developing our understanding of what it means 

to lead globally increasingly important.  

 

Let us pair this gap with a second gap: the gap between the change we need and the 

change we actually get. Organizational literature is rife with an oft-referenced statistic 

regarding the probability of successful change: Between 50 and 75% of all change 

efforts fail (see for example Burke, 2011; Iveroth 2011; Pasmore, 2015). The 

accuracy of this statistic has been questioned (Hughes, 2011), but its significance 

remains: Leaders perceive real change to be difficult and find the path to success 

littered with failures. Pasmore in part blames this failure rate on “churn,” the idea that 

“everything is coming at us all at once” (p. 2). In this context of complex, continuous 

change, how can we improve our track record? 

 

Research at the intersection of these gaps is limited (Osland, Li, & Mendenhall, 

2017). The lack of global change research may be because the topic is incredibly 

complex, requiring working across cultural differences, languages, geographic 

boundaries, time zones, and legal jurisdictions. One change initiative in a global 

pharmaceutical company, as an example of exceptional task complexity, required the 

tracking of 12,000 separate items across more than 100 countries and 70 languages 

(Osland, Ehret, & Ruiz, 2017). In other cases, the change may involve less task 

complexity, but the cultural differences among the involved parties are significant, 
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requiring masterful leadership. Nissan’s alliance with Renault, under the direction of 

the recently dethroned Carlos Ghosn (Bird, 2019; Ikegami & Maznevski, 2019), is an 

example: French and Japanese cultures needed to find common ground at the hands 

of a Brazilian-born businessman (Ikegami, Maznevski, & Ota, 2017). Nissan and the 

previously mentioned pharmaceutical company serve as examples of successful 

change initiatives, but they also illustrate the incredible differences that exist from 

one global change project to another and the demands such changes place on global 

leaders. In fact, Bird (2019) speculates that these pressure-filled demands may have 

contributed to Ghosn’s fall from power, indicating a “limit” to global leadership.  

 

How should global business leaders approach change? The current research gap 

leaves practitioners stumbling to find empirical insights. This study attempts to 

address that gap by asking the question, What are the success factors in leading 

global change projects? This question will be addressed through comparative case 

study research with the leaders of successful corporate and NGO global change 

projects. These projects will be compared with other less-successful projects from the 

same company, to further confirm the factors that contributed to success. A brief 

literature review in Chapter 2 examines the change leadership research, then delves 

into the topic of global leadership and leading global change to establish what is 

already known about this area of study. In Chapter 3, a qualitative methodology for 

exploring the research question is explained. Subsequent chapters introduce results of 

the study and discuss its implications in light of extant literature. 
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Chapter 2: Leading Global Change:  
A Literature Review 

The subject of this dissertation sits at the intersection of two fields of study: 

organization development and change and global leadership. Both subject areas have 

rich bodies of literature that have emerged since the mid-twentieth century. This 

chapter overviews those bodies of literature starting first with the study of leading 

change, including models of change and types of change. Then the chapter introduces 

the global leadership literature, with its focus on complexity. The following section 

explores what is known about leading global change, including the role of cultural 

and process complexity. In the final section of this chapter, I consider the success 

factors in leading global change, as identified from extant literature.  

Leading Change 

The study of change developed out of necessity. Leaders perceived that change 

initiatives often did not work (Eisenstat, Spector, & Beer, 1990; Kotter, 1995). This 

gap between desired change and results has fueled the fields of organization 

development (OD) and organizational change (OC) and inspired much research and 

writing (academic and practitioner) on the topic. At the onset, it is important to 

consider the study of change as an effort to humanize the process of change and put 

life into organizations (Burke, 2011), rather than assuming that effective change can 

be mechanical or top-down. The study of change has evolved toward more 

participatory approaches and toward a recognition of social considerations in the 
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change process (Burke, 2014; T. G. Cummings & Worley, 2005). We begin by 

exploring models of change.  

Models of change 

Models of change are of particular importance for change leaders who need insights 

regarding the process of change. Much research in the fields of OD and OC has 

focused on identifying models of change, beginning with Lewin’s Hardwood studies 

(Burnes, 2007). Lewin’s action research approach relied on group decision making to 

encourage and sustain change, using the three-step model of unfreezing, moving, and 

refreezing. While some question Lewin as the true source of the three step model (S. 

Cummings, Bridgman, & Brown, 2016) and criticize its over-simplicity (Pasmore, 

2015), “change as three steps” has been acknowledged as the “grand foundation” for 

future change models (S. Cummings et al., 2016). 

 

Perhaps the most familiar model of change is Kotter’s 8 steps (1988): (1) establish a 

sense of urgency, (2) form a powerful guiding coalition, (3) create a vision, (4) 

communicate the vision, (5) empower others to act on the vision, (6) plan for and 

create short-term wins, (7) consolidate improvements and produce still more change, 

and (8) institutionalize new approaches. Kotter (1988) believes half of failed change 

efforts break down at the first step because leaders “wrote a memo instead of lighting 

a fire” (p. 27). Like Lewin, Kotter’s model can be criticized for its over-simplicity 

(Pasmore, 2015) and linearity. Global organizations today work in contexts of 
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extreme complexity and constant flux (Lane, Maznevski, & Mendenhall, 2004), 

requiring change models that address this complexity.  

 

Pasmore (2015) has acknowledged this state of flux with a model for leading 

“complex, continuous change.” His model, while presented cyclically, consists of 

four actions that occur constantly and simultaneously in organizations: discovering, 

deciding, doing, and discerning. While these four actions could be seen as a linear 

model, Pasmore (2015) makes clear that the process is not linear, but rather occurs in 

simultaneous loops that are “anything but orderly” (p. 44): “Faced with the challenge 

of complex, continuous change, putting together a Gantt chart would be futile, as it 

would change before the ink was dry” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 45).  

 

In addition to processual models of phased change, a second approach to change 

models exist: descriptive models that catalogue variables and success factors on 

organizational performance and change (Parry, Kirsch, Carey, & Shaw, 2014). One 

example of this is Burke and Litwin’s (1992) causal model of organizational 

performance and change, developed through their work with British Airways. This 

model considers the interactions of the external environment, organizational mission 

and strategy, leadership, culture, structure, management practices, systems and 

policies, work climate, work design, motivation, and individual needs and values on 

organizational performance. They further divide their model into transformational 
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factors (external environment, mission and strategy, leadership, organizational 

culture) and transactional factors (structure, management practices, systems, etc.).  

 

Regardless of the change model considered, or whether the model is processual or 

causal, general observation can conclude that leading change involves both task 

considerations (identifying a desired change, creating a strategy, implementing, 

measuring progress) and relationship considerations (forming a coalition, inviting 

meaningful engagement, listening to concerns, providing motivation). What is rarely 

acknowledged in change models (for an exception, see Lane, Spector, Osland, & 

Taylor, 2014), is the additional cultural complexity involved in managing global 

change. This limited stream of research will be considered later in this work.  

Types of change 

The type of change in organizations can vary widely. Beckhard and Harris (1987) 

identified six common change challenges, or types of change: (1) changing the shape 

of the organization (for example, through restructuring); (2) changing the mission of 

the organization (such as moving from a product-driven to service-driven company); 

(3) changes in ways of doing business (such as implementing a new management 

process); (4) changes in ownership; (5) downsizing; and (6) changes in the culture of 

the organization. The authors note that these change types can overlap; for example, 

an organization may change shape through restructuring in order to better support a 

change in their way of doing business.  
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Beer and Nohria (2000) categorize changes by their outcomes: economic value or 

human capability. In the first category, which the authors call theory E, change is 

formal and planned, driven by financial incentives and shareholder value. 

Alternatively, theory O change is focused on the organization’s capability to 

implement strategy as reflected in values and behavior; the desired shift involves 

organizational culture and is often more emergent and less planned.  

 

While Beckhard, Harris, Beer, and Nohria provide classifications of change based on 

its subject matter or outcome, Dunnette and Hough (1992), as referenced in Burke 

(2014), classify change by its intentionality and transformative impact. First-order 

changes are alterations or modifications of an existing system; second-order changes 

are more dramatic and sweeping. Either type of change can be planned or unplanned. 

Dunnette and Hough use these axes to create a 2x2, as illustrated in Table 1. A 

change that is unplanned and radical, for example, is considered revolutionary 

change.  

 Table 1: Types of First- and Second-Order Organizational Change 

 

Order of Change Planned Unplanned 

First Developmental change Evolutionary 

Second Transformational change Revolutionary 

Source: Dunnette and Hough (1992) 

 

Organizational change often involves culture change, regardless of whether the 

intended change is theory O, theory E, developmental, transformational, evolutionary, 
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or revolutionary. Failure to change the organizational culture can doom change efforts 

(Cameron & Quinn, 2011). Schein (2010) formally defines culture as 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved 

its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught 

to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in 

relation to those problems. (p. 18) 

 

A strong and unique culture has the power to reduce uncertainty, create social order, 

create continuity, create collective identity and commitment, and energize forward 

movement toward a shared vision of the future (Cameron & Quinn, 2011). Because 

culture can hold such a powerful grip on the perceptions of team members and 

organizational practices, successful change initiatives that are focused on non-culture 

areas often require cultural adaption in order to succeed. Why? Because a failure to 

address these cultural issues would prevent real change from taking root: “When the 

values, orientations, definitions, and goals stay constant–even when procedures and 

strategies are altered–organizations return quickly to the status quo,” (Cameron & 

Quinn, 2011, p. 13).  

 

Neither Schein (2010), nor Cameron and Quinn (2011) directly define culture 

change, but based on the above definition, culture change can be seen as an 

adaptation to the shared basic assumptions learned by a group that introduces a new 

way of perceiving, thinking, and feeling. Like other forms of change, culture change 

may be planned or unplanned, revolutionary or evolutionary (Dunnette & Hough, 
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Context 

Content Process 

Outer 

Inner 

1992). Regardless, while an organization can intentionally set out to change its 

culture, it is more frequent that an organizational change (such as restructuring or 

adopting a new management system) necessitates a corresponding culture change 

(Schein, 2010).    

The content, context, and process of change 

Discussing types of change refers to what Pettigrew (1987) calls the content of 

change. He writes that the starting point for the analysis of change “is the notion that 

formulating the content of any new strategy inevitably entails managing its context 

and process” (Pettigrew, 1987, p. 657). In his often-cited article, Pettigrew (1987) 

proposes a helpful framework (see Figure 1) for considering how content interacts 

with other elements of a change process. Content describes the “what” of change, an 

analysis of inner and outer context provides the “why,” and the process describes the 

“how.”   

 

Reproduced from Pettigrew (1987, p. 657) 

Figure 1: Pettigrew’s Framework for Change 
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Further, Pettigrew (1987) writes that politics and culture are reflected in the context 

but can be manipulated by change participants as part of the process to bring about 

the desired change. This happens at various vertical and horizontal levels of analysis 

and is related to the perspective of the change participants: “Where we sit not only 

influences where we stand, but also what we see” (Pettigrew, 1987, p. 649). Pettigrew 

is specifically speaking about organizational culture, but his observations may hold 

validity for considering national culture as well.  

 

In summary, this section has briefly explored the study of change as it emerged out of 

practitioner demand to enhance the success of change initiatives (Eisenstat et al., 

1990; Kotter, 1995) and to humanize the process of change (Burke, 2011) within 

organizations. Change models such as Lewin’s (Burnes, 2007) “change as three 

steps,” and Kotter’s (1988) eight steps for change stress the centrality of people in the 

change process. However, these models lack consideration of the complexity—

including task, relational, and cultural—encountered in a global environment, and 

they have been criticized for their over-simplicity in the midst of complex, continuous 

change (Pasmore, 2015). Still, they provide important frameworks for change leaders. 

Those leading change must also consider the type of change they are undertaking: 

theory O (organizational capability) or theory E (economic value), planned or 

unplanned, evolutionary or revolutionary (Beer & Nohria, 2000; Dunnette & Hough, 

1992). Understanding types of changes can help create selection criteria for change 
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initiatives to be studied. Finally, Pettigrew’s (1987) framework brings together 

processes of change with their content (type of change) and the context in which they 

happen. His framework may be extended to consider how the global context acts 

upon process and content. The following section looks more closely at the study of 

global leadership and global change.    

Global Leadership 

Business has changed faster than organizations have developed pipelines for 

preparing global leaders. A UN PRME survey of global CEOs and executives 

identified context, complexity, and connectedness as important to understanding 

global leadership; only 7% of respondents said their organizations were doing a good 

job of developing these capacities (Gitsham, 2008). Since the 1950s, academia has 

followed the growth in global business, attempting to provide insight for the 

development and support of global leaders.  

 

This section places my research question, What are the success factors in leading 

global change projects?, as part of that growing field of study that is emerging to 

meet the needs of increasingly global organizations. Globalization places new 

demands on leaders. Developing leaders to meet those demands requires exploration 

of competencies, behaviors and processes, and cultural contingencies. The following 

content explores the emerging field of global leadership, global leader competencies 

and behaviors, and the complexity created by the global context, including cultural 

contingencies.  
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Mendenhall (2018) traces the history of global leadership studies through the post-

World War II emergence of international business and management as a field of 

study. As practitioners and scholars alike worked to define the skills of leading in 

complex global environments, the field of global leadership emerged in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s (Mendenhall, 2018). In part because of the field’s youth, construct 

definitions are still emerging. For this paper, global leadership is defined as follows:  

The processes and actions through which an individual influences a 

range of internal and external constituents from multiple national 

cultures and jurisdictions in a context characterized by significant 

levels of task and relationship complexity. (Reiche, Bird, Mendenhall, 

& Osland, 2017, p. 553) 

 

At the heart of this definition is the idea of complexity. Lane, Maznevski, and 

Mendenhall (2004) found complexity so central to global leadership that they 

identified three dimensions: (1) Multiplicity: global leaders encounter more and 

different issues than their domestic counterparts, including a multiplicity of national 

jurisdictions, competitors and suppliers, customers, and other stakeholders. (2) 

Interdependence: the fast and easy movement of information, people, and resources, 

has created unprecedented levels of interdependence across cultural borders. And (3) 

Ambiguity: cultural differences or distance created by space and time may make 

possible different interpretations of the same facts, unexpected cause and effect 

relationships, or general lack of clarity. In addition to the multiplicity, 

interdependence, and ambiguity, Lane et al. (2004) say global change leaders deal 
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with a final condition that impacts the previous three: flux. The whole system is in 

constant motion, as noted previously, a concept Pasmore (2015) calls “churn.”  

 

In the above discussion, it is easy to conceive of complexity as an obstacle that must 

be overcome. Negative connotations may exist as we view complexity in its relation 

to the word complicated with respect to culture, alone. “Differences, distance, and 

diversity have been viewed as causing incompatibility, friction, and conflict” (Stahl, 

Miska, Lee, & De Luque, 2017, p. 3). Academia is focused on this negative 

perspective; research by Stahl and Tung (2015) found a 17:1 negative to positive 

imbalance of assumptions when exploring the role of culture in international 

management, among articles published in the Journal of International Business 

Studies. Of course, in reality, culture is only one source of complexity in global 

leadership: time zones, access to technology, and differences in legal systems are just 

a few additional sources of complexity.   

 

While complexity can bring challenges, it does not provide the whole picture of what 

complexity triggers for global organizations; assuming the negative impact of 

complexity overlooks its possibilities as a leverage point for strategic advantage. 

Corporations that extend their global footprint do so with the hopes of gaining market 

share or reducing production costs (Baldwin, 2016). NGOs that have “gone global” 

have found greater access to funder bases, enabling them to extend their work and 

have broader impact (Huggett, 2012). In a literature review, Stahl et al. (2017) 
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identified several additional benefits of cross-cultural organizational contexts, 

including “a growing body of evidence that differences and distance can help firms 

engaged in cross-border business to overcome rigidities and inertia, develop unique 

and potentially valuable capabilities, and foster learning and innovation” (p. 5). 

Research by Hitt, Hoskisson, and Kim (1997) illustrates the implications of the 

positive outcomes of global complexity. In a study of 295 global firms, the 

researchers found a curvilinear relationship between international diversification (the 

number of countries in which a firm operates) and performance. Results are positive 

as companies diversify internationally; at some point, however, complexity can begin 

to overwhelm the positive benefits of international diversification, leading to a 

decline in performance. Where this point occurs varies based on the leadership 

capability of each firm, among other factors: In firms that show high product 

diversity, the positive relationship between international diversification and 

performance is longer-lived, suggesting that global managers in these firms may be 

better capable of managing the complexity of information processing required to 

succeed in a highly diversified context (Hitt et al., 1997).  

Competencies and behaviors of global leaders 

What does it take to span boundaries and lead in this environment of complexity and 

constant change? One of the earliest studies surveyed 1200 leaders in 10 

multinational corporations in eight countries to identify the top five most important 

global leadership capabilities, most of which are closely related to leading change. 

They were (1) the ability to articulate a tangible vision, values, and strategy; (2) be a 
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catalyst/manager of strategic change; (3) get results by managing strategy to action; 

(4) be a catalyst/manager of cultural change; (5a) customer orientation; and (5b) 

empower others to do their best (Yeung & Ready, 1995). Bird (2018) reviewed the 

field’s literature to identify over 200 global leadership competencies, which he 

condensed into three umbrella competencies (business and organizational acumen, 

managing people and relationships, and managing self) with nested sub-

competencies. (See Table 2.) Domestic executives may benefit from possessing many 

of these competencies as well, but some of the competencies are uniquely valuable to 

leaders in a global context, such as global mindset or cross-cultural communication. 

Others, such as flexibility and resilience, are beneficial when working in contexts of 

great complexity, as is required of global leaders.  

Table 2: Nested Global Leadership Competencies 

 

Business & 

Organizational Acumen 

Managing People & 

Relationships 

Managing Self 

Vision & strategic 

thinking 

Valuing people Inquisitiveness 

Leading change Cross-cultural 

communication 

Global mindset 

Business savvy Interpersonal skills Flexibility 

Organizational savvy Teaming skills Character 

Managing communities Empowering others Resilience 

Source: Bird (2016, p. 139)  

 

It is striking how many of Bird’s (2018) competencies, as well as Yeung and Ready’s 

(1995), focus on the abilities to lead change and work with people. Even Bird’s 
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“business acumen” category is largely relational and change oriented. Based on these 

competency studies, it might be said that working with people, across boundaries, to 

lead change is the work of global leadership. As organizations become more global, it 

becomes increasingly important to understand how global leaders can work with 

others, across boundaries, to lead change successfully.  

 

Other streams of global leadership research explore behaviors that extend beyond 

competencies, including identifying the work of global leadership. Osland, Bird, and 

Oddou (2012) used cognitive task analysis (CTA) to interview 20 expert global 

leaders about their change work; the authors found expert global leaders perceive 

their work as exceptionally complex. This finding is in keeping with a study of five 

global leaders that replicated Mintzberg’s research; Huesing and Ludema (2017) 

identified 10 characteristics of global leaders’ work and reflect the complexity and 

challenge of global work: (1) multiple time zones and geographical distance; (2) long 

hours; (3) flexible schedules and fluid time; (4) dependence on technology; (5) time 

alone connected to others; (6) extensive travel; (7) functional expertise with global 

scope; (8) facilitation of information, advice, and action; (9) management of 

complexity; and (10) confrontation of risk. Likewise, Caligiuri (2006) identified 

common tasks of global leaders that reflect the challenge of managing multiplicities 

of internal and external stakeholders and languages; the complexity of global business 

plans, budgets, and supply chains; and the risks encountered along the way.  
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What both the competencies and the behavioral studies have in common is a shared 

understanding that global leaders operate in contexts of task, relational, and cultural 

complexity. In essence, global leaders must face constant flux and churn (Lane et al., 

2004; Pasmore, 2015); they are operating in environments of complex and continuous 

change in terms of the technical aspects of their work, their relationships with their 

many stakeholders, and the cultural complexities encountered as they work across 

boundaries.  

 

The next section illustrates the existing gap in our understanding of how to lead 

global change successfully, necessitating further research.     

Leading Global Change 

Beyond these competencies and tasks, what is required to successfully lead global 

change? The answer to this question, and most questions related to the topic of 

leading global change, is “We don’t know.” Research on global change is 

“surprisingly limited” (Osland, Li, et al., 2017). In an introduction to a Journal of 

Applied Behavioral Science special issue on international organization development 

and change (international OD&C), the editors defined this gap in practical terms: “It 

seemed that little research actually helped practitioners engage in international 

OD&C in any substantial way; most were left to make it up as they went along, 

perhaps drawing on international business literatures” (Neumann, Lau, & Worley, 

2009, p. 171). The editors go on to write that there is no accepted definition of 

international OD&C, no codified theory, and standards of practice need further 
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development, leaving global change leaders wondering where to start and if domestic 

change strategies will work in a global context. “The question of how, when, or even 

if to apply traditional theories of organizational change in a global context … remains 

under-explored” (Lane et al., 2014, pp. 231–232). In her chapter on leading global 

change, Osland (2018a) concludes, “the research on global change is more anecdotal 

than empirical” (p. 357).  

 

In their book on global and international OD, Sorensen, Head, Yaeger, and 

Cooperrider (2004) write that research has not kept up with global management 

practice. Taking a consultant’s perspective on the process of global change, Yaeger, 

Head, and Sorensen (2006) acknowledge the complexity of international OD&C 

research, which must consider not just what change intervention process will be most 

effective, but also how that process will interact with organizational, national, and 

local cultures, the regional economic context, and legal jurisdictions. Identifying 

research into global and international OD&C is also complicated by the uncodified 

nature of the field (Neumann et al., 2009) and the variety of search terms under which 

existing research could be “hiding.” Though they were not writing about the global 

context, Oreg and Berson (2019) help explain the difficulty: The notion of change 

may be contained in strategic choices, but not mentioned directly; and the results of 

change may be assessed only indirectly “by monitoring firms’ performance over time 

and inferring that a change had occurred” (p. 293). Rather than using the language of 

change, an article’s description and abstract might mention innovation or mergers and 
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acquisition, both of which imply change. This is further complicated when seeking 

global change research, as the article may not identify the location of study subjects, 

though they are global. Alternatively, some researchers may consider a change 

initiative global if it considers multiple cultures within a single nation, as was 

encountered by the editors of JABS in response to their call for proposals on the topic 

of international OD&C (Neumann et al., 2009). Additionally, because complexity and 

culture are so central to the understanding of global leadership, we must ask whether 

change research in a global context that does not at least acknowledge complexity and 

culture even “counts” as global change research. For this reason, it can be difficult to 

clearly identify research on leading global change. Below, I briefly introduce global 

change literature that considers cultural and process complexity.  

Cultural complexity 

Comparative culture literature offers insights into possible points of conflict when 

implementing global change. Two streams of comparative culture literature most 

inform global leadership research, Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions and the 

Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) research 

program (Javidan, Dorfman, de Luque, & House, 2006). Hofstede’s (1980) original 

study of 40 nations identified four dimensions of national culture he labeled power 

distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism-collectivism, and masculinity-

femininity. He has subsequently added two additional dimensions: long-term vs. 

short-term orientation, and indulgence vs. restraint (Hofstede, 2018). One example 

will illustrate the complexity of managing change across them. Carlos Ghosn, in 
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managing the Nissan-Renault relationship, needed to negotiate between French and 

Japanese cultures. France’s national culture prefers higher power distance and 

individualism than Japan’s national culture, but Japan is higher on uncertainty 

avoidance, masculinity, and long-term orientation (Ikegami et al., 2017). These 

differences mean that change processes may be viewed differently by people of 

different national cultures.  

 

Comparative leadership’s most extensive studies to date come from Project GLOBE 

(Osland, 2018b), which categorizes cultures along a continuum of nine dimensions 

(House, Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002). GLOBE’s nine cultural dimensions 

share much in common with Hofstede, while also taking a finer-grained look at 

collectivism and adding gender egalitarianism, performance orientation, and humane 

orientation to the list of dimensions (House et al., 2002). Distinct from Hofstede in its 

orientation, more recent phases of the GLOBE study explore dimensions of culture as 

it relates to leader attributes and behaviors, with the intent of identifying a culturally 

endorsed theory of leadership (Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian, & House, 

2012). Project GLOBE concludes that successful leaders most often mirror the 

implicit leadership expectations of their culture and that charismatic or values-based 

leadership is the most universally acceptable dimension (Dorfman et al., 2012).   

 

Osland and Bird (2000) characterize bipolar cultural models such as these as 

“sophisticated stereotyping” that can be useful in comparing differences between 
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cultures but do not provide explanatory insight for the differences seen within a single 

culture. They suggest that in seeking to understand a culture, the “stereotyping” 

models should serve as a starting place, with attention then being directed to more 

complex understanding that takes into account where paradoxes exist within a culture. 

Osland and Bird (2000) offer an example of one paradox: Japanese culture is known 

for having a low tolerance for uncertainty, yet Japanese business contracts have 

intentionally ambiguous clauses. Understanding why this paradox occurs leads to a 

more nuanced perspective of Japanese culture. In addition to the critique that 

GLOBE, Hofstede, and similar comparative culture models offer only a starting 

place, Adler and Aycan (2018) summarize other concerns, especially that these 

models assume culture is static and homogenous at the national level. Adler and 

Aycan (2018) identify emerging models that address the heterogeneity and adaptable 

nature of culture issue. Below, a few of these models are briefly considered.  

 

The ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELF) model (Luiz, 2015) explores diversity in 

countries based on the probability of two people, randomly selected from within the 

same country, belonging to unlike groups. Higher levels of fractionalization, caused 

by ethnic, linguistic, or religious divisions, may represent “fault lines” (Luiz, 2015) 

within the national culture. The ELF model acknowledges that national-level culture 

may be more heterogeneous than GLOBE or Hofstede’s analysis perceives the culture 

to be. What this means for multinational organizations leading global change 

initiatives is yet to be determined; Luiz (2015) notes that future research is needed to 
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understand how culture impacts the performance of multinationals, and how 

multinationals impact the culture of fractionalized countries.  

 

While ELF takes a finer-grained look at national cultures to consider their 

fractionalization, the culture archetypes framework looks at the individual level to 

identify archetypes based on configurations of values (Venaik & Midgley, 2015). In 

their global sample, Venaik and Midgley find about half the population is associated 

with archetypal values, or values that roughly correspond to the average, while the 

other half are associated with sharp and differentiated archetypes. The authors explain 

the implications for organizational leaders: “Our results show that assuming one’s 

employees in country X conform to the national culture of country X is clearly 

misleading as less than 50% of individuals will conform to these values” (Venaik & 

Midgley, 2015, p. 173). Though this body of research is young, it offers an important 

caution to leaders who might otherwise be tempted to assume an individual conforms 

to commonly recognized national values.  

 

The cultural mosaic model (Chao & Moon, 2005) considers the presence of 

intersectionality in individual-level culture and uses the imagery of linking cultural 

tiles that can be ordered and disordered in multiple ways. The tiles represent an 

individual’s demographic, geographic, and associative characteristics: the various 

cultural identities an individual possesses. Different tiles become more prominent 

depending on the dictates of the social situation.  
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The ELF, culture archetypes, and cultural mosaic models address the critique that 

national culture is not homogenous; a second concern is that some models present a 

fixed view of culture when in fact it is ever changing. “Rather than as a static, 

exogenous phenomenon, culture is now viewed as a loose network of multiple and 

sometimes conflicting knowledge and values structures that can be activated (or 

suppressed) depending on the demands of the situation,” write Adler and Aycan 

(2018, p. 311) drawing on the broad literature of the field.  

Considering culture in change 

While Hofstede, GLOBE, and more nuanced models of cultural understanding may 

differ in their level of analysis and approach, most acknowledge one thing: It is 

important to consider culture in the midst of any significant relationship or change 

project. Cultural differences and paradoxes may foster resistance to change, increase 

its probability of acceptance, or provide clues regarding how to approach a change 

process to better ensure success. Despite the assumption that understanding culture is 

important for global change projects, few efforts have been made to connect change 

theory to comparative culture models. One exception is that of Lane et al. (2014), 

who used a generalized phase or stage model of change to identify cultural 

contingencies that may be relevant at different stages of an initiative. For example, 

the earliest phase they identify is “readiness for change.” At this stage, cultural 

considerations may include communication style, collectivist vs. individualist 

cultures, and low vs. high power distance cultures. Similarly, Yaeger et al. (2006) 
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suggest that in considering approaches to international OD&C, cultures low in power 

distance will be more compatible with collaborative approaches. Change efforts that 

consider these contingencies may be more effective.  

 

A culture’s strength is “the degree to which everyone in the population accepts the 

values as legitimate and desirable” (Yaeger et al., 2006, p. 21). International OD&C 

practitioners, as well as global leaders, must be more attentive to culture when a 

culture is strong. But culture is not the only factor to consider. Neuman et al. (2009) 

write that international OD&C practitioners must simultaneously balance thinking 

internationally and thinking locally—in essence, considering both local cultures and 

global demands. Others argue that “it is not always essential to follow the local ways” 

(Lane et al., 2014, p. 243). Global leaders must also remember that cultures are not 

monolithic or deterministic: subcultures exist. Nissan’s revolutionary leader Carlos 

Ghosn offers an example of this. He used his identity as an outsider as an asset, 

enabling him to emphasize performance over Japan’s “motivation killing” traditional 

system of seniority (Ikegami et al., 2017). Additionally, some researchers propose 

that organizational cultures can interact with national cultures to create a hybrid 

workplace culture, which may contribute to a sense of shared identity (Earley & 

Mosakowski, 2000; Raz, 2009). 

 



 

26 

South Korean 

cultural and 

institutional 

context 

U.S. cultural 

and 

institutional 

context 

KIA Motors’ 

organizational 

context 

KIA Motors’ 

U.S. 

situational 

context 

The complexity of the relevant cultures is usefully illustrated in a diagram (see Figure 

2). Using Korean car manufacturer Kia Motors’ U.S. operations, the researchers 

illustrate how national cultures interact with corporate culture, within which 

individuals and teams experience their context. The authors conclude that “the key to 

succeeding across borders is to acquire awareness of the relevance of context and 

purposefully manage the cognitions of multiple actors, acting as a meaning maker 

rather than an information processer” (Nardon & Steers, 2014, p. 144). In meaning 

making, global leaders acknowledge the malleability of cultural contexts, choosing 

influence tactics and communication strategies that adapt to local culture when 

appropriate or advantageous, and minimize it when not (Caligiuri, 2013).  

Source: Reproduced from Nardon and Steers (2014, p. 139) 

Figure 2: The Cross-Cultural Context at KIA Motors’ U.S. Operation 
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Process complexity in global change 

Other global change research has focused less on cultural differences and more on the 

processes used to initiate and lead change, or on the cognitive, task, and relationship 

complexity involved. In a single case study example of a U.S.-based pharmaceutical 

company’s attempt to introduce a new product in global markets, researchers found 

low attention to process and context and the misguided belief that what had worked in 

the past would work once again led to five years of failed change before a European-

based manager introduced a successful approach (Spector, Lane, & Shaughnessy, 

2009). As the JABS editors warned (Neumann et al., 2009), cases such as this are 

illuminating but fail to provide the antidote: how to be attentive to process and 

context in leading global change.  

 

More recently, researchers have sought to understand expert cognition in order to 

advance the creation of training methods for prospective global change leaders 

(Osland, Oddou, Bird, & Osland, 2013). This research uses CTA process to explore 

how expert global leaders think: “How do they perceive and process information? 

How do they solve problems? How do they make decisions?” (Osland et al., 2013, p. 

513). One article looked at two case studies of global change and found 11 areas of 

commonality between the two very different change initiatives, including concepts 

like careful selection of teams, buffering team members from stress, and adapting 

quickly (Osland, Ehret, et al., 2017).  
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It may be helpful to think about process complexity in change as the tension created 

by the need to resolve paradox. While domestic leaders also face paradox in change, 

global leaders encounter more new and intensified paradoxes than domestic leaders, 

such as global and local balance (in terms of time zones, for example) or global and 

local business challenges (as differing across countries and regions) (Nelson, 2019). 

Expanding on paradox research by (Zhang, Waldman, Han, & Xiao-Bei, 2015), 

Nelson (2019) identifies paradoxes that global leaders must often confront throughout 

global change processes. These paradoxes are shared in Table 3 below. Nelson (2019) 

argues that accomplishing change requires the navigation of the tensions through 

sensemaking and learning agility. 

Table 3: Paradoxes of Global Change 

 

Paradoxical leadership behavior 

continua (Zhang et al., 2015) 

Additional global leadership 

paradoxes (Nelson, 2019) 

Self-centeredness and other-centeredness Global and local balance (time zones, 

distances, cultures) 

Distance and closeness My industry and other industries 

(interindustry challenges) 

Uniform treatment and allowing for 

individualization 

Global and local business challenges 

(headquarters, regional, in-country) 

Enforcing work requirements and 

allowing for flexibility 

Short-term and long-term perspectives 

and decision making (time horizons) 

Maintaining decision control and 

allowing for autonomy 

Making a profit and contributing to 

society (sustainability) 

Source: Reproduced from Nelson (2019, p. 181) 
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Process models for global change 

A useful model for global change would need to balance global complexity and 

national cultures with broadly generalizable steps. To my knowledge, a process 

model for leading global change that thoroughly acknowledges relational, cultural, 

and task complexity does not yet exist. As mentioned earlier, Lane et al. (2014) use a 

generalized change model drawn from Lewin, Kotter, and others in their work 

regarding the cultural contingencies of change. Their generalized model has six 

phases: readiness to change, desired state or goal, ability to change, motivation to 

change, implementation, and reinforcement. The authors draw conceptual links to the 

cultural considerations that are likely to occur at various stages. Other global change 

models (Ghoshal, Bartlett, & Christopher, 1996; Prahalad & Doz, 1987; Prosci, n.d.) 

do not explicitly consider the role of culture in global change, and in many cases take 

a transactional approach to human involvement, rather than exploring relational and 

cultural considerations.   

 

In summary, existing global change models lack complexity, generalizability, or 

functionality, and largely fail to acknowledge the role of culture or relationships in 

leading change. As noted by the editors of JABS (Neumann et al., 2009) and others 

(Lane et al., 2014; Osland, 2018a), practitioners are left wondering how to proceed. 

Since complexity defines the global change process, it is foolish to anticipate that an 

abstract model could provide thorough processual guidance for global change leaders. 

However, as former U.S. President and Five-Star Army General Dwight D. 

Eisenhower said, “plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.” Pettigrew’s 
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(1987) triangle model, introduced earlier, suggests richer clarity around process could 

help global change leaders stabilize the uncertainty created by content and context, 

perhaps even suggesting ways the global context could be leveraged as an asset of the 

change process. 

Success factors in leading global change 

Global change initiatives take place in a context of complexity, as change agents 

work across national cultures, geographic and temporal boundaries, and in 

complicated task circumstances. Failure is perceived to be common for domestic 

change initiatives, so an even greater frequency of failure among global change 

initiatives could be anticipated. This raises the importance of studying success factors 

for leading global change: What are the factors at play when an initiative succeeds?  

 

The minimal empirical research on global change initiatives primarily requires 

inquirers to draw from case studies and domestic change research to identify success 

factors of global change (Osland, 2018a). Osland does just that in creating her list of 

“key factors in global change,” which she develops in her 2018 chapter on the topic. 

She identifies 15 factors: leaders as catalysts, clear and motivating vision, change 

message that is easily grasped and repeated, building a community and generating 

trust, clear expectations and operationalization of the vision, alignment of 

organizational design components and tactics, use of teams to drive the change, 

accountability for results at all levels, measurement and evaluation during the 

process, high standards of performance, results-driven approach, reinforcement 
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systems, persistence, creating a context for change by modifying culture, and cultural 

contextualization of the change (Osland, 2018a). Osland’s list is drawn from a variety 

of research streams and reflects conventional wisdom that is broadly applicable in 

both domestic and global settings; it is the only comprehensive outline of success 

factors for leading global change I have identified. It offers practical instruction for 

global change leaders and could therefore benefit from empirical testing and 

validation.  

 

A variety of other resources may point toward potential success factors. These 

resources include case studies, quantitative research, and theoretical or conceptual 

papers. Insights from these sources are summarized in Table 4. To compile these 

success factors, I reviewed the last 10-20 years of articles published in relevant 

journals, such as Advances in Global Leadership and Journal of World Business, and 

also checked the bibliographies of relevant articles. Contributors to success were 

identified and included in the list below when the success factor was determined to be 

evident in at least two studies or articles. In some instances, the success factors are 

drawn from single case study examples or conceptual articles that may lack 

generalizability or empirical validity, hence the designation as “possible” success 

factors. Few articles spoke specifically of success; rather, I looked for research where 

desirable outcomes such as effectiveness or high-performance were achieved and then 

identified the contributing factors researchers identified. This list is in no way 
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exhaustive; there is a seemingly endless stream of literature that could generate 

additions or revisions to this list. Additional review of the literature is needed.  

Table 4: Possible Success Factors for Leading Global Change 

 

Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

Clear vision, tied 

to business 

purposes 

Bruch & 

Sattleberger 

(2001) 

 

Narrative description of restructuring at global airline 

Lufthansa. “Communicate the strategic intent” is the 

first step of their process.  

 Kotter (1988) 

 

“Create a vision” is Kotter’s third step. (Not 

specifically global.) 

 Osland (2018a) 

 

“Clear and motivating vision” is on Osland’s list of 

global change success factors, drawn from literature 

review.    

 Yeung & Ready 

(1995) 

“Articulate vision” is most important characteristic of 

global leaders in this early competency study of 1200 

executives in 8 countries. This was the first factor in 

7 of 8 countries. 

Culturally 

appropriate origin 

of change  

Bruch & 

Sattleberger  

(2001) 

 

Narrative description of restructuring at global airline 

Lufthansa. Noting skepticism of top-down change, 

the article documents a large-scale change process.  

 Hempel & 

Martinsons (2009) 

 

Multi-case study of business process changes in 

several Chinese companies: senior leaders provided 

origins of change. In some cultural contexts, it may 

not be appropriate to expect the emergence of change 

outside of hierarchical leadership.  

 Martin & 

Eisenhardt (2010) 

In contrast to Hempel & Martinsons, this 

comparative case study of business unit 

collaborations in global software companies found 

unsuccessful initiatives had their origin in the top 

executive, while successful initiatives emerged from 

unit leadership.  

Creating Bean & Eisenberg Case study of employees in one office of a global 

firm that transitioned to nomadic work environments 
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Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

disruption (2006) 

 

by changing the office location and prohibiting 

personalized workspaces. Researchers found 

sensemaking occurred as employees wrestled with 

identity, culture, and structure after the disruption. 

Illustrates how disruption can be used but does not 

provide support for disruption as a success factor.   

 Bruch & 

Sattleberger  

(2001) 

 

Case study of restructuring at Lufthansa. Disruptive 

activities included downsizing followed by training 

24,000 employees. 

 Kotter (1988) 

 

“Establish a sense of urgency” is Kotter’s first step. 

 Martin & 

Eisenhardt (2010) 

Found substantially reconfiguring tasks and 

relationships was more likely to yield high-

performing business unit collaborations.   

Greater 

heterogeneity of 

change team 

Earley & 

Mosakowski 

(2000) 

 

Qualitative field study and laboratory study found 

that the most effective teams were either very 

homogenous, or very heterogeneous; homogenous 

teams were effective from the beginning, while very 

heterogeneous teams grew more effective over time.  

 Haas (2006) 

 

Field study at an international development agency 

revealed teams that had more cosmopolitans (team 

members with extensive global experience) than 

locals, but did include locals, were more effective.   

 Huang, Gibson, 

Kirkman, & 

Shapiro (2017) 

Teams with lower levels of traditionalism perform 

better on innovation tasks, while teams with higher 

levels of traditionalism perform better at 

implementation.  

Social ties/social 

networks 

Martin & 

Eisenhardt (2010) 

Found that cross business unit collaborations with 

reconfigured teams were more successful when a few 

ties to former business units were maintained, to 

enable collaboration.   

 Rai, Maruping, & 

Venkatesh (2009) 

Field study of offshoring IT work finds strong client 

to vendor relationships help restrain cost overruns 

and enhance project success. 

Shared identity Earley & 

Mosakowski 

Field and laboratory studies revealed that very 

heterogeneous teams developed shared norms over 
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Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

(2000) 

 

time, becoming more effective as this “hybrid team 

culture” emerges.  

 Harikkala-

Laihinen, Hassett, 

Raitis, & 

Nummela (2018) 

A case study of communication in a Finnish-German 

post-acquisition environment found intentionally 

positive social-integration processes resulted in a 

sense of shared identity and relationship.  

 Harush, Lisak, & 

Glikson (2018) 

 

MBA students from multiple countries participated in 

global virtual team projects; results show that teams 

with higher levels of “global identity” allows 

multicultural distributed team members to develop a 

shared global ingroup that is related to perceived 

levels of proximity and lower levels of conflict (when 

task interdependence is low).   

 Hinds, Liu, & 

Lyon (2011) 

 

Field study of 43 teams in a multinational company 

found that shared identity reduced interpersonal 

conflict.  

 Orlikowski (2002) 

 

A field study within a global software company 

found sharing identity to be part of the organization’s 

pattern of “knowing in practice” that facilitated 

product development. 

 Osland (2004) Drawing from literature and personal research, the 

author proposes that global change leaders can use 

the skill of community building to advance change; 

building community may also be an outcome of 

change.  

 Raz (2009) Single case study inside a global industrial 

organization found that international OD&C work 

can negotiate a workplace culture that integrates 

global corporate and national cultures.  

Attending to 

culture 

Bowen & Inkpen 

(2009) 

 

In a case study within Johnson & Johnson, a global 

mindset (which includes understanding the influence 

of national cultures) contributed to profitable growth 

within one market.   

 Ikgeami, 

Mazneveski, & 

Ota (2017) 

 

Using Carlos Ghosn at Nissan as the example, this 

paper argues attending to culture can sometimes 

involve leveraging the “asset of foreignness” to 

selectively dismiss aspects of local culture in order to 
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Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

accomplish successful change.  

 Lane, Spector, 

Osland, & Taylor 

(2014) 

 

The authors present a framework for anticipating 

cultural contingencies at various stages of global 

change projects.  

 Osland (2018a) Osland includes cultural contextualization of change 

among her list of success factors for global change 

initiatives.  

Providing 

opportunities for 

small wins 

Bowen & Inkpen 

(2009) 

 

Case study of an effective sales strategy change 

demonstrates that small, quick wins can provide signs 

of quantifiable early success that reassures 

headquarters and motivates team members.  

 Martin & 

Eisenhardt (2010) 

Found small scale deliberate learning activities 

deliver early confirmation of an initiative’s future 

success.  

Knowledge 

sharing and 

communication 

Agterberg et al. 

(2010) 

 

Case study inside a global organization shows that 

knowledge sharing facilitates organizational 

embeddedness with practice-based affinity groups. 

Manager intervention can address content or 

connections to aid knowledge sharing.  

 Cummings, 

Espinosa, & 

Pickering (2009) 

 

Survey study of working pairs in a multinational 

organization found that knowledge sharing across 

spatial boundaries was easier than across temporal 

boundaries, as temporal boundaries created 

coordination delay. This may imply that distributed 

teams with some overlap in working hours may be 

better able to communicate and coordinate.  

 Gibson & Gibbs 

(2006) 

 

A psychologically safe communication climate 

(characterized by support, openness, trust, mutual 

respect, and risk taking) was found to reduce the 

negative impact of virtuality on innovation.     

 Harikkala-

Laihinen, Hassett, 

Raitis, & 

Nummela (2018) 

 

Case study of organizational culture integration in a 

post-acquisition environment found dialogue creates 

positivity and overcomes cross-cultural conflict.  

 Hitt, Hoskisson, Research into product diversification and 
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Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

& Kim (1997) 

 

globalization found that complexity at some point 

overshadows the benefits of global diversification; 

where this occurs is dependent on the firm’s ability to 

process information and share knowledge.  

 Hinds & 

Mortensen (2005) 

 

Field study that demonstrates spontaneous 

communication moderates the relationship between 

global team distribution and conflict.  

 Klitmøller & 

Lauring (2013) 

 

Study of information sharing in global virtual teams 

demonstrates that the medium of communication may 

impact results, dependent on the complexity of 

messages and difficulty in understanding accents. 

“Lean media” can enhance knowledge sharing by 

reducing miscommunication.  

 Rai et al. (2009) Success of offshore IT projects is in part influenced 

by information exchange through client visits to 

vendor sites.  

Participative 

change 

Bruch & 

Sattleberger  

(2001) 

 

Lufthansa engaged 24,000 employees in training to 

help shift global culture.  

 Chong et al. 

(2013) 

 

Rational persuasion, organizational and individual 

consultation, and collaboration are shown to increase 

organizational commitment and shift relationships 

from transactional to a relational contract among 

respondents from six countries.  

 Graebner (2004) 

 

“Serendipitous value” in acquired companies was 

more likely to be found when acquired use various 

mobilizing and mitigating actions to engage others  

 Raz (2009) 

 

Participatory change seminars inside a global 

industrial firm appear to have enabled teamwork, 

clarified required behaviors, and established 

measurement systems.  

Trust Osland (2018a) 

 

Communicating trust is among Osland’s list of 

success factors in global change projects.  

 Rai et al. (2009) 

 

Trust reduces project cost overruns and improves 

success in offshoring information systems projects.  
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Possible Success 

Factors 

Source Description 

 Raz (2009) In a single case study, deficient levels of trust 

contributed to a lack of standardization and 

suspicion.  

 

Finally, it’s important to note that success factors alone cannot ensure positive results. 

Market forces, organizational shifts, and even luck may play a role. De Wit (1988) 

wryly notes that “the presence of success factors does not guarantee success but their 

absence is likely to lead to failure” (p. 164). For this reason, and more, it is important 

to gain a clearer understanding of global change success factors. 

Conclusion 

Understanding what makes for successful global change projects has never been more 

important. As research struggles to keep pace with globalization, leaders of 

multinational organizations are left wondering how to proceed (Neumann et al., 

2009). Growing globally can offer significant benefits to organizations (Hitt et al., 

1997), but only for those who are prepared to handle the complexity created by 

working across boundaries.  

 

Existing change models have been criticized for their linearity and over-simplicity 

(Pasmore, 2015); they also fail to offer prescriptive insight for global change leaders, 

who must create winning strategies that also accommodate national cultures, 

organizational cultures, and multiple internal and cultural relationships. The growing 

field of global leadership studies recognizes the importance of change management as 
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a competency (Bird, 2018), but again fails to offer sufficient direction for 

practitioners. Executives must take national cultures into account (e.g. Dorfman et al., 

2012; Hofstede, 2018) while also recognizing that culture is unpredictable, adaptable, 

and not homogenous at the national level (Adler & Aycan, 2018).  

 

Our current understanding of success factors in global change projects is limited and 

inconclusive, often drawn from domestic change literature and from global case 

studies (Osland, 2018a). Lacking insights drawn from research specific to global 

change, we are left to speculate what factors might contribute to the overall success of 

a project, especially in terms of attending to culture and relationships. The question 

What are the success factors of global change projects? is therefore of importance to 

both the academic and practitioner communities. The pace of globalization will only 

quicken; both scholarship and leadership must be prepared with an answer.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
I began by noting there is a “global change gap” created by two separate but related 

holes in our understanding. First, there is a gap between the change we want and the 

change we actually get: Change initiatives are perceived to have a high failure rate, 

and change is universally considered to be difficult. Second, there is a gap between 

the global organizations we want and the leadership we have: There is a perception 

that few executives are truly prepared to lead complex global initiatives. Together, 

this creates a “global change gap” where more research is needed to answer a 

seemingly simple question: What are the success factors in leading global change 

projects?  

 

This study addresses the need for more global change research (Neumann et al., 2009; 

Osland, 2018a), and responds to the call of the editor of the Journal of World 

Business, who suggests more phenomena-based research is needed in the area of 

international business in order to provide richer insights for business leaders (Doh, 

2015).  

Multi-Case Study Methodology 

To address the research question, I used a case study approach. A case study is a 

“research strategy which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single 

settings” for the purpose of theory building or theory testing (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 

534). Those “dynamics present” within the individual cases are the variables explored 
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in the variance approach. Case study methodology has been fundamental to the 

establishment of modern organization theory because it provides rich understanding 

into how contemporary organizations work (Fiss, 2009).  

 

Yin (2018) recommends the use of case study methodology when three criteria are 

met: (1) your main research questions are “how” or “why” questions, (2) you have 

little control over the events of your study, (3) and your focus is a contemporary 

phenomenon. My study meets these criteria. First, while I have formulated my 

research question as a “what” question, it might also be written as, Why was this 

global change project successful when others were not?—or, How can leaders ensure 

the success of global change projects? Second, unlike laboratory research, where the 

researcher has the ability to manipulate a variable in order to consider its impact on 

an outcome, the exploration of completed change projects allows for no manipulation 

of variables by the researcher. Finally, my research has as its context recently 

completed global change projects, not historical phenomena.   

 

My research has the purpose of establishing new knowledge around global change 

project success factors. With that in mind, I selected a multi-case, comparative, 

exploratory approach to case study methodology. Multiple-case studies draw a single 

set of “cross-case” conclusions from two or more case studies (Yin, 2018). The multi-

case approach makes possible the emergence of new theory that is empirically 

grounded and therefore more convincing (Eisenhardt, 1989), generalizable, and 
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robust (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). While multi-case study methodology is suited 

for theory-building work, it also may be especially suitable for the study of 

international OD&C projects, where context and complexity present a vast number of 

variables. In an analysis of the top four international business journals between 1995 

and 2005, researchers identified 135 articles using case study methodology (Piekkari, 

Welch, & Paavilainen, 2009). Overall, the authors identified a predominant pattern of 

“exploratory, interview-based multiple case studies based on positivistic assumptions 

and conducted at a single point in time” (Piekkari et al., 2009, p. 577). My choice of 

methodology is in keeping with this finding, though I ultimately take an interpretivist 

stance. Additionally, I consider this study to be phenomena-driven research, which 

Schwarz and Stensaker (2014) say has an emphasis on “identifying, capturing, 

documenting, and conceptualizing a phenomena of interest in order to facilitate 

knowledge creation and advancement,” with a focus on contributing to knowledge in 

a field (in this case, global change) rather than to specific theory (p. 3).  

 

Case studies often result in one of two kinds of outcomes: (1) process studies, which 

deal with discrete states and events, and (2) variance studies, which consider variables 

and sufficient outcomes (Mohr, 1982). Because this study is a search for success 

factors, which are variables, it is a variance study. Variance studies provide 

“explanations of variables in terms of relationships among dependent and 

independent variables” (Langley, 1999, p. 692).  
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Overall, the greatest concern regarding case study research is the perception that it is 

not rigorous enough (Yin, 2018). My research design addresses this by working 

within an interpretivist perspective while using a multi-case design. Multi-case 

approaches increase rigor through cross-case analysis and replication logic and often 

provide a stronger base for building theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 

2018). Likewise, the interpretivist Gioia method introduces a systematic rigor to 

qualitative analysis that creates stronger connections between data and theory (Gioia, 

Corley, & Hamilton, 2013).  

Steps of a case study  

In her seminal article on building theory from case study research, Eisenhardt (1989) 

outlines eight steps for conducting theory-producing research from a case study 

design. Yin’s (2018, p. 2) equally seminal textbook outlines an iterative six-step 

process that aligns nicely with Eisenhardt’s outline. The two approaches are presented 

in parallel, in Table 5, along with brief descriptors of the steps primary activities (as 

identified by Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 533).  

Table 5: Eisenhardt’s Eight Steps of Case Study Research as Compared to Yin 

 

Eisenhardt’s (1989) 

Step 

Activity Yin’s (2018) 

Corresponding 

Step 

Getting started Definition of research question 

Possibly a priori constructs 

Neither theory nor hypotheses 

Plan 

Selecting cases Specified population 

Theoretical, not random, sampling 

Plan 
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Eisenhardt’s (1989) 

Step 

Activity Yin’s (2018) 

Corresponding 

Step 

Crafting instruments and 

protocols 

Multiple data collection methods 

Qualitative and quantitative data 

combined 

Multiple investigators 

Design, Prepare 

Entering the field Overlap data collection and analysis, 

including field notes 

Flexible and opportunistic data collection 

methods 

Collect 

Analyzing data Within-case analysis 

Cross-case pattern search using divergent 

techniques 

Analyze 

Shaping hypotheses Iterative tabulation of evidence for each 

construct 

Replication, not sampling, logic across 

cases 

Search evidence for “why” behind 

relationships 

Analyze 

Enfolding literature Comparison with conflicting literature 

Comparison with similar literature 

Analyze 

Reaching closure Theoretical saturation when possible Share 

 

As Yin (2018) notes, the process of case study research is linear but iterative, 

meaning that steps can overlap and repeat as the research question is further clarified 

and as analysis reveals new insights that prompt the researcher to return to the data or 

adapt questions to fit a new direction. This, along with the generalized steps identified 

above, reflects the outline of my research process as further explained below.  
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Getting Started   

Eisenhardt’s (1989) getting started step is the point of determination about research 

questions, research design, and the prior knowledge that will inform them. I have 

outlined my question above and will explain my research design throughout the 

following pages. It is important to note here, however, that Eisenhardt recommends 

beginning as close as possible to “the ideal of having no theory under consideration 

and no hypotheses to test” (1989, p. 536). I began my research with no fixed 

expectations of what I might find in terms of success factors in global change 

projects. However, the literature review, found in Chapter 2, informed my thinking so 

that I anticipated the possibility of identifying at least some of the success factors that 

have been named in extant research. (See Table 4 for a list of previously identified 

success factors.) Additional theories and models of research, such as Eisenhardt’s 

own work, and that of Yin (2018) and Gioia et al. (1991) also informed my design 

and thinking. It is impossible to enter research with a complete tabula rasa, which 

Eisenhardt (1989) acknowledges. As my expectations were unfixed, however, I 

believe I met the spirit of her blank-slate mindset at the beginning of case study 

research.  

Selecting Cases  

My research design involves selecting four organizations (two NGOs, two 

companies) and two completed change initiatives within each organization (one 

success, one underperforming or failure), using a structure established by Martin and 

Eisenhardt (2010), who studied cross-business unit collaborations by examining 
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successful and underperforming projects inside a single firm. This structure helps 

make the phenomena “transparently observable,” which is ideal when working with a 

small number of cases (Pettigrew, 1990). Martin and Eisenhardt (2010) note that 

sampling within the same firm also controls for organization-level factors such as the 

extent of centralization or social ties. This structure uses the organization as the 

primary case (for a total of four primary cases), with two embedded cases per 

organization (Martin & Eisenhardt, 2010), for a total of eight embedded cases in the 

study overall. This structure allows for within-case analysis of each organization, 

cross-case analysis by sector (NGO or for-profit) and cross-case analysis overall to 

identify success factors in change initiatives. This should support the development of 

theoretical outcomes: cases with outcomes that vary (for example, because of 

consideration of both success and failure) can help identify variables that contribute 

to theory; multiple cases with similar outcomes (e.g., success) strengthen the validity 

of the theory (Bansal, Smith, & Vaara, 2018).   

 

In selecting the number of cases, Eisenhardt (1989) notes that between 4 and 10 cases 

are recommended for multi-case comparative studies. Fewer than four cases can lead 

to difficulty in generating sufficiently complex theory, while more than 10 cases can 

lead to an excessive amount of data that is difficult to manage. Focusing on a smaller 

number of cases may allow researchers to direct greater attention to individual 

contexts and the related storytelling (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). Practical limitations 
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(such as time or money) are also a consideration in determining the final number of 

cases in a study (Eisenhardt, 1989).   

Case selection criteria 

To identify potential organizations to study, I began by identifying NGOs and 

companies where I anticipated sufficient access to data based on the approachability 

of the CEO. Both Yin (2018) and Pettigrew (1990) note that the ability to negotiate 

access is an important factor in case selection. These potential organizations were 

then evaluated through theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007), based on their likelihood of extending the emerging theory around 

global change success. Selection criteria, below, helped identify potential 

organizations: 

• Organization is global, which for the purpose of this study I define as involving 

three or more national cultures. 

• Change initiatives considered in the study are recent enough to ensure the primary 

leaders of the change remain with the organization and that interviewees have 

recall of the initiatives. 

• Change initiatives are sufficiently complete to enable evaluation of the project’s 

overall success according to success criteria established below.  

• Change initiatives are planned change (Dunnette & Hough, 1992).  

• Change initiatives involve elements of organizational culture change (Cameron & 

Quinn, 2011; Schein, 2010). 
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By selecting change initiatives that are similar in nature, findings may be more 

transferable.  

 

With the use of these criteria, two NGOs and two companies were selected. Brief 

summaries of the organizations are presented below. The organization’s name, the 

names of informants, and some identifying characteristics have been changed or 

disguised to protect confidentiality. The organizations include: 

• Water Org is a Texas-based international non-governmental organization that was 

founded in 1990 to provide clean water to rural communities in Kenya. Drawing 

on the oil drilling experience of its volunteer-led staff, Water Org grew over the 

first 20 years to become a multimillion-dollar organization on four continents. 

 

• Manufacturing Co. is an 85-year old, family-owned global manufacturer of 

technical devices headquartered in the Chicagoland area with other offices 

throughout the U.S. and in Belgium, China, the United Arab Emirates, and 

elsewhere.  

 

• Conserve Co. is a waste consultancy based in the United States and Europe. 

Conserve Co. clients are global brands seeking to minimize environmentally-

damaging waste through more efficient operational procedures.  
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• Economic Org is a U.S.-based international NGO that helps the ultra-poor in East 

Africa have access to small grants and the support networks they need to start 

small businesses. 

 

More detailed descriptions of the organizations and cases are included at the end of 

this chapter.  

 

Case study research benefits from the establishment of boundaries around the 

phenomena in order to reduce the “potentially limitless possibilities” into a less 

complex phenomena for study (Fiss, 2009, p. 426). This allows for a bounded, 

contextual understanding that aims to preserve the integrity of the case. “The 

challenge lies in comprehending the case in its entirety rather than merely in its parts” 

(Fiss, 2009, p. 427). In this study, I have bounded the embedded cases by selecting 

the start and end of the global change projects as identified by the CEOs.   

Defining and assessing success 

An operational definition of “success” was needed to clearly separate the change 

initiatives that met the success threshold as compared to those that did not. For this 

research, success was defined using Hackman’s (1990) three-pronged approach, 

which says success is based on (1) the degree to which the output met the 

expectations (quantity, quality, timeliness) of the project; (2) the degree to which the 

process enhanced the group’s ability to work together again in the future; (3) and the 

degree to which the process contributed to the growth and well-being of individual 
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team members. In Appendix E, I provide a brief assessment instrument for evaluating 

the success of a change initiative using Hackman’s (1990) factors. Six items on the 

assessment evaluate the success of the project, using a seven-point Likert scale. 

Hackman acknowledges that his three prongs are not equal in every project, 

depending on the project’s prime objective. In recognition of this—and also in 

recognition of project management’s three primary objectives to stay on time, within 

budget, and to meet project specifications (de Wit, 1988)—I have added additional 

items to address these objectives. A score of 42 would represent a project that 

completely exceeded expectations. A score of 36 would indicate a project that 

completely met expectations. Scores below 24 points represent projects that are 

perceived to be underperforming. This reflects a reality not often acknowledged in 

conversations around the failure rate of change: results of change initiatives are often 

treated as binary (success or failure), when in reality, failure to success is a continuum 

with many potential outcomes between the two poles. Most change efforts do not fail 

outright; rather, they deliver less than hoped for or promised. Project names and their 

overall score are presented in Table 6. Bolded numbers represent the organization’s 

success project. Further explanation of how this assessment was used is discussed 

below. 

Table 6: Projects and Overall Assessment Scores 

 

Case Project Score 

Water Org Global restructuring 33.17 

Water Org IT integration 24.33 



 

50 

Case Project Score 

Manufacturing Co. Lean initiative 28.83 

Manufacturing Co. SAP implementation 12.33 

Conserve Co. Goliath global partnership 28.55 

Conserve Co. Client B initiative  19.24 

Economic Org Development impact bond 32.25 

Economic Org  Scaling through partnerships 22.71 

 

Instruments, Protocols, and Entering the Field 

Following Eisenhardt’s (1989) eight-step process and Yin’s (2018) six-step process, 

my research design next focused on the development of instruments and interview 

protocols. The development of a brief assessment instrument was outlined above. In 

addition to this, I drafted semi-structured interview protocols (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) 

for the CEO and for team members. These can be found in Appendices F and G.  

 

Data collection occurred through six primary activities: (1) CEO interviews, (2) 

survey assessment by CEO and team members, (3) first round interviews with team 

members, (4) field notes and observation, (5) archival data, and (6) second round 

interviews with selected team members to clarify understanding, as needed. 

 

In most cases, I began my data collection by interviewing the organization’s CEO. 

These interviews occurred by videoconference or in-person and were an hour or more 

in length, sometimes conducted in multiple sittings. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed for later analysis. Additionally, the CEO was asked to evaluate the 
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identified projects (both success and failure) using the above-mentioned assessment 

instrument. This method of combining assessment with interviews mirrors the process 

used by Martin and Eisenhardt (2010) in their study of cross-business unit 

collaborations that were high- and low-performing. The CEO then introduced me to 

colleagues who were closely involved with one or both change initiatives. Informants 

with diverse perspectives (for example, different nationalities, roles, or seniority) 

were sought to limit bias (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). First round interviews with 

team members were conducted and interviewees were also invited to evaluate the 

change project(s) with which they worked using the assessment instrument. At the 

time of these interviews, I made field notes to record my observations and 

impressions (Eisenhardt, 1989), especially as I considered how this case related to the 

others. During interviews and in subsequent email communication, I requested 

archival documents that were mentioned in interviews or that might exist based on the 

nature of the project. Finally, following the initial case analysis, when necessary, I 

requested second interviews with informants to clarify my thinking, correct my 

understanding, and ask further questions.  

 

Throughout the process, I adapted my interview questions for second round 

interviews that drilled more deeply into the initial findings. Adapting research 

questions as a study progresses is a common procedure in qualitative research 

(Charmaz, 2014; Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt, Graebner, & Sonenshein, 2016; Gioia 

et al., 2013), as it allows the researcher to pursue a more interesting line of questions 
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to develop more robust theory. This process of adapting interview questions to 

explore initial findings was repeated for each subsequent case.  

 

While I have presented these activities in a linear fashion, in reality the order was 

only partially determined. Interviews always began with the CEO or a top executive, 

but the assessment of project success and failure might come before or after the first 

interview with the executive. Archival documents were sometimes sent to me in 

advance of an interview. Second interviews with some informants occurred while first 

interviews with others were taking place. This iterative process reflects “controlled 

opportunism” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 539).   

Data Analysis and Shaping Hypotheses 

Gioia et al. (2013) recalls an experience with a skeptical journal editor who had 

concerns about the reliability of a submitted qualitative article. “They were not about 

to accept a disingenuous ‘we were there; we are bright people, and these are our 

insightful impressions’ stance that had characterized so much prior qualitative work,” 

(Gioia et al., 2013, p. 13). The authors needed to demonstrate qualitative rigor: that 

they hadn’t “just cherry-picked quotes in the reporting, contrived some clever 

explanation, and slapped a sexy label on it” (p. 13). In this section, I demonstrate my 

own qualitative rigor through the data analysis process.  

 

Pratt (2009) observes that while data may be collected using a case study approach, 

its analysis often requires the use of additional methodologies. My own path included 
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an iterative process of analysis and adaptation that was aided through the writing of 

both research memos and case narratives. I began with the drafting of a case outline, 

following the completion of the first interview with the CEO. To some extent, this 

case outline reflects Davis and Eisenhardt’s (2011) process of writing chronological 

case histories. It also reflects the narrative strategy identified by Langley (1999). The 

case outline evolved after each subsequent interview with the CEO and other team 

members. Future interviews often began with me providing a summary of the case 

outline, in order to make the informant aware of my basic understanding of the case, 

so the informant could provide additional detail based on their own experience, 

correct misunderstandings, or identify differences in experience.  

 

These case outlines eventually evolved into thick descriptions of each organization’s 

change initiative that enabled me to “become intimately familiar with each case as a 

stand-alone entity” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 540). These detailed individual cases are 

presented in the appendices, as recommended by Yin (2018). Dyer and Wilkins 

(1991) note that in writing a case narrative,  

the central issue is whether the researcher is able to understand and 

describe the context of the social dynamics of the scene in question to 

such a degree to make the context intelligible to the reader and to 

generate theory in relationship to that context. (p. 616) 

 

Beginning with this process of creating a case narrative was helpful to maintain a 

“more holistic assessment of the data” (Eisenhardt et al., 2016, p. 1119).  
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Next, I used the conventions of grounded theory following the Gioia methodology 

(Gioia et al., 2013) to further analyze my data. Gioia et al. (2013) identifies four 

steps: research design, data collection, data analysis, and articulation of a theory or 

model. Their first two steps–research design and data collection–have already been 

addressed in this methodology chapter; my use of the Gioia Methodology began 

specifically with his third step of data analysis, which includes coding data to identify 

first-order, informant-centric codes. Within this step, the researcher organizes first-

order codes into second order themes, which are more abstract, researcher-centric 

descriptors. Aggregate dimensions, a third layer of abstraction, may also be identified 

to further group findings. Altogether, the first-order codes, second-order themes, and 

aggregate dimensions form the data structure of the research. In the fourth step, the 

researcher articulates a theory or model, which is then refined through consulting the 

literature.  

 

Through Gioia et al.’s data analysis steps, my research’s data structure began to 

emerge as my familiarity with the case grew through the narrative writing process, 

and as I reviewed my field notes and memos, I identified factors that seemed to 

contribute to a project’s success. These emerged through what Langley (1999) calls 

“induction, deduction, and inspiration” (p. 707). Often it was an informant’s unique 

turn of phrase, sometimes through the use of metaphor, that drew my attention to a 

first-order code. For example, it stood out to me when one informant recalled a 

colleague saying he used to feel like a bastard child, but now felt welcomed to the 



 

55 

table. My familiarity with the transcripts allowed me to quickly recall other instances 

where the table metaphor was used, or where a similar experience of being welcomed 

as an equal had occurred. I made note of this. Likewise, I began to note that many 

informants spoke of people who stood in the gap between two cultures or levels of the 

organization; they used a variety of descriptors for these individuals: champions, 

bridges, ambassadors, translators. Along with tracking these unique turns of phrase, I 

also noted occurrences of other factors drawn from the extant literature and found on 

my list of potential global change success factors in Table 4 (for example, having a 

clear vision).  

 

As these observations accumulated, I began to identify them as first-order codes. For 

example, within Water Org’s transcripts, I noted informants’ stories about new 

programming models emerging from an experiment in the field, a toolkit that came 

from a church partnership, and a software application developed by Indian team 

members. As I dwelled on the frequency of these stories and examples, they began to 

group together as first-order codes that represented a second-order theme of seeking 

ideas from outside headquarters. This theme eventually became a component of the 

aggregate dimension participatory process.  

 

Once it became clear that the second-order themes represented patterns that 

contributed to the success of the change initiatives, I began to consider how the 

factors worked together. I used cross-case analysis, working from the second-order 
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themes and returning to the data when clarification was needed. In some cases, I re-

coded the interviews as new insights emerged that required revisiting existing data to 

clarify the presence of other examples. Likewise, I returned to the data and to the 

first-order codes to consider within-group similarities (for example, comparing 

internal change projects as separate from global change projects completed in 

partnership with external organizations) and differences (Eisenhardt, 1989)—or to 

contrast failure projects with success projects. These strategies were designed to help 

me go beyond initial responses, improving the likelihood of theory that is accurate 

and reliable (Eisenhardt, 1989). This iterative process led to aggregate dimensions 

(Gioia et al., 2013) of cross-case analysis that represented a full response to my 

research question. The aggregate dimensions that emerged are participatory process, 

representative leadership, and nested implementation.  

 

As these patterns emerged, they did so first within the organizations (within-case 

analysis), and second through cross-case analysis. This demonstrates replication 

logic, which Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) note is central to case study research, as 

it allows each case to stand as an independent experiment: “Each case serves as a 

distinct experiment that stands on its own as an analytic unit” (Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007, p. 25). Yin (2018) writes that in multi-case studies, the first few 

cases might focus on literal replication, while the subsequent case studies might be 

designed to pursue varying patterns of theoretical replication; if all case studies align 
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to the emerging model, the aggregate will provide significant support for the study’s 

results.  

 

Together, first-order, second-order, and aggregate dimensions form a data structure, 

which “provides a graphic representation of how we progressed from raw data to 

terms and themes in conducting the analyses” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 6). My data 

structure can be seen in 

Figure 3; for simplicity, only second-order themes and aggregate dimensions are 

presented. 
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Figure 3: Data Structure 

 

The findings evident in this data structure are elaborated upon in Chapter 4 and the 

Appendices A-D; there, the data structure is further supported with “proof quotes” 

and “power quotes” (Pratt, 2008, p. 501). Power quotes offer the most compelling 

illustration of a point, while multiple proof quotes further support the argument and 

are often displayed in a table (Pratt, 2008). As an example of a power quote, in 

explaining the importance of U.S.-based leadership recognizing and rewarding ideas, 

a Water Org team member said, “The Liberians, the Sierra Leoneans, the Ugandans, 

the Zambians; they’re coming up with these ideas, and what U.S.-based leaders are 

doing are putting the light on them” (W1). This clearly expresses the intent of 
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recognizing the contributions of others, a second-order theme that is part of the 

participatory process aggregate dimension. Additional proof quotes can reinforce this 

insight and provide a different perspective on it. Throughout this dissertation, quotes 

are presented with minimal editing to ease readability and enhance understanding, or 

to remove identifying data. Filler phrases such as “like” or “um” may be removed. 

Bracketed explanations may be inserted to replace the use of a name or to provide 

relevant context. Longer quotes are occasionally shortened when doing so does not 

change the nature of the content; this is noted with ellipses.  

 

To further verify the trustworthiness of the coding, randomly selected transcripts were 

coded by fellow researchers. Audit-checks of coding help verify the researcher’s 

insights as emerging from the data (Akkerman, Admiraal, Brekelmans, & Oost, 

2008). Significant agreement was found between my coding and that of the code-

checker; when disagreements were found, they were discussed and resolved. Cornish, 

Gillespie, and Zittoun (2013) note that while coding audits can be an important step 

in qualitative analysis, it is less important for research studies, such as this one, that 

include significant extracts of transcripts that allow the reader to draw their own 

conclusions about the research’s findings. Even so, these conversations assisted me in 

further refining my codes, a process that was tracked in a memo.  

 

In keeping with the expectations of multi-case research (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007), the final results presented in this dissertation represent only those findings 
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which are replicated across most or all of the success cases and are absent or 

incomplete in the failure cases.  

Enfolding Literature 

To build theory based on multi-case research, the researcher must understand where 

his or her ideas fit with the extant literature. I returned to the international OD&C 

literature and the global leadership literature throughout the research process, cycling 

between case data, extant research, and emergent theory to ultimately create a 

theoretical framework that informs the global change literature. Eisenhardt (1989) 

notes that in consulting literature, researchers must ask where their findings conflict 

with the existing knowledge, in order to identify opportunities for refining their own 

theory. When findings align with existing theory, it can increase the generalizability 

of the researcher’s findings and raise the reader’s confidence that the findings are 

valid (Eisenhardt, 1989). Chapter 5 provides a thorough reporting of the enfolding 

literature step, noting areas where my findings intersect with those of extant research; 

the strongest connections were found in relationship to social construction approaches 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1974; Weick, 1979), and discursive and 

conversational views of change (Bushe & Marshak, 2016; Ford & Ford, 1995).   

 

Throughout this iterative process, a new model of global change project success 

emerged from the cases. Phenomena-driven research (PDR), which does not begin 

with the specific intention of building on or filling gaps in an existing theory, enables 

the research to use empirical data to position or build new theory, and to draw on and 
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integrate multiple existing theories to describe the identified phenomena (Schwarz & 

Stensaker, 2014). The nature of PDR implies that the focus should be not only on 

connecting findings to existing theories, but also on identifying managerial 

implications:   

Because PDR is driven by questions based on real problems in 

organizations, and aims to contribute to existing knowledge within a 

field, rather than contributing specifically to a particular theory, it 

could successfully produce research with clear and immediate 

implications for practice. (Schwarz & Stensaker, 2014, p. 14) 

 

It is my belief that the emerging model, and especially the components of the model, 

offer practical insights for global change leaders, useful especially for addressing the 

gaps in understanding identified as part of Chapters 1 and 2.  

Methodological Limitations 

Case study research is not without limitations. In this section, I identify potential 

limitations and address measures taken, where possible, to counteract their impact. 

First, I explore limitations related to data collection; then limitations related to 

analysis; and finally, limitations related to theorizing from case study research.   

 

One limitation of case study research based on interviews is that informants may 

weaken the veracity of the data based on impression management or retrospective 

sensemaking (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Charmaz (2014) cautions interviewers 

not to believe they have forged a connection to intimate, authentic experience; rather 

it is a reconstruction of a reality. This limitation can be managed, writes Eisenhardt 
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and Graebner (2007), by selecting multiple, diverse high-quality informants who 

represent different perspectives on the phenomena. Gioia et al. (2013) also reminds 

researchers that “people in organizations know what they are trying to do and can 

explain their thoughts, intentions, and actions” (p. 17). The informants in my study 

represented different perspectives and roles. Constructing the cases to reflect the 

broad range of their perspectives, taking into account the places where their stories 

differed and diverged, should provide an authentic reflection of actual occurrences. 

Additionally, assurances of confidentiality and encouragement from the CEO to 

speak openly may help mitigate the very human impulse to practice impression 

management.  

 

At the same time, Gioia et al. (2013) identify another concern of qualitative research 

at the point of data collection: “going native,” or being too close to the interview topic 

and therefore adopting the informant’s view. As with the previous limitation, I 

attempted to mitigate this through the selection of diverse informants, and by cross-

checking my perspective with multiple sources of data such as organizational reports. 

I was reassured to find that informants identified multiple, and sometimes conflicting, 

sources of success and failure in the projects. Attention to this diversity of opinion 

among those I interviewed served as a protective measure against being swayed too 

much by the perspective of one informant.  
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A limitation of qualitative research at the data analysis phase is the concern that the 

researcher’s insights might be ungrounded or unable to be replicated by other 

researchers. As previously noted, “we were there; we are bright people, and these are 

our insightful impressions” is not sufficient scholarly justification for findings (Gioia 

et al., 2013, p. 13). At the same time, in qualitative research it is impossible to 

separate the researcher from the research process; we are not “passive receptacles into 

which data are poured” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 27). I acknowledge, for example, that I 

entered this research process with a predisposition toward collaborative and shared 

leadership approaches. Such biases could unduly color my research findings. To 

mitigate against unwarranted results, I’ve employed research design safeguards 

including the use of code auditing (Akkerman et al., 2008). Consistent with the Gioia 

methodology (Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I also brought the findings 

back to my informants and asked if the conclusions made sense from their 

perspective. Finally, following Eisenhardt’s (1989) “enfolding literature” step of case 

study methodology, I looked for connections and contradictions to my emerging 

theory in the extant research.  

 

In terms of case study methodology’s ability to build theory, Eisenhardt (1989) notes 

that it may result in narrow and idiosyncratic theory of questionable generalizability 

outside a limited context. Eisenhardt then comments that perhaps the possibility of 

building a grand and broadly generalizable theory is too high an expectation for one 

study. I concur. Additionally, in discussing the generalizability or transferability of 
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concepts from small sample-size research, Gioia et al (2013) ask, “Is it possible to 

generalize from a case study?” They answer their question: “Of course it is—if the 

case generates concepts or principles with obvious relevance to some other domain” 

(p. 10). In this research, I’ve attempted to mitigate the risks of narrow and 

idiosyncratic theory by making three specific design process decisions to increase 

“obvious relevance to some other domain.” First, the research question I address is of 

sufficiently broad interest; an established need exists regarding the desire for more 

knowledge around leading global change (e.g. Osland, 2018a). The question is 

relevant to business, and CEOs are eager to find leaders capable of guiding global 

change (PWC, 2012, 2019). Second, in selecting organizations to study, to increase 

the transferability of findings, I was careful to select from two domains (NGOs and 

for-profit companies), within separate industries, with differing types of change 

projects, and working in different countries. Had all four companies been insurance 

firms engaged in global restructurings involving employees in the U.S., India, and 

Mexico (for example), the findings would be more limited to that specific context. 

Instead, the prevalence of the findings across domain, industry, national context, and 

type of change lends reliability to the transferability of the emerging theory. Third, 

my committee was made up of renowned scholars in the fields of global leadership 

and organizational change who brought rich theoretical diversity and depth and 

pushed me to thoughtfully position my research within existing bodies of literature, 

global leadership, and international organization change and development. Through 

these safeguards, I hope the results of this study have some transferable relevance to 
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other contexts; in this, I join Gioia et al. (2013) in parting “company with pure 

interpretivists,” hoping instead for “principles that are portable” (p. 10). 

 

With these limitations and countermeasures in mind, I present the results of my 

research process in the following chapters. The overall design is for phenomena-

driven research that may create international organization development and change 

theory with immediate practical application in the field. Schwarz and Stensaker 

(2014) underline this importance of this practical applicability with a metaphor: 

Imagine if medical researchers only communicated theoretical explanations with 

others doing medical research, with little attempt to speak to those actually practicing 

medicine. My hope is that this research will “speak” to those who are actually 

practicing global change.  

Case Descriptions 

In this final section of Chapter 3, I provide descriptions of each primary case (with 

the organization as the unit of analysis), briefly introducing the organization and then 

sharing a narrative description of the embedded cases as well as the success and 

underperforming change initiatives within each organization. Additional detail is 

available in Appendices A-D, where results of the within-case analysis can also be 

found. 

Water Org 

Water Org is a Texas-based international non-governmental organization (NGO) that 

was founded in 1990 to provide clean water to rural communities in Kenya. Drawing 
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on the oil drilling experience of its initially volunteer-led staff, Water Org grew over 

the first 20 years to become a multimillion-dollar organization on four continents: 

Africa, Asia, Latin America, and North America.  

 

This case explores two change initiatives at Water Org, both set in motion in 2010. 

Immediately prior to this time, the founding CEO stepped aside and an outside 

executive with leadership experience in a much larger international NGO was hired. 

The new CEO set in motion a visioning process that led to many significant changes 

within Water Org. To explore these change initiatives, 10 Water Org employees or 

board members (see Table 7) participated in interviews for this study. Several team 

members were interviewed more than once to triangulate information from other 

informants or to probe for insights regarding emerging themes (Charmaz, 2014). The 

interviews totaled almost 12 hours and were transcribed into 141 single-spaced pages 

of text. Informants were assured of confidentiality; in discussion of this case, as in 

other cases, informant codes are used to identify the interviewee rather than their job, 

location, or title. In some cases, I have identified the CEO as the source of 

information when this identification adds authority to the statement and content is 

innocuous.  

Table 7: Water Org Interview Subjects 

 

Title Nationality Office 

CEO American Houston, Texas 

SVP, Programs American Houston, Texas 

CFO American Houston, Texas 
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VP of H R South African Los Angeles, California 

Regional VP, Latin America & 

Caribbean  

Haitian Miami, Florida 

Regional VP, West & South Africa Malawian Lusaka, Zambia 

Country Director for Operations, 

India 

Indian Hyderabad, India 

Office Manager and Co-founder American Houston, Texas 

Board Member American Houston, Texas 

IT Director American Houston, Texas 

 

Global restructuring: Success 

The success project within the Water Org case was a global structuring initiative 

designed to transition the organization, as the CEO explained, “from a U.S.-

based/white organization to a global organization with boards. By global I mean run 

by Indians, Africans, Latin Americans, and Haitians, with international boards and 

local boards.” In addition to being more reflective of their global nature, the 

initiative’s intent was also to establish more accountability and professionalism 

within the organization. 

 

The restructuring began in 2010 and continued through 2017; it began with a year-

long visioning process that led to a 5-year shared vision, strategy, and action plan. 

Staff then moved to enact the new vision through the establishment of programming 

and quality standards; the introduction of a more uniform legal and governance 

structure in each country of operation; the creation of new positions; revisions to the 

org chart, redefining some existing relationships; and ongoing refinements. 

Informants describe a process of “building the plane as we were flying it” (W2, W7), 
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with each stage both prompting and overlapping with the others, and some regions 

and countries moving forward faster than others.  

 

The global restructuring is perceived as an organizational success both in traditional 

measures of project management (such as meeting project scope, budget, and 

deadlines) (de Wit, 1988), and in using Hackman’s (1990) definition of success, 

which includes meeting project objectives, growing organizational capabilities, and 

developing individual team members. Informants spoke of being more effective and 

efficient as a result of the restructuring (W5); increased capacity to work with 

churches (W3); increased staff capacity and “bench strength” of potential successors 

(W3, W4, W5); and an increased reputation among other NGOs (W2). This overall 

perception is verified through the assessment informants were asked to complete. 

(See details in Appendix A.)  

Integrated information technology project: Failure 

The second global change initiative for consideration within the Water Org case is 

their effort to create an integrated information technology (IT) “data warehouse” to 

bring together donor, program, financial, and human resources information in one 

technology platform that could be used in every country in which Water Org operates.  

As the failure project in the Water Org case, I see it as a counter-test against the 

success factors of the global restructuring project. If, for example, both projects share 

a factor in common, then that factor must be considered as a component of the 

organization and not a success factor of the restructuring project. With this in mind, 
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the Water Org failure project, and all subsequent failure projects, will be summarized 

briefly here. Additional detail can be found in the respective appendices.       

 

Water Org’s IT systems evolved organically without much thought of future 

integration and sometimes without technical expertise to guide its development. As 

the organization considered their new vision to be a professional global organization, 

they realized their systems were not prepared for this future. The organization needed 

systems that would enable them to be more data driven and would remove some of 

the “backbreaking manual” hours of work (W10) required to integrate data across the 

systems. The strategic vision authored in 2015 included the idea of a “data 

warehouse.” The CFO, along with a temporary IT committee of the board, was 

identified to oversee the project, and a director of IT was hired.  

 

As the work progressed, the IT director found the same challenge with every existing 

software system. None of the systems (e.g. fundraising, program management, 

finance, HR, and information sharing) were able to integrate or “talk to” one another, 

and there was limited ability to export data from an existing system in order to 

populate a new, more integrative system. Mapping the systems to allow for 

integration was financially prohibitive. The original plan was not going to work, so 

the IT director shifted the scope of the project to create a new version of the 

organization’s field management software. Little communication from the IT director 

to other team members occurred during this phase. One global leader summarizes: 
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“Long story short, we spent all of our money on the entire project, and then some, on 

just that one piece of the project” (W2). This perception of the project as a failure is 

verified through the assessment; the IT project scores significantly lower than the 

restructuring project (details in Appendix A).  

Manufacturing Co. 

Manufacturing Co. is an 85-year old family-owned global manufacturer of technical 

devices headquartered in the Chicagoland area with other offices throughout the U.S. 

and in Belgium, China, the United Arab Emirates, and elsewhere. Globally, the firm 

has approximately 600 employees, with all global executives based in the U.S. 

headquarters.  

 

Eight employees of Manufacturing Co. were interviewed for this case; see Table 8 

below. The interviews resulted in almost 11 hours of recorded interviews and 142 

single-spaced pages of transcription. All informants are male. Some interviews were 

conducted in person while others were conducted by videoconference or phone; all 

were recorded and transcribed.  

Table 8: Manufacturing Co. Interview Subjects 

 

Title Nationality Office 

CEO American Chicago-area office 

Global Director of Learning American Chicago-area office 

Global VP of Operations American Chicago-area office 

Director of IT American Chicago-area office 

Manager, Product Data  American Chicago-area office 
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General Manager Belgian Belgian office 

Inside Sales Manager Belgian Belgian office 

Production Manager Belgian Belgian office 

Factory Manager Chinese Shanghai Office 

Manager of Operations American Louisiana office 

 

Lean implementation: Success 

Lean is a production process, born of the Toyota Production System, that seeks to 

minimize waste and non-value added activities (Yang, Hong, & Modi, 2011). While 

this is most obviously seen on the manufacturing floor, lean ideas can be applied to 

shipping, accounting, human resources, or other functions, creating a “lean value 

stream.” Manufacturing Co.’s lean initiative has its origins in individual efforts by the 

Belgium plant, which were moderately successful but not adopted globally. The 

initiative gained traction with the hiring of a global VP of operations in the fall of 

2018, who moved the organization toward a lean manufacturing model, aided by a 

recent reorganization to an enterprise structure that gave the new global VP more 

authority across the operations in all Manufacturing Co. facilities.   

 

With new leadership in place, the organization was ready to “go to the bone” (M8) 

with lean implementation. The new global VP pushed the organization to select one 

target they could all work toward, a “true north” (M2); together, the executive 

leadership team selected reaching a 95% on-time shipping rate, which would 

represent a tremendous improvement over the baseline percentages. In June 2019, a 
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global operations summit, the first of its kind, was held at the Belgium facility, where 

other leaders could witness the transition to lean in process. The heads of 

manufacturing, supply chain, and quality from the two largest U.S. plants, China, and 

Belgium participated. The team used this session to address objections and concerns 

as well as to build clarity around the lean process and how it could work in the 

various environments of Manufacturing Co. Several key initiatives emerged from this 

summit, and committees were formed to address concerns and advance the overall 

lean effort. Back at individual plants, collaborative work began to transform to the 

new model.  

 

Results are positive. On-time delivery at the headquarters location is approaching 

90%, with all facilities noting remarkable improvement. Additionally, informants 

report a greater sense of engagement among team members.  

SAP implementation: Failure 

The lean initiatives successes stand in contrast to Manufacturing Co.’s failure 

project—an effort to implement the systems, applications, and products (SAP) 

enterprise resource planning (ERP) software. A new ERP system was needed because 

the in-house system had limitations, especially regarding global use: unstable 

workarounds were needed for it to accommodate different currencies, measurement 

standards (metric vs. imperial), and ways of logging times or addresses. In 2011, a 

new director of IT was hired and a group, which included representation from the 
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Belgium office spent months exploring ERP options; in the end, a majority agreed to 

select SAP (M1).  

 

An external consultancy was hired for the implementation, and five or more SAP 

consultants were on site constantly to work alongside Manufacturing Co. employees. 

Because the organization did not want to change its manufacturing processes, the 

SAP system needed to be customized to fit the way the organization worked. As SAP 

began to be tested for implementation at headquarters, one informant recalled a list 

with at least 180 required customizations (M3). This process became costly and time 

consuming. Complications also existed because of Manufacturing Co.’s unaligned 

master data: no single format existed for representing processes, part or department 

numbers, or recording data such as measurements or currencies. This misalignment, 

which necessitated the need for a new ERP in the first place, thwarted efforts to 

convert to SAP (M3).  

 

It became increasingly difficult to get a clear view on the project’s status, and 

progress was often misrepresented. Some leaders were excluded from the process 

altogether; others were threatened when they raised concerns. Eventually, the CEO 

and others grew suspicious of the project’s likelihood of success. In 2014, after an 

investment of three years and more than $10 million dollars, the CEO called a HQ-

wide meeting to announce the project’s end.  
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By any account, the SAP implementation project was a tremendous failure; on the 

assessment, the average score across the six items was just 2.06 (out of 7 points), and 

all together the project scored a total of just 12.33 out of 42 possible points. (See 

additional details in the Appendix.)  

Conserve Co. 

While the first two cases presented different types of organizations, there were 

striking similarities. Both organizations have a few hundred employees spread across 

the globe. The change projects explored from these organizations were internal; while 

the change initiatives themselves were complex, the impact of the initiatives was 

specific to the organizations in which they were conducted. This gave Manufacturing 

Co. and Water Org greater control over the results.  

 

The third and fourth cases in this study are distinctly different, as the projects 

considered are external change projects involving partnerships. As is evident in 

Chapter 4, this distinction between internal change projects and change projects with 

external partners results in subtle but important differences in some of the factors that 

emerged. The third case is that of Conserve Co., a small organization with less than 

100 employees based in the U.S., Europe, and a handful of other locations. As a 

consultancy, Conserve Co. partners with clients (the external partners) to reduce the 

volume of waste that reaches landfills. (Because of the proprietary nature of Conserve 

Co.’s work, the specific details of their industry and methods have been anonymized 

throughout this dissertation. Additional details, like the location of their headquarters, 
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have also been removed.) Eleven Conserve Co. employees and one client were 

interviewed for this case, resulting in almost 10 hours of recorded interviews and 154 

typed single-spaced transcript pages. Further information on informants is found in 

Table 9 below.  

Table 9: Conserve Co. Interview Subjects 

 

Title Nationality Office 

CEO American U.S. headquarters 

Director of People Operations American U.S. headquarters 

Executive Director American U.S. headquarters 

Managing Director, Europe American European office 

Customer Service Manager  American U.S. non-HQ office 

VP of Waste Sustainability Ops American U.S. non-HQ office 

VP of Customer Success American U.S. non-HQ office 

Customer Service Manager British European office 

Program Director American U.S. non-HQ office 

Product Manager American U.S. headquarters 

Customer Service Manager Swedish European office 

Chief Sustainability Officer  

(client) 

Australian Client’s European office 

 

Goliath global partnership: Success 

Conserve Co.’s success project is a partnership between the consultancy and a 

multinational company that is one of the largest employers in the world. It is, as one 

executive called it, a David and Goliath story, except in contrast to the biblical 

narrative, this David and the giant end up forming a collaborative partnership.  
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Conserve Co.’s partnership with Goliath began after the consultancy’s CEO met a 

North American executive at a waste reduction tradeshow. Long discussions 

occurring over several months led to a series of pilot tests that demonstrated Conserve 

Co.’s ability to support waste reduction at Goliath sites across North America, Italy, 

the U.K., and Singapore. These pilots were successful, and a modest partnership was 

established; over time, however, this partnership stagnated because of changing 

leadership at Goliath. In 2017, the partnership was reinvigorated by Goliath’s 

increasing commitment to the U.N. Sustainability Development Goals and by the 

promotion of a new Chief Sustainability Officer who had been engaged in the early 

Conserve Co. pilots. Months of further testing, conversation, and negotiation ensued.  

 

In the summer of 2019, the CEO of Goliath joined the Conserve Co. CEO on stage at 

a global trade event to announce the partnership to bring Conserve Co.’s processes 

and technology into thousands of sites globally. Implementation is now in full swing 

for Conserve Co., who needed to revise their ways of working to manage such a 

significant growth opportunity and to accommodate the many different cultures and 

jurisdictions within which they must now operate.   

 

Conserve Co. considers the Goliath project to be a success at each stage of its 

unfolding, from the early pilots, to the successful negotiation of “legitimately the 

biggest thing that’s ever happened in [this type of] waste history” (C5), to the early 

phase of implementation (in which they are now engaged). This sense of success is 
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bolstered by Goliath’s commitment, which is evinced in the unusual decision to tie 

their financing rates to their goal of reducing waste, so that unmet waste reduction 

targets result in higher interest rates.  

Client B: Failure 

Conserve Co.’s underperforming project, the Client B project, is an effort to establish 

a partnership with another global firm in the same industry as Goliath. In the case of 

Client B, Conserve Co. was able to establish a handful of sites where their products 

and services were successfully in use. However, unlike with Goliath, these sites never 

led to a partnership with the organization overall. Instead, Conserve Co. employees 

felt a sense of distrust toward Client B; and in fact, Client B has recently relaunched 

their own waste reduction initiative that bears some resemblance to that of Conserve 

Co’s.  

 

In considering the factors that may have prevented Client B from becoming a full 

Conserve Co. partner, informants observe that Client B’s organizational culture 

places more emphasis on one specific role within the firm, a position held by leaders 

who often possess an artist’s sense of pride in their work; this understandable pride 

can make it difficult for leaders in this role to acknowledge their need for outside help 

in order to manage waste reduction. Additionally, staff transitions in key roles at 

Conserve Co. may have made the formation of partnership relationships more 

difficult.  
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While the previous SAP implementation project at Manufacturing Co. was a clear 

failure, Conserve Co.’s Client B project is not. As interview subjects explained, it 

remains an underperforming initiative, where tremendous potential remains evident. 

Team members are hopeful for a better outcome in the future and feel they have 

learned from the experience. This status is seen in assessment results; it scored an 

overall score of 19.25 out of 42 points.  

Economic Org 

The final case, which (like Conserve Co.) involves a change project with external 

partners, is that of Economic Org, a small, U.S.-based international NGO founded in 

1987 with a mission of alleviating poverty among the ultra-poor. The World Bank 

defines the ultra-poor as living at or below $1.90 USD/day (“World Bank Poverty 

Overview,” 2019). Economic Org works primarily in Kenya and Uganda, where the 

organization provides grants to assist individuals in starting micro-enterprise 

businesses (such as a small chicken farm). Within the field of international 

development, their work is classified as graduation, which is a time-bound sequence 

of activities designed to put people on a path out of extreme poverty. According to 

Economic Org team members, this always includes savings groups (a group of small 

business owners who hold each other accountable to saving together), business 

training, mentoring, and grants or low-interest loans. Since Economic Org’s 

inception, the CEO reports they have started over 180 savings groups, over 48,000 

businesses, and have helped over 200,000 first-time entrepreneurs start businesses. 

Altogether, this has transformed the lives of over a million people. 
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Eight Economic Org team members were interviewed; three were male and five were 

female. A list of interviewee titles and their nationalities and office locations can be 

found in Table 10. Additionally, two team members from a partner organization were 

interviewed. Altogether, this totaled more than 8 hours of recorded conversations and 

96 single-space transcript pages.  

Table 10: Economic Org Interview Subjects 

 

Title Nationality Office 

CEO American U.S. office 

Kenya Country Director Kenyan Kenya office 

Uganda Country Director Ugandan Uganda office 

Chief Scaling Officer British Uganda office 

Chief Development Officer French U.S. office 

Chief Operating Officer American Uganda office 

Field Coordinator Uganda Uganda office 

Monitoring & Evaluation Director Canadian & 

American 

Uganda and U.S. 

Senior Associate (Partner Org) American Columbia office 

Associate (Partner Org) Columbian Columbia office 

 

Development impact bond: Success 

Economic Org’s success project is a partnership with other organizations to create 

and implement one of the world’s first development impact bonds (DIBs). DIBs are 

explained in more detail in Appendix D, but briefly they can be thought of as an 

agreement between an implementing NGO and a group of funders, whereby the 
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funders agree to reimburse the NGO for their investment in programming, plus 

interest, if the programming produces agreed-upon outcomes. Because the 

programming is often initially funded through investors and donations, successful 

completion of the DIB can provide the NGO with funds to launch a next project while 

also returning investments to the initial donors. It is a results-based financing 

mechanism. In this case, the programming is designed to help put people on a path 

out of extreme poverty by providing small grants to start small businesses, and 

support services to guide the business owner.  

 

Economic Org’s DIB initiative began when a private foundation contracted with 

South American development consultancy Incentives (name changed) to identify an 

NGO who would implement a DIB in East Africa. Approximately 60 organizations 

were initially considered, and Economic Org was selected in part because they had 

previously completed a randomized control trial (RCT) that documented the validity 

of their model. Economic Org and Incentives then needed to work together through a 

complex process of identifying investment funders (those who donate money up front 

to pay for the work and may be reimbursed if the project succeeds) and outcome 

funders (foundations and governmental aid agencies who commit to paying the 

organization’s investment, with interest, if the project succeeds). Additionally, the 

partner organizations worked together through a series of phone calls and design 

workshops to agree to the format of the DIB. 
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The funders were committed, the design completed, and the project launched in 

November 2017. The DIB is now being implemented in Kenya and Uganda, using 

Economic Org’s existing model with several new innovations, such as an adaptive 

management system and a redesigned training curriculum for business mentors. 

Informants from both Economic Org and Incentives consider the DIB to be successful 

to-date. Assessment results affirm this understanding. When asked to rate the 

project’s overall success on a 7-point scale, the mean was 6.71 (n=7). The combined 

score of the means of all the items in the survey was a 35.29 out of 42 possible points.   

Scaling through partners: Failure 

Economic Org’s underdeveloped project is an initiative designed to help the 

organization increase its impact beyond Kenya and Uganda. Called “scaling through 

partners,” the plan is to identify larger NGOs who will license Economic Org’s 

proven programming model in order to strategically implement it in other 

communities. Economic Org hired a Chief Scaling Officer and engaged two 

consultancies to advise the project; however, despite strengthened relationships with 

potential partners, significant opportunities have yet to materialize.  

 

Team members seem uncertain as to the cause of this complication. Some wonder if 

potential partners, larger NGOs, will be willing to pay for the services of another 

organization when funding for projects can often be limited and competitive. Others 

wonder if Economic Org’s commitment to their total programming model (as 

validated through the RCT) may prevent partnerships with organizations that want to 
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contract for only a portion of the services. Another perspective, advanced by one of 

the consultancies, is that developing these sorts of partnerships just takes time. 

Regardless, this lack of progress leaves Economic Org team members questioning if 

the scaling through partners idea is the right one to grow the organization’s impact.  

Assessment results reflect this uncertainty. When asked to rate its overall success on a 

7-point scale, the mean score was just 3.43 (n=7). The combined means of the items 

in the assessment equaled 22.71 out of 42 possible points.    

Overview of the Following Chapters and Appendices 

As mentioned above, I first conducted a within-case analysis of each of the four 

organizations studied and then conducted a cross-case analysis to identify similarities 

and differences among them. Because of the length and level of detail of the within-

case analyses, they can be found in Appendix A-D, respectively, rather than in the 

findings chapter. The remaining chapters of this research are organized as follows. 

Chapter 4 presents the cross-case analysis of the research, sharing insights from the 

data analysis of all four organizations. The analysis resulted in themes and aggregate 

dimensions (success factors), which are presented in detail along with a proposed 

model that illustrate how the factors contribute to success in global change projects. 

These findings are then discussed in Chapter 5, which makes connections to the 

extant literature in order to further illuminate the results of this study. The final 

chapter, Chapter 6, explores scholar and practitioner implications of the research, 

addresses its limitations, and suggests future courses of study.  
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Following these chapters, the first four appendices present the within-case analysis of 

each of the four organizations studied. It should be noted that these appendices were 

written in chronological order, immediately following the completion of interviews, 

transcription, and coding and analysis for each organization. As such, the appendices 

present the research as it was understood at that point in time. Careful readers will 

observe that language labeling themes and dimensions changes across the appendices, 

with the final language presented in the summation of the research, Chapter 4. For 

example, the second-order theme system and structural changes first occurs in 

Appendix B (Manufacturing Co.) and was relabeled accountability in Appendix C 

(Conserve Co.) as it became evident that the system and structural changes were in 

service of creating accountability and that accountability was the true contributor to 

success. In the final analysis, presented in Chapter 4, this theme was labeled build 

systems for interdependence and mutual accountability to signal the importance of 

sharing accountability across stakeholders. The final appendices present further detail 

on the assessment instrument and interview protocols used throughout the research. 

Altogether, it is my hope that these pages document research that can help global 

leaders as they tackle significant, multinational change projects.   
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Chapter 4: Findings 
Change brings uncertainty, even under the most welcoming conditions. Uncertainty 

increases when change is complex, such as when working across geographic 

boundaries, national cultures, time zones, languages, and in a dynamic marketplace. 

This leads to the research question, What are the success factors in leading global 

change projects?, which this study addressed through comparative case study 

methodology (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018). At the conclusion of the cross-case 

analysis, I identified 14 success factors that can be aggregated into three broader 

dimensions; together, these represent an initial answer to the research question and 

may provide practitioners with actionable strategies for advancing successful global 

change initiatives, whether working in the for-profit or not-for-profit context.  

 

When considering these success factors for leading global change, it is important to 

understand that the term “leading” and its corollary “leadership” are used in the 

broader sense of acting to influence. Defining leadership as an act of influence rather 

than a position or title whereby one is given authority over another implies that 

leadership actions (as the success factors are) can emerge from anywhere within the 

organization. This is an important distinction to make at the onset of this chapter, as 

these findings suggest that broadening the number and location of voices that are 

heard and allowed to exert influence during a global change project contributes to the 

success of the project; more will be said about this in Chapter 5.   
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In the following sections, I begin by providing an overview of the success factors 

including their definitions. Data is provided to demonstrate the clear expression of 

these factors in each of the succeeding projects. (In this chapter, little attention is paid 

regarding the absence of these factors in the underperforming or failure projects; 

however, the failure projects are considered more carefully in the within-case 

analysis, which can be found in Appendices A-D.) Next, each of the 14 success 

factors and the aggregate dimensions are considered in detail, using the informants’ 

own words to illuminate the factors and their contribution to the success of each of 

the projects. In the concluding sections of this chapter, a model is proposed to explain 

how these factors contribute to the success of global change projects. Subsequent 

chapters connect the study’s findings to extant literature, consider its limitations, and 

discuss the implications of these findings for future research and for practitioner 

application.   

Success Factors for Leading Global Change Projects 

This section provides an initial overview of the success factors and the three broader 

aggregate dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013) into which they fall: (1) participatory 

process; (2) representative leadership; and (3) nested implementation. Following the 

overview, a section for each of the three categories provides detailed insight with a 

focus on the factors that comprise each category.   
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Figure 4: Data Structure 

 

Overview 

Compelling evidence emerged from the within-case and cross-case analysis to 

support the presence of 14 success factors, which can be grouped into three aggregate 

dimensions, as named above. The data structure for these results was presented in 

Chapter 3 (see 

• Establish a clear shared vision/clear 

mandate  

• Ensure a collaborative start 

• Invite to the table as equals  

• Seek ideas from outside HQ 

• Recognize and celebrate others 

• Build systems for interdependence 

and accountability 

• Leverage formal communication 

channels 

• Attend to individual needs through 

interpersonal communication 

• Set global standards with local 

flexibility 

• Test to establish regional credibility 

Participatory  

Process 

Nested 

Implementation 

Representative 

Leadership 

• Create local leadership  

• Enable knowledgeable leadership 

• Support willing leadership 

• Develop bridge people 
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Figure 3) and is repeated above for the reader’s convenience in . These 14 factors 

emerged as significant through the interview data and were meaningfully present in 

the successful projects while being largely absent in the underperforming projects. 

Their absence from the less successful projects helps validate their contribution as 

“difference makers” or success factors. 

 

Table 11 provides an illustration of the presence of the factors across the projects, 

which are grouped by their status (successful or underperforming). Black circles 

indicate a high presence of the success factor as evidenced by the factor’s clear 

expression by four or more interviewees. Because eight to 12 informants were 
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interviewed for each case, this indicates that approximately half of the interview 

subjects provided evidence of the factor’s presence. Often, this threshold was 

exceeded. A partially filled circle indicates moderate expression of the factor. Criteria 

for this label included the clear presence of the factor as identified by three 

informants, or clear evidence in at least two transcripts, with inference of the factor in 

others. An unfilled circle indicates the factor is absent or expressed weakly (for 

example, can be inferred but is never directly stated). Here and in some other tables 

and figures throughout this study, the labels for the success factors are presented in an 

abbreviated form; the full label is used whenever possible.   

Table 11: Presence of Success Factors Across Projects 

 

 Successful  Under-performing 

 W M C E W M C E 

Participatory Process         

Clear vision/mandate         

Collaborative start         

Inviting to the table         

Ideas from outside HQ         

Recognition, celebration         

Systems for 

interdependence 

        

Representative 

Leadership 

     

Local leadership         

Knowledgeable 

leadership 

        

Willing leadership         

Bridge people         
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 Successful  Under-performing 

Nested 

Implementation 

        

Formal communication          

Attend to individual 

needs  

        

Global/local standards        

Testing for credibility         

Cumulative score 33.17 28.23 28.55 32.25 24.33 12.33 19.24 22.71 

 

Key: =high; =moderate; =low or none. W=Water Org; M=Manufacturing Co.; 

C=Conserve Co.; E=Economic Org.  

 

The predominance of unfilled circles in Table 11’s columns representing the 

unsuccessful projects contrasts sharply with the importance of these factors in the 

success projects. However, it is important to note that a low rating does not mean the 

factor did not exist in the organization at the time of the unsuccessful project; it 

simply means that the factor did not emerge as an influencer to the outcomes of the 

project. For example, Conserve Co. leaders had the same level of knowledge in both 

projects, but the successful change project with an external partner found enabling 

knowledgeable leadership to be a significant asset, while this significance was not 

expressed as an important concern in the interviews about the underperforming 

project.  

 

For further comparison, each project’s cumulative score on the assessment is 

provided. (The cumulative score is the sum of the means of each item on the 
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assessment; a total of 42 points are possible.) The successful projects scored higher 

than the unsuccessful projects, as would be expected.  

Defining the success factors 

As the 14 success factors and their three aggregate dimensions became clearer across 

the cases, so did their definitions. Participatory process is the first aggregate 

dimension into which several success factors are organized. Overall, global change 

projects exhibit a participatory process when the change process is designed to invite 

and support participation at all levels through engagement behaviors that create a 

shared sense of direction and ownership. This dimension uses the word process to 

signal that most of the factors within it are ongoing behaviors rather than one-time 

actions. Participatory process is expressed through establishing a clear shared vision 

or mandate, ensuring a collaborative start, inviting people to the table as equals, 

seeking ideas from outside headquarters, recognizing and celebrating the work of 

others, and building systems for interdependence and mutual accountability. These 

factors are defined below in Table 12. 

 

The second dimension is representative leadership. This occurs when local, regional, 

and global leaders have voice in the change process, through relationships, to enable 

emergence of cultural and technical expertise. While participatory process is an 

organizational-level factor, representative leadership operates at the individual and 

meso levels (Grant & Marshak, 2011) and reflects the influence individuals have in 

the process. Factors within this category include the hiring, developing, and enabling 
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of local leadership, knowledgeable leadership, willing leadership, and the developing 

of bridge people; the factors are defined in Table 12. 

 

The third and final category is that of nested implementation, which is the idea that 

global (macro) change occurs through micro changes that are implemented at the 

divisional and individual levels, which are navigated through boundary spanning 

relationships and the balancing of local and global realities. The language of nested 

implementation is meant to call to mind Matroyshka, or Russian nesting dolls. 

Nesting dolls are toys or handicrafts in which the smallest doll must be fitted inside a 

slightly larger doll, which fits inside a slightly larger doll, and on and on until the set 

is complete. In the same way, small changes must be enacted at the individual level in 

order to make regional changes possible, which in turn enable the larger, global 

organizational changes. This is nested implementation. Interestingly, the Chinese 

began to build decorative nesting boxes almost a century before Russian nesting dolls 

became popular (“A history of nesting dolls,” 2010). Traditional Chinese nesting 

boxes decrease in size until the smallest box is large enough to hold only a single 

grain of rice. In this, we find an apt metaphor for nested implementation: if a grain of 

rice represents each individual within a global organization, we begin to see the 

complexity of nested implementation. Change processes must be created and enabled 

that implement the change at decreasingly smaller levels until every grain of rice is 

fully enclosed within the change.    
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Factors that contribute to nested implementation include leveraging formal 

communication channels, attending to individual needs through interpersonal 

communication, setting global standards with local flexibility, and testing to establish 

regional credibility. These factors intersect with the individual and organizational 

levels of a change project.  

Table 12: Success Factors and their Definitions 

 

Participatory  

Process 

The change process is designed to invite and support 

participation at all levels through engagement processes 

that create a shared sense of direction and ownership 

Establish a clear 

shared vision/mandate 

Clarity around the purpose of and reasoning for the 

change project is established; there is a clear expression 

from leadership of the change project’s priority 

Ensure a collaborative 

Start 

Change leaders enable a participatory launch to the 

change initiative 

Invite to the table as 

equals 

Non-HQ leaders and team members are considered as 

equal partners in a process 

Seek ideas from 

outside HQ 

Ideas from sources outside of headquarters or executive 

leadership are allowed and encouraged to emerge 

Recognize and 

celebrate others 

Public recognition, celebration, or support is offered from 

leadership for the work of others 

Build systems for 

interdependence and 

mutual accountability 

Revisions to organization systems are made to encourage 

interdependence, accountability, and multi-level 

ownership of the initiative 

Representative 

Leadership 

Local, regional, and global leaders have voice in the change 

process, through relationships, to enable emergence of 

cultural and technical expertise 

Create local leadership Leadership that is local to a community or region is 

evident and supported 

Enable knowledgeable 

leadership 

Leaders who have detailed understanding of the 

organization’s functions and the change content and are in 

a position to influence decisions 

Support willing 

leadership 

Leaders support the direction of the change or are 

removed from their positions to make way for more 
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supportive leadership 

Develop bridge people Individuals who contribute to the change process by 

bridging national cultures or levels of the organization, or 

by bridging organizations, are allowed to emerge and 

influence the project 

Nested 

Implementation 

Global (macro) change occurs through micro changes 

implemented at the divisional and individual levels, which 

are navigated through boundary spanning relationships 

and the balancing of local and global realities 

Leverage formal 

communication 

channels 

Official channels of disseminating the change message 

and advancing its progress are utilized; this may include 

workshops, regularly scheduled meetings, newsletters, 

memos, etc. 

Attend to individual 

needs through 

interpersonal 

communication 

Change work is conducted at the interpersonal level, often 

involving cultural or relational factors 

Set global standards 

with local flexibility 

Global plans or standards are established, with the 

capacity to adapt within reason for local contexts 

Test to establish 

regional credibility 

Exploratory efforts are used to test the validity of an idea 

or service within a specific context 

 

These 14 success factors are explored in detail in the following sections; the 

definitions are expanded upon with examples drawn from the data of the four cases 

and the informants’ perspectives are presented in their own words.  

Participatory process 

The participatory process factors occur at the organizational level and serve to signal 

the significance of the global change project to the organization. They also create 

opportunities for engagement. In many ways, the factors are behaviors that reinforce 

one another: Visions emerge and are clarified through collaborative efforts that invite 

a broader range of voices into the initiative; as the project evolves, these new voices 
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are able to innovate, providing new ideas for the project; these ideas are then 

recognized and celebrated; and as a final form of collaboration, systems and 

structures are often revised or introduced to create mutual accountability and ensure 

ongoing engagement. These ideas are explored in more detail below. 

Establish a clear shared vision/mandate 

The factor of establishing a clear shared vision or mandate emerges when team 

members have clarity around the purpose of and reasoning for the change project; this 

may also take the form of a clear expression from leadership of the change project’s 

priority within the organization. This vision accomplishes several important tasks for 

the change initiative. Most noticeably, it helps to set the direction of the change while 

also connecting the initiative to the organization’s broader purpose. Often, the vision 

or mandate pairs two sources of motivation: mission and money. As the project 

progresses, the vision can evolve into a more complex shared understanding that 

helps the project advance; this understanding also can reduce resistance to change. 

These ideas are developed below using examples and quotes from the interview 

transcripts; additional quotes supporting this factor can be found in Table 13.  

 

In all the successful projects considered in this study, the change leaders were able to 

establish a clear vision that helped set the direction of the change and connected the 

change efforts to the organization’s broader global vision. Water Org’s global 

restructuring initiative began with the vision to have a consistent set of quality 

programs regardless of the country of operation. “And it was a desire to grow more 
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revenue and better impact” (W1). Manufacturing Co. wanted to transition into a lean 

organization as a way to improve their on-time delivery for customers; this became 

their “true north” (M7). At Conserve Co., informants report the team is very mission 

aligned (C1) around ending waste; this was a powerful guiding vision for working 

with Goliath, one of the largest producers of the waste products Conserve Co. 

monitors. The team members understood, however, that the client’s vision for the 

project was financially motivated (C13). Economic Org, with their clear vision of 

putting millions of people on a path out of extreme poverty, saw the development 

impact bonds as an opportunity to “find the best scalable solution to end that 

problem” (E5) by focusing on evidence-based programming models.  

 

What can be observed in the clear visions shared above is that organizational vision 

for a project often pairs a higher purpose (increasing impact, reducing waste, 

improving service to customers, ending extreme poverty) with a business case derived 

from financial objectives. This was most evident in the Conserve Co. change project 

partnership with Goliath. “Because it had the potential to be such a big sort of 

windfall and just a huge impact as far as waste reduction and opportunity, it was 

made very clear from the top down how important this initiative was” (C10). 

Externally, the formal mandate issued by Goliath’s CEO and the decision to tie waste 

reduction results to loan financing served as a powerful motivator for the Conserve 

Co. staff. “I think definitely having the highest level of your leadership, the CEO of 
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your company, saying that this is important, we need to do this. That has a trickle-

down effect” (C9).  

 

In the early stages of a change project, the clear vision may simply point the 

organization in the direction it wants to go. As the project develops, however, a more 

detailed shared vision can emerge. At Manufacturing Co., operations leaders from 

around the world evolved the initial vision to include a 10-point plan, around which 

committees formed and charters were written. At Water Org, a second round of 

restructuring began with the establishment of principles to guide the change effort; in 

working together to establish these principles, the senior team evolved the change 

vision into a more complex understanding. For Economic Org and its partners, 

patience through this evolution process actually increased partner commitments to the 

initiative; an external funder doubled their initial investment following a complex 

period of evolving the vision into a detailed, shared understanding (E10).   

 

When resistance to change occurs, the clear vision can be called upon to rally support. 

One Water Org team member explains, 

Because we were able to keep pointing to our vision and our strategy, 

and that our board and our senior team is behind this, we were able to 

keep pushing back toward vision and what we wanted to accomplish in 

moving all the structural pieces along the way. So, I guess everyday 

there’s resistance, but I don’t think we’ve ever slowed on the onward 

march to this global structure. (W1) 
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This clear vision can also help prevent personal or political agendas from overriding 

organizational direction (M9). In the Conserve Co. project with Goliath, the Goliath 

CEO’s mandate brought the project more attention and more scrutiny as legal and 

other teams intensely reviewed the partnership (C3), a harrowing process that felt like 

strong resistance. However, the intense review was an important part of the project 

becoming institutionalized (C3) within Goliath, ultimately ensuring the project’s 

broader adoption.  

Table 13: Proof Quotes: Establishing a Clear Shared Vision/Mandate 

 

• The restructuring was not a strategic initiative per se, as much as it was a 

necessary process to support our organizational movement toward a shared 

vision. (W2)  

• So, a supervisor, an engineer, I describe for them what our true north condition 

is. What our future state really needs to be. (M7) 

• When you have a corporate mandate, and you have your CEO that has made 

these very clear statements of his expectations of this program, everything else 

will get pulled into that direction whether people like it or not in the levels in 

between. (C9) 

 

Ensure a collaborative start: 

The establishment of a clear vision/clear mandate often happens simultaneously with 

another success factor, ensuring a collaborative start; this factor is explained below 

with additional supporting quotes in Table 14.  

 

All of our success projects showed indicators of a participatory start to the initiative, 

while the unsuccessful projects failed to do so. For example, after Economic Org was 
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selected as the implementation partner for the development impact bond, the partners 

(including the project management firm Incentives, the two governmental aid 

agencies, the outcome funders, and Economic Org) co-designed the bond’s financial 

structure and some programmatic aspects. This collaborative work went beyond high-

level engagement; field staff were interviewed and participated in design workshops. 

One country team member recalls the engagement work Incentives did throughout 

this process: “They talked to all the business associates, the field associates and M&E 

(monitoring and evaluation), finance, the HR…; they really did get a lot of different 

perspectives on how things work in the field” (E3).  

 

Strong evidence of collaborative starts was also seen in the Water Org and 

Manufacturing Co. success projects. At Water Org, the project’s work had its origins 

in large-scale Appreciative Inquiry summits (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; 

Ludema, Whitney, Mohr, & Griffin, 2003) that brought organizational stakeholders 

(including executive leaders, field staff, partner organizations, donors, and board 

members) together for multi-day strategic planning sessions. “I recall that it was 

given to the field to give their advice and their vote. We had several meetings with 

the field staff, and people were able to give their voice” (W6). These summits brought 

important ideas to the forefront from various locations in the organization and 

allowed for the collective design of a future direction (vision). At Manufacturing Co., 

the collaborative start took two paths. First, the desire to transition to lean 

manufacturing emerged separately from several individuals, including the Belgian 
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team and a non-headquarters leader in the U.S. These streams of support ultimately 

converged as the new VP of global operations was brought on board and the decision 

to move toward lean became official. Second, the new VP brought the global 

operations team together for a multi-day summit, where they worked together to 

establish a clear understanding of the processes involved in their work and identified 

10 priorities for making the lean transition work and improving their on-time 

delivery.  

 

As seen in these examples, a collaborative start invites engagement, brings new ideas 

to the forefront, and allows for participatory approaches to setting strategy. It also 

helps signal the organization’s commitment to the project. A clear vision, especially 

one that is connected to both purpose and financial outcomes, combined with a 

collaborative start communicates an important message—“this project is vital to the 

success of our organization and your full participation is expected and desired.” This 

message was hard to miss at Economic Org, Water Org, and Manufacturing Co., 

where design workshops and multi-day gatherings of diverse team members clearly 

communicated the project’s prioritization. But the message was clear at Conserve Co. 

as well. Knowing the potential value and impact of the Goliath partnership, Conserve 

Co. employees were told to prioritize work related to the project above other 

initiatives (C10).   

Table 14: Proof Quotes: Ensure a Collaborative Start 
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• After we were chosen, we co-designed with them. (E6) 

• Because there was a lot of participation of many staff, then the results come, we 

agree, the senior leadership agrees this is a good way to go. (W5) 

• It’s been very cross functional. I mean, we had people from sales and customer 

success and account management and operations and product and support and 

all the way up to executive level with [the CEO] and others. So, very much a 

collaborative team effort, with everyone sort of understanding what the ultimate 

goal is and just kind of, I think understanding the priority of it, due to the 

potential outcome. (C10) 

 

Invite to the table as equals 

The metaphor of being invited to the table, or given a seat at the table, was present in 

the data both in the exact language informants used and in the implications of their 

comments. It first caught my attention as a success factor through colorful language 

one Manufacturing Co. team member used to describe the global operations summit, 

which assembled the company’s operations leaders for the first time, as part of the 

collaborative start of their lean manufacturing initiative. A Belgian participant 

recalled the words of an American team member:  

I can’t remember the exact words, but he was using the word, “before 

we felt like we were the bastard child.” I think something like that. 

And, “it’s the first time in my Manufacturing Co. history that I’m 

sitting at a table as an equal person in the operations team.” (M5) 

 

In a subsequent interview, the American team member confirmed this sentiment. For 

Manufacturing Co., this represented a culture shift. For decades, leaders outside of 

headquarters had the impression that their job was to be “doers, not thinkers” (M5). 

This was seen as a cultural expectation of non-U.S. employees working for an 

American company (M8). “We are an American company and we [non-Americans] 
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can’t make decisions, so we have to wait for a decision and whatever it is we’ll have 

to go for it.” But this mindset had shifted over the past few years as more 

collaborative executives came to lead the company. The arrival of the global 

operations VP further shifted this mindset, and the operations summit provided an 

important signal that the era of being doers, not thinkers, was over. “It’s no longer 

just stand alone here, you know, fighting for a seat at the table” (M9).   

 

While the collaborative start is a success factor that occurs at the launch of a project, 

inviting to the table as equals is a factor that is seen throughout the duration of the 

successful projects. It represents an organizational-level decision to value diverse 

voices in the global change process. This brings new insights to the project in terms 

of the technical aspects of the change and the cultural perspectives of the change 

participants. It also allows regional representatives to take more ownership of the 

change project, ensuring that they will support the change in their own divisions.  

 

Bringing more voices to the table allows technical and cultural insights to emerge. 

This is seen in the Economic Org development impact bond (DIB). During the DIB’s 

design phase, the partner organizations each brought their technical expertise, and 

their organization’s own motivations to the conversation.  

We were now in a situation where you have three outcome payers who 

have a voice at the table and we’re working with a bit of a different 

instrument. Right? And so that is just something that’s new for 

everybody. So, there wasn’t necessarily, you know, a playbook [that] 

determines how we do it. We all had to kind of figure things out as we 

went. (E9) 
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Through strategies discussed elsewhere in this study (including interpersonal 

communication and leveraging formal communication channels), the partners brought 

their own technical insights to bear in the conversations, leveraged local and cultural 

expertise, and negotiated a successful design for the DIB. As part of that process, the 

partners agreed that to reduce the possibility of misuse of funds, business mentors 

needed to take a photo of each new business owner who received a startup grant. As 

this policy was put into place, an Economic Org country director who had been given 

a seat at the table quickly realized this activity had an unintended consequence. It 

made business owners feel like they were having their mug shot taken, and therefore 

it communicated distrust. Because the country director was given voice in this 

project, this cultural perspective was quickly raised and addressed.  

 

Knowing their voice was heard in the process and they had an opportunity to 

influence decision making allows leaders to return to their regions and communicate 

full support of the change initiative. A Water Org regional vice president explained 

this:  

If I’m part of the development process, then I’ll make noise during that 

time. I’ll make sure I’m representing my constituents in [my region] so 

that I can say, “What we decided.” I can speak of “We,” not what 

[HQ] decided. I can come and explain properly. (W5) 
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When global voices are invited to the table, it can also accelerate the change process, 

because as one Water Org employee explained, you do not have to “retro fit” 

decisions to fit the cultural or governance structures of different regions (W7).  

 

Interestingly, this success factor, along with the next factor—seeking ideas from 

outside of headquarters, were largely absent in the Conserve Co. success project. It 

could be argued, however, that Goliath’s invitation to engage with Conserve Co. was 

itself an “invitation to the table” that allowed for ideas to emerge from a partner 

rather than from Goliath executive leadership.  

 

Additional supporting quotes for inviting to the table as equals are provided below in 

Table 15. 

Table 15: Proof Quotes: Invite to the Table as Equals 

 

• There’s a new generation of mangers in Manufacturing Co, who have been here 

less than 10 years. We feel that we can speak up. And we can push back. (M8) 

• We really did have an equal voice. (E4) 

• When we initially established the regions, RVPs were not part of the team. I 

think that created some tension because they felt like it was a ‘them and us’ 

kind of culture. But in the more recent reorganization, bringing them to the 

table as part of the senior team, in a much more collegial, collaborative 

environment. And I think they see that they’re part of the solution. (W7) 

 

Seek ideas from outside headquarters 

As new people find their way to the table and are treated as equals, their ideas gain 

respect and begin to influence the change process. Seeking ideas from outside 
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headquarters was a success factor seen in three of the four success projects; this factor 

is developed below with additional supporting quotes in Table 16.  

 

Seeking ideas from outside headquarters is perhaps most clearly seen in the Water 

Org case. As the organization began to develop professional standards for their global 

water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) work, the development expertise of local 

leaders along with ideas from communities began to surface. The CEO mentioned 

one idea that emerged from a problem in Zimbabwe where local church partners were 

unreliable. The local leader developed a program, now called Flourish, as a solution. 

Today, the Flourish toolkit is printed in French, Spanish, and English, and the 

program is implemented throughout Water Org’s global operations (W1). “The 

Liberians, the Sierra Leoneans, the Ugandans, the Zambians–they’re coming up with 

these ideas, and what U.S.-based leaders are doing are putting the light on them,” says 

the Water Org CEO. In part, these ideas emerged within Water Org because of the 

organization’s practice of asking questions drawn from the Appreciative Inquiry 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) methodology: “‘Tell us the story of the best thing 

you’ve seen,’ and then ‘What would you have done to make it even better?’” (W2).  

 

Regional teams as a source for ideas is also evident in Economic Org’s experiences. 

“Every single innovation that we’ve ever done has had a business mentor, frontline 

field, initial spark,” says the CEO. Team members describe their approach to 

innovation as “bottom up” (E5). Business mentors, who work directly with the small 
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business owners, often raise concerns that spark new ideas. For example, as part of 

the DIB, business mentors began to observe that illiterate owners had difficulty 

maintaining the financial records for their business. These reports are now being 

redesigned, and alternative approaches to record keeping are suggested when mentors 

are concerned (E3).  

 

At Manufacturing Co., as the global operations leaders are increasingly being invited 

to be thinkers and doers, they are beginning to recognize ideas that emerge from their 

factory-floor staff members. One manager tells the story of a man on the factory floor 

who, when directly asked if he had any ideas, mentioned that he thought a certain tool 

would do a task better than the tool the company currently used. He’d not previously 

shared that idea because he had not been asked. Through concerted effort, these ideas 

are beginning to emerge more willingly. “Like now, we’re in a situation where people 

are coming with ideas, which they look for at home” (M8).    

Table 16: Proof Quotes: Seek Ideas from Outside Headquarters 

 

• I don’t think there’s any way that we could have driven an organizational 

change process, nor even defined an effective structure, without being 

responsive to the old “new” ideas someone else had, the new “new” ideas, and 

really celebrating it. That continues to be a strong MO (modus operandi), for 

structure development and org change. (W1) 

• Here [at] headquarters, we were always the central brain and everyone had to 

do what we say. What of course we’re finding is that we don’t always have the 

best ideas. … From time to time, I have to remind them that our greatest 

learning is to listen and to maybe be a little bit more creative and curious about 

what could be instead of the way we’ve always done it. (M7) 

• There are quite a lot of ideas that come from field staff. Most of the ideas that 

we get, the changes to our program, are things that came from the business 
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mentors. (E7) 

 

Recognize and celebrate others 

Successful global change agents recognize the work of others and celebrate 

accomplishments. Recognition and celebration can be casual, such as an email sent 

from a senior leader to field staff (E7), or more formal, such as an innovation award 

Water Org offers (W4). Recognition can come in the form of new assignments, 

awarded because of the successful work an individual has previously done (M2), or 

being selected for a team honor. This was the case when Manufacturing Co. decided 

to host the global operations summit in Belgium so they could showcase some of the 

lean work the plant there had already done. “Why don’t we go to Belgium, give them 

credit, let them, let everybody see it there?” says one Manufacturing Co. leader, 

describing the decision (M1). Recognition can even come in the form of money to 

fund an idea (W1).  

 

At Water Org, leaders made a point of recognizing best practices that merged from 

the field. They had the ideas, says one Water Org leader, “we just had the spotlight” 

(W2).  

 

In global change projects with external partners, just to be selected by an external 

partner (such as Goliath or Incentives) is a form of recognition. “It became, you 

know, I think a source of pride for people within our organization that we’re getting 
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to work on this” (E6), says one Economic Org team member. Conserve Co. team 

members felt the same way when Goliath’s CEO announced the partnership from the 

stage at a large tradeshow. The announcement, which came before the service 

agreement was signed, surprised Conserve Co. “That level of public announcement 

before sort of crossing the T’s and dotting the I’s was a little bit surprising. I mean we 

were like, we had a mini celebration” (C1). Months later, when Conserve Co. signed 

the service agreement with Goliath, the next staff meeting began with cake and 

balloons in the shape of the number of sites selected for the global roll out.  

 

Conserve Co. has also found that celebration can be a way to encourage compliance 

with team members from the partner organization. In change projects with external 

partners, the change leader organization (e.g. Conserve Co. or Economic Org) hold no 

formal power over the change partners; compliance must be earned through influence. 

Customer service managers worked with Goliath’s project managers to create 

“success reports,” which were really just a means to track compliance with the 

program. The success reports “highlight people that should be recognized” (C6) as a 

means of positive reinforcement. 

 

Additional supporting quotes are provided in Table 17 below. 

Table 17: Proof Quotes: Recognize and Celebrate Others 

 

• In October, [the COO] sent out an email to my field associate … for having hit 

100% mentoring targets for two consecutive months running and having the 
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highest number of businesses in the green category. (E7) 

• We’re celebrating what’s happening in that country by that leadership. Then the 

regional leader and his or her teams, they also really need to be celebrating, 

because nothing is going to move at the country level unless it’s supported at 

the regional level. (W1) 

• In each country, she recognizes them or pushes the VP to recognize them, and 

do global shout outs around this space, if they are highlighting sites who did a 

good job. (C6) 

 

Build systems for interdependence and mutual accountability 

The final success factor within the dimension of participatory process is to build 

systems for interdependence and mutual accountability; this success factor is 

explained below and further quotes to support the factor are provided in Table 18. 

Each successful project was found to have employed new systems or structures to 

create interdependence and a sense of multi-level ownership for the project. These 

may be especially important for global projects, where disbursement of team 

members, complexity of the project, and cultural differences may require the 

establishment of new systems of interdependence in order to advance the project.  

 

In the two internal projects, one path toward creating mutual accountability was 

through a reorganization of team structures or reporting relationships. Manufacturing 

Co. transitioned to an enterprise model so that operations managers around the world 

now had a reporting relationship to the global operations VP rather than to their local 

general manager. This new reporting relationship ensured the lean initiative took 

priority for the operations team.  
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At Water Org, as they worked to become more professional, new systems of financial 

accountability were created by hiring in-country financial officers (W5). “We were 

looking at how we can improve the accountability so we can be more accountable to 

our donors, to the communities that we are serving, accountability to the governments 

of the countries where we serve” (W6). Later, in an effort to improve the flow of 

communication, a global senior management team that included regional vice 

presidents (RVPs) and administrative executives, such as the VP of HR, was created. 

“I think by creating an equal playing field … the senior team is co-responsible and 

you’re all sitting in the same meeting so you can’t pretend you didn’t hear something” 

(W7).  

 

The creation of accountability through system or structural changes was evident in the 

global change projects with external partners as well. During the pilot projects with 

Goliath, the smaller scale of the project allowed Conserve Co. team members to 

establish personal relationships with leaders at Goliath sites, and those relationships 

aided the implementation of the program. With the roll out to thousands of sites, 

however, this interpersonal approach is too time-consuming. Therefore, Conserve has 

had to work with Goliath to create governance structures including the selection of 

country project managers, Goliath team members who are accountable for the 

project’s success in their region. The objective was to have “[Goliath] resources put 

against the program management so that this is your program, not our program, that 
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we’re trying to install within your culture” (C1). In working with these project 

managers, Conserve Co. team members ask the project managers to lead portions of 

meetings, “because if they’re presenting the results back to me, that means that 

they’re going into the data; they’re looking at the data and seeing whether things are 

working” (C8). Interestingly, Conserve Co. informants believe national culture may 

influence the success of implementation. A Goliath project manager working in the 

UAE reports that getting compliance from sites is easy because the employees are 

multinationals who are culturally compliant with figures of authority; in other 

countries, especially within Europe, more push back can be expected (C8).    

 

Perhaps the clearest example of mutual accountability, however, was found in the 

Economic Org case. With the DIB, increased importance is placed on results because 

the organization will only be paid by the outcome funders if the project meets its 

objectives. Economic Org wanted clearer status indicators throughout the project, so 

they could make necessary course corrections along the way (E4). As a result, they 

created an “adaptive management system” to track progress. Businesses are assigned 

a red, yellow, or green rating based on objective metrics. Then, using tablets, mentors 

receive a report of how their businesses are doing so they can target attention to the 

owners who most need help. Field coordinators and associates, who manage mentors, 

can see a higher-level version of the data or drill down for more detail. Country 

directors and the chief operations officer can view even higher levels of data. In this 

way, technology and data create accountability. Instead of waiting for a supervisor to 



 

111 

point out a potential problem, field staff can now see red metrics and think, “Uh-oh, I 

better figure this out” (E6). “Our frontline staff are now really owning everything, if 

that makes sense. By giving them data, giving them these decision-making tools, 

they’re empowered and they’re able to better perform” (E4).  

Table 18: Proof Quotes: Mutual Accountability 

 

• With a global project, it’s so, so critical to have that governance structure in 

place that people, one person or two people don’t feel so overwhelmed that the 

program just fails because there’s no level of support that person can give or 

just can’t cope with the amount of potential questions or follow ups or etc. (C8) 

• With the adaptive management system, we do monitoring throughout the 

program so that the business mentors themselves know how their businesses 

and how their savings groups are doing. And then we have different dashboards 

depending on the level of the organization so that there can be course 

corrections at all different levels in the organization. (E4) 

• So, money was moving in his pockets; making payments to people–do this, do 

this. Not clear accountability. But we had to change all that; he had to change. 

He had to employ some accountants to help him. (W5) 

 

Representative leadership 

The participatory process factors encompassed organizational-level approaches to the 

change process that invited voices and ideas into the project and formally created 

systems of interdependence and mutual accountability. The dimension of 

representative leadership moves from organizational-level work to the work of 

individuals and specifically reflects how individuals are invited or make paths to lead 

within the initiative. Leadership must be shown regarding the content of the change 

but also in terms of culture and relationships. Four factors are considered within this 
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dimension: create local leadership, enable knowledgeable leadership, support willing 

leadership, and develop bridge people. These factors are explored below.  

 

A word should be said about the label for the dimension, representative leadership. 

This label seemed adequate as I explored the first two cases, Water Org and 

Manufacturing Co., which were both internal change projects. When analyzing the 

external partners in the third and fourth cases, however, the label felt less accurate 

since the traditional definition of leadership implies a hierarchical relationship where 

one person holds authority over another. Conserve Co.’s staff members held no 

formal leadership authority or positional power over Goliath’s team members, for 

example, and yet the factors within the dimension were still influential to the success 

of the initiative. However, when using a broader definition of leadership, where 

leadership is considered to be acts of influence (rather than positional power) that 

move individuals toward shared goals, this success factor’s label remains wholly 

accurate across all four cases, regardless of the internal or external nature of the 

projects.  

Create local leadership 

Local leadership occurs when there is the presence of and support for leadership that 

is indigenous to a community or region. In some success projects considered within 

this study, this required creating new roles and even opening new offices; in other 

projects it required developing team members and supporting their exertion of 

influence throughout the change process. When local leadership is present, it appears 
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to contribute to the success of the projects in this study in two ways: supporting the 

business case of the change and giving access to greater cultural knowledge, which 

improves organizational understanding.  

 

Financially, local leadership can be advantageous. Local leaders expect to be paid 

commensurate to the local economy and they don’t require as much support staff. 

One American working in Africa had five service staff: two security men, two cooks, 

and a driver. Replacing the American with a local leader eliminated these ancillary 

costs (W5). Additionally, local leadership may help organizations be more 

competitive. U.S.-based Conserve Co. opened a European office to establish their 

presence in Europe after customers began to ask if they were truly a global 

organization (C1). A specific city was chosen as the location because it is the 

headquarters of a primary competitor; but the location was also advantageous for 

work with Goliath, a French company:  

There’s so much communication happening between people in France, 

in this case, and Conserve Co. and given that, you know, we want to 

be as responsive as we can and also just sort of demonstrate that we 

are a global company with the capacity to execute at a global scale. 

Having someone there, you know, in an office, like a legitimate office, 

and subsidiaries there in Europe sort of showed well for that. And then 

just the ability to, you know, respond to questions more timely, based 

on the client’s sort of working hours. (C10) 

 

Similarly, having a Chinese manufacturing plant assured Asian clients that products 

could be manufactured to local specifications (M7). In this way, greater complexity of 
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the global environment is a positive driver of organizational outcomes (Hitt et al., 

1997). 

 

What was most evident in the data, however, is that employing local leaders improves 

organizational knowledge and communication, especially regarding culture: 

At the country level for most leaders, people can have a little bit 

clearer conversation than they can across countries, within the region, 

or within the globe. … The dynamics, the conversational nuances, the 

culture, they can get a little closer. The region can get a little closer 

because not all Africa is the same, of course; it’s hugely diverse, but 

regional leaders at least live on the continent. Maybe grew up at the 

village and then went on to get their PhDs. They’ve got some 

bicultural sensitivities so they can translate what’s going on to country 

level staff … so, they become interpreters. (W1) 

 

One informant offered an example of this, explaining that early in the Water Org 

restructuring process, partners in some countries were filling their personal vehicles 

with gas because “they had great need.” An American supervisor might see this as 

stealing. A local leader, however, would understand this is viewed differently in the 

culture and show more sensitivity in their response. “Having nationals as leaders 

gives greater understanding that they know how to deal with it on a more appropriate 

basis” (W3). 

 

“We want to hire people that understand the region. People that work in that space 

understand that language, they understand the geographies within, and the culture” 

(E7). Local leaders understand cultural preferences and are able to pass understanding 
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to non-local staff. Sometimes this occurs through the bridge person relationship 

discussed below, but other times it happens before an outsider visits a community. 

Local leaders within Economic Org will alert visiting staff to local customs, such as 

the expectation that women do not wear trousers (E7). Additionally, local staff can 

communicate nuances that might otherwise be missed in data. When reviewing 

reports from their adaptive management system, negative results might attract 

attention from leaders outside the region. Local leaders can help “tell the story” of the 

data by explaining that results might be negative, for example, because of a recent 

drought in the area (E2). Local leaders are also personally invested in the success of 

the region:  

The people who are actually the business mentors, the field associates, 

they come from those communities. So, for them, working with the 

communities, it’s not only a paycheck. But they are their relatives, 

they are their friends and all that. So, it’s not that you’re just walking 

this sort of faceless. [They] grew up around this group; these are 

people who they really, really care about. So, we just wanted to make 

sure that they understand it’s just not a program we are implementing. 

(E3) 

 

Table 19 below provides additional quotes to support the factor of local leadership. 

Table 19: Proof Quotes: Local Leadership 

 

• We have 150 staff out here and we have four ex-pats. The majority of the 

people doing the work are not only from Uganda and Kenya, but they’re from 

these regions. (E6) 

• It’s definitely gotten us closer to having empathy for intercultural differences 

and just understanding of different ways of working because it is a melting pot, 

right? … I would say the European office has taken us in the right steps, the 

right direction for the global organization. (C1) 
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• Really the core motivation was getting our team led by people who understand 

the local context and can lead well within that context. (W2) 

 

Enable knowledgeable leadership 

While local leadership offers cultural and relational benefits, enabling knowledgeable 

leadership offers task benefits to the change process. This factor is explained below, 

and additional quotes to support the factor are provided in Table 20. Several forms of 

knowledge are important: knowledge of the industry, knowledge that is contextual to 

the region, and knowledge that is contextual to the change were all mentioned. 

Manufacturing Co.’s new global VP of operations is a useful example. Initially, he 

brought external knowledge of the industry into the organization. Through the global 

operations summit and individual work with the company’s facilities around the 

world, he quickly developed knowledge that was contextual to the custom 

manufacturing done in the firm’s plants. At the same time, his prior experience with 

lean manufacturing gave him content knowledge that he was able to pass on to other 

Manufacturing Co. leaders. He was “able to challenge us in a way that we are now 

saying, ‘Oh my God, wow. We did not know what we thought we did’” (M5). 

 

In global change projects with external partners, knowledgeable leadership can be 

attractive to partners. Economic Org’s expertise, along with their successful 

randomized control trial, attracted the attention of Incentives (E9). Likewise, 

Goliath’s chief sustainability officer identified three areas of expertise that attracted 

his organization to Conserve Co: (1) knowledge of the waste industry; (2) knowledge 
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of the specific kind of production facilities in which Goliath operates; and (3) 

knowing the technology that makes waste reduction possible in these facilities. He 

explained, 

I think the fact that they are a company that singularly focused on the 

issue, the particular issue. They brought with them a knowledge and an 

expertise that for a lot of organizations would be difficult. That 

culmination of typical knowledge about the subject matter. Knowledge 

about the whole system … All of that combined together, convinced us 

that although small, they had an important role to play and could 

provide us with the necessary assistance. 

 

Knowledgeable leadership should lead to better decision making throughout the 

global change project. Water Org’s restructuring was inspired, in part, by the desire 

for better decisions. “[We wanted] better knowledge, because countries are so distinct 

from each other. It was faster response time. It was clear that our current structure 

was moving much too slowly, and it was not informed fully” (W1). By creating local, 

knowledgeable leaders (experts in the country and in the programming), the 

organization could trust decisions to be made closer to the cultural context. At the 

same time, decision-making for professional functions like HR, accounting, or 

fundraising needed to be made by leaders with technical expertise; these functions 

were housed in regional offices or at headquarters.  

 

Water Org also found that knowledgeable leadership worked closely with the systems 

and structural changes they made to build interdependence and mutual accountability. 

As the global senior team developed, they learned to trust one another’s expertise in 

decision making within their professional domains. One team member noted that 
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discussions over different perspectives often occur, but where previously a leader 

might have trusted his or her own judgement over that of a colleague, now one leader 

might say to another, “Well, you’re the technical expert. I’ll trust you on this one” 

(W7). As a result, the organization is able to draw insight from both the regional 

expertise of one leader and the technical expertise of another.  

 

Finally, knowledgeable leadership, which leads to decision making by experts, may 

allow for more nimble and innovative processes. This is evident in the development 

impact bond partnership. After the design of the DIB was established, Incentives and 

the outcomes funders turned implementation over fully to Economic Org, taking a 

hands-off approach. An Incentives team member explains: 

That’s a larger part of the learning agenda of this instrument is to say, 

by way of designing it this way, we were giving you the flexibility to 

really do whatever you want to your program, and adapt and change it 

as much or as little as you feel like you need to again, towards the ends 

that you’re responsible for providing these results in two years, three 

years, whatever. So, whatever you want to do along the way, you have 

free reign. (E9) 

 

Economic Org staff members feel this autonomy has led to innovation. This “gives us 

the flexibility to iterate on our program as we are implementing it” (E3) rather than 

needing to seek approval for every adaptation or new idea. It has “really fueled 

innovation within our organization” (E5).   

Table 20: Proof Quotes: Enable Knowledgeable Leadership 

 

• I think a lot of credibility went along with the fact that [our CEO] created the 
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sector basically. (C5) 

• [The global VP of operations] is definitely more experienced in every part of 

the business; he has also worked in companies, just like Manufacturing Co. in 

terms of size, structure, complexity, privately owned, and so. (M5) 

• This leader is very competent in lean. He’s done lean in large manufacturing, 

custom and non-custom. The other leader had not done SAP anywhere–didn’t 

know SAP, had to rely on the director of IT who was brought from outside. 

(M2) 

• In this financing mechanism, you have expected outcomes and you have a lot of 

freedom in the way you deliver the expected outcome. And so, and that 

flexibility for us has been huge. (E5) 

• Just the preferred business model that to make good decisions quickly, we need 

to be as close to the action as possible. (W1) 

 

Support willing leadership 

The factor of supporting willing leadership is evident when leaders support the 

direction of the change; often, this happens when new team members are brought on 

board to significantly contribute to the change work. These transitions can happen 

after a resistant senior team member departs from the organization (by retirement or 

by dismissal), making possible the hiring of new leaders who are supportive of the 

change. “You begin the movement and then allow for some self-selection [out of the 

organization]; that takes care of a lot of your change transition. Then you fill those 

gaps with people who are going to get on board with the new direction” (W2). 

Willing leadership is explained in more detail below, with additional quotes in Table 

21.  
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Interestingly, this factor is only significantly present in two of the change projects; in 

other situations when a factor was only relevant to two organizations, I removed it 

from the list of final success factors. However, I kept support willing leadership as a 

factor because it was overwhelmingly evident in the internal change projects and 

absent as a factor in the global change projects with external partners. It may be that 

willing leadership carries more significance for projects that address the way an 

organization works internally. Or, it may be harder to remove resistant leaders in a 

partner organization, and therefore the change leaders in partnerships (Economic Org 

and Conserve Co., in this study) must find alternative paths to earning support.  

 

In the Water Org case, the role of the RVP was created; experienced development 

professionals, local to the regions in which they worked, were hired. In this way, 

willing leadership emerged through role creation. Their hiring displaced some 

existing leaders who had programmatic control over certain areas. In Latin America, 

an American working there had such strong connections with Water Org’s partners 

they called him el jefe (“the boss,” in Spanish). El jefe, however, was resistant to the 

change process and undermined efforts by encouraging partners to continue with the 

old ways of working. “All the [partners] were like, ‘Well, jefe doesn’t like this, so 

we’re just going to go along with him”’ (W7). As a result, changes struggled to take 

hold; eventually, however, the man left the organization. Then, over time, “we started 

to turn over people and then bring in new people that didn’t have that alignment to 

[the man], we started to see a shift.” 
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At Manufacturing Co., changes in leadership over time led to a cultural shift that 

slowly erased belief in the old instruction to be “doers, not thinkers.” This began to 

change long before the lean initiative was launched. Decades-old ways of thinking are 

hard to reverse, however, and several shifts in leadership had to occur before the 

openness to new ideas became clear. “Enough of the anti-change people either left or 

were exited from the organization” (M10), allowing for the emergence of new 

leadership with a willingness to change and for opinions to be shared. Finally, with 

the hiring of the global operations VP, the operations team grew more confident that 

the organization’s culture truly had shifted.   

Table 21: Proof Quotes: Support Willing Leadership 

 

• Those openings were replaced with people that I think were more open minded 

and receptive. (M9) 

• I think maybe that changed in combination with people changing here and 

trying it. Because I can’t imagine that maybe the older generation, they tried it 

20 years ago. But if you try for 5 years and it doesn’t work, at a certain moment 

you stop trying it. While if you’re new, you do the same thing. And if it works, 

then you keep doing it. … The company has evolved. (M8) 

• I know that in some cases, some organizations prefer to use the existing staff to 

lead change. But in our case, it was not possible because you need people of a 

caliber. Very unfortunately we did not have anyone on the ground with such 

caliber to lead that process. We had to bring some new people, some new 

blood, to give some energy to the staff. (W6) 

• We started to turn over people and then bring in new people that didn’t have 

that alignment to [the former leader]; we started to see a shift. (W7) 
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Develop bridge people 

Bridge people are individuals who contribute to the change process by bridging 

national cultures or levels of the organization, or by bridging organizations. 

Informants described these individuals using a variety of terms: interpreter, mediator, 

go-between, ambassador, champion, advocate, spokesperson, translator, truth teller, 

mates, and of course, bridge. But no matter the label, the contribution was the same—

the bridge has the ability to stand with one foot in one camp and the other foot in 

another and facilitate sensemaking between the two camps, often through the process 

of interpersonal communication that attends to culture and relationship (see below). 

One informant captured the nuance of the middle person role articulately: 

You are a go-between. Or a middle man. You are involved in the 

change, in the involvement in this side. You want this other side to 

change but you have to bridge the gap between the two cultures in 

order for you to make sure that the change takes place. (W5) 

 

Bridge people play an important role in transferring knowledge and representing 

perspectives across the divides. This is naturally the role of the RVP, as one leader 

explained:  

I cannot say that is my daily job, but that is my weekly job. … When I 

am here at the [headquarters] office, I see myself as the ambassador of 

those communities, the country staff. When I am in the field, I am 

ambassador of Water Org International. That is the role that I play. 

Particularly on that kind of change process, transition that we had to 

manage in [my region]. I guess that’s the same for my colleagues in 

[other regions]. (W6) 

 

While some roles, like the RVP, are designed to facilitate bridging, others become 

bridges less intentionally. Manufacturing Co. team members mentioned two men, one 
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in the United States and one in Belgium, who met at a leadership developing training. 

Over the years “we found each other” again, says one of the men. The relationship 

strengthened during a previous project, as the two learned to talk openly and to push 

for understanding the other’s perspective. “We had our times; we had hard 

discussions. But [he] was so understanding, so open minded that he said, ‘Why are 

they saying that? And what about that?’ And, the other way around. … In a way that 

1+1=3” (M5). Now, one informant describes their relationship as “mates,” and notes 

that they can always call each other to seek understanding about the lean initiative or 

other global work. This example illustrates the possibility that organizations can 

support the development of bridging relationships by creating opportunities for team 

members from different regions and levels to interact and build relationships over 

time.  

 

The “mates” in the Manufacturing Co. story are team members who work at 

approximately the same level of the organization but must bridge understanding 

across national culture and office culture divides. Bridging can also occur in 

temporary settings and across levels of the organization. For example, at Water Org, 

an RVP traveled to meet with country-level staff to explain the restructuring; it 

seemed, however, that the message wasn’t getting through. Then a junior team 

member asked to meet with the RVP and was able to explain the source of resistance 

in a way that gave the RVP clear steps forward (W5).  
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Finally, when working on global change projects with external partners, bridge 

people can emerge to play a boundary-spanning role between organizations. Conserve 

Co.’s CEO and Goliath’s CSO established this sort of bridging relationship to the 

benefit of the partnership. Now, during implementation, some Goliath country project 

managers have formed bridge relationships with Conserve Co. customer service 

managers in a way that is especially helpful to the change initiative. One project 

manager in India has been adept at building trust with both his colleagues and his 

peers at Conserve Co. (C14). The Indian leader and the CSO used “influence and 

communication and sort of the politicking” internally in order to drive change. “You 

need someone who’s on the other side telling the internal story of why this is strategic 

again” (C4).  

 

Regarding the development impact bond, a bridge person played a crucial role in the 

negotiation of the DIB’s design, a complex time in the life of the project. Pessimistic 

feelings were beginning to form (E10) until Tom, a representative of the private 

foundation who first initiated the DIB project with Incentives, stepped into a bridging 

role. Prior to this, Tom had also served as the principle investigator for the Economic 

Org randomized control trial and was therefore familiar with EO’s way of working. 

“He entered the conversation and really transformed the design work into something 

that I still really love” (E10). Others describe him as a key pillar of the project and an 

encouraging force that helped reframe the design into a model that could satisfy the 

many partners.  
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As informants identified bridge people, I asked them to define the characteristics of 

someone who can play this role; their grocery list reads like the ideal traits of a 

leader, especially in the global context. Informants described a variety of capacities 

including the ability to work with people from different cultures and to recognize 

regional differences, the capacity to influence, empathy, high tolerance for change, 

the ability to translate what is happening to specific functional areas, the ability to 

speak English and the local language, the willingness to tell the truth and to 

acknowledge differences, loyalty, a level of standing in the country and organization 

and relationships across the organization, a desire to excel, resilience, positivity, open 

mindedness, a solution-oriented mindset, consistency, and emotional awareness, 

especially “reading the room and reading the energy” (C9). One Conserve Co. team 

member drew from her Swedish heritage to explain these individuals: “We have this 

expression where it says fire in the soul. So, they’re like really, really passionate 

people who just want to make it work.” Table 22 provides additional documentation 

of this factor’s importance. 

Table 22: Proof Quotes: Develop Bridge People 

 

• First of all, the most important thing is to try and make sure that the headquarters 

understands the field realities so that when you are making decisions at a higher 

level, they are easily implementable because they are not another cultural shock. 

To me, the major thing I worked on was to try to make sure my region was 

understood. That’s number one. Number two, I also had to make my staff 

understand that we are a global organization. (W5) 

• Sometimes a little bit of interpretation is needed just because I have that context 

from Africa, I’m able to reframe it in a way that CEO might understand that. 
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(W7) 

• [Before] there was no one able to translate the vision and the strategy into 

actionable items on a global scale to drive that change within the company. … He 

can translate that in specific things that need to happen in accounting, in traffic, in 

production, in front and in the back office. It’s that holistic view that we missed, 

and that translation. (M5) 

• Finally, after talking with those guys we found some champions over there, who 

are currently over there doing champion work on the lean manufacturing work. 

Because you get a couple of guys who really understand what’s going on and 

they can influence the rest of the group. They really can. Especially in a small 

environment like Belgium. (M3) 

• [Name] is the kind of person who can tell us, "Hey you guys, you’re coming up 

with these ideas or approach, but things don’t work. We really don’t work that 

way. They’re not going to work that way on the ground.” (E3) 

 

Nested implementation 

Models of change often present a linear process (see for example, Kotter, 1988); in 

reality, however, change is much more complex (Pasmore, 2015). While a change 

may impact the global organization, for it to be successful it must be accomplished 

through increasingly smaller micro changes that move from the global to regional to 

country to community to the individual: To revisit the metaphor introduced earlier, 

the changes must reach the level of the individual grain of rice in the smallest, nested 

box. This is nested implementation. This study identified four factors of nested 

implementation: Leveraging formal communication channels, attending to individual 

needs through interpersonal communication, setting global standards with local 

flexibility, and testing models to establish regional credibility. While the first 

dimension (participatory process) in this study operated at the organizational level, 

and the second dimension (representative leadership) operated at the interpersonal or 
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individual level, this third and final dimension crosses back and forth across 

organizational levels as micro changes accumulate to become the macro change. The 

four factors of nested implementation are explored below. 

Leverage formal communication channels 

Leveraging formal communication channels is part of the macro change process and 

is essential for establishing broad awareness and understanding; it is an important 

way to clarify the vision, as mentioned above. Formal communication channels can 

provide direction and instruction; they can help spread ideas from outside 

headquarters, and at times they can be channels for the recognition and support of 

team members. This factor is developed below with additional proof quotes in Table 

23. 

 

Channels of formal communication are familiar to anyone who has ever worked in an 

organization: emails, reports, training sessions, strategic plans. “So many meetings, 

so many conferences,” said one Water Org team member in describing the formal 

communication channels that were part of the global restructuring process (W5). In 

these many meetings and conferences, questions are addressed and plans are designed 

and implemented: 

We had to have sessions and sessions and conference calls with 

country offices to try and make sure they understood. They asked all 

the questions they had on, “What is the implication of this? How do 

we do this? We used to do this, how do we do it now?” So, it is part of 

the communications strategy that was put at the beginning. (W5) 
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Other means of formal communication channels can be equally important. For 

example, when Goliath’s CEO stood on a stage at a major industry tradeshow and 

announced the Conserve Co. partnership, his words established a public record that 

transformed a potential partnership into an actual one. Post-announcement 

organization-wide email messages further stressed the priority of the waste-reduction 

initiative.   

 

Within Economic Org, a series of meetings that occur at weekly, bi-weekly, monthly, 

and quarterly intervals engage various levels of the organization and the partnership 

(E5, E6, E9, E10). In many of these meetings, time is spent reviewing data from the 

adaptive management system; in this, we see how formal communication channels 

support the established interdependence and mutual accountability systems. 

Accountability was also a focus at Manufacturing Co., where they established written 

charters for each of the initiatives that emerged from the planning summit.   

 

Leaders must learn to pace the dissemination of information so that teams and 

individuals have time to absorb knew knowledge or adjust to one change before new 

information is shared. In supporting implementation of their services at various sites, 

Conserve Co. uses a “drip campaign approach”: 

Drip feeding means you’ve given them little bits of information in 

small pieces so you’re not overwhelming them or overpowering them 

with a lot of information all at once. You’re just, you know, letting 

them come into the program nice and easy. (C8).  

 



 

129 

Water Org also learned to pace information so that they didn’t “drown” people with 

too much change, too quickly (W1).  

 

But formal communication channels can have their limits within a dispersed 

organization:  

I can communicate and I can say one thing, but the person heard it and 

heard another thing. So, have we validated that understanding? I think 

that’s really important in a multicultural global organization. Not only 

what to communicate, but to ensure that you’re communicating in a 

way that’s understood at multiple levels across the organization and in 

a way that is heard and accepted by people of different cultures, 

ethnicities, languages, and so on. (W7) 

 

“And then comes the communication of me as an individual,” the same informant 

goes on to say. Validating understanding requires interpersonal communication, 

which also allows for attending to culture and relationship. This is the next factor.  

Table 23: Proof Quotes: Leverage Formal Communication Channels 

 

• I think when you’re working on any change initiative, the fundamentals–you 

know this already–communication is the most important thing. (W7) 

• We developed charters for each of the initiative. And so that has kept us very 

focused. (M7) 

• There has to be a good communication plan right at the frontend of this, that 

starts informing people five, six weeks in advance of actually arriving at their 

site, on what is coming, why are we doing this? (C8) 

• At one point we had weekly, even sometimes twice a week calls, that were on 

the calendar to just handle whatever agenda items and questions were attending 

for that week or that day. (E9) 
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Attend to individual needs through interpersonal communication 

Change initiatives are reliant on a local team member’s willingness to adopt the 

change in his or her context. In other words, the ultimate success of the macro 

initiative is dependent on change being made in many micro contexts: many grains of 

sand in their individual boxes. This is often done through one-on-one or small group 

work, interpersonal conversations where the intimate environment makes it possible 

to attend to culture and relationship in addition to addressing the task content of the 

change. Through this interpersonal dialogue, concerns are surfaced and the needs of 

the individual are addressed. Presumably, this resolution helps the individual 

understand and commit to the change, aiding its implementation. This factor is 

explored below with additional supporting quotes in Table 24. 

 

Informants shared examples of interpersonal communication being a place where 

concerns about the change could be surfaced and addressed. This might start with a 

“bump along the way” that causes the leader to “realize there was a whole different 

conversation going on that wasn’t the one you thought you were having” (W1). One 

Water Org employee gave the example of having a conference or meeting (formal 

communication channels) to discuss the restructuring. In this public forum, the team 

members may seem accepting, even excited, about the change. “But it’s only after the 

meeting when you start to have separate meetings, individual meetings, you start to 

realize, now, it was not so cool as it looks” (W6). In this way, concerns that may 

involve either the nature of the change or its implications for the individual can be 

surfaced and resolved. During the restructuring, one RVP brought printed 
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organizational charts to meetings with in-country staff; the charts showed the new 

organizational structure and had the person’s name and title clearly labeled. 

“Sometimes, people are very suspicious even that they saw that the title of the 

position is still there, but until they see their names, they are not confident.” 

 

Cultural concerns can also be addressed in these individual conversations. Again, an 

RVP from Water Org shared an example, this time involving a partner organization 

run by a father-daughter team. The father, who was also a bishop, was the leader, but 

his busy schedule created bottlenecks in the Water Org work that impeded results. 

The daughter was experienced and capable, but cultural norms kept her in a 

secondary position. She recognized what was happening and in one-on-one 

conversation asked the RVP to talk to her father. Through interpersonal conversation 

with the bishop, the RVP was able to address the cultural norms that were preventing 

the daughter’s professional growth. He suggested the father turn leadership of the 

work over to her, which the father agreed to do.  

 

Individual conversations also can be used before formal meetings, to help surface 

concerns or ideas, and navigate cultural realities. For example, one Manufacturing 

Co. manager took time to meet individually with people on the factory floor to gather 

their ideas for an early lean implementation. As a result, several suggestions and 

concerns were raised. Later, in team meetings, when the manager asked for 

suggestions, the people who had shared ideas individually were silent in this public 
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forum. (This silence may be cultural in nature, as historically the culture has not 

expected factory employees to share ideas.) Drawing from the ideas generated earlier, 

the manager suggested some possible changes and the group slowly moved toward an 

engaged conversation. By meeting individually first, the manager was able to 

personally engage individual team members who might otherwise have been reluctant 

to contribute. As one leader said, 

I can stand up in front of the organization all day long and [say we] 

need to do this or need to do that, but until I can help them connect to 

how they influence it, how they impact it, and what the benefits are for 

them, I’m just wasting my breath. So, every conversation that I would 

have with them, the end goal for me was to help them be able to 

connect to those three key pieces. (M9) 

 

Attending to culture and relationship, as well as the task content of the change, 

through interpersonal conversation is seen in global change projects with external 

partners as well. An Economic Org team member describes “bilateral work, partner to 

partner, on the side work” (E10) during the design of the development impact bond. 

Partners engaged in individual conversations and phone calls to understand the 

perspective of others and to push progress forward, outside of and in preparation for 

regularly scheduled meetings (E5). Conserve Co. employees describe a similar 

process, offering several examples including the Goliath CSO’s “pre-wiring” (C3) of 

conversations with his peers; and a global waste working group that served as a forum 

for the debating of ideas. Cultural styles influenced the speed at which these groups 

worked; North Americans often felt the groups rehashed ideas that had already been 

debated (C7); but for others, this dialogue was an important part of attending to the 
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content of the change project. During some conference calls, team members would 

email each other individually to say, “I don’t understand what is happening” (C4). In 

this ways, interpersonal communication advanced small group communication, which 

advanced the overall initiative.  

 

The one-on-one environment allows for more focus on the individual concerns of 

team members. For example, one Conserve Co. team member recalled attending to 

culture by carefully tailoring presentations for French representatives of Goliath, 

because of a belief that the culturally French are more exacting in their use of 

language (C5). Others spoke of tailoring their individual conversations to focus on the 

potential financial savings of the partnership, rather than its environmental benefits, 

because of a belief that the person they were speaking to would be more motivated by 

these financial possibilities.   

 

While several of the above examples highlight one-on-one conversations, attending to 

culture and relationship can also be addressed through small group work. For 

example, field staff at Economic Org noted that it can often be difficult to disappoint 

a village with the news that they were selected as the control group, which means 

they will not receive business start-up assistance. To prepare for challenging 

conversations like this, which can be awkward because of cultural norms, the 

business mentor training curriculum provides a small group exercise that lets 

participants role play a situation where they have one piece of candy to share, but two 
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people who want it. The recipient of the candy is drawn randomly, through a lottery. 

The participant must then explain to the person who did not receive the candy that 

while they had an equal opportunity to receive the candy, their number was not 

randomly selected. In this way, participants are prepared in a small group context for 

a one-on-one conversation that might be culturally challenging (E7).   

 

Finally, it’s important to note the value of the consistency between the formal 

communication channels and the more informal, interpersonal communication that 

occurs one-on-one or in small groups. This value is explained by one interviewee: 

Change is often abandoned. And so, I think it’s actually quite rational 

that sometimes employees of organizations will tolerate change that is 

being discussed without really adapting or buying in because they’re 

just waiting for the next change topic to be discussed. But in this case, 

it’s that clarity and that persistence that it’s not going away. (E10) 

 

As formal communication channels align with interpersonal communication and relay 

a single message regarding the change initiative, it helps to build assurance that the 

change is an enduring priority for the organization. In these one-on-one and small 

group conversations, concerns are surfaced, and cultural or relational needs can be 

addressed. As these interpersonal conversations accumulate across the organization, it 

builds a foundation of micro changes that nests in increasingly larger changes, to 

eventually form the overall, macro change.  

Table 24: Proof Quotes: Attend to Individual Needs through Interpersonal 

Communication 
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• Then comes the communication of me as an individual. … We had the mandate 

to talk to our staff individually for them to ask their questions. How does it 

affect me? Why am I being changed? Why is this happening this way? And the 

like. So we had to talk to them and give them an ear. (W5) 

• I still think it’s equally important that people understand that you care about 

them, and are concerned about them, and hear what they say–and if you can’t, 

that isn’t going to happen. Something you’re planning isn’t going to happen. 

(W3) 

• First we had to get the management and the leadership on board, and once the 

leadership was on board it had to go to the mid-level management, and once the 

mid-level management supported that it started to get down to the front line 

individuals that are working in the field. It’s discussed every day in the one-on-

ones. (E2) 

• You always gotta answer that, “What’s in it for me?” question that’s in people’s 

minds. (W9) 

 

Set global standards with local flexibility 

Complexity has been established as a significant factor of global change projects 

(Lane et al., 2004). The sources of complexity are many, including the need to 

accommodate legal guidelines, local cultures, customs, currencies, access to raw 

materials or technology, time zones, practices, and languages, all of which change 

country by country, and sometimes even community by community. Global change 

projects are often an effort to bring some uniformity to these complex environments 

through the setting of global standards, as Manufacturing Co. sought through the lean 

manufacturing initiative:  

So, having a global framework and global scheduling process, and 

agreement on how to actually do the welding is important because our 

customers are telling us they don’t want to get stuff from five plants 

that are all done differently. If we have five plants and it’s all done 

exactly the same, great. That’s how we will be successful. (M7) 
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It is worth noting here that a lack of global standards in source data and technical 

systems was a significant contributor to both the failed projects at Manufacturing Co. 

and Water Org. “The big mistake that was made … was that we thought we were very 

alike–the Belgium operations and the American operations. But … when you dive 

into details, we do the things a little bit different” (M6). Those little differences, for 

example in how mailing addresses are recorded, which measurement system is used 

(metric or standard), or in naming conventions of documents, thwarted efforts to 

bring alignment to systems: It seemed impossible to align the systems to a global 

standard when so little uniformity existed.    

 

And yet, while global standards offer uniformity and reduce complexity, sometimes 

local accommodation must be made in order to fit the global standard to the contexts 

in which it must operate. One informant offered a colorful analogy. Noting that 

Manufacturing Co.’s Belgium facilities are next door to a meat packing plant, he said, 

“If you’re real high up … they’re also buying stuff, processing stuff, and then selling 

stuff. At the highest level, we’re even the same with them” (M8). But as changes 

move from that very high level to the ground floor, the need for local accommodation 

becomes more evident. Says an informant at Conserve Co.: 

It’s very difficult as an organization to have a global policy. We can 

have a framework and we can have some guidance, but at the end of 

the day it comes down to the specificity of a region or location [where] 

we operate and the external infrastructure that supports operation. 

(C13) 
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Given both statements, it is not surprising that setting global standards and allowing 

for local flexibility emerged as a success factor in all four cases. While the previous 

factor of attending to individual needs (especially cultural and relational needs) 

through interpersonal communication operated at the individual level, this new factor 

of global standards and local flexibility operates at the organizational level and is 

contextualized by the local level; standards reflect an organizational understanding 

and not the specific concerns of individuals. Flexibility in the local application of 

standards is important for navigating both the task and cultural aspects of change.  

 

Conserve Co.’s global partnership with Goliath offers several examples of local 

flexibility needed for task-related concerns. Conserve Co. offers a standard product 

and service delivered through on-site technology. Because the nature of the raw 

materials Goliath sites use varies from region to region, as do the end products, the 

technology has to be programmed to accommodate these regional differences. India 

had to be divided into four separate regions to accommodate the differences in raw 

materials used and the languages spoken. Some countries had legislation that required 

changes in the tracking or handling of waste, in the format of reporting, or in the 

recording of personally identifiable information. Waste management infrastructure 

varies by region and country, making further accommodation necessary.  

 

Similarly, Economic Org’s implementation of the development impact bond required 

local flexibility for task-related concerns. Though geographic neighbors, Kenya and 
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Uganda have different terrains resulting in different access to resources. Because 

Uganda is more rural than Kenya, the criteria for defining the buffer area between 

programming villages and control villages needed to be contextualized. Likewise, 

access to mobile phones and electricity are more limited in Uganda, which changes 

the type of businesses that can be developed and how cash transfers can take place. 

Overall, however, Economic Org tries to implement a consistent standard: 

We tried to find, what are the things that would work across Kenya 

and Uganda, and what are the areas that are different between Kenya 

and Uganda and that might impact the development and 

implementation of the DIB. And we also needed to be very consistent 

in terms of our decisions around those issues; otherwise if we are not 

consistent, you’re introducing several different things to the 

measurement and things that could influence the results of the DIB. 

(E2) 

 

Some need for local flexibility is more based in culture rather than task; many 

Economic Org team members shared the same example of naming the adaptive 

management system (E3, E4, E6). With other organizations, similar systems in other 

countries had been called a performance management system. In East Africa, 

cautioned one country director, the name “will terrify people.” As a result, they 

named the system adaptive management instead. “The choice of the word was 

deliberate because we didn’t want our business mentors to feel that if they were being 

transparent with the data, that they would be penalized” (E4).  

 

Water Org employees shared another example of flexibility to accommodate local 

culture in explaining the global standard of how their programming areas are 
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developed. The global standard is to require community involvement, and yet this 

standard needs to be flexible for cultural reasons:  

You can discuss and say, “We need to have community involvement in 

this program.” Now, community involvement in Malawi, for example, 

it would mean that the whole community comes for a public meeting. 

Community involvement in Mexico would mean you’re talking to the 

leadership. Okay? So, what we did in terms of cultural aspects, what 

we did was to make sure that we covered both areas. Community 

involvement could mean the public. It could mean leaders in the 

community. So that there was flexibility and the thinking would cover 

different geographical areas. Because when you’re developing a global 

document, you need to be very aware that the different cultures–in 

some places, public meeting is not acceptable. In other places public 

meeting is acceptable. (W5) 

 

In India, Water Org’s presence as a Christian organization in a largely Hindu nation 

has required adapting policy to accommodate culture. Water Org employees regularly 

test for contaminants in the water of wells they have dug. In India, however, Water 

Org’s leaders fear bad test results might lead to distrust between members of the two 

faiths. To accommodate for this cultural concern, Water Org hires a neutral third-

party for water testing; this deflects from concerns related to faith, even when testing 

results identify water quality problems.  

 

When is it appropriate to allow for local flexibility, for either task or cultural needs? 

In considering an adaptation, the leader must ask if the adaptation significantly alters 

the intention of the change process.  

In change management you start asking, is this a killer adjustment or 

can I allow it? If it doesn’t kill the whole change, it’s okay; you can 

allow it because it’s a contextual issue. And therefore, you need to be a 
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little bit flexible when you’re dealing with different environments. 

(W5) 

 

Table 25 below shares additional quotes supporting the factor of global standards 

with local flexibility. 

Table 25: Proof Quotes: Set Global Standards with Local Flexibility 

 

• We’re currently bidding on a $5 million project. And if we win that, no plant 

could build it; we’d have to split it up and three plants would have to 

contribute. And it’s that kind of reality that has opened a lot of people’s eyes [to 

the need for global standards]. (M7) 

• Adaptation becomes “a meeting point between what we know the field will 

accept and what [headquarters] believes make sense to them.” (W6) 

• We have these really brilliant grandiose ideas, but how we implement them 

really does have to be sensitive to the culture. (E3) 

• [We have to make] sure that our translations make sense within the cultural 

context. We have this issue where they call our tracking equipment 

"[proprietary term];" to translate [proprietary term] into different languages 

sometimes doesn’t work. (C1) 

• My standard position is 80% standardization, 20% localization. So, I will 

provide global level tools that are kind of like generic and ready to go. But the 

[Latin American] person will say, “but that’s not acceptable in my region.” And 

I’m like, “Well, that’s what you’re hired for, is to now take the tool and 

contextualize it for your context. And if that needs to look different then I trust 

you to tell me what those are.” (W7) 

 

Test to establish regional credibility 

The final success factor to consider is testing models to establish regional credibility. 

It is also the last success factor to emerge from the data, appearing first in the 

Conserve Co. case in the form of pilots that served as “proof of concept” for 

Conserve’s products and services at Goliath’s sites around the globe. The pilots were 
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impossible to ignore as a contributor to the success of the Goliath partnership; in the 

following case, Economic Org, testing in the form of their randomized control trial, 

also emerged as a clear contributor to success. I returned to the Water Org and 

Manufacturing Co. cases to see if testing might have been an overlooked in the data 

and found moderate support for various forms of testing in these cases as well. This 

factor is described further below and additional supporting quotes are provided in  

Table 26. 

 

Testing models can occur in a variety of ways, including pilots, randomized control 

trials, and innovation cycles. Regardless of the means of testing, the end result is a 

validation of core ideas in a way that establishes credibility, often specific to a region 

or context. Because the creation of external credibility contributes to the securing of 

partnerships, testing may weigh more heavily as a success factor in global change 

projects with external partners than in internal projects. The following examples make 

clear the presence of testing as a success factor, and its contribution in establishing 

credibility and assisting in the securing of external partnerships.  

 

Long before a global partnership was secured, Conserve implemented a series of 

pilots at Goliath sites to demonstrate the cost savings and environmental benefit of 

their product—and then to demonstrate their product’s ability to be implemented in a 

variety of regions. These pilots were designed to show regional viability of the model. 
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One informant explained the concerns Goliath leaders around the world might have 

and the implications that can be drawn from successful pilots in regions:  

“Well just because it works in North America doesn’t mean it’s gonna 

work here in Malaysia." So yeah, battle with doing Singapore was 

helpful because it proves it will work in APAC. It did work in the UK; 

there was no reason it shouldn’t work in Luxembourg. (C6) 

 

With Economic Org, the primary means of testing was the randomized control trial 

that occurred prior to the launch of the development impact bond, which occurred 

before the bond’s design and implementation began. Despite predating the DIB, the 

trials were a significant contributing factor to the bond’s success because they 

provided empirical confirmation of the Economic Org model for helping put people 

on a path out of poverty. This documentation assured Incentives and the outcome 

funders of Economic Org’s credibility as a results-focused organization. It also 

assured them of the team’s capacity to handle a complex project such as the DIB. 

“Based on those positive RCT results, we were selected to implement the first 

development impact bond and poverty alleviation” (E4). Additionally, the data from 

the randomized control trials inspired donors to sign on to the project as investors.  

 

In Manufacturing Co., the Belgium team has employed a process known as PDCA—

plan, do, change, act. This is a testing process that establishes the credibility of ideas 

by identifying what works and changing what does not.  

The guys in Belgium have really done good with the PDCA approach 

and they’ve encouraged and taught the rest of the team that we can’t 

solve everything in a phone call. We can’t solve everything in our 
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office. We have to try some stuff. So, let’s talk about it. Let’s, you 

know, discuss and debate an issue, but then decide and go do and then 

circle back in a week or two after we’ve been testing it and say, "Hey, 

it kind of worked. But I think it’d be even better if we did this." And 

so, there’s been a lot more testing. The culture that I encountered when 

I first came here was one of “we’re afraid to make a mistake and so we 

have to fully vet every thought before we utter it or else we might 

make a mistake.” And I think part of the real learning that has occurred 

is a willingness to try things, learn and adjust. (M7) 

 

In this case, testing can be a way to advance possible innovations and evaluate if they 

work or what further adaptations would be required to make them effective. 

Economic Org notes using testing in this way as well (E4). For example, as part of the 

DIB, Economic Org is conducting a second randomized control trial to consider if 

larger grant sizes lead to better outcomes; they are also testing mobile cash transfers 

using cell phone technology in Kenya. In both organizations, these testing for 

innovation examples establish the credibility of the idea in a lower-risk environment 

before the idea is implemented as a global standard.  

 

Finally, Water Org’s slow roll out of the revised governance structures created a 

testing process. As one country’s transition was successfully completed, the lessons 

learned from it informed the following country’s transition.  

The first one really informed the way that we managed the process in 

other countries. As a matter of fact, it took us longer to do that in 

Nicaragua than in Guatemala. You know, less time to do it Honduras, 

because we learned from Nicaragua, we learned from Guatemala, we 

learned from other countries. So, when we did it in El Salvador and 

Honduras, it was [easier]. The reason for that was because on the way 

we learned a lot from the staff; we learned a lot from the community. 

(W6) 
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Again, this is an example of testing the model to establish the credibility of ideas and 

processes in the form of piloting an effort in one country before moving to additional 

regions.  

 

Testing is the fourth and final success factor of the nested implementation dimension. 

Working together, these factors reinforce the message of change at the individual 

level and at broader levels; these factors help negotiate the complexity of global 

change in the local context and can address cultural or interpersonal concerns. 

Additionally, these factors establish credibility of ideas, aid in innovation, and 

strengthen the probability of securing partners for global change projects with 

external organizations.  

 Table 26: Proof Quotes: Testing Models to Establish Regional Credibility 

 

• [Name] ran a pilot as well because he wanted to see if it worked in other cultures. 

(C7) 

• I think we were selected for several reasons. One is that we had a randomized 

control trial, we had done a randomized control trial of our program already. So, 

we had very solid data upon which we could base, you know, those outcome 

target levels. (E5) 

• [A prospective donor said,] “Yeah, I looked at your RCT results; they are really 

impressive. I’ve done some research on your website … and I really liked the 

entrepreneurial model. You said your minimum investment was $250,000. Would 

you consider a half a million-dollar investment?” (E4) 
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Absence of the success factors in underperforming projects 

As noted in Table 11, the 14 success factors and their three aggregate dimensions 

were significantly present across the success projects and absent or minimally present 

within the failure and underperforming projects. Thus far in Chapter 4, I’ve 

demonstrated the extent to which these factors were evident in the successful global 

change projects. Here, I’d like to briefly comment on their absence in the 

underperforming projects.  

 

Within the success factors of participatory process, those that should occur early 

within the global change project—clear vision and collaborative start—were almost 

entirely absent among the unsuccessful projects. At Water Org, leaders wanted a 

“data warehouse” for their software systems; what this meant or how to accomplish it 

was undefined. Manufacturing Co. initially involved global leaders in the process of 

ERP (enterprise resource planning) software selection, but then turned inward to 

headquarters only as decisions were made. Other participatory process factors were 

also missing in all four underperforming projects; in some cases, the struggling status 

of the project allowed little opportunity for celebration or recognition of others. 

Fewer voices were invited to the table, and ideas tended to emerge only from those 

directly involved with the project.  

 

Likewise, the success factors within the representative leadership dimension also 

failed to emerge. Organizational leaders seemed to lack the knowledge they needed to 

lead within the domain of the project. For example, Economic Org’s otherwise 
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capable staff were not experienced with the type of initiative they were undertaking, 

and consultants hired to assess the direction lacked regional or programmatic 

experience. Bridge-people relationships were underdeveloped. Conserve Co.’s 

partnership with Client B was stymied by the lack of an internal champion, a bridge 

person, within Client B who really understood and supported the partnership. Within 

Manufacturing Co., the headquarters-driven nature of the initiative made it difficult 

for bridge relationships to emerge because those outside headquarters were not 

welcomed into the conversation.  

 

Finally, the success factors of nested implementation were also absent within the 

underperforming projects. Informants describe long periods of silence within Water 

Org’s “data warehouse” project where they did not receive updates through formal 

communication channels nor through interpersonal communication. Manufacturing 

Co.’s SAP implementation was an effort to establish global standards, but its 

inflexibility to local needs was costly and led to the ultimate downfall. Testing for 

regional credibility, which played a central role in success projects for Economic Org 

and Conserve Co., was challenged within their unsuccessful projects. Knowing that 

only their complete model had been validated through testing, Economic Org leaders 

were reticent to support growth that involved only parts of the model. Potential 

partners, on the other hand, seemed hesitant to engage with the complete model 

because of its expense.  
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Overall, we find a clear lack of the three aggregate dimensions and their 14 success 

factors within the four global change projects identified as underperforming or 

failures. Their absence within the unsuccessful projects strengthens the argument that 

the factors and dimensions contributed to the outcomes of the successful projects.  

Interrelationship of the dimensions 

This study began with the research question, what are the success factors in leading 

global change projects? Cross-case analysis within four organizations and eight 

global change projects revealed three dimensions of success factors: (1) participatory 

process, (2) representative leadership, and (3) nested implementation. Each of these 

dimensions is composed of a total of 14 factors that together contribute to a project’s 

overall success. Additionally, the data reveal the dimensions present in successful 

projects attend not just to the task content of change, but also to the relational and 

cultural complexity inherit to change initiatives within multinational organizations.  

 

A model of global change success, presented in Figure 5, emerged from the first two 

primary cases, the internal change projects, and was adapted and refined to 

accommodate the nature of projects involving external partners, as seen in the third 

and fourth primary cases. As illustrated, participatory process, which operates at the 

organizational level, along with the representative leadership, which is impactful at 

the individual level, enables nested implementation. Together, they contribute to the 

success of the project. The dotted lines surrounding the gray boxes for each aggregate 

dimension, along with the arrows around the perimeter, signify the complexity of the 
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constantly evolving global project. Within a change initiative, the dimensions and 

factors do not happen in an orderly process. Rather, participatory process, 

representative leadership, and nested implementation must be consistently present and 

constantly evolving.    

 

At the top of the model, one success factor, test for regional credibility, is presented 

in a separate box with a dotted line around it. For global change projects that involve 

external partners, this success factor is often present at very early stages of the 

project. Conserve Co. used pilot testing on different continents to confirm the 

viability of their services; for Economic Org, the results of the randomized control 

trial gave Incentives the confidence to select Economic Org as their partner. Early 

testing was present but less influential in the successful projects at Water Org and 

Manufacturing Co.; because this factor seems more important for projects involving 

external partners, its presence at the top of the model is presented with dotted lines to 

signify its inconsistent influence. The box is positioned directly above the aggregate 

dimension of representative leadership because in the external change projects, the 

presence of testing seemed to contribute to the establishment of significant 

relationships between the two organizations, which then enabled other dimensions 

and success factors. For example, because of the previous tests that established 

credibility, the CEO of Conserve Co. was able to seek an appointment with the chief 

sustainability officer of Goliath; this became a bridge-person relationship between the 

two organizations that further enabled the successful partnership. Testing to establish 
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regional credibility also appears as part of the aggregate dimension nested 

implementation because its influence is also seen there, especially in internal change 

projects.   

 

Figure 5: Model of Global Change Project Success 

 



 

150 

Together, the dimensions, factors, and resulting model suggest an answer to this 

study’s research question, What are the success factors in leading global change 

projects? Importantly, they also provide support for and extend existing research as to 

the success factors of global leadership and leading global change; and they suggest 

practices that may be useful for global change leaders to consider as they engage in 

multinational initiatives. The following chapters make clear this connection to 

existing literature, as well as the implications that can be drawn from this research.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
This study began with the research question, what are the success factors in leading 

global change projects? Chapter 4 introduced an answer: participatory process, 

representative leadership, and nested implementation—and the 14 success factors that 

fall within these dimensions. Altogether, these findings indicate that enabling 

successful change in a global context requires attention not just to the task of change 

but also to the relational and cultural dimensions. Additionally, the change must be 

considered at the organizational level and also at the individual level, and all points in 

between, in order to take root and succeed.  

 

This chapter grounds these findings in the extant literature, demonstrating how the 

findings can be explained by and add new insight into a social constructionist 

understanding of leading organizational change in the constantly changing global 

context. Within the constructionist framework, I draw heavily on dialogic and 

discursive approaches to organizational change (Bushe & Marshak, 2016; Grant & 

Marshak, 2011), especially on the conversational view (Ford, 1999; Ford & Ford, 

1995, 2009). Below, I provide a brief overview of constructionist perspectives on 

change, then work through each of the three dimensions—participatory process, 

representative leadership, and nested implementation—to consider the new findings 

in light of established research, conceptual frameworks, and connections to other 

bodies of research. Finally, I address how these findings differ from those of domestic 
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change initiatives and how discursive approaches might be uniquely suited for change 

in the complex global environment.  

Constructionist Views on Change 

Communication, write Barrett, Thomas, and Hocevar, “is not just a conduit for 

transferring information from one person to another, rather it is the very process by 

which organizing comes to acquire consensual meaning” (1995, p. 354). This 

perspective, that communication is not just a tool for leading change, but the change 

itself, is central to understanding the discursive perspective on change. “There is no 

objective separation of discourse and phenomena; discourses construct phenomena 

and phenomena do not exist independent of discourse (which itself is a phenomena)” 

(Grant & Marshak, 2011, p. 205). These perspectives are inherently constructionist, 

which contrasts with the structural-functionalist view that sees “the job of change 

agents is to align, fit, or adapt organizations through interventions to an objective 

reality that exists ‘out there’” (Ford, 1999, p. 480). Instead, a social construction 

perspective of change sees agents using language to build new realities. 

Constructionists acknowledge that the world did not come with labels on it; instead, 

“reality is socially constructed” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 13). We invent 

languages that label the world, giving it meaning and creating shared understanding 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1974; Weick, 1979). To bring about an 

organizational change, therefore, requires new conversations that introduce new 

labels, allowing new understanding to emerge as shared (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 

1987; Ford & Ford, 1995; Grant & Marshak, 2011). As new understandings emerge, 
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reality is changed. In short, “change is created, sustained, and managed in and by 

communications” (Ford & Ford, 1995, p. 560).  

 

Recent decades have seen a “linguistic turn” in the social sciences (Grant & Marshak, 

2011). Dialogic organization development (OD) stands in contrast to traditional 

diagnostic models of OD (Bushe & Marshak, 2016); dialogic OD describes tools and 

approaches such as Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Ludema et 

al., 2003) that foster participation, shared inquiry, and conversation as part of leading 

the change process. Bushe and Marshak (2016) identify seven assumptions of a 

dialogic mindset, which are presented in Table 27. These assumptions form the basis 

of the dialogic change perspective and reveal an approach to change that privileges 

not just the desires of the change agent, but also that of the change recipients. 

Table 27: Seven Assumptions of the Dialogic Mindset 

 

1. Reality and relationships are socially constructed.  

2. Organizations are social networks of meaning making. 

3. Transformational leadership shapes how meaning is made and especially the 

narratives which guide people’s experience.  

4. Organizations are continuously changing, in both intended and unintended ways, 

with multiple changes occurring at various speeds.  

5. Groups and organizations are inherently self-organizing, but disruption is required 

for transformational adaptation and change.  

6. Adaptive challenges are too complex for anyone to analyze all the variables and 

know the correct answer in advance, so the answer is to use emergent change 

processes.  

7. Leading emergent change requires mobilizing stakeholders to self-initiate action, 

then monitoring and embedding the most promising initiatives.  

Source: Bushe & Marshak (2016, p. 5) 
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Considering the conversational view of change 

Grant and Marshak (2011) draw from the broader literature to identify four 

components of discourse-based frameworks of change: (1) discourse, interrelated 

texts that bring an object or idea into being; (2) texts, the written documents, speech 

acts, pictures, and symbols that transmit discourse; (3) context, the situation in which 

discourse exists and creates; and (4) conversations, or linked texts that are 

chronologically sequenced and responsive to one another. Conversations and 

discourse can happen at multiple levels, including meta, across organizations and 

society; macro, across the organization; meso, the interpersonal; micro, used by 

individuals; and intrapsychic, within an individual (Grant & Marshak, 2011).  

 

Ford and Ford (1995) further define types of conversations that, presumably, can 

occur at these levels. They identify (1) initiative conversations that focus attention on 

what could or should be done; (2) conversations for understanding, where people seek 

to comprehend the situation through making claims, providing evidence, examining 

hypothesis, and expressing beliefs and feelings; (3) conversations for performance, 

which are spoken to produce results; and (4) conversations for closure, which 

involves claims that the work is complete, as well as celebrations or regrets. 

Regardless of the type of conversation or the level at which it is occurring, a 

conversation may vary in length from a single exchange or may unfold over an 

extended period of time, involving multiple communicators and levels (Ford, 1999). 
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Under this perspective, the work of change is conversation, as it is in dialog that new 

realities are constructed. The challenge of this is that change results are obtained only 

when a sufficient network of conversations emerges. Even more complicating, “the 

difficulty is that we cannot tell a priori which conversations will make the difference 

needed for the results to obtain” (Ford, 1999, p. 487).  

 

When I began my research, I was curious about what made it possible to lead 

successful global change. Discursive or conversational views of change were not top-

of-mind in my research. Yet my findings speak to the network of conversations that 

enables leading global change to take place successfully. In their introduction to a 

special issue on organizational discourse and change, the editors of the Journal of 

Applied Behavioral Science call for a move from the abstract and conceptual 

treatment of discourse’s role in change to more practical considerations (Oswick, 

Grant, Marshak, & Cox, 2010). While I did not set out to respond to this call, my 

research ultimately contributes a response. In the following section, I draw 

connections between the discursive and conversational views of change and my 

findings.  

The Social Construction of Successful Global Change 
Initiatives 

Is the conversational view particularly suited for the global context? Perhaps 

paradoxically, the answer is yes. In global organizations where team members are 

distributed, a large change project might seem to require a “structural-functionalist” 
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view of change (Ford, 1999), where change is perceived as an objective reality “over 

there,” which can be reached through the right combination of interventions, Gantt 

charts, and project management. Think for example of the pharmaceutical company 

mentioned earlier whose division into two firms required the tracking of 12,000 

separate items across more than 100 countries and 70 languages (Osland, Ehret, et al., 

2017); or think of Water Org in their attempt to create a unified governance structure 

for each country in which they operated, despite each location having its own 

language, culture, and regulatory code. In the context of that immense complexity, it 

may seem impossible to imagine that conversation can be that important to global 

change. How can one even manage the volume of conversation needed to change a 

global organization?  

 

Yet in the four successful global change projects considered in this study, that is 

exactly what happened. My findings demonstrate that conversation is not just 

important to leading global change efforts—it is the means through which change is 

constructed. The three dimensions and 14 success factors of my study are created in 

conversation and form essential conditions for successful completion of the project, 

especially in the global context of multiplicity, interdependence, ambiguity, and flux 

(Lane et al., 2004). The findings identify conversations that need to be had 

(participatory process), some of the people who should lead those conversations 

(representative leadership), and what channels of communication should be used 

(nested implementation) in order to drive successful global change. When change 
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projects incorporated these 14 success factors, change leaders were able to navigate 

relational and cultural differences in order to manage the complexity of the change 

task through conversation. As these conversations accumulated across the 

organization, reaching from macro to micro levels, the change became a socially 

constructed reality. These concepts are developed further throughout the remainder of 

this chapter.  

Participatory process 

Participatory process occurs when the change process is designed to invite and 

support participation at all levels through engagement processes that create a shared 

sense of direction and accountability. It is an organizational-level dimension 

composed of six success factors: establish clear shared vision and mandate, ensure a 

collaborative start, invite to the table as equals, seek ideas from outside headquarters, 

recognize and celebrate others, and build systems for interdependence and mutual 

accountability. These six factors are enabling conditions for leading successful global 

change initiatives, especially in the dynamic environments created by working across 

boundaries to enact change. From a constructionist perspective, the factors are 

conversations that need to permeate the organization in order to address the 

complexities of global organizing; by addressing them, change leaders are better able 

to develop shared understanding and find support for their initiatives across the 

multiplicity of environments, cultures, and relationships.  
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Establishing clear shared vision, especially when it occurs through a collaborative 

start, is an example of initiative setting conversation (Ford & Ford, 1995). Previous 

research has found the ability to articulate a clear vision to be an important 

characteristic of global leaders (Yeung & Ready, 1995); global change leaders, 

therefore, need to learn to have vision conversations well. The role of vision is of 

particular importance in the global context. Why is this? In a distributed organization, 

the flow of information faces more obstacles, including language, time zone, access 

to technology, and competing priorities. Clear visions can be communicated with 

more efficiency and accuracy; as a result, they provide a shared source of direction 

that engages the organization. Drawing from the Conserve Co. case, clear mandates 

from global leaders, especially the CEO, are also important macro-level conversations 

for performance (Ford & Ford, 1995) that help align future conversations in the 

organization, thereby significantly influencing change.  

 

Engaging more individuals in the conversation through collaborative starts allows for 

vision and change to emerge through dialogue, which is one of the seven assumptions 

of a dialogic mindset (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). Water Org offers a powerful 

illustration of the conversational connection between vision and collaborative start. 

The intention to restructure their global organization emerged through the dialogic 

process of Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Ludema et al., 

2003), whereby stakeholders from across the organization were gathered for a global 

strategic planning process. Originally, the intent was to become a more professional 
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and financially sustainable organization; but as conversations around these objectives 

evolved, the discourse began to include the idea of restructuring to better incorporate 

local and regional perspectives. Because the idea had emerged from a collaborative 

process that involved field staff, senior leadership, board members, and donors in a 

shared conversation, the direction of change had wide support.  

 

Collaborative starts also contribute to the change conversation by increasing the 

priority of this conversation as compared to the many other topics that exist within a 

global organization. Kotter noted that change efforts fail because the leader wrote a 

memo instead of lighting a fire (1988); collaborative starts are an engaging means of 

“lighting a fire” that stresses the urgency of the change initiative and its priority 

among the competing interests of a multinational firm. In essence, a collaborative 

start crosses geographic, language, and cultural barriers to say, “pay attention to this 

conversation more than others.” Additionally, previous studies have demonstrated the 

benefits of participative and large scale approaches to change in many forms (e.g. 

Bruch & Sattleberger, 2001; Chong et al., 2013; Graebner, 2004; Raz, 2009). This 

suggests that dialogic organizational change processes are particularly suited for the 

global environment because they prioritize the change through the engagement of 

more voices in the change conversation.  

 

In all the successful change projects, evidence emerged that as individuals were 

invited to the table as equals, it led to new networks of conversations that deepened 
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understanding across geographical and cultural distance and advanced more globally 

informed change. Manufacturing Co. provides a compelling example. For years, 

organizational conversation had encouraged team members outside of the U.S. to be 

doers, not thinkers; as new global leaders entered the organization, this conversation 

slowly shifted. Not until the new global VP of operations arrived, however, did the 

network of conversations gain strength enough for the new “thinker” mentality to 

emerge as an organizational reality. This new reality corresponded with the launch of 

the lean initiative, where leaders from across the organization (U.S., Europe, China) 

were invited into face-to-face conversation (a collaborative start) to design their 

shared future. At the table as equals for the first time, and with the new thinker 

mindset as an accepted organizational conversation, advances in the lean 

manufacturing process were socially constructed on a global scale. When people are 

invited into the conversation as equals for the first time, it constitutes a new team. In 

diverse cross-cultural environments, previous research suggests that very 

heterogeneous teams will grow more successful over time (Earley & Mosakowski, 

2000); this may be because conversational familiarity builds over time, enabling trust 

and a more direct and honest exchange of ideas. This suggests that implementing 

local leadership (see below), inviting people to the table, and recognizing their ideas 

may grow in impact as the global change process continues.  

 

To sustain global change, my findings indicate that conversations must be had that 

identify ideas from outside headquarters, recognize and celebrate the work of others, 
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and create systems of interdependence and mutual accountability across geographical 

and cultural boundaries. As ideas move from the meso level (interpersonal) to the 

macro (organizational) level, others have opportunity to adopt these ideas in their 

own work and also learn that the organization is psychologically safe for risk taking 

(Edmondson, 1999) in the form of sharing their ideas. Conversations can recognize 

the contributions of others and celebrate their impact, as Water Org did in 

transforming a local church engagement program from a U.S.-centric into a global 

program now offered in three languages. Finally, successful global change leaders 

must have conversations about systems to identify ways of creating relationships 

among team members where new conversations can occur and be given priority. 

Successful change projects involve building systems that create global 

interdependence and support mutual accountability, such as restructuring reporting 

relationships; these systems provide forums for conversation where shared 

understanding is created and reinforced across cultures and geographies. This finding 

is consistent with the global leadership literature; Osland (2018a) acknowledges 

“accountability for results at all levels” on her list of global change project success 

factors. As one example, Economic Org developed their adaptive management system 

through conversation in workshops and meetings (a dialogic approach to change) 

with leaders from the U.S., Kenya, Uganda, Columbia, France, and Canada: Through 

this, team members developed a shared understanding of what makes for a successful 

small business. This understanding enabled them to better identify businesses that 

were struggling and needed extra support; by creating a digital dashboard where the 
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performance of a mentor’s businesses was readily viewable by the mentor’s 

supervisor, new conversations were made possible as was new organizational 

learning. The system made business mentors and their supervisors accountable to 

holding a conversation about the business results across cultural contexts.   

 

Together, these participatory processes clarify the kinds of conversation that 

contribute to successful change. Each of the six factors of participatory process 

reinforces the importance of collaboration. In complex global change circumstances 

such as those featured in this study, the assumptions of the dialogic mindset bear 

special importance. Specifically, complexity is too great for any one person to 

analyze all the variables, and therefore a stakeholder-engaging emergent process can 

help surface the most promising initiatives (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). This reflects 

the suitability of shared leadership in global contexts (Pearce & Wassenaar, 2014; Tal 

& Gordon, 2016).  

 

Shared leadership is defined as “a dynamic, interactive influence process among 

individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the 

achievement of group or organizational goals” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1). Unlike 

traditional hierarchical theories of leadership, shared leadership suggests group 

members can “actively and intentionally shift the role of leader to one another as 

needed by the environment or circumstances in which the group operates” 

(Wassenaar & Pearce, 2018, p. 168). This is enabled by emphasizing the behaviors of 
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leadership rather than viewing leadership as a role (Lord, Day, Zaccaro, Avolio, & 

Eagly, 2017).  

 

Shared leadership holds particular relevance for the global context. Wang, Waldman, 

and Zhang (2014) completed a meta-analysis of the shared leadership literature and 

found it to have a greater effect in complex environments, making it especially 

suitable for global teams who must work across languages, cultures, time zones, 

regulatory practices, and more. Additionally, sharing leadership has been shown to 

increase the performance of dispersed global teams, thereby helping to overcome the 

challenges experienced in the collaboration of virtual teams (Hoegl & Muethel, 

2016). Shared leadership may be an effective global organizing approach because it 

pushes decision making to the local level, allowing for more culturally-relevant and 

efficient processes (Pearce & Wassenaar, 2014). The impact of this is so important 

that some argue global leadership is shared leadership (Johnson, Huesing, Ludema, & 

Hinds, in press). 

 

Clear vision and collaborative starts enable, in part, the emergence of shared 

leadership because the clear vision communicates a common direction in which to 

move and the collaborative start provides an initial introduction to the change 

initiative in a conversational setting. This introduction evolves into sustained 

engagement as global leaders are invited to the table as equals and ideas are sought 

from non-HQ sources. Increased participation and new conversations serve as a signal 
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that shared leadership is occurring and welcome. Recognition and celebration enforce 

the practice of shared leadership.  

Representative leadership 

While participatory process is created across the organization, representative 

leadership is an individual-level dimension; its impact is felt interpersonally, at the 

meso level (Grant & Marshak, 2011). This dimension occurs through creating local 

leadership, enabling knowledgeable leadership, supporting willing leadership, and 

developing bridge people. In the successful global change projects considered in this 

study, these leaders brought representation, a form of voice, to the change process. 

This transformed organizational conversations to make them more globally, 

regionally, and locally rich; more culturally and technically nuanced; and more 

informative overall. Because new voices were brought into conversations, new 

vocabularies and new understandings emerged. In the process, these representative 

leaders socially reconstructed the reality of their respective organizations, making 

pathways for successful change.  

 

Pettigrew (1987) writes that “where we sit not only influences where we stand, but 

also what we see” (p. 649). No doubt it also influences what we say. By creating local 

leadership, the organizations in this study gained access to new perspectives: that of 

the local context. Local leadership allowed for conversations that regarded local 

culture to have more opportunity to spread across the organizations. This provided 

important insight that contributed to the success of the respective projects, such as 
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when a regional vice president at Water Org helped an expatriate leader understand 

how firing should and should not occur in the East African context. The richness that 

comes from hiring local leaders and engaging with them to shift the conversation has 

close connections to the diversity and inclusion literature. In a literature review of 

inclusion studies, Shore, Cleveland, and Sanchez (2018) find that “influence on 

decision making” occurs when diverse individuals believe their ideas and 

perspectives are influential and that they are listened to. To put this statement into the 

constructionist language of Grant and Marshak (2011), individuals can be said to 

have influence on decision making when their ideas and perspectives (Shore et al., 

2018) move from conversations had at the intrapsychic and micro levels to become 

meso-, macro-, and meta-level discourse. Local leaders whose ideas are welcomed, 

recognized, and celebrated are experiencing the benefits of an inclusive organization; 

evidence of inclusion can be found in conversations at every level. From a social 

constructionist perspective, this creates a new, more informed, more culturally and 

technically rich organizational reality. 

 

Local leaders are able to provide knowledgeable insight about their own 

communities; enabling knowledgeable leadership is another success factor of 

representative leadership. When leaders are knowledgeable about the content, 

context, and process (Pettigrew, 1987) of change, it provides the organization with 

better information for decision making and action. As Belgian team members with 

Manufacturing Co. learned to leave behind the mantra to be “doers, not thinkers,” 
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they were able to offer valuable insights about their local context and broader lean 

manufacturing experience that contributed to the overall project success. Likewise, 

we see the impact of knowledgeable leadership throughout the partnership between 

Conserve Co. and Goliath; the connections between the organizations began with a 

conversation between the Conserve CEO and a Goliath regional leader at a trade 

show. Because of the knowledge evident in the discourse, the Goliath leader 

developed trust in the Conserve CEO, which led to a series of pilot tests. This opened 

the door years later for the Conserve Co. CEO to initiate a conversation with the 

Goliath CSO, who in turn trusted Conserve because of their knowledge about the 

industry and the credibility demonstrated in the pilots. We see in these examples that 

knowledgeable leadership is influential to the success of projects and is transmitted 

through an evolving series of conversations.  

 

Supporting willing leadership is another success factor within representative 

leadership. In both the Water Org and Manufacturing Co. case, we saw that leaders 

who were unsupportive of change needed to depart the organization in order for the 

change to succeed; these leaders were replaced by willing leadership. Resistance is an 

anticipated part of change projects but viewing resistance through a conversational 

lens allows for a new perspective. In this light, change agents can ask if resistance is 

actually an indication of a failure to legitimize change through conversation (Ford, 

Ford, & D’Amelio, 2008). In the case of Water Org and el jefe, the American 

expatriate who undermined the global restructuring by encouraging local partners to 
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keep doing things the old way, change agents within Water Org faced a challenge: 

only el jefe was in a position to talk to the local partners. Because the local partners 

were only engaged in the conversations held by el jefe, clearer understanding of the 

need for change was obscured. It was not until el jefe left the organization that they 

gained exposure to the other change conversations, and the restructuring was able to 

advance.  

 

Finally, representative leadership factors, and especially the role of bridge people, 

reflect boundary spanning as found in the global leadership literature (Butler, Zander, 

Mockaitis, & Sutton, 2012; Mendenhall & Bird, 2013). Boundary spanning is “the 

creation and navigation of linkages that integrate and coordinate across economic, 

functional, geographic, cultural, linguistic, religious, educational, political, and legal 

systems” (Mendenhall & Bird, 2013, p. 169). RVPs and others who cross different 

organizational levels or national cultures are boundary spanners; this study also 

showed that bridging can occur across organizations, as in the example of Tom, the 

head of the private foundation who helped Economic Org and Incentives reach a 

shared vision for the development impact bond’s design. The contribution of bridge 

people to the success of the global change initiatives occurred through conversation. 

Tom entered into dialogue with the Economic Org partners until a shared 

understanding was reached; this created a new, socially constructed reality of the DIB 

partnership. At Water Org, RVPs bridge the region they represent with the overall 

organization, carrying messages between the groups, negotiating understanding, and 
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spanning boundaries as a result. These bridge people serve as translators and 

integrators of local knowledge, cultural understandings, and languages to create new 

shared knowledge, cultural understanding, and languages that facilitate the social 

construction of new organizational realities.  

 

Mendenhall and Bird (2013) write that boundary spanners must rely on interpersonal 

communication and the creation of trust across networks in order to navigate the 

complexity of global leadership; this reality can be seen in the stories of bridge 

people, as shared in Chapter 4. The characteristics and qualities of bridge people, a 

list that can also be found in the previous chapter, shares many similarities to Bird’s 

(2018) list of nested global leadership competencies. Similarities include the capacity 

for cross-cultural communication, interpersonal skills, flexibility, and resilience, 

among others. Additionally, other streams of research show that strong social ties and 

networks, such as are created among and by some bridge people, can aid in successful 

change (Martin & Eisenhardt, 2010; Rai et al., 2009). These strong social ties and 

interpersonal skills enable competent global leaders to support the social construction 

of new organizational realities through successful change conversations.  

 

In the literature, boundary spanners are also known as “cultural mediators,” a phrase 

proposed by Bochner (1981) and defined as “men and women who function as links 

between diverse cultural systems” (p. 6). Writing 40 years ago, Bochner noted there 

was a worldwide shortage of mediating persons; the intervening years have not 
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resolved this shortage (PWC, 2019). Bochner proposes that three sets of variables 

interact in the process of cultural mediation: (1) the structural context, (2) the 

interpersonal context, and (3) the personal attributes of the cultural mediators. 

Bochner’s variables resemble the levels at which Grant and Marshak (2011) note that 

conversations occur.  

 

Whether we call them bridge people, cultural mediators, or boundary spanners, global 

organizations would do well to consider the structural, interpersonal, and character-

driven conditions under which these individuals can develop and put in place 

opportunities for enabling their emergence and amplifying their voice in change 

conversations. Using Manufacturing Co.’s “mates” as an example, the two men from 

Belgium and the United States operated in different national and organizational 

cultures (structural context) but had formed an interpersonal relationship during a 

previous shared training experience. Their personal attributes, along with their 

interpersonal relationship, made them natural links between cultures and enabled the 

creation of mutual understanding that positively influenced the larger global 

initiative. This is consistent with recent network theory research that found people 

who bridged disconnected groups and individuals were more effective at 

implementing significant changes (Battilana & Casciaro, 2012).  

 

Qualities of shared leadership are reflected in all the success factors of representative 

leadership. Freund (2017) writes that the emergence of shared leadership indicates a 
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transition away from a “heroic” view of leadership and change, where executives are 

expected to be experts with all the answers; Bushe and Marshak (2016) make this 

same argument in explaining the dialogic mindset. When global organizations give 

voice to local, knowledgeable, and willing leaders and develop bridge people, they 

not only support the success of their change initiative, they also enact shared 

leadership within the global organization. As a result, a new reality is socially 

constructed, enabling the organization to become more reflective of its global nature 

and more effective because of the rich, nuanced, conversations that are created as 

relationships form across cultural and political boundaries.  

Nested implementation 

The final aggregate dimension identified by this research is that of nested 

implementation, or the idea that global (macro) change occurs through smaller 

changes at the divisional and individual levels, which are navigated through boundary 

spanning relationships and the balancing of local and global realities. Each of these 

many micro changes must occur and “nest” within one another in order to solidify the 

overall change. Earlier, I compared this nesting to traditional Chinese nesting boxes, 

where the smallest box in the set holds a single grain of rice. Change must work its 

way through to these smallest, individual levels, in order to take hold.  

 

The language of “nesting" is familiar within management literature pertaining to 

multilevel thinking. “The central theme of multilevel thinking is that organizational 
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entities reside in nested arrangements” (Hitt, Beamish, Jackson, & Mathieu, 2007, p. 

1387). The use of the term in multilevel literature aligns with my own use:  

Individuals are nested in work teams, which are in turn nested in 

departments or other organizational subunits, which are in turn nested 

in organizations; furthermore, organizations are nested in strategic 

groups that are nested in industry sectors. Indeed, there may be other 

salient nesting layers, depending on the topic at hand. (Mathieu & 

Chen, 2011, p. 612) 

 

The multilevel literature stream helps explain my findings in that it acknowledges that 

within complex organizations, adopting either a micro or macro perspective is 

insufficient for a successful change project. Instead, it is the unique and unpredictable 

(Ford, 1999) combination of conversations, occurring at multiple levels throughout 

the organization and sometimes outside of the organization as well, that ultimately 

drives the change project toward success. Case study research by Di Virgilio and 

Ludema (2009) indicates this may occur because conversations create positive energy 

in an organization, which then propels a change forward. Their research demonstrated 

that change within a large corporation was achieved through “a process of creating 

energy for action through conversation–conversations that were embedded at multiple 

levels of the organization and overlapped in many ways” (Di Virgilio & Ludema, 

2009, p. 81).  

 

Leading nested implementation has four success factors: Leveraging formal 

communication channels, attending to individual needs through interpersonal 

communication, setting global standards with local flexibility, and testing models to 
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establish regional credibility. In keeping with the conversational or discursive view of 

change, these factors are important channels through which conversation occurs 

during a global change project. Overall, nested implementation represents a 

sensemaking (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005) and sensegiving (Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991) process. Sensemaking is a process of assigning meaning to events; 

when attempts are made by management or others to influence the assigning of 

meaning, it becomes sensegiving (Giuliani, 2016). Both processes are constructionist 

in perspective and occur in cross-cultural contexts (Fellows & Liu, 2016). As nested 

implementation occurs, it may indicate the creation of a shared mental model, 

understandings that help group members describe, explain, and predict occurrences in 

their context (Mathieu, Goodwin, Heffner, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000). Research 

by Mathieu et al. (2000) has confirmed mental models occur within two domains, 

task-related aspects and team-related aspects, and can contribute to team 

effectiveness. The constructionist emergence of these shared mental models may 

contribute to the success of global change projects.  

 

Leveraging formal communication is vital to change processes and helps ensure its 

success by enabling knowledge sharing (Hitt et al., 1997; Raz, 2009). Both the 

conversational view of change and my findings, however, indicate that formal 

communication channels alone are not sufficient for successful change. Formal 

communication is often impersonal and standardized; successful change involves 

more interpersonal approaches that allow for attending to the presence of substantive 
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political or relational concerns (Stensaker & Langley, 2010); attending to individual 

needs through interpersonal conversation does this at the meso level and is influenced 

by culture in global organizations. Water Org RVPs provided many examples of this 

as they engaged in conversation with change recipients who were fearful about their 

jobs in the midst of change. Likewise, a Manufacturing Co. leader in Belgium learned 

he could have a more robust conversation at team meetings by first discussing agenda 

items with individual team members. Central to this success factor is the idea that 

individual change must occur for macro change to occur; and individual change is 

often advanced through interpersonal interaction. This underscores Ford’s (1999) 

observation that “within conversationally constructed realities, the idea that 

organizational change can occur independent of individual change becomes 

problematic” (p. 488).   

 

When adapting global standards to fit the local context, nested implementation 

extends beyond individuals in dialogue to accommodate the cultural or contextual 

needs of a team or region. For example, Conserve Co. provided four different 

language options for their software in India alone; Economic Org had to adapt their 

programming to accommodate nuanced differences between the Kenya and Ugandan 

contexts. The successful change leaders in this study created processes that allowed 

for culturally adept negotiation of concerns through conversation, with adaptation of 

the process when circumstances allowed. Similarly, the managers in Stensaker and 

Langley’s study used symbolic balancing, impression management, and unobtrusive 
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power to resolve tension locally, and to communicate to headquarters why some 

changes could not be made (2010). In this study, interpersonal work helped to resolve 

tension and advance the change. In both studies, this ultimately led to reaching 

change goals “without too much destructive turmoil” (Stensaker & Langley, 2010, p. 

25), and through dialog. 

 

Cultural contextualization of the change is a factor Osland (2018a) identifies through 

her research. This again emerged as important in this study’s data, as managed 

through both local flexibility of global standards and through attending to culture, 

relationship, and individual needs through interpersonal communication. Attending to 

culture also emerged as a success factor in the literature review (see Chapter 2); 

however, the articles cited there (Bowen & Inkpen, 2009; Ikgeami, Maznevski, & 

Ota, 2017; Lane, Spector, Osland, and Taylor, 2014; Osland, 2018a) do not 

specifically speak to the interpersonal context that is suggested in this research and 

supported by the discursive and conversational perspectives. One study, however, 

does suggest that individual attention and collaboration can lead to a shift from 

transactional to a relational contract in global change efforts (Chong et al., 2013). 

Additionally, dialogue has been shown to create positivity and overcome cross-

cultural conflict in the midst of global change (Harikkala-Laihinen et al., 2018).  

 

Finally, testing models to establish regional credibility is the last factor within the 

aggregate dimension of nested implementation. Testing is important to innovation 
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processes, as it reduces risk by first validating ideas in smaller contexts (Thomke, 

2003). In the projects within this study, testing took the form of pilots, randomized 

control trials, or the “plan, do, change, act” pattern. This shares similarity with a 

finding from Martin and Eisenhardt (2010), who observed that successful change 

projects relied on small scale deliberate learning activities that provide an early 

confirmation of an initiative’s future success. Adapting quickly was also found to be a 

factor in two case studies of global change projects (Osland, Ehret, et al., 2017). In 

certain circumstances, these testing environments can also be seen as early, small 

wins that help build support and enthusiasm, an idea supported by Kotter (1988). In 

connection to the conversational perspective, successful results in pilots or tests 

provide “first order realities;” these are credible and publicly discernable attributes of 

a thing, event, or situation (Watzlawick, 1990, as cited in Ford, 1999). “Second order 

realities,” in contrast, are the meanings we attach to first order realities. When 

Economic Org completed a randomized control trial, they had first order realities as 

their objective results; Incentives and the outcome funders then attached second order 

meaning to these first order realities and concluded that Economic Org would be a 

credible partner for the development impact bond. In this way, the conversational 

view on change would position testing models for credibility as a means of launching 

second order conversations based on first order realities; together, they contribute to a 

new, socially constructed reality. 
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How Leading Global Change Differs from Domestic Change 

A thoughtful reader may ask if these findings are truly reflective of leading global 

change, rather than leading change in general? This concern merits attention in this 

final section of the chapter.  

 

What makes these findings truly global? First of all, the findings confirm Lane, 

Maznevski, and Mendenhall’s (2004) dimensions of global complexity and connect 

their dimensions to leading global change, in particular. Their dimensions are 1) 

Multiplicity: global leaders encounter a multiplicity of national jurisdictions, 

competitors and suppliers, customers, and other stakeholders. Examples abound of 

this; it is clearly seen in Water Org’s global restructuring, in Manufacturing Co.’s 

challenges with different measurement systems and currencies, in Conserve Co.’s 

adaptation to accommodate preferences in raw materials by region, and in Economic 

Org’s clarity around the differences between the Kenyan and Ugandan context. (2) 

Interdependence: the fast and easy movement of information, people, and resources, 

has created unprecedented levels of interdependence across cultural borders. 

Manufacturing Co. sees this, for example, as they work to establish global standards 

so that a large order might be produced in multiple plants with identical processes. 

And (3) Ambiguity: cultural differences or distance created by space and time create a 

general lack of clarity. Many examples of this can be found within the data, including 

ambiguity created by tariffs, trade concerns, economic uncertainty, immigration 

policy, and shifting governmental policies. While these sources of ambiguity were not 
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discussed or were only briefly mentioned in Chapter 4, the strategies with which the 

organizations in this study approached this ambiguity were discussed; bridge people 

and global standards with local flexibility are two substantial examples. The 

unrelenting nature of this complexity is part of what contributes to the truly global 

nature of this study.  

 

Importantly, and in contrast to other studies of international management (Stahl & 

Tung, 2015), the organizations in this study saw the complexity of their global 

environment as a positive, rather than a negative. It created opportunities to test ideas, 

better serve customers, and increase their global impact. Complexity had to be 

managed, to be sure, but doing so enabled the organization to extend its mission. This 

was especially true of Conserve Co. “I think it is the global scale of it that, you know, 

we talk about; building a better world for the future and a more sustainable world. 

And this is literally that” (C10).  

 

Finally, this study is truly global because of the role culture, especially national 

cultures, plays in the research. Informants recognized differences across countries, 

and even within countries, from region to region. These differences necessitated 

adaptation that occurred through local flexibility with global standards, or through 

interpersonal conversation. Because local leaders and bridge people were engaged in 

the change initiatives, the organization could be more aware of culture-based 

concerns and address them more quickly, as when an Economic Org country director 
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cautioned that the name “performance management system” would terrify the field 

staff in his country.  

 

That is not to say that the role of national culture is always clear in the work of global 

change. When asked how culture influenced the change process or was reflected in an 

individual’s leadership, informants sometimes struggled to provide examples. While 

generalizations were almost always possible, for example that the French have 

exacting standards in terms of language usage or that people from Latin American 

countries ask more questions about process, specifics were sometimes harder to 

pinpoint. Several informants mentioned uncertainty as to whether a specific instance 

reflected a colleague’s culture, or just his or her personality: 

I mean, especially when you work for a global organization, you’re 

very used to different cultures and different ways of expressing 

yourself and different ways of, you know, negotiating, you know, 

pushing your point or moderating. You see what I mean? Everybody 

has a different style that is somewhat driven by the culture. But also, I 

think, that it’s more driven by personality as well as experience. (E5) 

 

“I don’t know … if it’s more of an individual thing or a culture thing,” said another 

informant describing a teammate. The informant wondered aloud, perhaps the 

colleague’s style is more reflective of the organization the teammate worked for in 

the past. A Manufacturing Co. employee reflected a similar idea,  

National culture does play a role, but it’s the organizational culture, 

the department, how they did things for an extended period of time. 

And then if you have people with long tenure, that plays a much bigger 

role than anything else. (M2) 
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That organizational or department culture cannot be clearly separated from national 

culture, or from the personality of the individual or their previous experiences, is a 

concept that is grounded in the literature. Drawing from the fields of anthropology 

and psychology, Murray and Kluckhorn (1953) wrote that every man [sic] is in 

certain respects A) like all other men, B) like some other men, and C) like no other 

men. Research has born this out through studies of global leadership and comparative 

cultures. Nardon and Steers (2014) observed the same in their study of cross-cultural 

management of a Kia manufacturing plant. The idea is further supported by the 

Cultural Mosaic model (Chao & Moon, 2005), which describes culture as 

intersectionality, using the imagery of linking cultural tiles that can be ordered and 

disordered in multiple ways. Likewise, Adler and Aycan (2018), note that “culture is 

now viewed as a loose network of multiple and sometimes conflicting knowledge and 

values structures that can be activated (or suppressed) depending on the demands of 

the situation” (p. 311). The desire to fit someone within our understanding of their 

national culture may be futile anyway; one global sample found that only about half 

the population conforms to the archetypal values of their national culture (Venaik & 

Midgley, 2015). Within this confusing cultural context, global change leaders must 

understand whether the change they are addressing is relevant at the individual level, 

in which case an understanding of national culture may be irrelevant, or at a broader, 

country-level, in which case the national culture may have greater impact on the 

change.  
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Looking more broadly across the global change initiatives, and returning to the 

question of what makes this research truly global, I am reminded of an insight from 

Osland et al. (2012):  

Water molecules heated to 100 degrees centigrade transform from 

liquid to gas. Thus, at a specific point, a difference in the degree of 

heat is converted into a difference of kind. Similarly, differences of 

degree in the contexts of traditional and global leadership can also 

result in a difference in kind. (p. 109)  

 

I argue that this research is truly global in that the change work is not just a difference 

in degree from domestic change, but its complexity is such that it is actually a 

difference in kind.  

The conversational view in the global context 

Throughout this chapter, I’ve drawn connections between my findings and the 

conversational or discursive view of global change, arguing that the 14 success 

factors of my research are enabling conditions for conversations to occur. New 

realities (change) were constructed through these conversations. This constructionist 

perspective contributed to the success of leading global change initiatives because a 

broader network of leaders (local, knowledgeable, and willing) were engaged as 

change agents and bridge people; they were guided by a single shared vision that 

became a powerful macro level conversation. New systems created interdependence 

and accountability that gave priority to this conversation. Success resulted by working 

within and across the nested levels of the organization (Mathieu & Chen, 2011). 

When complications emerged in the change process, including incidents that might 



 

181 

have been seen as resistance to change by others, bridge people made it possible to 

negotiate these differences in relationship to one another. At the same time, change 

agents understood the importance of addressing individual needs, down to the 

individual grain of rice, which made possible attending to culture and relationship as 

well as individual concerns. Testing provided concrete results, first order realities, 

that offered validation and credibility as conversations expanded. Each of the 14 

success factors and their three aggregate dimensions contributed to the change 

discourse and helped to socially construct new realities in the organizations in which I 

studied. In light of this, it is hard to ignore that global change is constructed in 

conversation. This affirms the observation that dialogic approaches to leading global 

change may be particularly suited to VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, and 

ambiguous) environments (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). Importantly, this research 

shows that change can be socially constructed not only within a single organization 

but across organizations, as was evident in the work between Conserve Co. and 

Goliath, or Economic Org, Incentives, and their other partners. This finding may have 

particular relevance in the complex global environment.  

 

In addition to establishing the relevance of the discursive view of change when 

working in a global context, the findings of this study also underscore the relevance 

of shared leadership when taking a conversational perspective on global change. 

“Relying on one person to ‘show the way’ has become a barrier to leaders enacting 

the kind of emergent change processes needed in rapidly changing complex 
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organizations” (Bushe & Marshak, 2016, p. 1). Shared leadership strategies seem 

particularly suited for this “rapidly changing complex” context, which is almost 

always the experience of global change agents. 

 

At the same time, this observation should not minimize the importance of more 

mechanistic approaches to change. Ford and Ford (2008) believe the outlook for 

successful change becomes brighter when we take the best of the mechanistic, 

structural approach and combine it with a prioritized focus on conversation. 

Conversational agreement and understanding are not sufficient to produce action, 

necessitating conversations for performance (Ford & Ford, 1995) as well as 

mechanistic actions to produce change. At Manufacturing Co., for example, the new 

enterprise structure created opportunity for regional leaders to be in dialogue with the 

new global VP through the reporting structure, which prioritized the change 

conversation. We can view this through the lens of discourse, but we can also 

acknowledge the importance of the systemic, mechanistic change action of 

restructuring the organization to produce this conversation.  

 

Given their contribution to success, how can my findings be incorporated by global 

leaders, through a conversational perspective, into change initiatives? In the final 

chapter of this dissertation, I address that question along with implications for future 

research and limitations of the study. 
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Chapter 6: Implications 
Chapter 1 began with an acknowledgement that global change leaders must operate in 

the midst of two gaps. First, there is a gap between the leadership that is needed, and 

the leadership that is available. In a recent survey, 44% of global CEOs said they 

lacked the talent they needed to launch an initiative (PWC, 2019). The second gap is 

between the change we need and the change we actually get. While the often-

referenced statistic that 70% or more of change initiatives fail may be questioned 

(Hughes, 2011), an understanding remains that change is difficult, and truly 

successful change can be fleeting. This is especially true in the complex context of 

global change.  

 

Recognizing that research at the intersection of these gaps is limited (Osland, Li, et 

al., 2017), this study attempted to shine a light into those gaps in order to illuminate 

the path for global change leaders. In this final chapter, I review the findings of this 

study while also suggesting how each dimension and factor contributes to success 

overall. Limitations are noted, followed by a discussion of implications from the 

research. I consider how global change leaders can use this research to shift their own 

change work and recommend future research directions to expand our understanding. 

Revisiting the Results  

To conduct this multi-case study, I identified four organizations, two NGOs and two 

companies, and two change projects inside each company, one success and one that 
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was underperforming or deemed a failure. Then, I interviewed 42 individual 

informants representing 11 nationalities and every continent but Antarctica to learn 

about these change projects. I began by comparing the global change projects within 

each organization, then used cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989) to compare the 

results across each organization. Through this process, I was able to identify three 

aggregate dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013) and 14 success factors. Together these 

dimensions and factors answer the study’s research question, what are the success 

factors of leading global change projects?   

 

The three dimensions are (1) participatory process, (2) representative leadership, and 

(3) nested implementation. Table 28 revisits the dimensions and 14 success factors 

and also highlights some of the ways in which these factors benefit the change 

project, thereby contributing to its overall success. When considering the benefits that 

are produced from the success factors, it is important to note that most occur through 

communication, in keeping with constructionist, dialogic, and conversational views of 

change (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Bushe & Marshak, 2016; Ford & Ford, 1995). A 

model emerged from the data to explain how these dimensions operate in complex 

global change projects. 

Table 28: Summary of Success Factors and their Benefits 

 

Success Factors Benefits 

Participatory Process 

Establish clear shared 

vision/mandate 
• Clarifies the direction of change and connects to 

the organization’s broader purpose; creates shared 
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Success Factors Benefits 

understanding 

• Through conversation, can evolve over time to a 

more complex shared understanding 

• Reduces resistance to change by prioritizing a 

shared conversation around vision 

Ensure a collaborative 

Start 
• Invites engagement, allowing for more 

conversations at more levels 

• Allows for participatory approaches to setting 

strategy, which may increase support for the 

direction of change 

• Helps signal the organization’s commitment to the 

project 

Invite to the table as 

equals 
• Allows for technical and cultural expertise to 

influence the project 

• Enables regional representatives to take more 

ownership of the project  

Seek ideas from 

outside HQ 
• Provides a path for ideas to emerge from sources 

outside of leadership 

Recognize and support 

others 
• Creates pride 

• Encourages compliance 

Build systems for 

interdependence and 

mutual accountability 

• Improves compliance with the change process by 

enabling conversations that support accountability 

• Supports individual level ownership of change 

objectives, across levels of the organization 

Representative Leadership 

Create local leadership • Offers cost savings over expat leadership and may 

make organizations more competitive 

• Improves cultural understanding and 

communication across the organization 

• Local leaders may be more personally invested in 

the work 

Enable knowledgeable 

leadership 
• Informs the content of the change 

• Attracts external partners 

• Allows for decisions to be made by experts closer 

to the area of impact  
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Success Factors Benefits 

• May increase innovation 

Support willing 

leadership 
• Decreases resistance to change by removing 

persistent objectors and detracting conversations 

• Advances change by hiring or promoting 

supportive change leaders   

Develop bridge people • Improves flow of communication across levels, 

cultures, and organizations 

• Creates greater cultural and task understanding 

within the change project 

Nested Implementation 

Leverage formal 

communication channels 
• Creates a formal record of the commitment to the 

change 

• Ensures consistent messaging regarding the 

content of the change 

• Reinforces accountability 

Attend to individual 

needs through 

interpersonal 

communication 

• Surfaces concerns through conversation 

• Addresses the needs of the individual 

• Makes individual commitment to change possible 

Set global standards 

with local flexibility 
• Reduces organizational complexity by identifying 

a clear, shared standard 

• Increases probability of change by making the 

standard locally relevant  

Test to establish regional 

credibility 
• Validates core ideas in specific contexts 

• Aids in innovation  

• Helps attract and secure external partners  

 

Limitations 

This study does have clear limitations. In Chapter 3, limitations regarding qualitative 

research and specifically comparative case study methodology were addressed and 
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will not be repeated here. Instead, I’ll focus on limitations that emerged throughout 

the implementation of the study’s design.  

 

Each organization that participated in this study identified two projects, one success 

and one that underperformed or was deemed a failure. This allowed for within-case 

analysis at the organizational level. As a result, when a factor emerged as a possible 

contributor to success, I was able to consider that factor’s presence, or lack thereof, in 

the underperforming project. If the factor was absent or weakly expressed, that 

enhanced the argument for the factor’s identification as a contributor to success. This 

method strengthened the overall study but is not without its limitations. For example, 

many of the organizations’ team members who were involved in the underperforming 

projects have moved on from their respective organizations, either willingly or by 

dismissal. As a result, the project is recalled from the perspective of those who 

survived. This may bias results in that negative actions on the part of those who 

remain may have been downplayed in their telling of the events, and important 

occurrences may have been overlooked because the primary players were not 

available for interview. Additionally, the turnover meant that fewer people, overall, 

were interviewed regarding unsuccessful projects. This may slightly skew data 

presented in Table 11, which showed each success factor’s presence in each project 

on a scale of high, medium, low. Because interviews with knowledgeable informants 

of the failure projects were sometimes limited, it may have been harder for success 
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factors that were present within the failure projects to cross the threshold from low to 

medium, for example.  

 

Additionally, the small sample of cases may offer limits and decrease the 

transferability of concepts to other contexts. Eisenhardt gives four as the smallest 

recommended number of cases in a comparative case study (1989); this minimum has 

been met. However, the study would be richer if more case studies overall were 

included. In hindsight, recognizing that the data emerges differently from internal 

change projects and those involving external partners, an ideal design would have 

identified four or more internal initiatives, or four or more external initiatives.  

 

A final limitation I’ll mention here has its origins in the complexity of global change 

work, which cannot be studied in a laboratory where variables can be carefully 

controlled. Eisenhardt, speaking in a qualitative research forum (Gehman et al., 2018) 

notes that case study research is particularly useful for “building theory related to 

complex processes; for example, situations where there are likely to be configurations 

of variables, where there are multiple paths in the data, or equifinality” (p. 287), as 

one finds in global change work. Yet while the methodology may be suitable for this 

context, it is possible that contributing variables were somehow overlooked in the 

research process or not adequately considered in this study. One example of this may 

be regarding the case of Conserve Co., a waste reduction consultancy. “The current 

zeitgeist–it’s wind in the sales” said one informant, describing how growing global 
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awareness around environmental issues is advancing their business (C5). This and 

other market factors significantly contribute to the success of global change initiatives 

and are not fully considered in this study. 

 

Despite its limitations, I believe this research contributes to both scholarship and 

practice in several important ways, which are discussed below.    

Implications 

Doctoral research is intended to create new knowledge; my intent in launching this 

study was to contribute knowledge to fill a gap in scholarly understanding while also 

offering practitioners useful insight for their own global change endeavors. In modest 

ways, this study accomplishes both. Below, I suggest ways in which leaders of 

multinational organizations might draw insight from this study as well as research 

implications and future directions.    

Implications for practice 

As noted earlier, Journal of Applied Behavioral Science editors, in writing an 

introduction for a special issue on international OD&C, observed that “little research 

actually helped practitioners engage” in global change, leaving leaders to “make it up 

as they went along” (Neumann et al., 2009, p. 171). Global change is complex, and 

no single study could offer a comprehensive playbook for change leaders. However, 

my hope is that this study offers some useful suggestions on how to approach global 

change. Chapter 5 suggested ways in which change leaders might overlay the findings 

of this study with the structure of common change models, such as Kotter’s (1988) 
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eight steps. Additionally, Table 29 offers a series of guiding questions for global 

change leaders to help them assess the mindset the organization should possess, the 

leadership they should seek, and the structure they should anticipate in shaping the 

nature of change. In keeping with the constructionist perspective advanced in Chapter 

5, these guiding questions offer leaders an opportunity to engage in conversation that 

can support and enhance the desired change. 

Table 29: Guiding Questions for Global Change Leaders 

 

Participatory Process 

Establish clear shared 

vision/mandate 
• Do we have a clear and succinct vision for this 

project that is shared across the organization?  

• Has the top executive clearly and repeatedly 

expressed why this is important?  

Ensure a collaborative 

start 
• Have we created opportunities for people to be 

involved in the design of the project from the very 

beginning? 

• Have we created on-ramps for engagement at all 

levels and locations across the organization? 

Invite to the table as 

equals 
• Are we welcoming and listening to new voices 

into this process?  

Seek ideas from 

outside HQ 
• Are we genuinely looking outside headquarters for 

leadership and expecting ideas to emerge outside 

of executive levels? 

Recognize and 

celebrate others 
• Are we celebrating successes, rewarding 

contributions, and supporting innovation 

throughout the organization? 

Build systems for 

interdependence and 

mutual accountability 

• Have we aligned our systems and structures to 

create interdependence, accountability, and 

ownership at every level of the organization? 

Representative Leadership 

Create local leadership • Does our leadership reflect the cultures in which 
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we work? 

• Are we listening to these leaders in order to gain 

their local perspectives?  

Enable knowledgeable 

leadership 
• Do we have leaders who truly know this business 

and the content area of change? 

• Do we allow leaders to make decisions within their 

areas of expertise? 

Support willing 

leadership 
• If leaders are unwilling or unable to change, have 

we helped them exit the project or the 

organization? 

• As we fill vacant positions, are we hiring leaders 

who support the change? 

Develop bridge people • Are there meaningful relationships being built that 

cross culture, levels, and organizations? 

Nested Implementation 

Leverage formal 

communication 

channels 

• Do our formal materials and events communicate a 

clear and consistent message about the change? 

Attend to individual 

needs through 

interpersonal 

communication 

• Do individuals know what this change means for 

them? 

• Are our leaders investing time in interpersonal 

work to help their team members consider the 

change in the context of the work, the culture, and 

their relationships?    

Set global standards 

with local flexibility 
• Have we established clear global standards to help 

reduce complexity?  

• Do our standards have the flexibility to 

accommodate local needs based on culture, 

governance, etc.? 

Test to establish 

regional credibility 
• Are we testing ideas to prove our concepts in 

lower-risk settings or specific contexts? 

• Are we learning from experience and applying 

new insights to the next round of change work?  

 

Global change is complex, and no single checklist can be fully adequate for meeting 

the challenges global leaders face. However, data from this study suggests that global 
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leaders who are attentive to participatory process, representative leadership, and 

nested implementation face a greater probability of success than those who overlook 

these dimensions and their 14 success factors. In this sense, the findings of this study 

offer a descriptive model that catalogs variables that impact organizational 

performance and change (Parry et al., 2014).  

Implications for scholarship and suggestions for future research  

Scholars acknowledge a gap in understanding of how successful global change occurs 

(Neumann et al., 2009; Osland, 2018a). This gap in “how to” knowledge also extends 

to the fields of shared leadership (Dugan, 2017) and discursive change (Di Virgilio & 

Ludema, 2009; Oswick et al., 2010). This study contributes to the filling of those gaps 

by providing empirical evidence regarding the success factors of global change 

initiatives and their relationship to constructionist perspectives on change and to 

shared leadership. In particular, this study includes insights not just for the content or 

task of change, but also for the cultural and relational contexts that ultimately 

influence how well a change is adopted. These cultural and relational contexts of 

change are best navigated through communication rather than mechanistic approaches 

to change and can be supported when leadership is shared across a distributed 

organization.  

 

This study contributes to the global leadership literature by suggesting aspects of 

leadership that are important to global change projects (local leadership, 

knowledgeable leadership, willing leadership, bridge people) and actions of global 
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leaders that create an organizational mindset for change or support the change work at 

an individual level (clear vision and mandate, collaborative starts, recognition and 

celebration, attending to individual needs, etc.). This study also contributes to 

international OD&C literature by highlighting the nested nature of change in the 

global context. When a macro change must be adopted at the micro level, flexibility 

of global standards, formal communication channels, testing, and attending to 

individual needs through interpersonal communication play an important contributing 

role to the success of the change initiatives.  

 

More research is needed. Further examination of each of the dimensions and factors 

of this study offer scholars an important opportunity to extend our knowledge and 

better understand how these factors operate when successfully contributing to change. 

The model presented in Chapter 4 needs further research and validation. The data 

suggest that the dimensions contribute to success differently based on the nature of 

the change, whether internal or in partnership with external organizations. However, 

because only two cases met each description (internal or external), the sample size is 

too small to provide conclusive evidence of the model’s validity. More case studies of 

internal and external change projects are needed, as are quantitative studies with 

larger sample sizes.   

 

The connection between successful change, participatory process, and shared 

leadership provides interesting avenues of research. Shared leadership is growing as 
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an area of leadership studies, perhaps precisely because of globalization and 

complexity (Tal & Gordon, 2016); additionally, it’s been found to have a greater 

effect in complex environments (Wang et al., 2014) like those of global change. A 

leader’s failure to relinquish control is thought to inhibit the development of shared 

leadership in global teams (Toegel & Jonsen, 2016), suggesting that the connection 

between shared leadership and success of global change projects merits further 

attention. My own reading of the shared leadership literature suggests that very few 

prescriptive recommendations exist for creating shared leadership on global teams; 

perhaps the factors of participatory mindset (clear vision/mandate, collaborative start, 

inviting to the table as equals, ideas from outside headquarters, recognition and 

celebration, and building systems for interdependence and mutual accountability) are 

strategies that can be used to develop shared leadership. More exploration of this is 

needed.  

 

The concept of nested implementation also merits additional exploration. Observing 

that global change projects must be adopted in smaller and smaller increments, down 

to the level of individuals, in some ways seems obvious. And yet, the body of 

organizational change literature, and especially change literature for practitioners, 

carries little reference to this important work of change leaders. Further research to 

extend the concepts of nested implementation and the conceptual work of others (e.g., 

Hitt et al., 2007; Mathieu & Chen, 2011) is needed. How do global leaders transmit 

change to the individual level when working across distances created by geography or 
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culture? In a virtual context? How do personal changes contribute to macro results? 

Does individual-level change ever lead to a global organizational change initiative? 

Curious researchers may find fruitful areas of study in these questions—for example, 

by tracing a change initiative’s movement through the organizational charts on what 

may be a non-linear path.  

 

Finally, opportunities exist for extending research regarding dialogic, discursive, and 

conversational views regarding complex global change projects. While interesting 

case studies exist (see for example Harikkala-Laihinen et al., 2018), the research does 

not yet seem to have produced prescriptive wisdom for practitioners. Additionally, 

little research provides insight into the success factors of leading conversations for 

global change. More research would be valuable.   

Conclusion 

Earlier, I quoted Osland’s (2018a) observation that “the research on global change is 

more anecdotal than empirical” (p. 357). With this study, and others like it, global 

change is slowly becoming empirically understood. This research provides insights 

into three dimensions that impact global change success: participatory process, 

representative leadership, and nested implementation. My hope is that scholars and 

practitioners alike will find useful insights in the 14 success factors that comprise the 

dimensions, and in the dimensions themselves.  
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Within the project management literature, de Wit (1988) has noted, as observed 

earlier, that “the presence of success factors does not guarantee success but their 

absence is likely to lead to failure” (p. 164). Can the same be said for the success 

factors within this study? At least in the four organizations examined within this 

research, it can. Global change leaders who want to ensure the success of their 

multinational project will do well to pay attention to them; the failure projects 

considered in this study lacked the success factors. In contrast, the factors were 

expressed clearly in each of the successful projects. As technology and globalization 

create an increasingly connected world (Baldwin, 2016), more and more leaders, 

working in more and more global organizations will need the wisdom practical 

scholarship can provide in order to move their initiatives in a successful direction. My 

hope is this contribution to the literature helps to close the global change gap, in some 

small way. 
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Appendix A: Water Org  
 

The case of Water Org, introduced in Chapter 3 and included in Chapter 4’s cross-

case analysis, is shared in more detail within this appendix. Below, I present a 

narrative description of the case, detailing both projects (the embedded cases) within 

the case in more detail than was provided in Chapter 3. Then, this appendix includes 

results of within-case analysis for Water Org, which contributed to the overall 

findings presented in Chapter 4.  

 

This case explores two change initiatives at Water Org, both set in motion in 2010. 

Immediately prior to this time, the founding CEO stepped aside and an outside 

executive with leadership experience in a much larger international NGO was hired. 

The new CEO set in motion a visioning process that led to many significant changes 

within Water Org. The first change process considered in this case, a global 

restructuring, was a resounding success. The second change initiative considered in 

this case, the development of an integrated information system, remains “a success in 

the making,” as it was called by the CEO.  
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Case Description 

Global restructuring: Success 

The purpose of the global structuring project was to transform Water Org into a more 

professional international development organization with accountable staff and 

boards that better represented the global communities in with the organization works.   

 

The restructuring project illustrates the complexity expected in multinational change 

initiatives (Lane et al., 2004). By the time the new CEO was in place in 2010, Water 

Org had grown from working in just a few communities in Kenya to working in 

communities in Kenya, Uganda, India, Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador. 

Interviewees identified several complexity factors related to global work, including 

differences in language, currency, and national labor regulations, and issues regarding 

inflation, access to technology, safety and security, and the understanding of time.  

Phases of the process 

Interviews with Water Org team members reveal a global change project that evolved 

successfully through five phases, beginning in 2010 and continuing through 2017. 

These phases did not happen neatly and in consecutive order: some regions 

progressed more quickly than others, some changes evolved in ways that could not 

have been anticipated at the outset of the initiative. Informants describe a process of 

“building the plane as we were flying it” (W2, W7), with each stage both prompting 

and overlapping with the others, and some regions moving forward faster than others. 

Still, the overall project can be considered to consist of five primary phases, with 

changes in the prior phase necessitating adaptation in the next phase:  
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• Establishing vision and business model 

• Establishing programming and quality standards  

• Establishing legal structure 

• Identifying team members, roles, and partnerships 

• Ongoing refinements 

 

Establishing vision and business model. The organization had been founded primarily 

by businessmen in the Texas oil industry who knew a lot about drilling oil (and 

water) but who had little experience in rural communities in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America where clean water was needed. At first, the founders worked through 

partners located in the countries they wanted to serve. Usually, these partners were 

Christian missionaries who created new local organizations to drill and service water 

wells or contracted with existing drillers. As Water Org grew, accountability, 

consistency, and professionalism were challenges. As one informant explained, 

“What we found was that while in most cases we had quite a bit of ability to control, 

have oversight, there became cases where we did not have that ability any longer” 

(W3).  

 

By the time the new CEO was hired, there was a growing sense that a new business 

model was needed. In 2011, the CEO launched a year-long process, using 

Appreciative Inquiry Summit methodology (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Ludema 
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et al., 2003), that engaged partners, staff, donors, and the organization’s board to 

reach consensus on a 5-year shared vision, strategy, and action plan. 

 

The emerging vision pushed the organization to invest in the sanitation and hygiene 

of a community, as well as drilling and servicing clean water wells, in order to see 

more transformative results. Making this happen would require more standardized 

programs of higher quality, and more revenue: a new organizational structure and 

business model was needed to ensure this was possible. The new model they 

envisioned would create a more uniform governance structure in each country where 

Water Org worked. Instead of continuing to work through missionaries, the 

organization would hire and develop host country nationals as local and country-level 

staff, then hire professional development experts to serve at the regional level. The 

organization hoped this would save money, as local staff are less expensive than 

hiring Americans to serve in the same roles, and simultaneously increase 

professionalism and accountability.  

 

Establishing programming and quality standards: Water Org had a “quality control 

issue” (W2, W7). Processes, equipment, and expectations differed by location and 

there was no shared understanding of programming quality standards.  

 

Quality Standards 1.0 was developed in a collaborative effort involving country 

directors and local technical staff, local partners, subject matter experts in the regional 



 

201 

and global offices, the VP of Program Excellence, and the SVP Global Operations, a 

global team that crossed Water Org’s regions and represented multiple languages, 

cultures, and technical capacities. The previous practice of simply drilling and 

servicing multiple wells in a region was transformed into a Water, Sanitation, and 

Hygiene (WASH) Program Area (WPA), with the expectation of creating a more 

sustainable result for the people of the community by focusing on access to clean 

water followed by sanitation and hygiene resources and training. Over time, a new 

strategy called church mobilization designed to involve local churches in 

programming and standards was developed as well.  

 

Establishing legal structure: Because Water Org evolved “organically” over two 

decades, no consistent legal organizational structure existed. “We were registered in 

different ways in different countries, so it was really just a disorganized environment” 

(W2). Legally establishing their structure in more than a dozen jurisdictions required 

finding an attorney in each country who knew national law and procedures. Human 

resource policies and corporate policies were needed across the organization and had 

to align with national laws in each country where Water Org worked. Finally, a 

clearer governance structure needed to be established that integrated the local, 

national, regional, and global levels. 

 

Identifying team members, roles, and partnerships: The new structure would have 

four progressive layers: (1) the local communities, often called “the field”; (2) 
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country offices led by Country Directors; (3) regional teams (Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America/Caribbean) led by a Regional Vice President (RVP) and with some 

professional functions; and (4) the global office, the organization’s headquarters in 

Houston, Texas. This structure would bring professional capacity of some functions, 

such as HR and finance, to the regional level, while also consolidating most 

professional functions through the global office. Identifying leaders with the right 

capabilities was the first step toward developing a diverse workforce, says one 

interviewee. Identifying experienced community development executives as RVPs, a 

position created around 2011, added new capacity for professionalism as well. A 

global Senior Vice President for Human Resources was also hired.  

 

With a leadership structure established, moving towards being a more professional 

organization required holding local partners accountable, but their relationship to 

Water Org as partners rather than employees made this difficult. As a result, Water 

Org wanted to transition toward an “affiliate model,” where most country-level 

partners became Water Org employees. Water Org needed to determine who among 

its current partners wanted to officially become part of the organization, who wanted 

to go, and what new team members needed to be found. As these transitions into the 

organization became official, Water Org went from 50 employees to nearly 300 in the 

first 5 years of the restructuring.   
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The CEO estimates that 25-30% of previous partners became internal to Water Org, 

while about the same percentage of partners stayed connected to Water Org but 

remained in external partner roles; the remainder of positions were filled through new 

staff hires.  

 

Ongoing refinements: By 2015, the first four phases of the project were largely 

complete and the organization’s 5-year strategic plan was reaching fruition. In 2015, 

the CEO launched a new planning process, again using the Appreciative Inquiry 

Summit approach, to create a 25-year vision (2015-2040) and a 5-year strategic plan 

(2017-2021) for Water Org. To support the long-term plans, a structural refinement 

was needed within certain teams. The global leaders established design objectives to 

reduce redundancy, create efficiency, remove hierarchy where possible, and improve 

communication, among other goals.  

 

As a result of this process, the African region was divided into two regions (East 

Africa, and West and Southern Africa), elevating a deputy to RVP for East Africa. 

This reduced the number of layers between African country directors and the CEO, 

with the hopes of enabling faster elevation of strategic issues the country directors 

encountered. This latest wave of restructuring is a reminder that in complex global 

organizations, change is constant.  
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Results 

Considering the full restructuring process, the CEO summarized, saying they’d 

accomplished Round 1 of the global restructuring: 

We have legal entities with the appropriate board structures that are 

being audited financially wherever they need to be, that are hiring and 

engaging staff that are pursuing agreed to strategies and budgets and 

models and processes. And it’s been that way for the last few years. 

They’re functional entities … yeah–I think the restructure is good. 

 

The global restructuring is perceived as an organizational success both in traditional 

measures of project management (such as meeting project scope, budget, and 

deadlines) (de Wit, 1988), and in using Hackman’s (1990) definition of success, 

which includes meeting project objectives, growing organizational capabilities, and 

developing individual team members. Informants spoke of being more effective and 

efficient as a result of the restructuring (W5a); increased capacity to work with 

churches (W3); increased staff capacity and “bench strength” of potential successors 

(W3, W4, W5a); and an increased reputation among other NGOs (W2a).  

 

The restructuring’s success, especially in terms of its ability to build the 

organization’s capacity for future change, is seen in the results of a 2019 staff survey 

in which 95% of survey respondents said they believe Water Org is a “learning 

organization that is continually improving.”  

 

Of course, for Water Org, the real impact is found in capacity building for the field. 

“The people who really are celebrating is the community,” says a country director. 

Another global leader notes that community-level water committees are now 
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responsible for maintaining wells, a further indication of improved capacity at the 

community level.  

 

The global restructuring’s perception as a success bears out in results of the 

assessment informants were asked to complete (n=7). The initiative scored a mean of 

5 or higher (on a 7-point scale) for each of the items in the assessment. When asked 

how pleased they were, overall, with the outcomes of the global restructuring, the 

mean score was 5.83. By comparison, the IT integration project (discussed below) 

had a mean score of 4.33 on the same question. When the mean scores for the six 

questions are totaled, the global restructuring has a sum score of 33.17, while the IT 

project scores almost 10 points lower. As explained in the methodology section, we 

can consider a score of 30 or above to be indicative of a reasonably successful, while 

scores below 24 points represent projects that are perceived to be more unsuccessful 

than successful. At 24.33 total points, the IT project is clearly underperforming 

compared to the successful global restructuring.  

Integrated information technology project: Failure 

The second global change initiative for consideration at Water Org is their efforts to 

create an integrated information technology (IT) “data warehouse” to bring together 

donor, program, financial, and human resources information in one technology 

platform that could be used in every country in which Water Org operates. The CEO 

optimistically calls this project “a success still in the making,” but another global 

leader (W2) jokes, “the word boondoggle has been used.” While no one has called the 
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project a failure, it’s evident that it is clearly not a success, and that it has required 

more money than budgeted to get a fraction of the expected results. Efforts to rethink 

and reengage with the IT project are currently underway, and a long-term success is 

still hoped for. 

Overview 

Much like Water Org’s organizational structure, Water Org’s IT systems evolved 

organically without much thought of future integration and sometimes without 

technical expertise to guide its development. As the organization considered their new 

vision to be a professional global organization, they realized their systems weren’t 

prepared for this future. By 2015 when the organization crafted their 2017-2021 

strategy, they felt ready to tackle the needed system integration. The organization 

needed systems that would enable them to be more data driven and would remove 

some of the “backbreaking manual” hours of work (W10) required to integrate data 

across the systems. The strategic vision authored in 2015 included the idea of a “data 

warehouse.” The CFO, along with a temporary IT committee of the board, was 

identified to oversee the project, and a director of IT was hired.  

 

As the work progressed, the IT director found the same challenge with every existing 

software system: none of the existing systems (e.g. fundraising, program 

management, finance, HR, and information sharing) were able to integrate or “talk 

to” one another, and there was limited ability to export data from an existing system 
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in order to populate a new, more integrative system. Mapping the systems to allow for 

integration was financially prohibitive.  

 

The original plan was not going to work, so the IT director shifted the scope of the 

project to create a new version of the organization’s field management software. The 

new system was rolled out in January 2018. One global leader summarizes: “Long 

story short, we spent all of our money on the entire project, and then some, on just 

that one piece of the project” (W2).  

Results 

Given the unmet requirements, budget and deadline overruns, and missed 

expectations, it is not surprising that the IT project is seen as underperforming. As 

mentioned above, it scores almost 10 points lower (24.33) in the sum of the mean 

scores of each item of the assessment; when asked to evaluate its overall success in 

meeting objectives, the mean score is 4.33 on a 7-point scale. Mean scores for 

meeting deadlines (2.83) and expenses (3.00) are especially low.  

 

It’s important to note, however, that informants do see signs of success in the project. 

The “data warehouse” never materialized, and key functions remain unintegrated (or 

integrated through manual processes), but the new software for tracking field 

programming is celebrated as a success. “If you were to look at it, just on the 

requirements of what it was built on, it gets like 110. A++++. The problem is the 

unfulfilled requirements” (W10). Though it represents a reduced scope from the 
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original requirements, the field software’s success is slowly shifting the overall 

perception of the IT project. “It’s a solid product and it’s scalable. I think that 

perception is changing now that people are using it” (W7b). Additionally, informants 

see that the organization has learned from the process and is applying that learning as 

they now seek new software solutions.  

 

Findings 

To answer the research question, What are the success factors in leading global 

change projects?, I began my analysis of the Water Org case by writing a detailed 

case chronology that allowed me to become “intimately familiar” with the case 

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 540). This practice was started after the first interview and 

evolved as the interviews proceeded, later being adapted into the narrative presented 

above. Along the way, in field notes and memos, I made observations about what 

appeared to be contributing to the project’s success; eventually these notes, which 

were as informant-centric as possible, became my first-order codes (Gioia et al., 

2013). These codes were eventually grouped into second-order themes and aggregate 

dimensions; together, these represent the identified success factors. The success 

factors were tested against the IT integration project (the failure project), and factors 

that were also present in the IT project were eliminated as success factors. In the end, 

16 factors (13 second-order codes and 3 aggregate dimensions) remained as 

contributing to the success of the Water Org global restructuring. With these 

identified, I returned to the transcripts again to code for occurrences and refine my 
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understanding of the factors. (A full description of the methodology can be found in 

Chapter 3.)  

Success factors in Water Org global restructuring 

Initial narrative analysis identified 16 potential success factors (see table below); the 

transcripts were then coded for these factors. After coding the interviews of the first 

two informants, I revisited the codes to ask how the factors might be influencing one 

another or working together to contribute to the overall success of the initiative. 

Through iterative cycling between the transcripts and the emergent factors and their 

structure, it became clear that the 16 factors could be grouped into three over-arching 

categories that addressed 1) the participatory mindset of the change process; 2) the 

micro implementation of macro efforts; and 3) the role of representative leadership 

for navigating task, relationship, and cultural factors of change.  

Initial Success Factor Codes for Water Org’s Global Restructuring 

 

Code Definition 

Collaborative start Indicators of participatory launch to the 

change initiative 

Clear vision Clarity around the purpose of and reasoning 

for the change project 

Global standards with local 

flexibility 

Global plans or standards that had the option 

of flexibility for local contexts 

Micro change processes Indicators of change work that “nested” 

within the larger initiative 

Ideas from outside HQ Emergence of ideas from sources outside of 

headquarters 

Local leadership (cultural 

sensitivity) 

Presence of or support for leadership that is 

local to a community or region 

Representative leadership Presence of or support for leadership that is 



 

210 

able to represent community or region to 

higher levels of the organization 

Professionalism Efforts to adhere to practices commonly 

expected among reputable international 

NGOs 

Attending to culture and 

relationships with one-on-

one (or small group) 

interaction 

Change work conducted at the interpersonal 

level, often involving cultural or relational 

factors 

Recognition, celebration, 

support 

Public recognition, celebration, or support by 

leadership for the work of others 

Middle people who bridge 

cultures and levels 

Individuals who contribute to the change 

process by bridging national cultures or levels 

of the organization 

Inviting to the table as equals 

(valuing unique/culture-

based perspectives) 

Evidence of non-HQ leaders and team 

members being considered as equal partners 

in a process 

Fresh leadership Instances where change work was advanced 

due to the presence of new leaders  

Decisions by cultural and 

technical experts 

Instances where decision making was pushed 

closer to the expert, regardless of positional 

authority 

Cultural and professional 

experience and education 

Indicators of the role of experience (cultural, 

professional) and education in the change 

process 

Formal communication 

channels  

Formal sharing of the change initiative (such 

as official messaging, training sessions, etc.)  

 

In the following sections, I introduce thee three aggregate dimensions as noted in my 

data structure (see figure below), drawing from interview transcripts to establish the 

categories and their components as potential success factors for the Water Org global 

restructuring.  
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Water Org Data Structure 

 

Participatory mindset 

Water Org’s global restructuring seemed to be governed by a participatory mindset as 

evidenced in the beginning by its collaborative start and clear, shared vision, and 

throughout by efforts to invite new global leaders to the table as equals; to source 

ideas from locations outside of headquarters; and to recognize, celebrate, and support 

those ideas publicly by senior leadership. Each of these factors will be considered 

briefly below.  

• Clear vision 

• Collaborative start 

• Inviting to the table as equals (valuing 

unique/culture-based perspectives) 

• Ideas from outside HQ 

• Recognition, celebration, support 

• Formal communication channels 

• Global standards with local 

flexibility 

• One-on-one and small group 

communication for attending to 

culture and relationship 

• Professionalism 

• Local leadership (cultural 

sensitivity) 

• Fresh leadership 

• Decision making by cultural & 

technical experts 

• Middle people 

 

Participatory 

Mindset 

Micro 

Implementation 

Representative 

Leadership 
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Collaborative start: As mentioned above, the global restructuring initiative emerged 

from a one-year strategic planning process using the Appreciative Inquiry 

methodology, an intentionally collaborative approach. While the approach was 

designed by headquarters, it was intentionally inclusive, giving voice to the many 

cultural perspectives, traditions, and experiences held by the organizations’ diverse 

team members. Because participants worked together in summits, across normal 

dividing boundaries such as geography, language, education, and organizational role, 

the outcomes of the process were inherently representative of Water Org’s global 

mission. Global participants felt they had the opportunity to contribute to the process.  

I know that the program was designed from the headquarters, that’s 

true, but I cannot say it was 100% an American-type process, because 

I recall that as part of the process the field was given the space to give 

their voice, to share their voice. … We had several meetings with the 

field staff, and people were able to give their voice. (W6a) 

 

While this collaborative start seems to have been important for the beginning, returns 

to a collaborative approach were evidenced throughout the change initiative as 

smaller, nested initiatives began. For example, in the most recent round of 

restructuring, the process began by establishing shared principles among the different 

regions, followed by interviews with field and country staff throughout Africa, Latin 

America, and India (W5a).  
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The collaborative approach within the global restructuring was beneficial because it 

brought the ideas of others to the table early in the process and allowed participants in 

the interviews to shape the direction of the global restructuring. Additionally, it 

allowed for the emergence of a clear, shared vision, which will be discussed in the 

next section.   

 

Clear, shared vision: Originally, global restructuring did not emerge as a strategic 

plan from the one-year Appreciative Inquiry process; rather, a vision for the future 

emerged: 

When we did our first year-long conversation, our Appreciative 

Inquiry asking all our partners, staff, donors we could find, and board, 

what was their vision of the future, it really was around linking water 

to sanitation and hygiene, so people’s lives could change. It was really 

about being more integral with our spiritual mission and our physical 

mission. It was about having a consistent set of quality programs so 

that a project in Haiti looked the same as in a project in India. And it 

was a desire to grow more revenue and better impact. It was all these 

lofty ideas. (W1a) 

As Water Org moved to establish this vision, changes to the structure became 

necessary. “The restructuring was not a strategic initiative per se, as much as it was a 

necessary process to support our organizational movement toward a shared vision” 

(W2a).  

 

This vision for the future was really about professionalizing the organization, to 

transition from a missionary-based model to the structure and processes of a reputable 

international NGO. This necessitated the creation of structures, policies, and 
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standards that had previously not existed. “We felt like if we developed our own 

processes, and we had much more oversight, we would end up being able to deliver a 

better product, service, to this field we work with” (W7a). This vision of 

professionalism was motivating for the team and catalyzed all that followed.  

 

Inviting to the table as equals: Water Org’s participatory mindset continued as the 

global restructuring evolved. While decision making in the past had flowed from 

headquarters to the partners in the field, the new model required decision making by 

the experts (more on this below), which often meant putting the decision in the hands 

of local, country, or regional staff rather than global executives. This allowed for 

greater consideration of local culture and practices in the decision-making process 

(W3). Regional Vice Presidents (RVPs) were hired to give leadership-level voice to 

those who had local cultural understanding. Over time, Water Org worked to integrate 

these leaders as equals, eventually “bringing them to the table as part of the senior 

team, in a much more collegial, collaborative environment” (W7b).  

 

While the positioning of RVPs as global senior team members happened late in the 

process, the reliance on their expertise as equal contributors began early in the 

restructuring. An RVP working on the African continent was given responsibility for 

creating the first draft of a model for how Water Org would invest more significantly 

in program areas. Eventually the SVP for Global Operations came to Africa for a 

period of several months to work together with the RVP, shaping the program area 
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model through discussion and field visits (W5b). This model was then sent to another 

RVP for refinement before being adopted and implemented by the organization.   

 

Because RVPs have been given a “place at the table,” they are able to more fully 

support global initiatives as they implement them in the field.  

If I’m part of the development process, then I’ll make noise during that 

time. I’ll make sure I’m representing my constituents in [my region] so 

that I can say, ‘What we decided.’ I can speak of ‘WE,’ not what 

Houston decided. (W5b) 

Another informant identified times within the overall restructuring when senior 

leaders had been left out of conversations; this created extra layers of work, as 

decisions had to be “retrofitted” to meet the cultural or technical knowledge the 

excluded leader could have provided. The decision to include RVPs on the global 

senior team may help mitigate this, as more dialogue and decision making “at the 

table” seems to be building trust in the expertise other executive team members are 

able to provide. (This is discussed further in the section on decision making by 

experts.) 

 

Ideas from outside of headquarters: RVPs had direct access to influence the global 

restructuring, a seat at the table. But within the global restructuring, there are many 

examples of ideas that emerged from outside the executive levels of leadership and 

were adopted more broadly. “The Liberians, the Sierra Leoneans, the Ugandans, the 

Zambians: they’re coming up with these ideas, and what U.S.-based leaders are doing 
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are putting the light on them” (W1a). The CEO sees this as foundational to the 

success of the global restructuring and the advancement of Water Org’s mission.  

I don’t think there’s any way that we could have driven an 

organizational change process, nor even defined an effective structure, 

without being responsive to the … new ideas someone else had, the 

new ideas, and really celebrating it. That continues to be a strong MO 

[modus operandi], for structure development and org change. 

 

Examples of ideas sourced from outside headquarters included how to approach the 

transition from a model of working through outside partner organizations to bringing 

partners in house as Water Org employees, called affiliates (W5a); and adapting the 

timeline of changes in some cases, based on feedback from the staff who had to “deal 

with the reality of the change” (W6a). Bigger programmatic opportunities also 

emerged from local sources. The movement to focus on geographic program areas 

rather than individual projects originated within Uganda (W2a, W5a), and an 

approach to church engagement emerged from work that originated in Zimbabwe 

(W1a) and is now promoted through a tool kit that is available in three languages. 

“[We] weren’t bringing that to the table; the Zimbabweans were bringing that to the 

table,” recalled one global senior leader.  

 

Recognition, celebration, and support: The final indicator of a participatory mindset 

is Water Org’s use of recognition, celebration, and support to advance the work of the 

global restructuring. Two of the global senior leaders described their work as “shining 

a spotlight” on the good work being done by others. Across the organization, this 



 

217 

work of recognition, celebration, and support needed to be done not only by global 

leaders, but also by regional leaders and country directors in order to increase 

adoption of the concepts that had emerged from non-HQ sources.  

These [ideas] are born within countries that are led by others, the 

Liberians, the Sierra Leoneans, the Ugandans, the Zambians–they’re 

coming up with these ideas, and what U.S.-based leaders are doing are 

putting the light on them. We’re celebrating what’s happening in that 

country by that leadership. Then the regional leader and his or her 

teams, they also really need to be celebrating, because nothing is going 

to move at the country level unless it’s supported at the regional level. 

(W1a) 

 

The organization created an innovation award to honor country directors and their 

teams who proposed an idea that could be adopted by the organization. For example, 

the new professional intentions of the organization required being more data driven; 

this meant tracking more data points for various projects and programs. The Indian 

country office developed an IT tool that allowed community members to submit data 

to a dashboard that tracked a project’s status. The IT tool and dashboard are now 

being used in other countries.  

 

This Indian-originated IT tool, along with the previously mentioned church 

engagement and program area initiatives, are examples of ideas that emerged from 

non-headquarters sources and were recognized and celebrated by the broader 

organization. These projects were also supported financially, which is a new source of 

motivation for field and country-level staff. “Money is a new player in getting people 

to get excited about a change process or a structure or a new idea” (W1a).  
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Together, we can see how the collaborative start, clear and shared vision, inviting 

people to the table as equals, sourcing ideas from outside of headquarters, and 

providing recognition, celebration, and support for those ideas led to a participatory 

mindset that contributed to the success of the global restructuring process. This 

participatory mindset created a virtuous cycle with our next two success factors, the 

micro implementation of macro efforts and the role of representative leadership. In 

the following sections, it will become evident that while I present participatory 

mindset, macro implementation, and representative leadership as three separate 

success factors, in reality, one factor enables the existence of the other factors while it 

also emerges from them.  

Micro implementation of macro efforts 

While change literature often presents the steps of change as a linear process (see for 

example, Kotter, 1988), leaders acknowledge that in reality, change is much more 

complex (Pasmore, 2015). This is especially true of broad and global change 

processes like Water Org’s restructuring, which consisted of overlapping and 

interdependent phases. Implementation of each of those phases across the dozens of 

jurisdictions in which Water Org worked required micro change processes. Micro 

change processes are smaller change initiatives that nest within larger initiatives, and 

which require strategic change-work to accomplish effectively. For example, the 

global change effort to establish legal structure was done through micro change 

processes within each country where Water Org worked, with attention to and 
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adaptation for national governance. Micro change processes can also happen at the 

teams or individual level, as leaders consider cultural and relational implications of 

change and work interpersonally to help teams or individuals address concerns and 

advance adoption of the change.  

 

In this section, we consider the micro implementation of macro change processes by 

considering how this is made possible through formal communication channels of 

change along with global standards that have local flexibility. Additionally, this 

section identifies examples of local, team, and individual micro change processes.    

 

Formal communication channels: Formal communication channels is the 

transmission of the change agenda through organizational channels and broad efforts. 

As one informant said, “so many meetings, so many conferences” (W5b). These 

formal efforts also include trainings, official emails, and strategy documents that are 

“the fundamentals” of any change effort (W7b).  

 

Formal communication channels are part of the macro process and re essential for 

establishing broad awareness and understanding and can be important to clarify the 

vision, as mentioned above. But formal communication channels have their limits 

within a dispersed organization: 

I can communicate and I can say one thing, but the person heard it and 

heard another thing. So, have we validated that understanding? I think 

that’s really important in a multicultural global organization. Not only 

what to communicate, but to ensure that you’re communicating in a 
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way that’s understood at multiple levels across the organization and in 

a way that is heard and accepted by people of different cultures, 

ethnicities, languages, and so on. (W7b) 

For this reason, leaders must incorporate micro communication processes into the 

change effort. Organization-wide initiatives must be discussed at the country level, 

then the field level, then the individual level:  

We had to have sessions and sessions and conference calls with 

country offices to try and make sure they understood. They asked all 

the questions they had on, ‘What is the implication of this? How do we 

do this? We used to do this, how do we do it now?’ So, it is part of the 

communications strategy that was put at the beginning. (W5a) 

 “And then comes the communication of me as an individual,” the same informant 

goes on to say. As noted above, the limits of formal communication channels are 

encountered as countries, teams, and individuals ask questions about how the changes 

apply to their community, or to their own roles. Making application of a formal policy 

at a local level can require adaptation. Water Org made this adaptation possible by 

establishing global standards with local flexibility, which is discussed next.  

 

Global standards with local flexibility: One essential component of Water Org’s 

global restructuring was the establishment of global standards for both programming 

and administration. This required extensive discussion and training to create and 

establish “the Water Org way” (W1a). The complexity of leading a global change 

initiative begins to be seen as the need for local flexibility is considered. Complexity 

arises from the need to comply with legal guidelines in each nation, and with local 

cultures, customs, and practices. The local and national contexts put pressure on the 

global standards, necessitating the creation of processes that have opportunities for 
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agile adaptation. In considering an adaptation, the leader must ask if the adaptation 

significantly alters the intention of the change process.  

In change management you start asking, is this a killer adjustment or 

can I allow it? If it doesn’t kill the whole change, it’s okay; you can 

allow it because it’s a contextual issue. And therefore, you need to be a 

little bit flexible when you’re dealing with different environments. 

(W5b) 

One global leader estimates that these contextual issues cause for local adaptation of 

about 20% of any global standard or process.  

 

Legal restrictions have necessitated adaptation in many countries. For example, in 

India, only resident Indians may serve on the boards of NGOs; this law required an 

adaptation of the original governance structure. Though Water Org might prefer 

broader representation on the national board, the global standard of board governance 

was intentionally created with flexibility to accommodate such requirements.  

 

The global standards have even had to adapt visually. Originally, the global 

restructuring process hoped to use one logo across the world, with the English 

translation of the organization’s name, which the organization’s legal registrations 

use.  However, “along the way, we learned from the communities’ leaders that if we 

are international, it doesn’t mean anything for them. It doesn’t mean anything for the 

guy in Guatemala, the guy in Nicaragua, or the guy in El Salvador.” Today, 

throughout Latin America, Water Org’s name is used in English and Spanish in order 

to bring understanding to the local communities.  
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Adaptation also emerges from local culture, practices, and norms. One RVP 

illustrates how the leaders had to create flexible global standards: 

You can discuss and say we need to have community involvement in 

this program. Now, community involvement in Malawi, for example, 

it would mean that the whole community comes for a public meeting. 

Community involvement in Mexico would mean you’re talking to the 

leadership. Okay? So, what we did in terms of cultural aspects, what 

we did was to make sure that we covered both areas. Community 

involvement could mean the public. It could mean leaders in the 

community. So that there was flexibility and the thinking would cover 

different geographical areas. Because when you’re developing a global 

document, you need to be very aware that the different cultures–in 

some places, public meeting is not acceptable. In other places public 

meeting is acceptable. (W5b) 

 

Cultural temperament also requires adaptation of how new expectations or standards 

are presented. Two informants observed that leaders in Latin American contexts often 

require more detailed understanding of the change process that is underway, such as a 

programmatic or HR policy, in order to enact the policy. A team member explains: 

[Latin America is] a very process-oriented region. What I mean by 

that, in Latin America, what matters most is dialogue. Discussion. 

They like to discuss. They like to argue. They like to make their point. 

They like to debate. If you don’t manage that as the way they want the 

process to be, you’ll find some resistance. It’s not that they’re against 

the policy; at the end of the day, they’ll agree on the principles except 

that they want to make their point. You should give them the space to 

make their point. If you don’t give them their space, they will not 

embrace that policy. Because they do not embrace that policy, you will 

need to be on their backs every day, and you cannot do that. You go 

slowly with them, give them the space, the time to process that policy 

that strategy, and you’ll be surprised to see how they will advocate on 

that policy on your behalf. 
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In discussing a specific instance of this, one global leader shared an example of a 

regional specialist who feared a policy would not work in her region. The global 

leader reminded her, ‘Well, that’s what you’re hired for, is to now take the tool and 

contextualize it for your context. And if that needs to look different, then I trust you 

to tell me what those are.’” 

 

India offers examples of adaptation for culture based on religious presence. Water 

Org’s presence as a Christian organization in a largely Hindu nation has required 

adaptation, including changing the name of programs to avoid Christian terminology 

and continuing to work through partners for community-based programming. Other 

practices have had to vary from the global standard as well; normally, Water Org 

employees regularly test for contaminants in the water of wells they have dug. In 

India, however, Water Org’s leaders fear a bad result on the test might lead to 

accusations that the Christians are poisoning the water or reserving the good water 

only for those who share their faith. To accommodate for this cultural concern, Water 

Org hires a third-party to test the water; this deflects from concerns related to faith 

and allows Water Org’s reputation in the community to remain solid, even when 

testing results raise concerns.  

 

Finally, cultural adaptation requires attention to local availability of resources. In 

Water Org’s U.S. office, much of the cleaning is done by volunteers; supplies for 

cleaning or office use are ordered online and delivered within a day or two. Both 
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volunteers for cleaning and online ordering are not available in most non-U.S. 

contexts. In fact, some non-U.S. offices have a dedicated staff position for purchasing 

because the process can be time consuming. “You need someone to go out, get the 

invoice, get the quotes if possible. Get back to the office, get the check, go back again 

to get the products” (W6b). This position on the organizational chart had to be 

negotiated with headquarters, as U.S.-based leaders didn’t instinctively understand 

this need.  

  

Adaptation becomes “a meeting point between what we know the field will accept 

and what Houston believes make sense to them” (W6b). How these decisions are 

negotiated often occurs in one-on-one (one-on-one) or small group conversations, an 

important component of the micro implementation of change.  

 

One-on-one (or small group) attending: Implementing macro global changes is 

eventually reliant on a local team member’s willingness to adopt the new standard. 

Informants identified two separate types of conversations: one that happens for teams 

or small groups, and one that happens individually. In reality, both types of 

conversations are often happening over time, along with formal communication 

channels, to ensure the success of the initiative. These conversations are part of the 

micro implementation of the macro process and allow for important attending to 

relational concerns and cultural practices that may impact the success of the change 

initiative in the local context.  
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Throughout a global restructuring, people may experience emotional distress because 

they feel insecure about their jobs. Attending to this insecurity, whether in a small 

group or one-on-one is an important relational strategy that eases fears and allows for 

other information to be heard. To accomplish this, one informant often begins 

conversations with, “We are going to change things, but no one is going to be 

dismissed.” Another informant prints a version of the org chart and is careful to fill in 

names, not just titles, to assure individuals that not only is the role being retained, 

they specifically still have a job. Regional VPs must have this conversation with each 

of their country leaders, who must in turn have the same attending conversation with 

their staff members, another example of micro implementation. “We have to manage 

at the higher level, the center level, and the lower level.” (W6b). The lower level may 

be the most important to navigate relationally, because cultural norms may prevent 

people at this level from voicing concerns in larger meetings. In this way, larger 

meetings can be deceptive:  

You will have the feeling that it’s accepted–people are okay with that. 

And even, people are really happy with that. But it’s only after the 

meeting when you start to have separate meetings, individual 

meetings, you start to realize, now, it was not so cool as it looks like. 

(W6b) 

 

One RVP says leaders have a “mandate” to talk to their staff individually to enable 

the staff members to understand the nature of the change. Informants shared examples 

of signals that an individual or team may have concerns about the change. These 
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include the sense of anxiety during a conversation, reporting concerns to the HR 

director, or conversation that is overly referent to how things formerly worked and the 

founding leaders (W3, W6b, W7a).   

 

Attending to relational aspects of change also happens in peer relationships. One 

informant spoke of encouraging staff throughout the change to be an important part of 

the informant’s role. “But I still think it’s equally important that people understand 

that you care about them, and are concerned about them, and hear what they say” 

(W3). An important part of this encouragement is helping people understand the 

reasoning behind the change, the informant said. “What are we trying to accomplish 

by this change?”  

 

Cultural issues of power distance may make it hard for subordinates to speak openly. 

One RVP experienced this when working with an organization led by a father-

daughter team. The father, a regional bishop for his church denomination, quickly 

established a collegial relationship with the new RVP, after just two meetings. The 

RVP earned his trust by making long-promised changes actually happen. The 

daughter, on the other hand, took almost two years of regular interaction with the 

RVP in order for her to feel comfortable enough to share an insightful idea she had. 

As the daughter’s delay in sharing her idea illustrates, building a trustworthy 

relationship where change and interpersonal sharing can take place requires time, and 

consistent interaction. To create more opportunities for this interaction, the latest 
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round of the global restructuring has reduced the number of direct reports for RVPs, 

so that country directors have easier access to the RVP and the CEO if necessary and 

can build a more interpersonal relationship over time (W5a).  

 

In Water Org, attending to culture also involved helping small groups understand the 

cultural implications of working in a global organization. One RVP worked with his 

country offices to understand the American perspective on time management, after 

discovering that American colleagues were sometimes waiting more than a week for 

an email response from their African colleagues.   

I had to instill those types of principles to my team. Say, if you receive 

an email within 24 hours you need to respond. I had to put standards to 

try and take into account some of the expectations. … And yes, we 

need to change our culture also because we are not a national 

organization, we are a global organization. 

Likewise, RVPs mentioned needing to train American visitors on local cultural 

perspectives, such as how to great local leaders, or what attire would be appropriate.   

 

But one-on-one micro implementation is not just reserved for work between a leader 

and a subordinate. Members of the global senior team identified multiple 

opportunities where the work of change was accomplished through one-on-one or 

small group meetings between senior team members. This interpersonal dialogue 

allows for more accurate interpretation of communication (W7b). Without this 

interpersonal communication, “you’ll get little bumps along the way, and you realize 

there was a whole different conversation going on that wasn’t the one you thought 
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you were having” (W1a). Interpersonal communication helps navigate these bumps. 

“There has to be some social interaction, some lunches, some dinners, some side 

conversations; there’s just lots of interpersonal communication that then has to be 

reinforced with the [formal] communication channels” (W1a). Another informant 

relies on team building exercises with on-the-side conversations. “‘Oh, by the way. 

That thing, what did you think about it?’ And then they start talking” (W5b). Still 

another informant notes that both time and the trust that builds as teammates see your 

contribution helps create an environment where one-on-one communication can 

bridge relational and cultural differences (W7b).  

Representative leadership 

Global change in the Water Org restructuring was supported by a participatory 

mindset, micro implementation of the macro initiative, and finally, representative 

leadership. In essence, this was part of the purpose of the restructuring from the start: 

to transform the very American, missionary-based organization into a professional 

international NGO, staffed by global and local leaders who better reflected the 

communities in which the organization lived and worked. This required hiring 

development professionals with education and experience that added value to the 

whole organization; it also required hiring local leaders at the community and country 

level. Hiring fresh leaders necessitates the departure of others, which is part of the 

Water Org story. When these shifts are in place, the change is supported by two 

factors that representative leadership makes possible: decision making by experts and 

navigating culture and relationship with the help of middle people.  
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Professionalism: In Water Org’s restructuring work, “it’s hard to separate the need to 

professionalize from the need to diversify and hire local leadership and build local 

leadership at every level of the organization” (W2a). The early years of the 

organization’s history had involved hiring whatever “warm bodies” were willing to 

do the work, regardless of qualification. This was true both in the Americans, who 

were sent to manage projects in countries where they may have had little or no 

experience, and of the field staff. “[They] weren’t bringing a lot of credibility to the 

organization.” (W2a). This informal structure created liabilities, both in terms of work 

quality and administration.  

 

Early in the process, Water Org hired RVPs with extensive global development 

experience, as well as advanced education. With the authority of the CEO and board 

behind them, the RVPs set out to hire professional leaders from the regions and 

countries in which the organization worked including country directors, finance, and 

HR personnel. New policies, global standards with local flexibility, supported the 

work of these professionals.  

 

Part of this move toward professionalism was to raise accountability. In the past, 

money had “moved in pockets” (W5b) rather than in well-managed accounting 

processes. Partners filled their personal vehicles with gas (W3), and there was no 

clear sight on who was working when, and what hours (W7a). One country director, 
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an American, had the organization paying for five staff members who served his 

personal needs as security, drivers, and cooks. The new professional mindset brought 

policy and accountability to situations such as these.  

 

The organization also began building more partnerships with other water-based 

NGOs, stepping into relationships with Christian relief and development networks 

and taking leadership roles in professional associations (W2a). This has led to 

important opportunities to showcase Water Org’s work on a global stage, which helps 

attract professional staff members who want to work for a reputable NGO.  

 

Local leadership: New leaders were not just more professional, they were also more 

local to the communities in which the organization worked. Local leadership saves 

money, as hiring a Rwandan to run Rwanda’s country office is significantly less 

costly than hiring an American to do the same job. The local leader will also have 

rich cultural knowledge and increased cultural sensitivity that can help advance the 

organization’s work. The CEO estimates that of the organization’s 300 employees, 

250 are non-American and working outside the U.S. 

 

In complex global contexts, you can find some regional differences even within the 

same country (W6b). Leadership that is as local as possible helps navigate cultural 

conversations through micro implementation of the macro change, and through the 

daily business of the organization.  
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At the country level for most leaders, people can have a little bit 

clearer conversation than they can across country, within the region, or 

within the globe. … The dynamics, the conversational nuances, the 

culture, they can get a little closer. The region can get a little closer 

because not all Africa is the same, of course, it’s hugely diverse, but 

regional leaders at least live on the continent. Maybe grew up at the 

village and then went on to get their PhDs. They’ve got some 

bicultural sensitivities so they can translate what’s going on to country 

level staff, who are also sophisticated, but to a different educational 

framework within the United States. So, they become interpreters. 

(W1a) 

 

Local leaders are also aware of how local culture and customs may impact business 

processes. The contrast of this was seen in one country that, before the restructuring 

was complete, had an American serving as the country director. The American, a 

woman, would fire her Water Org employees with little provocation. Firing on the 

spot may be acceptable in America, but in the African context, this is contrary to the 

culture.  

That’s a big cultural shock because we don’t fire like that. … 

Culturally, you have to take people, and sit down, and look at their 

performance and based on this we need to agree that maybe this job is 

not a fit for you. Can I give you one month notice so you prepare, 

maybe you look for another job that is suitable for you? … I would be 

taken to court if I just told somebody you’re fired. Yes, I’d be taken to 

court right away. It is not acceptable.  

Not surprisingly, this country director was eventually dismissed herself, making way 

for a more local leader who could bring professionalism that still adhered to local 

culture.  

 

One informant offered another example of this; she explained that early in the 

restructuring process, it became apparent that partners in some countries were filling 
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their personal vehicles with gas because “they had great need.” An American 

supervisor might see this as stealing and take punitive action. A local leader, 

however, would understand that this is viewed differently in the culture, and show 

more sensitivity in their response (W3). “Having nationals as leaders gives greater 

understanding that they know how to deal with it on a more appropriate basis.” 

 

Hiring local leadership is not always easy; it can be difficult to find experienced 

professionals in a specific context (W7a) and they are not always accepted by the rest 

of the team, especially if the team is fond of the previous member. This was the case 

in Nicaragua, as illustrated in the next section.  

 

Fresh leadership: While Water Org was working to create a collaborative and 

participatory change process, it became clear at various points throughout the micro 

implementations that some leaders were not adapting well to the change. “You begin 

the movement and then allow for some self-selection; that takes care of a lot of your 

change transition. Then you fill those gaps with people who are going to get on board 

with the new direction” (W2a).  

 

Some roles, including the RVPs and the VP of HR, were created through the global 

restructuring process. By hiring capable global development professionals to work in 

regions around the world, Water Org accelerated the decentralization process (W2a). 
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“This was kind of forcing the change from the ground up.” (This also contributed to 

the capacity for decision making by the experts, discussed further below.)  

 

Their hiring displaced some existing leaders who’d had programmatic control over 

certain areas. One existing leader, an American working throughout Latin America, 

had such strong connections with Water Org’s partners they called him el jefe (the 

boss, in Spanish). El jefe, however, was resistant to the change process and 

undermined efforts by attending but refusing to participate in workshops, or 

encouraging partners to continue with the old ways of working. “All the [partners] 

were like, ‘Well, jefe doesn’t like this, so we’re just going to go along with him” 

(W7a). After a prolong period where changes struggled to take hold because of this 

competing leadership, the man left the organization. Then, over time, “we started to 

turn over people and then bring in new people that didn’t have that alignment to [the 

man], we started to see a shift.” 

 

Water Org did not enter the restructuring with the intent of losing team members; but 

by accepting the losses that inevitably occurred, Water Org made room for fresh 

leadership of staff who shared the vision and could accelerate the organization’s 

decentralization.  

 

Decision-making by the experts: The final component of representative leadership is 

the concept that decisions should be made by the experts. The CEO described the 
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impetus for this idea, which was a principle of the restructuring, by noting a two-fold 

problem. First, under the centralized model that relied on headquarters, field-based 

problems were too slow to reach the executive leaders who could make decisions and 

take action. “[We wanted] better knowledge, because countries are so distinct from 

each other. It was faster response time. It was clear that our current structure was 

moving much too slowly, and it was not informed fully.” By identifying local, 

professional leaders (experts in the country and in the programming), the organization 

could trust decisions to be made closer to the cultural context. At the same time, 

decision-making for some professional functions like fundraising, accounting, or HR, 

needed to be made by leaders with technical expertise that were housed in regional 

offices or at headquarters.  

 

Decision-making by the experts also allowed the organization to confront stereo-

typed thinking that existed among some team members. The new vision called for 

Water Org to move from just digging water wells, to providing more comprehensive 

water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services. But a handful of U.S.-based leaders 

believed it would be impossible to achieve sustainable change through WASH 

because people in communities would not change their behaviors. “There was 

actually a catchphrase around here among senior leadership, in the couple years 

before [the CEO] took on the mantle: the myth of sustainability. That was something 

that would get bandied about in various meetings” (W2a). By hiring global 

development experts and turning the creation of WASH programming over to them, 
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in partnership with headquarters-based colleagues, the organization was able to 

confront this stereotype.  

 

As the global senior team developed, they learned to trust one another’s expertise in 

decision making as well. One team member noted that discussions over different 

perspectives often occur, but now one leader might say to another, “‘Well, you’re the 

technical expert. I’ll trust you on this one.’ Where before it was more, ‘It’s my region, 

I’ll make the decision. You’re just the advisor’” (W7a). As a result, the organization 

is able to draw insight from both the regional expertise of one leader, and the 

technical expertise of another.  

 

Middle person: As informants described the change process, and especially the micro 

implementation efforts where attending to culture and relationship were especially 

important, it became clear that change processes relied on the presence of “middle 

people,” individuals who assist the change process by bridging national cultures or 

levels of the organization. Labels for these individuals included interpreter, mediator, 

go-between, ambassador, champion, and bridge, but no matter the label, the 

contribution was the same: the middle person has the ability to stand with one foot in 

one culture and the other foot in another (or on one level of the organization to 

another) and facilitate sensemaking between the two camps, often through the process 

of micro implementation. One informant captured the nuance of the middle person 

role articulately: 
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You are a go-between. Or a middle man. You are involved in the 

change, in the involvement in this side, you want this other side to 

change but you have to bridge the gap between the two cultures in 

order for you to make sure that the change takes place. (W5b) 

 

This is naturally the role of the RVP, as one leader explained:  

I cannot say that is my daily job, but that is my weekly job. … When I 

am here at the [headquarters] office, I see myself as the ambassadors 

of those communities, the country staff. When I am in the field, I am 

ambassador of Water Org International. That is the role that I play. 

Particularly on that kind of change process, transition that we had to 

manage in [my region]. I guess that’s the same for my colleagues in 

[other regions]. (W6a) 

This transition between perspectives even influences the way RVPs see their 

identities. “So, when we said, ‘we’ when we talk to Houston, we referred to ourselves 

and the country office. But when we talk to the field people, ‘we’ refers to ourselves 

and Houston” (W6b). This ability to change who is meant by “we” reflects an ability 

to shift perspectives between multiple cultures to which a person belongs.  

 

In addition to navigating cultural differences, middle people also serve as a bridge 

between two levels of the organization. One RVP shared a story of an operations 

person who became the point of contact in one country, because he understood and 

supported the global restructuring efforts more clearly than the country director. The 

RVP was able to work out many details of the change (an example of micro 

implementation) through the operations director, who then was able to more 

convincingly argue for the restructuring with the country director. Likewise, members 

of the global senior team shared stories of serving as a “mediator” between one 

another, or between a team member and the CEO. “Sometimes a little bit of 
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interpretation is needed [and because I understand a certain context], I’m able to 

reframe it in a way that CEO might understand that” (W7b).  

 

When middle person examples emerged, I asked informants to identify the 

characteristics of the individuals who served in these roles. Foremost was the ability 

to work with people from different cultures, and to recognize that even within a 

country there are differences in regional cultures. The capacity to influence was also 

mentioned.  

It is not a matter of instruction. You cannot say to someone, ‘Hey! 

You have to follow. You have to accept.’ Because if you do it that 

way, that means every day you have to be there to make sure people 

will follow that, and you cannot do that. It’s a physical impossibility 

(W6b).  

 

Empathy was mentioned as a third characteristic. Informants explained a process of 

beginning with consideration of the other’s perspective, and then tailoring their one-

on-one communication to reflect the specific concerns or motivations of this 

individual. This requires good communication and listening, along with an ability to 

remain flexible, seeking places where the change process can be adapted to 

accommodate cultural or relational needs (W5b). Finally, one informant mentioned 

that middle people often have a high tolerance for change and a “go with the flow” 

approach (W7b) that helps them remain a calm presence, reducing tension in the 

change process.  
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All together, these factors create an approach of representative leadership, enabling 

both local (field and country) voices and regional and global leadership to be 

represented in the global change process, and for decision making to reside with the 

cultural or technical expert. Along with the participatory mindset of the global 

restructuring process and the use of micro implementation of the macro changes, this 

led to a successful global change project. The global restructuring project’s success 

contrasts with the challenges and ultimate failure of the IT project, which are 

summarized below.  

Factors present in the IT project 

While the success factors of participatory mindset, micro implementation, and 

representative leadership were evident throughout the global restructuring, they were 

largely absent throughout the IT integration project. The absence of these factors in 

the IT project strengthens the argument that they are contributors to success in Water 

Org’s global change initiative.  

 

Participatory mindset: The IT integration project had a somewhat collaborative start. 

Informants recall being asked to participate in surveys and meetings at headquarters 

to discuss their desires for the information systems (W4, W6a, W7). However, the 

process didn’t lead to shared understanding or future collaborations.  

Initially [the IT director] was very collaborative, he did some initial 

collaboration. He also brought in some consultants. But I think the 

scope of it was not clearly defined; everybody wanted the system to do 

everything. I think he made a decision and I don’t think the CFO who 

was managing him at the time really had a very clear process he could 
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use. You could tell him something and he wouldn’t take the feedback. 

(W7b) 

 

A clear and shared vision was also lacking. “At the beginning it was articulated as a 

desire for a data warehouse, a magical word no one really understood. It was 

something we understood in the broadest terms: we just needed our data to talk to 

each other” (W2b). “Expectations were too high” (W5a). 

 

Perhaps part of the reason this shared understanding was never established is the IT 

project missed the opportunity to invite divisional and regional leaders to the table, to 

allow them to shape the ongoing evolution of the project. Informants noted that the 

CFO, who oversaw the project, provided little authentic communication throughout, 

until he was forced to “open up the window” a little more (W1b). Because of this 

“closed window” approach, regional and divisional leaders felt excluded from the 

process and did not have the agency to shape the outcomes. At least one leader felt 

threatened by the CFO when concerns about the IT project were raised.  

 

Not surprisingly, the IT project almost entirely lacks examples of recognition, 

celebration, and support for ideas that emerge outside of headquarters. In the rollout 

of the first version of the new program management software, feedback was taken 

from the field that lead to adjustments in the software (W10), however there was no 

sense of recognition, celebration, or support as these contributions were received.  
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Micro implementation: Throughout the global restructuring, informants described 

holding countless one-on-one and small group conversations where they were able to 

attend to relational and cultural factors while also addressing resistance to change. In 

contrast, I found little mention of one-on-one or small group conversations about the 

IT project. Some meetings can be implied, such as with the IT committee of the 

board, but little evidence of attending to change through interpersonal culture or 

relationship work can be found.  

 

Also absent was the formal communication channels that might be expected of a large 

change effort, especially throughout the time period when the software program was 

being developed. “We didn’t know what was happening for a long time” (W4). When 

the project was ready to be rolled out, executives had to scramble to find funding to 

host in-person trainings, and these were held in a limited number of countries. 

Leaders were surprised by the gaps in the software system, because they had not been 

provided with adequate status updates throughout the project’s development (W6a). 

What reports existed along the way may have been misleading as well; one informant 

described being shocked and blindsided when, after months of positive reports on 

progress, the CFO announced they would not be able to deliver what was promised 

by an important deadline (W8).  

 

The presence of global standards with local flexibility is another aspect of micro 

implementation. For the most part, the IT project never reached a point where global 
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standards for software development existed. But there are instances of local 

flexibility, or at least general accommodation for different contexts. For example, the 

designers of the new program software recognized that while working in the field, 

team members may not have access to WIFI or cellular signals that would allow them 

to instantly upload reports and photos of a project from their mobile devices. To 

accommodate for this, the software designers made it possible to load images and 

reports to the device, which then connects with the network when a signal is 

available.  

 

Representative leadership: Evidence of professionalism can be found in the intent of 

the IT project: the integration of software systems was meant to support efforts to 

become a more data driven international NGO. Neither local leadership nor willing 

leadership contributed to the IT project’s outcomes, as very few people were invited 

to contribute to the leadership of the project.  

 

Perhaps the biggest “miss” in the IT project was in the area of decision making by the 

experts. While the organization put a CFO and IT director in charge of the initiative, 

they failed to consider two factors. First, the experience these leaders had in guiding 

similar initiatives was dated (W1b, W2b, W7a); in a field that moves as fast as 

technology, knowledge and experience can become obsolete in just a few years’ time. 

The IT director also lacked experience inside a global NGO, which may have 

negatively impacted his decision making. “I think [the IT director] had no concept of 

the extent of the challenges. … I don’t think he had worked in a global, multi-cultural 
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environment. … I think for any role like that you need orientation to the field” (W7b). 

Second, the organization lost staff members with knowledge in specific technical 

areas just as the IT project began. “Half of the seats at the table were empty” (W10). 

At the same time, the expertise of other staff members with field-based knowledge 

was not truly brought to the table. Some feel this was because they were not invited 

and that even the direction of the project was determined in isolation (W2b). Others 

feel this expert voice at the table was lacking because staff members failed to 

contribute the needed information in a timely manner and that they did not truly 

understand what they needed from the systems. “Deadlines would kind of come and 

go and, and you see vice presidents of operations and other people would fail to 

deliver, you know, on time” (W8). As a result, decision-making by the global NGO 

experts was not possible within the IT project.  

 

Likewise, the exclusion of important leaders prevented the emergence of middle 

people. One exception of this was the emergence of a Mexico-based teammate who 

quickly adapted to the new program software, and then began to travel throughout 

Spanish-speaking countries to train other teammates. An informant recalls her as 

being reliable and enthusiastic, which along with her cultural and language skills, 

made her an effective middle person for the software roll out (W9).   

 

Participatory mindset, micro implementation, and representative leadership were 

notably lacking throughout the IT project’s tenure. However, it’s important to note 
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that even if they had been fully present, it might not have been enough to change the 

outcome of the project. In this context, at least, no amount of engagement or 

attending to culture or relationship could have overcome the technical challenges and 

lack of human and financial resources that plagued this project.  
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Appendix B: Manufacturing Co. 
 

Manufacturing Co. is an 85-year old family-owned global manufacturer of technical 

devices headquartered in the Chicagoland area with other offices throughout the U.S. 

and in Belgium, China, the United Arab Emirates, and elsewhere. Globally, the firm 

has approximately 600 employees, with all global executives based in the U.S. 

headquarters. Of the non-U.S. offices, the Belgium office is the most developed with 

almost 200 employees and an experienced senior leadership team. At headquarters, 

the current CEO, who took over the company from his mother, has grown the 

company by relocating its headquarters to accommodate more manufacturing, 

purchasing related companies, and expanding the product line.  

 

Manufacturing Co.’s growth necessitated the global change projects considered in 

this case. The success project is a lean implementation designed to reduce waste in 

the production and administration processes. Lean is a production process, born of the 

Toyota Production System, that seeks to minimize waste and non-value added 

activities (Yang et al., 2011). While this is most obviously seen on the manufacturing 

floor, lean ideas can be applied to shipping, accounting, human resources, or other 

functions, creating a “lean value stream.” Manufacturing Co.’s lean initiative began 

formally in late 2018, though it has its origins in individual efforts by the Belgium 

plant, which began earlier. The successful lean project stands in contrast to the failure 

project, an effort to implement enterprise resource planning (ERP) software SAP, a 
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project which was cancelled after millions of dollars of investment. In both projects, 

Manufacturing Co.’s objective was to improve efficiency so that the organization 

could better serve customers and meet growing demand for their project.  

 

Eight employees of Manufacturing Co. were interviewed for this case; five employees 

work at the company’s U.S. headquarters; three worked at the Belgium facility; and 

one employee each was interviewed from the Shanghai facility, and a non-

headquarters U.S. plant. The interviews resulted in over 10 hours of recorded 

interviews, and 142 single-spaced pages of transcription. Informants included the 

CEO and representatives of various functions including operations, human resources, 

IT, engineering, and manufacturing. All informants are male. Interviews were 

conducted in person or by videoconference and were recorded and transcribed. One 

informant was interviewed a second time, with the second interview occurring six 

months after the first, to discuss developments in the lean project and to probe for 

further details related to the case.  

Case Description 

Lean implementation: Success 

Efficient operations are desired in any manufacturing business, but for Manufacturing 

Co., they became a pressing concern as on-time delivery to customers began to suffer. 

With customer satisfaction dropping and profitability threatened, Manufacturing Co. 

made a decision to focus on lean operations. The lean implementation was so well 

received that by the summer of 2019, executives were already calling it a success. 
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Below we outline three phases of the project: (1) its origins; (2) its official launch and 

early efforts; and (3) early results.  

Origins 

Several years ago, new hires in the Belgian office brought lean experience from other 

companies. Team members also toured a competitor’s manufacturing facility and saw 

lean processes in action. Inspired, leaders began a scaled-down version of lean 

manufacturing they somewhat jokingly called “SLIM”: Sustained Lean Initiative 

Manufacturing. The SLIM initiative focused on optimizing a few processes, which 

falls short of the broad culture change intended by a lean manufacturing process 

(M7). Despite this, it gave the Belgian team an important taste of what a full lean 

process could do. The Belgian managers would demonstrate the gains made through 

the lean process as visitors from headquarters toured the plant; while the HQ leaders 

were supportive, no plans were established for broader implementation.  

 

As time passed, leaders at Manufacturing Co.’s headquarters observed at tradeshows 

that their competitors had made significant changes, developing new capabilities and 

improving product delivery time; in some cases, Manufacturing Co.’s delivery time 

was three times as long as their competitors. More efficient processes were needed. 

Additionally, Manufacturing Co.’s challenges compounded themselves because the 

firm’s different locations manufacture components for other Manufacturing Co. 

facilities; therefore, delays in delivery to one facility created slowdowns throughout 

the whole organization. The need for system change was increasingly evident. 
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Official launch and early efforts 

To position themselves for change, the organization restructured from a matrix model 

to an enterprise model. Then, in 2018, the company began to search for a new global 

vice president of operations. In interviews, one candidate with extensive lean 

experience impressed the company’s executives. He stressed that the company’s 

current processes put them in danger of being destroyed by the competition. He 

warned they were “a bird’s nest on the ground” (M4). When the new executive was 

hired, the restructuring meant operational employees all over the world reported 

directly to him rather than to their local general manager; this created a new source of 

accountability for the anticipated changes.  

 

With new leadership in place, the organization was ready to “go to the bone” (M8) 

with lean implementation. The new global VP pushed the organization to select one 

target they could all work toward, a “true north” (M2); together, the executive 

leadership team selected reaching a 95% on-time shipping rate, which would 

represent a tremendous improvement over the baseline percentages.  

 

With these objectives in mind, the new global VP and the Belgian leaders worked 

together to transition the Belgian scheduling process to fit within the plant’s value 

streams. “That became our standard” (M7). Recognizing the Belgians for their 

contributions as early adopters, a June 2019 global operations summit was held at the 

Belgium facility, where other leaders could witness the transition to lean in process. 



 

248 

The heads of manufacturing, supply chain, and quality from the two largest U.S. 

plants, China, and Belgium participated. 

 

Borrowing the language of Kotter (1988), the global VP explains this summit as part 

of establishing a “guiding coalition” that has a sense of urgency around the change. 

The team used this session to address objections and concerns, and to build clarity 

around the lean process and how it can work in the various environments of 

Manufacturing Co. Their conversations reached a level of detail usually not possible 

in cross-system meetings, allowing the leaders to see the differences in process that 

exist from site to site. Together they established five shared objectives and five 

enablers, a total of 10 priorities on which to focus. 

 

In addition to the summit, much of the work of lean is taking place through factory-

floor conversations and retraining of supervisors and managers. Team members from 

a manufacturing line work together to map processes, using sticky notes to represent 

elements of the process (M6). Then, the notes can be removed or rearranged to 

indicate a future process that eliminates waste and inefficiency according to the lean 

methodology.  

 

Early results 

Manufacturing floor layout changes were quickly made in several locations (M4). 

One early lean process in the Belgian plant significantly reduced the time to move a 

specific order from logging to shipment (M6).   
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When the new global VP arrived, on-time delivery at the headquarters plant was 

between 65 and 68%. By March of the following year, it had risen to 75%, and with 

some ups and downs had reached 88% one year after the VP’s arrival, with frequent 

periods of results over 90%. While on-time deliveries is the “true north” of the lean 

initiative, team members are already experiencing long-term benefits of increased 

employee engagement and improved margins.  

SAP implementation: Failure 

While the lean project is still underway, the SAP implementation project was retired 

in 2014 after several years of fruitless development. Here we will consider its context 

and three phases: (1) the emergence of the idea and the selection of SAP; (2) efforts at 

implementation; (3) the decision to retire the project.  

Context 

Since the early 2000s, Manufacturing Co. had been exploring ERP and CRM systems 

to find a software that would allow departments and facilities around the world to 

communicate efficiently. With no winning external option emerging, the company 

continued to use a system built in-house. But the in-house system had limitations, 

especially regarding global use: unstable workarounds were needed for it to 

accommodate different currencies, measurement standards (metric vs. imperial), and 

ways of logging times or addresses. Following a period of explosive growth (M4) 

around the turn of the century, this lack of a shared software system was seen as an 

inhibitor of efficiency and communication. The CEO wanted an “album cover” view 
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of the global operations; the dashboard he envisioned would allow him to flip through 

screens of important metrics for each site, much as the newly marketed Apple iPod 

allowed viewers to flip through album covers of their music collection.   

Phase 1: Emergence of the idea and selection of SAP 

With the need for a new ERP system growing more evident, in 2011 a new director of 

IT was hired. The leadership team realized that “our systems are antiquated; there’s 

something out there that can make us more modern, more efficient, save us money in 

the end” (M4). A group, which included representation from the Belgium office, 

spent months exploring ERP options including solutions from Oracle, Microsoft, and 

SAP; investing in the in-house system to make it more stable and scalable was also 

considered. In the end, a majority agreed to select SAP (M1). While some members 

of the Belgium office remember being included in this decision making, other HQ-

based informants recall it being an HQ-driven process. “Maybe they put a face on, to 

make it look global” (M8). Certainly, employees from no other countries were 

included in the selection.  

Phase 2: Efforts at SAP implementation 

Inside implementation skills for SAP did not exist, so an external consultant was 

hired; from this point forward, the Belgian team was not part of the process. Working 

groups with representation from finance, engineering, project quotation, inside sales, 

and manufacturing were created to inform the process. Five or more SAP consultants 

were on-site constantly to work alongside these employees.  
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An early win was gained when the SAP system was successfully implemented in a 

small U.S.-based subsidiary. That facility, however, does almost entirely high-volume 

standard work, so little customization was needed. Elsewhere, because the 

organization did not want to change its manufacturing processes, the SAP system 

needed to be customized to fit the way the organization worked. As SAP began to be 

tested for implementation at headquarters, one informant recalled a list with at least 

180 required customizations (M3). This process became costly and time consuming. 

 

Complications also existed because of Manufacturing Co.’s unaligned master data: no 

single format existed for representing processes, part or department numbers, or 

recording data such as measurements or currencies. This misalignment, which 

necessitated the need for a new ERP in the first place, thwarted efforts to convert to 

SAP (M3). Though the project never reached Belgium or other non-U.S. facilities, 

leaders could also see that “everybody’s processes were different globally” (M8), 

which would require further costly customization of the SAP system.   

 

When leaders who were concerned about the project tried to speak up, their words 

were twisted. “We felt that our voices from the project team were really getting 

squashed and the message was being communicated differently [to executives]” 

(M8). At least one person was threatened with dismissal for raising concerns (M2, 

M8).  
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Phase 3: Decision to retire the project 

Informants report that as the project progressed, it became increasingly difficult to get 

a clear view on its status. Documents that tracked status often listed items as “green” 

(complete or on track with no concerns), when in reality they were incomplete and 

often had significant challenges (M4). This may have been a face-saving choice, or it 

may have been out of fear, as anger was directed toward some who showed resistance 

(M2). Eventually, the CEO and others grew suspicious of the project’s likelihood of 

success. An external consultant was brought in to review the project, and he 

determined that months of costly revisions were still needed before the system could 

launch at headquarters; implementation at most other sites had not yet begun. In 

2014, after an investment of three years and more than $10 million dollars, the CEO 

called a HQ-wide meeting to announce the project’s end.  

 

Informants explain the failure in different ways. Some feel the wrong system was 

selected, that SAP was too big for the organization, “like trying to kill a mosquito 

with a blow torch” (W4). Though most remember approving of the SAP selection at 

the time, many also feel the choice was somewhat pre-determined by the executives 

leading the project. Others acknowledged that “there was not enough time spent 

understanding whether current business processes align with the way data is 

transacted within those ERP [enterprise resource planning] systems” (M9); had they 

better understood this, they could have made a choice between changing their 

processes to align with SAP, or picking a different ERP. Whether or not SAP was the 

right solution, some feel the wrong consultants were selected. Still others feel the 
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organization needed to be willing to change itself, rather than attempting to customize 

SAP to meet their needs. Regardless of the explanation, the project failed with little to 

show for the investment. Several team members lost their jobs as a result. Today, the 

original in-house system is still in use at headquarters and a few other locations, 

including Belgium. The organization is beginning to consider the technical updates 

needed to modernize the system. The CEO still lacks the “album cover” view he’d 

originally hoped for.    

Results:  

By any account, the SAP implementation project was a tremendous failure. The 

investment of time and money was substantial and resulted in no usable software. 

Organizational feeling is clear about the project’s status as a failure: on the 

assessment, the average score across the six items was just 2.06 (out of 7 points), and 

all together the project scored a total of just 12.33 out of 42 possible points.  

 

Two items on the assessment scored higher than the others, indicating some belief 

that the SAP implementation project contributed to the growth and well-being of team 

members (mean = 4.17), and added to the capabilities of the organization or team 

(mean = 3.17). These scores may reflect a belief that the organization has learned 

from this experience. While they were unwilling to change their manufacturing 

processes in order to better align across sites for this process, the lean implementation 

project is successfully creating this alignment now.  
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Findings 

My process of analyzing Manufacturing Co.’s data began as it did with Water Org. 

To answer the research question, What are the success factors in leading global 

change projects?, I began by writing a detailed case chronology (Eisenhardt, 1989), 

which was started after the first interview and evolved into the narrative presented 

above. Along the way, in field notes and memos, I made observations about what 

appeared to be contributing to the project’s success. For Manufacturing Co., I was 

able to reference the Water Org success factors and found significant areas of overlap, 

as well as a few factors present at Manufacturing Co. that I had not observed at Water 

Org. This list was refined through frequent re-reading of the transcripts and 

conversations with colleagues. As I also did with Water Org, the new success factors 

were tested against the SAP project (the failure project). In the end, 15 factors 

emerged from the within-case analysis as contributing to the success of the 

Manufacturing Co. lean initiative: 13 factors carried forward from Water Org, while 2 

new factors emerged and other factors were removed.   

Success factors in the lean implementation 

The figure below illustrates the data structure that emerged through the coding and 

analysis. Like Water Org, three second order codes of participatory mindset, micro 

implementation, and representative leadership emerged. New first order codes are 

marked with an asterisk and are discussed below. The structure also removes three 

codes that were present in Water Org’s success factors: formal communication 

channels, professionalism, and decision making by experts.  
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• Clear vision 

• Collaborative start 

• Inviting to the table as equals (valuing 

unique/culture-based perspectives) 

• Ideas from outside HQ 

• Recognition, celebration, support 

• System & structural changes that 

create accountability* 

• Global standards with local 

flexibility 

• Attending to culture and relationship 

with one-on-one or small group 

work 

• Local leadership (cultural 

sensitivity) 

• Knowledgeable leadership* 

• Fresh leadership 

• Middle people who can bridge 

cultures 

 

Participatory 

Mindset 

Micro 

Implementation 

Representative 

Leadership 

 

  Manufacturing Co. Data Structure 

 

Water Org success factors that were removed from the data structure in the 

Manufacturing Co. case were removed because they pre-existed the lean initiative, 

were present at the time of the SAP integration project as well or did not emerge from 

the data as influencing factors. Formal communication channels, decision making by 

experts, and professionalism were all accepted components of Manufacturing Co.’s 

day-to-day existence. In carefully reviewing the transcripts, I could find no reference 

to instances where these factors played a special role in the lean initiative. I can 

speculate that had they been absent, it might have caused a problem; however because 
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the informants did not engage in this speculation or comment on their importance, I 

have left these absent from the Manufacturing Co. success factors.  

 

New success factors include system and structural changes that create accountability, 

which is a component of participatory mindset; and knowledgeable leadership, a part 

of representative leadership. These factors are defined below. The following section 

will provide a detailed discussion of the observed success factors.  

New Success Factor Codes for Manufacturing Co. 

 

Code Definition 

Structural and system 

changes that create 

accountability 

Efforts to create a more interdependent 

relationship between participants, by 

changing organizational structure or systems 

Knowledgeable leadership The importance of having leaders who 

possess detailed understanding of the 

organization’s functions and/or the change 

content (e.g. SAP, lean)  

 

Participatory mindset 

As with Water Org, Manufacturing Co.’s lean initiative seems to be governed by a 

participatory mindset. Contributing factors to this mindset include clear vision, 

collaborative start, inviting to the table as equals, ideas from outside headquarters, 

recognition, and system and structural changes. Each of these elements will be 

discussed below.  
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Clear vision: Manufacturing Co. informants seemed to possess a two-part vision for 

the lean initiative, which was shared across the organization. First, informants wanted 

Manufacturing Co. to become a lean organization with more efficient processes that 

would make them more competitive within their industry. Informants referenced 

books and articles they had read, visits to other manufacturing plants, and discussions 

that had together created a shared vision of what it meant to be lean. Further, through 

activities like the operations summit, they worked to identify “what’s clear and 

what’s not clear,” so the unclear elements could be addressed (M7). The shared 

investment of the lean vision carried so much meaning for the participants that it 

began to impact their personal lives. “It’s not a project for me because I love it. It’s 

becoming a religion or something; it’s a way of living” (M8). 

 

The second part of the vision is the focus on raising the on-time delivery rate to 95% 

because of its critical importance to the company (M6). In this, the informants 

borrowed the language of “wildly important goals” (WIGs) from the Covey Group 

(McChesney, Covey, & Huling, 2012). Making 95% on-time delivery the WIG gave 

the vision of the lean initiative a shared and measurable target that required a 

significant change in process: informants knew they could not meet this target with 

easy changes or working harder. To succeed, they’d have to fully embrace the lean 

initiative. “Setting the goal from 60 to 80, you could do that with working harder; but 

from 60 to 95, you really need to dive into the root cause of issues and start doing it 

structural” (M5). 
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Collaborative start: While a collaborative start at Water Org took the form of large-

group summits using Appreciative Inquiry methodology, at Manufacturing Co. it took 

the form of individuals in different offices and roles raising the signal over time that 

the organization should consider moving toward lean manufacturing. The Belgian 

staff were the most vocal, with their SLIM initiative, but voices from headquarters 

and elsewhere emerged as well (M4). Eventually these signals were supported by the 

hire of a new global VP who shared the interest in lean. Though the initiative 

officially got underway with site-specific meetings, the operations summit, which 

occurred about 9 months after the global VP’s hire, was the formal launch and 

established the collaborative nature of the initiative. The impact of this gathering will 

become more evident in the next factor, inviting to the table as equals.   

 

Inviting to the table as equals: Manufacturing Co.’s transcripts reveal the complexity 

of being invited to the table as equals. At Water Org, this sense of being invited was 

closely related to new seats at the table being added. In contrast, at Manufacturing 

Co., the seats had always been there but for reasons that reflect national cultures, 

organizational culture, and personality, the sense of being welcomed there had not 

always been present. “I think we have a great deal of nationalism within our 

organization, with American business. ‘This is the way we do things, so therefore it 

must be right,’ that type of thing” (M4). Inviting to the table as equals at 

Manufacturing Co. has been a journey of becoming more global. 
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Informants speak of an evolution in the company over the last two to three years that 

raised the importance of voices from outside headquarters. The global operations 

summit seemed to mark a point where this change was solidified. One non-U.S. 

leader recalled a statement made by a participant at the summit who worked at one of 

the company’s non-headquarters locations: 

I can’t remember the exact words, but he was using the words, ‘Before 

we felt like we were the bastard child.’ I think something like that. 

‘And it’s the first time in my Manufacturing Co. history that I’m 

sitting at a table as an equal person in the operations team.’ (M5) 

 

While the approach taken to the lean initiative has made it possible for people from 

different locations to contribute as equals, the transformation that made this invitation 

to the table possible occurred over time. Informants, especially those outside 

headquarters, share that the organization’s previous CEO had a very specific 

approach to business and she expected full adherence. “She didn’t like to have 

influences by others,” one leader recalled.   

 

This sort of approach obligated the Belgian team, as a subsidiary, to follow the 

directions of headquarters. As one European manager repeatedly reminded his team, 

“we are doers, not thinkers.” Some feel this orientation reflects Belgian national 

culture, and the country’s place in the world as a small nation whose reputation for 

hard work and English-language competency makes them an attractive outpost for 

global companies. Belgians are communicative, direct, and sometimes outspoken in 
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nature. “We have a reputation for being difficult people to satisfy” (M6). Yet, 

whether as part of their national culture or Manufacturing Co.’s internal culture, 

they’ve learned to subjugate their own opinions to those of their American corporate 

owners. This was learned over time. “If you try [speaking up] for 5 years and it 

doesn’t work, at a certain moment you stop trying it” (M8). The approach was then 

taught to incoming team members; one leader noted, “I teach the younger managers 

to speak up, but after two, three times, it isn’t our organization–better to shut up.”  

 

“We [Belgians] can’t make decisions, so we have to wait for a decision and whatever 

it is we’ll have to go for it. So maybe against our nature, we try to work in the 

American culture” (M8).  

 

In Belgium, at least, this “doers, not thinkers” orientation seems to be shifting. 

There’s a sense that in the last two to three years, feedback is being heard and people 

from headquarters want to listen. This has been aided by departures of long-term 

managers from the Belgian plant, which allowed for new ways of doing things (M2), 

and by the arrival of fresh leadership with new approaches; this will be discussed 

more in a following section.  

 

The transformation is a broader change within Manufacturing Co., but it is being 

tested through the lean initiative. Almost all informants offered the global operations 

summit as evidence of this. Additionally, the global VP of operations asked the 
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Belgian team to create the global operations framework; this type of reliance on non-

HQ insights would have been difficult to imagine previously and is an important 

gesture of invitation from an HQ-based leader. But for an invitation to become a 

reality, non-HQ team members also have to decide to accept the invitation. Teams 

outside HQ must make an active decision to be part of the global team, rather than 

“keep doing their own things and being different than us” (M1). As the project 

evolved, this was seen as members of the Dubai team participated in a welding 

summit. “[It was] the first time that they actually got engaged in the global 

community and they were very, very influential in what works and what is better than 

others” (M7).  

 

Finally, there is initial evidence that “inviting to the table as equals” is beginning to 

be seen at other levels of the organization, including among the workers on the shop 

floor. In the early days of moving toward lean manufacturing, one Belgian leader 

described an encounter with a packing department worker who needed a new tool to 

be more efficient in his work. The manager told him to order it online, but the man 

refused for fear he’d be fired if he was caught using a computer. After months of 

actively engaging frontline workers in the lean initiative, things have changed.  

Now, we’re in a situation where people are coming with ideas, which 

they look for at home. I don’t ask them to do that at home, they can do 

it here. But because they are involved and empowered, they don’t 

always do it here (M8).  
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In small ways, these workers are beginning to see themselves as invited to the table 

and welcome to contribute.  

 

Ideas from outside HQ: The invitations to the table have resulted in the emergence of 

ideas from outside headquarters. “Today it’s different. Directors are listening to us, 

we can speak up, we can disagree, have a discussion, come to a common 

understanding and move on. So that’s different. That’s definitely changed” (M5). The 

lean initiative’s existence as a global project is evidence of this, as the European 

leaders played an important role in moving the organization toward lean. 

Additionally, the initiative’s collaborative approach is allowing for locations to share 

ideas, experiences, and best practices with one another, rather than waiting for an 

approach to be determined from headquarters. Informants attribute this to the 

presence of a new global VP who welcomes ideas. “I have a feeling now that with 

him we can discuss everything. … Our voice is really heard now. Certainly, [the VP] 

accelerated that” (M8).  

 

As with the above factor, inviting to the table as equals, the emergence of ideas from 

non-HQ sources is both an important part of the lean initiative and a broader 

organization transformation as the company moves from a system of control, to an 

expectation of engaged thought from all team members (M1). Part of this journey 

requires staff at the headquarters to move from seeing HQ as the “central brain” to 

creating a more collaborative culture where ideas can emerge from any 
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Manufacturing Co. plant (M7). The leaders outside of headquarters no longer want to 

be told what to do. Speaking more generally of the shift within Manufacturing Co., 

one leader noted,  

As much as you want to be the headquarters and say, ‘This is what you 

gotta do,’ that doesn’t really work for anybody. They have to buy into 

it–you want them to buy into it. You want them to be part of the 

process. Give them an opportunity to understand it, let me see how that 

works, let me figure out from a manager’s level how I explain this to 

all my people. Because you got to understand, you’re dealing with 

people. They may think, “Hey, this is our company. Why are those 

people coming over here and telling us what to do?” (M3) 

 

Recognition, celebration, and support: As people are expected to come to the table 

and share their ideas, it may be expected that recognition, celebration, and support 

begins to play an important role in affirming and reinforcing the voice-taking 

behaviors. To date, evidence is modest for this within the lean initiative. Most clearly, 

recognition and celebration is seen in the selection of the Belgian location to host the 

global operations summit. As U.S.-based team member explains it, the global VP saw 

it as an opportunity to give Belgium credit for their accomplishments, to acknowledge 

the leadership role they are playing in the lean process, and to allow others to see the 

work they’ve accomplished (M1, M2). In addition to giving the Belgians credit for 

the work they’ve completed, the choice of locations also contributed in another 

important way. “It breaks the stigma of headquarters controlling everything you said. 

We need to break that down and stop dictating to others what they need to do” (M1).  
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Certainly, the Belgian leaders perceived it as an honor to host the summit. “We’re 

moving forward here. That’s the biggest reward. … The fact that it was here, we 

could show what we have done. That was, for me, [the biggest reward].” 

 

Recognition is also happening at the individual level. The global VP celebrated the 

insights of one staff member, who has become “likeminded” with the lean initiative 

and is said to be showing great leadership potential. Assignments, like being asked to 

write the quality management system for the company, are also an example of 

individual-level recognition.  

 

System and structural changes that create accountability: The final factor within the 

participatory mindset emerged as a new factor with Manufacturing Co., system and 

structural changes that create accountability. This is the presence of a more 

interdependent relationship between participants, created by changing organizational 

structure or systems in order to create new accountabilities. Within this, 

interdependence and accountability is what places the factor within participatory 

mindset. System and structural changes are task-related factors of a change initiative, 

but they have cultural or relational impact when the changes create new 

interdependencies or necessitate new levels of accountability. In retrospect, this factor 

was also present in Water Org, but was obscured by the fact that the change itself was 

a restructuring.  
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In recent history, Manufacturing Co. used a matrix business model, where operations 

employees reported to their local general manager (GM), with a dotted line to the 

global operations team. Before the global VP of operations was hired, the 

organization transitioned to an enterprise model, with staff now reporting directly to 

the functional leader rather than the local GM. While this change was met with 

complaint from the GMs and the transition hasn’t been smooth (M4, M6), it resulted 

in creating a global system of accountability for functional areas like finance and 

operations. As a result, when the global VP of operations officially launched the lean 

initiative, local operations leaders had a clear imperative to participate from their 

“solid line” leader.  

 

Additionally, this accountability is enabling Manufacturing Co. to operate as one 

organization, rather than as separate units. One leader explained, “We had general 

managers running independent businesses that competed against all the other 

independent businesses. So one of Manufacturing Co.’s businesses would routinely 

steal orders from another one. We’d undercut each other. Not a good culture” (M7). 

In order to take advantage of global capabilities, the executives needed the separate 

business units to function together; this would allow them to take on more lucrative 

projects for clients, then efficiently divide the work among Manufacturing Co.’s 

locations in order to complete the work in a timely manner. Making operations 

leaders accountable to the global VP rather than the local GM facilitates this culture 
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of sharing and working together by creating accountability that will allow for 

interdependence.  

 

System changes are also important; Manufacturing Co’s global VP and his team are 

working to create a global scheduling process and a global operations framework. As 

one Belgian leader explains, a lack of a common system had created challenges in the 

past. Because the headquarters facility and another U.S.-based plant are the Belgian 

plant’s biggest customers, the lack of a shared framework could mean reduced quality 

for all. Previous requests to change the system were met with, “well, no you can’t,” 

says the leader. “And that was holding us back” (M8). Now, that is changing, with the 

result again being a sense of accountability and interdependency toward other units. 

This increasing interdependency will allow them to become a truly global 

organization (M10).   

 

As an additional accountability incentive, the scorecards of relevant leaders have 

added measures for progress toward the 95% on-time delivery; salary bonus 

structures are based on progress toward this goal. Though some feel the timeline for 

meeting the 95% measure is too aggressive, and is therefore negatively impacting 

compensation, the result is clear: “They’d worked their buns off implementing lean” 

(M2).  
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The system and structural changes also represent global standards, which will be 

discussed further as part of the next section, micro implementation. To conclude this 

section, we can see how the lean initiative’s clear vision and collaborative start paired 

with inviting to the table as equals; ideas from outside headquarters; recognition, 

celebration, and support; and structural and system changes to create an overall 

participatory mindset that contributed to the success of the initiative. In some ways it 

seems that a participatory mindset creates the fertile ground in which real change can 

occur, by preparing its people for the change and securing each participant’s role in 

the change process. At Manufacturing Co., this type of participation through global 

leadership would have been impossible to imagine two decades ago; in some ways, 

the lean initiative is an important opportunity to challenge the previously held belief 

that leaders outside headquarters were “doers, not thinkers.” The process is also a 

challenge to the American nationalism previously inherent in organizational culture, 

replacing it with a more global and participative approach to leadership in general and 

the lean initiative in specific.  

Micro implementation 

Micro change processes are smaller change initiatives that nest within larger, macro 

change processes, and which require strategic change-work to accomplish effectively. 

This factor emerged as significant in Water Org’s case and represents an important 

reminder that while change initiatives are considered as a cohesive whole, they are 

often composed of dozens, even thousands of separate efforts that must operate at a 

business unit level or individual level. Without these micro change processes, overall 
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success would be impossible. Micro implementation also allows for important 

attending to cultural and relational factors. At Manufacturing Co., two factors of 

micro implementation were observed: global standards with local flexibility and 

attending to culture and relationship with one-on-one or small group work.  

 

Global standards with local flexibility: A lack of global standards was part of the 

downfall of the SAP initiative, as it was discovered that each plant was using 

different parts numbers and global complexity caused by different currencies, 

languages, and address and number formats created inconsistencies in master data 

that thwarted efforts (M3). Manufacturing Co. has learned the lessons of this past and 

so is using the lean initiative to establish global standards; lean itself is now a global 

standard for the organization. One informant explained the importance of these shared 

standards:  

So having a global framework and global scheduling process, and 

agreement on how to actually do the welding is important because our 

customers are telling us they don’t want to get stuff from five plants 

that are all done differently. If we have five plants and it’s all done 

exactly the same, great. That’s how we will be successful. (M7) 

 

Several global standards are in development. First there is the intention to be a lean 

organization across the board. Within that, additional standards, such as scheduling 

and welding processes are being developed so that work is uniform. To aid this 

understanding across all Manufacturing Co. sites, new job descriptions and a lean 

certification for employees (M2) are also being developed. As the organization moves 
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toward a global framework, it makes possible the attraction of clients who have 

projects large enough the work would need to be divided among Manufacturing Co. 

facilities (M7).   

 

The introduction of global standards, while similar to the factor of system and 

structural changes introduced above, differs in one significant way: system and 

structural changes, as a part of participatory mindset, are meant to create 

accountability and interdependence. Global standards with local flexibility, on the 

other hand, is part of the micro implementation of the macro change project. The 

emphasis is on the local application of a change initiative and the adaptation and 

understanding that is required to implement a global expectation in a way that makes 

local sense.  

 

Local flexibility in terms of the lean project is most often seen as accommodation for 

the different equipment available at each site. Additionally, some accommodation is 

made for the types of orders each site produces. U.S.-based plants tend to produce 

more “standard” orders, a bulk quantity of the exact same product; in Belgium, 80 to 

90% of their work is “project” work, products that require customization, extensive 

documentation, and frequent site visits from customers to verify the quality of the 

work (M8).  
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Local flexibility is also present in the language used, as one Belgian informant 

explained using a story that pre-dates the lean initiative. He and his U.S. counterpart 

often found themselves at a standoff in trying to establish an understanding of the 

roles of various team members on the manufacturing floor. In particular, there was 

disagreement over the role of “lead men.” Then a breakthrough occurred. As the 

informant and his colleague came to understand that:  

The level of what we call lead men is called supervisors in HQ. And 

what is called lead men in HQ is called ship responsibles here. … It’s 

a small little detail but if you have 50 of these small details in a 2-hour 

conversation, well then, both parties step away and they think, “Well, 

they don’t understand me. Let’s go on with what we do” (M8) 

The informant went on to explain that as part of the lean initiative, through the global 

operations summit, the operations leaders finally had the time to dig into the subtle 

differences that occur across locations in order to create shared understanding. He 

illustrated the importance of this: 

When you make a process sheet and you write it out, you say what we 

do in [Belgium] and HQ and [Louisiana] or China, they all look the 

same. …The company next door is a meat processing plant. They’re 

also buying stuff, processing stuff, and then selling stuff. At the 

highest level, we’re even the same with them. That was the thing that 

when you have a conference call of an hour to discuss something, you 

never get to the details. (M8) 

By getting to the details of both process and the local use of language, as part of the 

global standard of lean, the Manufacturing Co. operations team finally understood the 

important site-to-site differences that required local flexibility in the standards.  

 

While at Water Org, local flexibility often meant an accommodation for cultural 

factors such as power distance, at Manufacturing Co., local flexibility is important to 
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the micro implementation process because it allows for shared global understanding 

as leaders from different locations around the world to express how standard 

processes have to be adapted to meet local production realities.  

 

Attending to culture or relationship with one-on-one or small group work: Even in its 

earliest days of lean adoption, when only the Belgian plant was involved, much of the 

actual work of the change was done through micro implementation efforts that 

involved work at the one-on-one or small group level. One manager recalls spending 

his first weeks at the plant meeting individually with each person, to gather their ideas 

for an early lean implementation. “In the beginning, I really emphasized to them, 

‘What will that do for you? What will be the advantage for you?’” Several 

suggestions and concerns were raised; later, in a small group meeting, he asked where 

the initiative should begin and was met with silence. This silence may be a factor of 

cultural norms: factory workers do not normally expect their opinion to be asked, or 

their voices to be heard. Because he’d had the individual conversations first, he was 

able to raise specific ideas that had already emerged from the participants. “If you can 

say, well, you talked to me about this; isn’t that an issue? And then you get them 

started. And they all say, ‘Oh, that’s a big issue. We need to solve this’” (M8).  

 

Now that the global lean initiative is underway, the need for one-on-one and small 

group work remains. Adopting lean requires a mindset shift. As what this means and 
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requires becomes more evident, a global leader describes conversations he is having 

with managers: 

I ask them, “Is this what you want to do in your career? Because this is 

a lot different.” And you know, they’ll all say, “Of course!” But you 

have to at some point continue to ask and see if they’re willing. (M7)  

The process, he says, requires constant contact and hands-on time with the 

supervisors, engineers, and lead men. Other informants described one-on-one or small 

group conversations with the global leader, on site at the international facilities, 

where the global VP was able to offer resources to help “unstick” thinking and 

advance lean understanding (M5, M10). These on-site conversations are more helpful 

than email when communicating across cultural barriers, says one operations manager 

at a non-U.S. plant.  

 

Giving people an opportunity to understand from their own perspective is important, 

even when the announcements are coming from the local leader. As one non-H.Q. 

manager explained:  

I can stand up in front of the organization all day long, need to do this 

or the need to do that, but until I can help them connect to how they 

influence it, how they impact it, and what the benefits are for them, 

I’m just wasting my breath. So every conversation that I would have 

with them, the end goal for me was to help them be able to connect to 

those three key pieces. (M9) 

 

In addition to conversation, individual concerns about their role in the lean initiative 

are being eased by adapting job descriptions to include lean work. In other 

organizations, lean implementation has led to downsizing as the company works more 
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efficiently and fewer employees are needed. This is not the current intent at 

Manufacturing Co. Some reassurance is provided by seeing your job description with 

the new lean expectations included. This also helps individuals understand the 

importance of taking leadership in the lean process: it is a core expectation of their 

work (M8).  

 

Finally, the micro implementation of change is made easier at Manufacturing Co. 

because of the implementing team’s long-term history of attending to culture and 

relationship. With the exception of the global VP of operations, the responsible team 

members have been with the organization for five years or more and have a history of 

working with one another. Cultural understanding and relational commitment have 

been built, for example, over post-meeting dinners, which now aids in the adoption of 

change:  

Those dinners sometimes are worth every penny. You probably get 

more out of that than sitting in a one or two hour meeting, a group of 

people trying to convince them what to them might be a bunch of fast 

talk. (M3) 

 

Previous relational attending to culture and relationship is paying dividends now, 

through the lean implementation. One informant supervises Manufacturing Co.’s 

team in Dubai; almost all members of the Dubai team, including the foreman, are 

immigrants from India. The foreman has been with the company for 5 years, and his 

supervisor now feels they can openly discuss concerns and opportunities. But this has 

not always been the case:  
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The culture there is people always say yes. Even if they think [they] 

are going to do no, they say yes. … In the beginning I really had to let 

[the foreman] explain to me what he thinks I meant. … It was 

sometimes an eye opener that I wanted to say Point A, and for him 

Point A was not that important but because of the way I said it, 

something else was more important. Or, it was not understood but if 

you ask, “Is this clear?” all together you’re getting a yes, “Yes, very 

clear.” And sometimes 3 months later, “Well, we did not really know 

what we need to do there. It was not clear.”  

 

I think people [in Belgium] are speaking up if something is not clear, if 

they have questions. People in Dubai–they’re all Indian people–they 

are not doing that because they think they can’t. (M8) 

 

Bridging the differences between Belgian and Indian-Emiratis cultures required time 

and establishing a relationship between the foreman and his Belgian supervisor. This 

relationship was established through daily conversations, weekly meetings, and 

multiple yearly visits between the two countries. Once this degree of familiarity was 

reached, it allowed the informant and the foreman to communicate with greater 

clarity and speed, a true benefit to the lean process.  

 

Together, global standards with local flexibility and attending to culture and 

relationship with one-on-one or small group work contribute to the micro 

implementation of macro change processes. These factors allow the global change 

work to be personalized for the local context, whether that context is one of 

Manufacturing Co.’s locations, or the individual, who must modify their conception 

of the work and their role in it as the organization goes through this shift to lean. 

While the lean implementation is a global initiative requiring a shared strategy and 
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standards, its integration on the ground is happening in smaller and smaller ways as 

product lines and departments individually adopt their practices, with flexibility, to fit 

the whole. As the initiative moves from leadership level discussions to on-the-floor 

implementation, micro change processes also help move the initiative to action. One 

informant describes the process of meeting by department or line: 

The people physically sit together in a meeting room. They talk about 

things they are doing. They map the process, how they are working. 

These are people from the different levels–managers, supervisor, labor 

on the floor, maybe a lady from the office that is doing documentation, 

maybe production. All the different functions are present and can talk 

about what they are doing. And they usually, 9 of the 10 ideas come 

from them. Because they know–they do it, they know how to do it. 

Then they go back, most of the time, they go change a setting of 

machinery. That is usually the next step. They have to adapt the flow 

on the floor. They have to adapt the machinery and the work benches. 

And the workers assist doing that. When that is done, they have it set 

up and then they start measuring. (M6) 

 

These nested adaptations, that roll out line by line and department by department, are 

the micro implementation work of a macro change effort, accomplished with local 

flexibility and through one-on-one or small group work.  

Representative leadership 

The final aggregate dimension is representative leadership, which is composed from 

the themes of local leadership (with cultural sensitivity), knowledgeable leadership, 

fresh leadership, and middle people who can bridge cultures and levels. Together, 

these factors contribute to the success of the global change initiative. A full 

description of each theme is found below.  
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Local leadership: The importance of local leadership, with the cultural sensitivity it 

enables, was immediately evident at Water Org where it had largely been absent until 

created by the restructuring process. In contrast, the role of local leadership was less 

evident in the data from Manufacturing Co., where Chinese have always led other 

Chinese, and Belgians other Belgians. What was evident, however, was the sense of 

understanding that exists when working within your own culture, and the occasional 

absence of (or struggle for) it when working across cultures. Non-U.S. informants, for 

example, see the U.S. workplace culture as being more siloed, divided between 

departments. The individual offices and cubicle mazes of Manufacturing Co.’s 

headquarters is a visible representation of this, as mentioned by two informants. In 

contrast, the Belgian offices have an open floor plan and glass walls that facilitate 

interaction, and executives share a garden and lunchroom with factory workers. “We 

work more as a team; there are no walls between the departments. … In the U.S. 

culture, it’s more individually or departmentally divided” (M8). While U.S. team 

members may disagree with that conclusion, what it demonstrates is that locals find it 

more comfortable to work with their fellow countrymen because of shared 

understandings.  

 

As the lean implementation is a global initiative, leaders from across various cultural 

backgrounds are involved. Because the initiative will look differently in its 

implementation within each factory and department, local leadership is also important 

in the decision-making body represented by the global operations summit. The 
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presence of these local leaders allows for the modification of global standards to meet 

local needs, as described above.  

 

Knowledgeable leadership: Knowledgeable leadership emerged as a new theme 

within the data. References to knowledgeable leadership almost entirely occur in 

reference to the new global VP of operations. Informants note both his extensive 

knowledge of lean methodology, and his vast experience in manufacturing. “[He] is 

definitely more experienced in every part of the business; he has also worked in 

companies, just Manufacturing Co. in terms of size, structure, complexity, privately 

owned, and so” (M5). Because Manufacturing Co. has plants that produce mostly 

standard work, and other plants that produce mostly custom work, it is important the 

new VP understand both contexts. Informants feel he does and call his hiring “a 

relief.” He was “able to challenge us in a way that we are now saying, ‘Oh my God, 

wow. We did not know what we thought we did’” (M5).  

 

In describing one-on-one or small group sessions (see above for more on the 

importance of this work) with the global VP, informants explain both that he brought 

knowledge to the conversation, and also that he slowed the conversation down 

enough to understand, at a deep level, what was truly happening in the processes of 

an individual location. Combining existing general knowledge with an increasingly 

complex understanding of local knowledge appears to be contributing to the success 

of the project.  
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While the presence of knowledgeable leadership is most often noted in reference to 

the global VP, it can be found in a few other circumstances. For example, a few 

managers have experiences of lean implementation from other companies, which 

made them early and eager adopters of the process within Manufacturing Co. 

Additionally, one non-H.Q. manager commented that improvements at his facility 

have been significantly advanced by the recent hiring of a planner scheduler, whose 

experience far exceeded that of the previous employee. With this competent scheduler 

now on board, improvements are advancing more rapidly. This is also an indicator of 

willing leadership, the next factor.  

 

Fresh leadership: As with Water Org, the theme of fresh leadership reflects both the 

importance of new team members, with their outside experience that can inform the 

Manufacturing Co. context and the removal of previous team members, whose 

departure makes way for new contributions and voices. Some informants note that 

changes in leadership overtime have allowed remaining leaders to recognize 

organizational shifts that have already occurred. “Enough of the anti-change people 

that either left or were exited from the organization” (M10), allowing for the 

emergence of new leadership with a willingness to change and for opinions to be 

shared. In the past, it was difficult for divergent voices to be heard. “If you are used to 

that for 20 years, it is very difficult to change that” (M8), even when organizational 
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appetite for hearing from non-HQ leadership has grown. Informants say, “our voice is 

really heard now.”  

 

Additionally, the CEO expresses a philosophy that not all team members “can be 

saved” when going through a major organizational shift. “They need to decide 

whether they want to be here.” A HQ-based factory supervisor was recently 

dismissed, because of his seeming unwillingness to adopt the lean manufacturing 

mindset. His departure will make room for fresh leadership that can support the 

organizational initiative.  

 

Middle people: The final theme within representative leadership is that of middle 

people, who can bridge cultures and organizational levels to facilitate the work of 

change. Informants describe this role with the words advocate, spokesperson, 

translator, champion, truth teller, and mates. A U.S.-based informant described the 

value of having two individuals working globally who filled this role of middle 

person: “I think because they could talk to them. They could go back; they 

understood what they were doing; they understood how they felt about things. How 

they really felt. And what it meant” (M3).  

 

As the above quote illustrates, the ability to talk directly, have clarity of 

understanding, and an ability to “go back” and advocate for the organizational 

position are important qualities and functions of the middle person. Other qualities 
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include the ability to translate what is happening to specific functional areas, the 

ability to influence the process in both directions, the ability to speak both English 

and the local language, willingness to tell the truth, capacity to show both empathy 

and loyalty, and a willingness to acknowledge differences.  

 

This middle person can bridge both cultures–Belgian to U.S., for example–or levels 

of the organization, as illustrated by the description of leaders: 

[Previously] there was no one able to translate the vision and the 

strategy into actionable items on a global scale to drive that change 

within the company. He’s really doing both. He’s really, he’s about the 

strategy. He can, he can translate that in specific things that need to 

happen in accounting, in traffic, in production, in front and in the back 

office. Um, yeah, it’s that holistic view that we missed, and that 

translation. (M5) 

 

[X and Y] were the big guys that championed over there; explained it 

to everybody, in Dutch. “Here’s what we do and here’s how we’re 

doing it.” They took on all of the big arguments; you know, the reason 

I say “in Dutch,” is that it’s in the native language. (M3) 

 

In particular, a relationship between one Belgian leader and a U.S. based leader has 

emerged that seems to allow for a freer flow of communication and understanding. 

Their working relationship began when they attended a leadership development 

training together, and over the years “we found each other,” says one of the men. The 

relationship strengthened during the failed SAP implementation, as the two learned to 

talk openly and to push for understanding the other’s perspective. “We had our times, 

we had hard discussions. But [he] was so understanding, so open minded that he said, 

‘Why are they saying that? And what about that?’ And, the other way around. … In a 
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way that 1+1=3” (M5). Now, one informant describes their relationship as “mates,” 

and notes that they can always call each other to seek understanding about the lean 

initiative or other global work.  

 

In particular, a relationship between one Belgian leader and a U.S. based leader has 

emerged that seems to allow for a freer flow of communication and understanding. 

Their working relationship began when they attended a leadership development 

training together, and over the years “we found each other,” says one of the men. The 

relationship strengthened during the failed SAP implementation, as the two learned to 

talk openly and to push for understanding the other’s perspective. “We had our times, 

we had hard discussions. But [he] was so understanding, so open minded that he said, 

‘Why are they saying that? And what about that?’ And, the other way around. … In a 

way that 1+1=3” (M5). Now, one informant describes their relationship as “mates,” 

and notes that they can always call each other to seek understanding about the lean 

initiative or other global work.  

 

The role of the middle person, along with the presence of local leadership, 

knowledgeable leadership, and willing leadership, contribute overall to representative 

leadership, individuals that are able to represent the specific location or function’s 

needs to higher levels of the organization, and then in turn represent the 

organization’s needs at the local level. Representative leadership emerges from the 

participatory mindset and plays an important role in enacting the micro 
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implementation discussed above. These factors contributed to the success of the lean 

initiative and stand in contrast to the failed SAP implementation.  

Factors present in the SAP implementation 

Across the organization, from the CEO to every other level I spoke with, the lean 

initiative is considered already successful, and also a source of future hope. The tone 

is markedly different when speaking about the SAP implementation, which is largely 

seen as a complete failure (as evidenced in the assessment results, mentioned above). 

It’s no surprise, then, that many of the factors that seemed to contribute to the success 

of the lean initiative are absent or only minimally present in the SAP implementation. 

This section looks at participatory mindset, micro implementation, and representative 

leadership within the SAP implementation.  

Participatory mindset 

The CEO’s “album cover” vision for the SAP system lacked the clarity needed to 

inform the work of others. Despite this, a shared desire for a better ERP system 

existed across the global company; the Belgian team was involved in the evaluation 

of different software systems and the selection of SAP. 

The decision to go for SAP was a decision taken by all of us. Nobody 

can be blamed to have chosen SAP because in benchmarking and 

seeing different demos, we in Belgium went to visit a few companies 

using SAP. And with the limited knowledge that we have, we all came 

to the same conclusion that SAP was the right system. So until then, 

the process was globally managed so that every part had something to 

say. I recall that it was a unanimous decision to go for it. (M6) 
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But after that decision, informants say the process became a headquarters-only 

initiative. “We weren’t talking to Shanghai office at all. We weren’t talking to the 

Brazil office. The [Louisiana] office was pretty much checked out and I’m pretty sure 

that the GM there expected the whole thing to fail” (M1). As another leader put it,  

From then on, we were no longer involved in the project. We didn’t 

really hear anything about the progress of the project. I remember to 

be very concerned because, I said, I would expect that people would 

talk to us in order to understand the needs that we have here locally. 

And that is not happening. …We were one-third of the company and 

they would never speak to us. (M6) 

 

In this context, inviting to the table as equals did not happen. “Sitting in a meeting 

and listening to things, or getting an email to get an update, is not the same as being 

involved” (M3). Ideas from outside headquarters were also rare, as was resistance. 

This may be because, as one informant explained, “the people leading the resistance 

are slaughtered” (M2). Likewise, there was no evidence of recognition, celebration, 

or support; nor was there any structural or system changes that created accountability 

in the process. In short, the SAP implementation started strong in terms of a 

participatory mindset, but from the point of decision forward became driven from the 

headquarters’ perspective (M1).  

Micro implementation 

The implementation required the customization of modules of the SAP software. 

These customizations became costly and time consuming, eventually drowning the 

project before even headquarters was successfully running on SAP. Had they 

succeeded at headquarters, even more adaptations to the SAP system would have 
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been needed at the other locations in order to make the software work with the 

processes used for custom manufacturing processes. In short, a failure to fully 

understand the micro implementations needed caused the collapse of the macro 

change process: 

The big mistake that was made, that we didn’t realize either, was that 

we thought we were very alike–the Belgium operations and the 

American operations. But it appears that our processes look alike from 

the outside, but when you dive into details, we do things a little bit 

different. We would never fit in a system that would be customized for 

the U.S. operation. (M6) 

The complexity of making the global standard of SAP locally flexible is what 

ultimately doomed the project, as it had with previous efforts to implement a common 

ERP system (M1, M3, M5, M6).  

 

At the same time, the SAP implementation is not without examples of micro 

implementation. The decision was made early on to implement SAP first at one of 

Manufacturing Co.’s smallest, U.S. based locations. This was completed successfully, 

and its success justified the further expenditure of time and money for a headquarters 

implementation. However, the first location required fewer customizations to 

accommodate existing processes and did not involve the global complexity that was 

later encountered. Its success was misleading as a result. 

Representative leadership 

In the absence of a participatory mindset, it was difficult for leaders outside of 

headquarters to emerge as representative leadership in the SAP implementation 

process. Past software implementations had failed to account for differences in master 
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data (currencies, address formats, parts numbers, etc.). Languages also created 

challenges. “It was all English, not in Flemish, not in German, not in French, not in 

Russian, not in Italian, not in Arabic” (M4). Within the SAP implementation, this was 

also largely ignored, in part because the process never reached the stage of including 

non-U.S. locations.  

 

Knowledgeable leadership was also a challenge. As was also seen with Water Org, in 

a small organization, few if any team members have the technical knowledge needed 

to fully comprehend complex IT systems. “They’d ask me if I had any questions, I’d 

always tell them, I don’t know what questions to ask” (M4). This leads to decision 

making based on trust in the recommendations made by just one or two executives. In 

the case of Manufacturing Co., the director of IT may have predetermined SAP as the 

right solution (M4). However, because he was new to the organization, he may not 

have understood the complexity of the customized work, which challenged the 

implementation process (M2, M3). The selection of a knowledgeable consultant to 

guide the process should help mitigate for lack of organizational knowledge, but 

some feel the selection of the consultant was rushed, leading to a sub-optimal choice 

(M1, M2, M6). Knowledge sharing was also thwarted throughout the process, as 

leaders attempted to maintain control of the messaging around the project.  

The people in IT, the consultant and the director, were starting to tell 

people what they were going to say in the pre-meeting before the 

meeting. You know, it should be red but we’re going to make it yellow 

for the meeting. (M4) 
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By ignoring global complexity, limiting opportunities for participation, threatening 

those who showed resistance, and controlling or falsifying knowledge, it was virtually 

impossible for representative leadership to emerge in the process.  

 

Participatory mindset, micro implementation, and representative leadership were 

missing or lacking in the SAP implementation. However, it’s important to note that as 

was also seen at Water Org, even if they had been fully present it might not have been 

enough to change the outcome of the project. The selection of SAP might have 

doomed the project from the beginning; one informant said choosing SAP to meet 

their needs was like trying to “kill a mosquito with a blowtorch” (M4). Others think 

the selection of the consultant doomed the project. Regardless, it is possible that no 

amount of engagement or attending to culture or relationship could have overcome 

the technical challenges and lack of human and financial resources that plagued this 

project.  
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Appendix C: The Case of Conserve Co. 
 

While the first two cases presented different types of organizations, there were 

striking similarities: both organizations have a few hundred employees spread across 

the globe; the change projects explored from these organizations were internal; while 

the change initiatives themselves were complex, the impact was specific to the 

organizations in which they were conducted.  

 

The third case in this study, Conserve Co., is distinctly different. Conserve Co. is a 

65-person U.S.-based organization with small offices in the U.K. and Singapore. As a 

consultancy, Conserve Co. partners with external clients to prevent waste from 

reaching landfills. (Because of the proprietary nature of Conserve Co.’s work, the 

specific details of their industry and methods have been disguised throughout this 

dissertation.) While the company itself is small, Conserve Co.’s success project 

documents a partnership between the consultancy and a multinational company that is 

one of the world’s largest employers. It is, as one executive called it, a David and 

Goliath story, except in contrast to the biblical narrative, this David and the giant end 

up forming a collaborative partnership.  

 

Client B project, the underperforming initiative featured in this case, is that of a 

potential partnership that has yet to get off the ground despite years of effort. Below I 

introduce both projects in more detail, then move into my within-case analysis to 
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share findings from Conserve Co. This appendix closes with a brief discussion of the 

findings.    

Case Description 

Goliath global partnership: Success 

Conserve Co.’s partnership with Goliath began in earnest after the consultancy’s CEO 

met a Goliath North American executive at a waste reduction tradeshow. Long 

discussions occurring over several months led to a series of pilot tests that 

demonstrated Conserve Co.’s ability to support waste reduction at Goliath sites across 

North America, Italy, the U.K., and Singapore. In large part, these pilots spread 

because the North American executive was a member of a global sustainability group, 

whose other members became interested in the work. As Goliath’s sustainability 

goals increased, the group recognized Conserve Co. as a “one of the tools to 

implement” (C7). The initial pilots were successful, and a modest partnership was 

established; however, this partnership developed slowly, and eventually regressed 

some, in part because of changing leadership at Goliath.  

 

In 2015, Conserve Co.’s CEO had an open day between client visits in Europe and 

requested a Paris meeting with Goliath’s Chief Sustainability Officer (CSO). To the 

CEO’s surprise, the CSO accepted the request and a professional relationship formed 

from there; Goliath’s CSO came to value the CEO’s industry knowledge. While the 

previous work together had been initiated by regional leaders, the relationship with 

the CSO was Conserve Co.’s first opportunity to build a partnership at the “group” 
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(global headquarters) level. After negotiation and much work by both parties, the two 

companies signed an agreement, and Conserve Co. expected to see orders rolling in 

throughout 2018. Instead, almost nothing happened.  

 

By January of 2019, the Conserve CEO knew his small firm could no longer sustain 

the investment of time they were putting into Goliath if revenue wasn’t going to 

follow. He told the CSO, “We need a mandate. This is not going to happen 

otherwise.” The CSO was able to arrange a presentation with the Goliath global CEO 

and top leaders of each division. The high-pressure meeting led to a mandate to halve 

the firm’s primary form of waste by 2030, but the mandate did not secure Conserve 

Co.’s position as the provider of choice. Goliath took several more months to consult 

with Conserve’s competitors.  

 

Then, in the summer of 2019, the CEO of Goliath invited the Conserve CEO to join 

him at a global trade event, where Goliath formally announced their waste reduction 

goal and their intent to use Conserve Co.’s processes and technology in thousands of 

sites globally. Though this might have felt like a victory for the small company, it 

was quickly overwhelmed by the need to negotiate a new service agreement. Now 

that the CEO of Goliath had issued a clear mandate, legal and other departments at 

Goliath stepped in to aggressively review the partnership structure. The intense 

negotiations did relational damage to the partnership, but the Conserve CEO says 

they ultimately facilitated an important process. “That was the transformation of it 
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becoming institutionalized [at Goliath].” With the new service agreement now signed, 

implementation is in full swing for the first wave of sites. Conserve Co. needed to 

revise their ways of working in order to accommodate such a significant growth 

opportunity, and to accommodate the many different cultures and jurisdictions within 

which they must now operate.   

 

Conserve considers the Goliath project to be a success, from the early pilots to the 

successful negotiation of a “landmark agreement” (C5), to the early phase of 

implementation in which they are now engaged. This sense of success is bolstered by 

Goliath’s remarkable commitment, which is evidenced in the unusual, publicly 

announced decision to tie their financing rates to their waste reduction goals. Failure 

to do so will result in higher interest rates. Success can be seen in much smaller ways, 

as well, such as sites that have managed to reduce their waste by 3 to 15%, the high 

end of which is considered a “staggering” number (C8). Assessment results confirm 

the organizational assumption of the project’s success; the project received an 

aggregate score of 28.55 out of 42 possible points. On a seven-point scale, 

participants rated the Goliath project lowest on its ability to confirm to deadlines 

(mean=3.27, n=11) and budget (mean=3.45, n=11), while they rated it highest on its 

contribution to developed capabilities within Conserve Co. (mean=5.73, n=11) and 

overall (mean=5.73, n=11).  
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Client B: Failure 

Conserve Co.’s underperforming project, the Client B project, is an effort to establish 

a partnership with another global firm in the same industry as Goliath. It began much 

the same way as Goliath, with the Conserve CEO connecting with a regional 

executive who liked Conserve Co.’s offerings and began to encourage their use. This 

generated “pockets of local support” (C6), clusters of sites where the Conserve 

products and services were successfully in use.  

 

Client B’s organizational structure, culture, and direction made it difficult to connect 

the pockets of support into a bigger, global opportunity. Some Client B contacts did 

not seem “bought in” to the program (C10), perhaps because of an existing Client B 

waste reduction program that, while more manual than Conserve Co.’s, did have 

some organizational acceptance. One interviewee speculated that Client B’s interest 

in the Conserve Co. program might have been for information gathering in order to 

improve their own program (C5). Conserve Co. employees report feeling a sense of 

distrust toward Client B; this distrust might be well-founded. Client B has recently 

relaunched their own waste reduction initiative that bears some resemblance to that of 

Conserve Co. 

 

After several years of site-specific work with Client B, Conserve Co. has yet to 

establish a partnership with the organization overall. While individual results for 

Client B sites have been positive, overall Conserve Co. considers this an under-

developed project. They remain hopeful for the future of the relationship but know 
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the results to-date have not met expectations. This is reflected in the assessment 

results; the project had an aggregate score of 19.25, and an overall individual mean of 

1.75 (n=4) on a 7-point scale. The small sample size reflects the reality that many of 

those involved with the Client B project have since left Conserve Co. 

Findings 

As with the previous cases, my research process included using the Gioia method 

(Gioia et al., 2013) of content analysis, consistent with the conventions of grounded 

theory. Many of the same second order themes emerged within Conserve Co.’s 

transcripts, but new themes also presented themselves. In the end, the Conserve Co. 

data structure emerged as having 10 themes and three aggregate dimensions. 

Additionally, some of the previous themes, such as clear vision, expanded to 

accommodate additional nuance, or combined with other themes, as was the case with 

knowledgeable leadership and decision making by experts. The final data structure is 

presented in the figure below.  

 

Second order themes absent from those presented in the previous cases are 

collaborative start, ideas from outside headquarters, inviting to the table as equals, 

professionalism, and willing leadership. While some first order codes support the 

presence of these ideas, they appeared in low frequency and were therefore 

determined to be insignificant in the Conserve Co. case. It could be said that Goliath’s 

consideration of partnership with Conserve was an example of inviting a smaller 



 

293 

organization to the table as an equal; however, without more data from Goliath (I was 

only able to interview one Goliath executive), this perspective is unsubstantiated.  

Conserve Co. Data Structure 

 

Success factors in the Goliath partnership 

Only one new success factor, in terms of second order themes, emerged from the data 

analysis: pilots. Definitions for three success factors changed as a result of the 

Conserve Co. analysis. These are (1) clear vision, which was re-labeled to clear 

vision/clear mandate; (2) system and structural changes, renamed accountability; and 

• Clear vision/Clear mandate  

• Recognition, celebration, support  

• Accountability/ownership (through 

system & structural changes, etc.) 

• Pilots 
• Formal communication channels 

• Global standards with local 

flexibility 

• Attending to culture and relationship 

with one-on-one or small group 

work 

• Local leadership (cultural 

sensitivity) 

• Knowledgeable leadership (which 

allows for decision making by 

cultural & technical experts)  

• Middle people (bridge cultures, 

levels, and organizations) 

 

 

Participatory Mindset 

Nested Change 

Representative 

Leadership/Relationship 
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(3) middle people, whose definition was amended to include the bridging of 

organizations in addition to cultures and levels. Definitions for these themes are 

presented below, along with two aggregate dimension name changes: (1) 

Representative Leadership, re-labeled, Representative Leadership/Relationships; and 

(2) Micro Implementation, re-named Nested Change. 

New & Revised Codes for Conserve Co. 

 

Code Definition 

Pilots Exploratory efforts that test the validity of an 

idea or service within a specific context 

Clear vision/clear mandate Clarity around the purpose of and reasoning 

for the change project; clear direction for 

senior leadership as to the vision or objective 

Accountability Efforts to create a more interdependent 

relationship between participants and shared 

responsibility by changing or introducing 

organizational structure or systems 

Middle people Individuals who contribute to the change 

process by bridging national cultures or levels 

of the organization, or by bridging 

organizations 

Representative 

Leadership/Relationships 

Local, regional, and global leaders have voice 

in the change process, through relationships, 

to enable emergence of cultural and technical 

expertise 

Nested Change The global (macro) change occurs through 

micro changes at the divisional and individual 

levels, which are navigated through boundary 

spanning relationships and the balancing of 

local and global realities 

 

Each aggregate dimension and its themes are explored in detail below.  
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Participatory mindset 

The aggregate dimension of participatory mindset is present when the change is 

designed to invite and support participation at all levels through engagement 

processes that create a shared sense of direction and accountability. Four second order 

themes of participatory mindset were substantially documented at Conserve Co. 

These themes are discussed below.  

 

Clear vision/clear mandate: In previous cases, the organization’s clear vision for the 

project was a contributing factor to its success. This was true at Conserve Co., where 

the potential partnership with Goliath represented an incredible opportunity to fulfill 

the company’s waste reduction mission, while also contributing substantially to 

Conserve Co.’s financial growth. Because it had the potential to be such a big 

windfall, and a huge impact as far as waste reduction and opportunity, it was made 

very clear from the top down how important this initiative was” (C10). Team 

members describe an “all hands on deck” atmosphere related to the Goliath project. 

 

But at Conserve Co., working with massive multinational partner Goliath required 

more than just a clear vision; it also required a clear mandate from the Goliath CEO 

in order to institutionalize the partnership. Without the mandate, Goliath team 

members did not prioritize the waste reduction initiative, perhaps believing it was a 

temporarily “trendy” topic that would disappear when another cause took its place. 

The mandate moved people around the world into action: 
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When a new initiative comes along, they think, "Oh, here’s the next, 

the next big thing. If we just do it for a few months, it’ll go away and 

then the next thing will come along," kind of thing. Now, if we didn’t 

have this mandate from the Goliath CEO, that to me is the position we 

would be in now, whereby you’d get those proactive sites, or those 

proactive active account managers who want to do this, but you’d also 

get a lot of people who go, "I’ve got too much on my plate at the 

minute; I can’t be dealing with putting a system in like this." (C8) 

 

The Goliath CEO’s mandate, along with the decision to tie access to bank financing 

to waste reduction rates, “kept the pressure on people below them to do this right” 

(C6). Informants describe the mandate as having a “trickle down effect,” which was 

welcome after years of pushing a “bottom up” strategy (C9). The importance of the 

mandate is a reminder that “tone from the top” (C13) is often a significant contributor 

to the success of global change projects, perhaps especially in large and dispersed 

organizations. A mandate, however, does not reduce the rigor experienced in 

establishing the partnership. Goliath’s CSO wonders if his organization may have lost 

site of the vision of the project as a partnership, even while being clear on the 

mandate to reduce waste, during the contract negotiations. “I think the length of the 

association should have had some greater impact […instead of] disregarding the 

history and disregarding the previous engagement.” Now that the master service 

agreement is in place, however, team members report having a clear vision and 

mandate not just for the project, but for the relationship itself. “We’re more co-

dependent, because we’ve taken that leap” (C4).  
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Conserve Co.’s long-term commitment to the possibility of Goliath as a partner, and 

Goliath’s more recent and publicly outspoken commitment to waste reduction, both 

reflect an interesting dynamic present in this case: the dual motivation of mission and 

money. At Conserve Co., informants talk about being mission aligned, and hiring 

people who are passionate about solving this issue of waste (C1). Scaling this passion 

across thousands of Goliath sites represents an important opportunity to “build a 

better world for the future and a more sustainable world” (C10) that is motivating to 

the Conserve Co. team members; securing those contracts will also help the 

organization become more profitable. At the same time, Conserve Co. recognizes that 

the Goliath motivation is primarily about financial savings; this was confirmed by the 

Goliath CSO. As one informant explained, “at the site level, we probably talk more 

about the ability to improve the bottom line for the target,” though the social and 

environmental impact are important secondary sources of motivation.  

 

This dual source of motivation seems to inspire the clear vision/clear mandate present 

in both companies. At Conserve Co., the potential for tremendous contribution to 

mission and substantial financial income justified the expensive use of time on the 

project before Goliath offered any guarantees of partnership. At Goliath, the CEO’s 

mandate was presented with a business case and a “feel good” environmental factor. 

The importance of clear vision/clear mandate and its intertwining with mission and 

money cannot be overstated. I coded 49 separate interview comments related to this 

factor, which was approximately 12% of the total codes. Almost every informant 
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spoke about the importance of the clear vision/clear mandate, and the connection 

between money and mission as a source of motivation.  

 

Recognition, celebration, support: The length of time required to secure the Goliath 

project has muted what might naturally have been a time of celebration for the 

organization. “It’s been a slow celebration. And then everything happens so quickly 

now with the orders. It’s kind of like, okay, there’s no time to celebrate” (C1). 

Despite this, the Conserve CEO and team have taken time to publicly recognize and 

celebrate the incredible accomplishment of landing the Goliath contract, through 

balloons at a company-wide celebration, and regular shout outs for staff 

accomplishments. While multiple references to celebration and recognition occurred 

during interviews, the mentions didn’t seem to contribute to the overall success of the 

project.  

 

However, recognition is beginning to play a more substantial role throughout the 

implementation process. Conserve Co. produces a “success report” that recognizes 

compliance with the new systems and celebrates sites doing a good job (C6). In 

previous client partnerships, reports and interactions such as this have contributed to 

successful implementations, largely because it creates a system of accountability, the 

next factor to be discussed.  
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Accountability: The previous cases, those of Water Org and Manufacturing Co., 

involved internal global change projects where legitimate power (French & Raven, 

1959) of hierarchical relationships was present, and where organizational structure 

could be rearranged to further encourage accountability to the change project. In an 

externally focused change initiative such as the Conserve Co. project, the 

organization holds no legitimate power over its partner, and so system and structure 

changes cannot be forced or leveraged to create accountability. This meant Conserve 

Co. needed to look for other means of holding Goliath’s sites accountable to engaging 

with the Conserve Co. products and services in order to reduce waste. In previous 

engagements, Conserve Co. used interpersonal, site-specific communication between 

its customer service managers and contacts in the client organization to foster 

engagement. But the scale of this project and the tight financial margins prevents a 

personal strategy for the new Goliath global partnership (C4). Conserve Co. has had 

to establish other structures and systems for creating accountability using technology 

and Goliath country project managers (C8).  

 

In the new global partnership, Conserve Co. is working with so many sites they “can’t 

afford to be chasing them one by one” (C1). The model now requires Goliath to 

identify executive sponsorship for the project in a business unit or country to provide 

high-level endorsement (an extension of the clear mandate), and a country project 

manager to provide supervision of the region’s sites. These project managers then 

work with Conserve customer service managers using technology to monitor site 



 

300 

compliance. The project manager communicates directly with the site to encourage its 

progress. The intent is to let Goliath drive the project, with guidance from Conserve. 

As one interviewee explained, they want to “have [Goliath] resources put against the 

program management so that this is their program, not our program that we’re trying 

to install within their culture” (C1). Successful project managers throughout the early 

phases of the project were those who learned the program thoroughly in order to be a 

resource to Goliath sites across their country. One interviewee compared a very 

capable project manager in India, with his UK counterparts.  

He was owning this and he could therefore own the figures, the 

reduction amounts, everything, all of these financial kind of the 

financial numbers. And he could own the math. He could speak to that 

in a completely different way than other people that we’ve dealt with 

in for instance, the UK, where as soon as they had any questions to 

take up to their managers for instance, they always needed to come to 

us because they didn’t understand the data. (C14) 

In this example, the Indian project manager is taking ownership for the project 

because of the system and structural changes that have made him accountable for the 

results. His understanding is making him an effective middle person between the two 

organizations (see below for further discussion of the middle person theme). This 

accountability is already paying off; some India sites are seeing 6% savings in the 

cost of raw materials because of the reduction in waste (C8).  

 

Accountability may be aided by cultural norms. For example, one country project 

manager in the United Arab Emirates was especially gifted at getting her sites to 
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comply with the waste reduction procedures. When a Conserve customer service 

manager asked about her methods, she explained to the Conserve team member: 

“It’s very much a cultural thing.” There’s a lot of multinationals 

working in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. And she said, that families rely on 

them having a job in the country. And she said should they get 

disciplined or we removed from a company or site or whatever you 

want to call it, and then people then find it very difficult to find new 

jobs in that region. So she said, “it is quite easy to get people to do 

things in the UAE.” (C8) 

 

The Conserve Co. employee relating this story acknowledged that obedience to 

authority may help ensure accountability, but, said the interviewee, the project 

manager’s consistent communication and understanding of the program was also a 

contributing factor to the results she was getting. Accountable leaders, 

communication, and a sense of ownership work together (C8).  

 

Technology and the data it provides are important parts of creating compliance, as 

they inform both Conserve and Goliath project team members where more attention is 

needed. In meetings with groups of project managers, Conserve team members use 

agendas with next steps listed, and Goliath team member names beside them. When 

reports indicate a site is struggling, Conserve uses the project managers as an 

“escalation path” (C1) to raise concerns. After providing interpretations of data in 

early project manager meetings, one customer service manager learned to “flip” the 

process so Goliath project managers are now expected to share insights drawn from 

data, a small responsibility that creates more accountability (C8). At higher levels of 
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leadership within Goliath, “red leader boards” (C13) serve as a dashboard for 

measuring progress and identifying areas of success or concern.   

 

Of course, the Goliath decision to tie bank financing to waste reduction goals also 

served as a form of accountability created by structural or system changes. “That 

keeps the pressure on them for him to keep the pressure on the people below them to 

do this right. So this time around we have that high level engagement” (C6).  

Representative leadership/relationships 

The second aggregate dimension, representative leadership/relationships, occurs 

when local, regional, and global leaders have voice in the change process, through 

relationships, to enable emergence of cultural and technical expertise. In the Water 

Org and Manufacturing Co. cases, I labeled this dimension representative leadership; 

with Conserve Co., the word relationship is added to indicate that between separate 

organizations partnering together, the partners do not have formal leadership of one 

another, but relationships are none the less important. The following sections consider 

second order themes that contributed to success.  

 

Local leadership: As with the above factors, the local leadership factor in the 

Conserve Co. case presents itself at two phases of the project: in the long period of 

time during which the relationship was considered and tested, and in the 

implementation of Conserve Co.’s waste reduction services into Goliath sites.  
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Early opportunities with Goliath presented some of Conserve Co.’s first forays into 

work outside North America. As the potential for the relationship grew, and as 

Conserve Co. looked at the locations of their strongest competitors, it became clear 

that they would need staff on the ground throughout the globe. A European office was 

opened as the European headquarters, ensuring that Conserve Co. staff were now 

located in the same time zone as the Goliath headquarters. Informants describe this as 

an important contributor to success: 

There’s so much communication happening between people in France, 

in this case, and Conserve Co. and given that, you know, we want to 

be as responsive as we can and also just sort of demonstrate that we 

are a global company with the capacity to execute at a global scale. 

Um, having someone there, you know, in an office, like a legitimate 

office, and subsidiaries there in Europe sort of showed well for that. 

And then just the ability to, you know, respond to questions more 

timely, based on the client’s sort of working hours. (C10) 

 

As that quote illustrates, the European office plays an important role in establishing 

the organization’s credibility as a global organization. Local leadership also impacts 

global change projects as it makes the organization more aware of the culture of a 

region. As one informant, an American, explained, 

It’s definitely gotten us closer to, to having empathy for intercultural 

differences and just understanding of different ways of working 

because it’s a melting pot, right? So we have German colleagues and 

Swedish colleagues and you know, people from different places and 

backgrounds and different work styles, which has led to some, you 

know, communication challenges sometimes or you know. It’s nothing 

major, but just getting used to different communication styles and 

such. So I would say the [European] office has taken us in the right 

steps, the right direction for global organization. (C1) 
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As the Conserve Co. and Goliath relationship has become more established, local 

leadership has also been important for the implementation of the Conserve Co. 

services into sites throughout Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Presenting Conserve 

Co. as a global organization with local representation is helpful in overcoming the 

“wasn’t created here, won’t work here” orientation reportedly held by some, 

especially Northern Europeans (C13). Additionally, informants shared stories of how 

Goliath regional leaders in India and the United Arab Emirates, for example, were 

able to bring important perspectives to cross-organization conversations, and 

ultimately led to more successful site implementations (C8, C14).  

 

Knowledgeable leadership: While local leadership is important for the navigation of 

culture, knowledgeable leadership is important for navigating the task challenges of 

global change projects. In this case, it is Conserve Co.’s advanced knowledge of the 

waste industry in which they work that makes them an important partner. Goliath’s 

CSO identified three areas of expertise that Conserve Co. possesses: (1) knowledge of 

the waste industry; (2) knowledge of the specific kind of production facilities in 

which Goliath operates; and (3) knowing the technology that makes waste reduction 

possible in these facilities. He explained: 

I think the fact that they are a company that singularly focused on the 

issue, the particular issue. They brought with them a knowledge and an 

expertise that for a lot of organizations would be difficult. That 

culmination of typical knowledge about the subject matter. Knowledge 

about the whole system … All of that combined together, convinced us 

that although small, they had an important role to play and could 

provide us with the necessary assistance. 
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One informant credits the Conserve Co. CEO with creating the waste reduction 

segment in which they work (C5), and several observed that the CEO’s deep industry 

knowledge was an important factor from the very beginning of the Goliath 

relationship. This deep knowledge of the industry extends to other Conserve Co. team 

members. “She is genuinely proud of mastering the topic,” said one interviewee in 

describing a colleague (C3). At site implementations, this mastery of knowledge 

becomes a useful tool in addressing site-specific questions. “There’s probably 200 

different ways to say one, three-minute thing,” said one team member (C9). By 

having such a wide awareness of approaches, team members seem better able to 

resolve site concerns.  

 

Middle people: In internal change projects like those discussed for Water Org and 

Manufacturing Co., middle people emerge to bridge different levels, regions, or 

cultures of the organization. In external change projects, like Conserve Co.’s 

partnership with Goliath, middle people may also emerge to bridge two organizations. 

Middle people play an important role in transferring knowledge and representing 

perspectives across the divides. In forming the partnership, Conserve Co.’s CEO and 

Goliath’s CSO served as middle people, bridging the two organizations. The enduring 

nature of the relationship has been described as “the biggest thing” that contributed to 

its eventual formalization (C7). Another Conserve Co. team member also played an 

important middle person role for Goliath, working “more than fulltime” on answering 
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their questions and designing the relationship. As one person observed, the cause for 

the relationship’s slow evolution toward formalization may have been in part that this 

Conserve Co. team member did not have a Goliath counterpart, able to get work done 

at the non-executive level.  

 

When considering site implementations, it is clear that Conserve Co.’s customer 

service managers feel the most effective Goliath regions and sites are those where the 

Goliath project manager is able to play the role of the middle person, which requires 

coming to fully understand the Conserve product and services, so they are able to 

represent the Conserve Co. perspective throughout implementation and in turn bring 

specific questions or concerns back to Conserve. “You need someone who’s on the 

other side telling the internal story of why this is strategic again” (C4). Again, the 

Goliath project manager for India emerges as an example: 

He was pushing the sites. He was owning that site relationship. …He 

could own the math. He could speak to that in a completely different 

way than other people that we’ve dealt with in, for instance, the UK, 

where as soon as they had any questions to take up to their managers 

for instance, they always needed to come to us because they didn’t 

understand the data. They didn’t understand what they were looking 

at; where this guy in India, he was really that point of, he had that 

understanding of the whole, if you want to put it, the whole universe of 

the program, how it worked in the different areas. (C14) 

 

But knowledge of the program alone isn’t sufficient to make someone an effective 

middle person bridging two organizations. Organizational experience is also 

important. Informants mentioned that in Singapore, a series of interns had been put in 
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charge of overseeing implementation. Though they were hard working, eager to 

please, and quick to learn, they lacked the organizational experience and seniority to 

implement successfully (C14). Likewise, the frequent turnover of interns made them 

ill equipped for successfully bridging the two organizations.  

 

What are the characteristics of middle people? In addition to knowledge, consistency, 

and some level of standing in the country, emotional awareness seems to be 

important. As one informant observed, middle people start by “reading the room and 

reading the energy” (C9) to identify where confusion or skepticism might exist. Other 

factors mentioned by informants include a desire to excel, believing the project to be 

important to the organization, resilience, positivity, open mindedness, a solution-

oriented mindset, access to a variety of contacts within the organization, influencing 

skills, and the ability to be candid with feedback (C8, C14). One informant drew from 

her Swedish heritage to explain these individuals, “We have this expression where it 

says fire in the soul. So they’re like really, really passionate people who just want to 

make it work.” 

Nested change 

Nested change is the idea that global (macro) change occurs through micro changes at 

the divisional and individual levels, which are navigated through boundary spanning 

relationships and the balancing of local and global realities. Earlier in the research 

process, I labeled this dimension micro change. However, after further consideration I 

felt that micro change overlooked the macro change efforts. Beginning with this case, 



 

308 

the term is relabeled as nested change to indicate that global change efforts are 

composed of a series of changes, smaller to larger, micro to macro, individual to 

global, that must “nest” within one another to accomplish the larger change effort. 

 

The Conserve Co. case introduces a new expression of the nested change dimension, 

pilots. This, along with formal communication channels, global standards with local 

flexibility, and attending to change through one-on-one or small group work, 

comprise for the dimension and are explained in detail below.  

 

Pilots: Pilot testing is a small-scale trial meant to provide learning opportunities or to 

serve as a proof-of-concept, before an initiative is implemented in a broader context. 

From the early days of the Goliath relationship, Conserve implemented a series of 

pilots to first demonstrate the cost savings and environmental benefit of their product 

at Goliath sites, and then to demonstrate their product’s ability to be implemented in a 

variety of contexts that differed based on geography and culture. One informant 

explained the concerns Goliath leaders around the world might have:  

“Well just, because it works in North America doesn’t mean it’s gonna 

work here in Malaysia." So yeah, battle with doing Singapore was 

helpful because it proves it will work in APAC. It did work in the UK; 

there was no reason it shouldn’t work in Luxembourg. (C6) 

 

Additionally, at least one early pilot utilized an external consultant to validate the 

findings of the initiative (C8), confirming the benefits of using the Conserve products.  
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The pilots resulted in learning that made for a more successful broader 

implementation, especially as they learned the resource intensity of the initial 

implementation plan would not be scalable to thousands of sites. “I had to think about 

technology investments and process design and things that would allow us to onboard 

this amount of sites without having to hire a ton of people and profitability” (C1). 

 

Because these pilots were successful, Conserve Co. was able to produce marketing 

materials that shared the pilots as case studies. “Whenever someone was interested or 

regions were interested, we would send up that [case study] and say, ‘Hey, this is all 

the success stories you’ve seen’” (C4). This shows the link between pilots and the 

next factor, Formal communication channels.  

 

Formal communication channels: While much of the work of change management is 

done interpersonally, through one-on-one or small group conversations (see below), 

formal communication channels can play an important role in raising awareness, 

sharing details, and advancing change. Goliath CEO’s clear mandate, which was 

announced on a global stage, is one example of Formal communication channels. 

Goliath has also sent formal messages about the importance of this initiative, by 

email.  

 

Now, as sites begin to roll out the Conserve product and services, customer service 

managers (CSM) are utilizing a “drip campaign” to slowly leak out implementation 
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information “so you’re not overwhelming or overpowering them all at once” (C8). 

The CSMs are working with Goliath project managers to establish communication 

plans that include compliance reports (called success reports) (C6), results (C8), 

coaching emails (C14), and net promoter scores that reflect system adherence (C14). 

Interestingly, through the pilots, Conserve Co. learned that cultural differences allow 

for more directive communication in some contexts (C4). Balancing this can be 

difficult in the midst of multiple national cultures; in trying to be more directive in 

order to make more progress, American colleagues have been warned that their style 

can be perceived as negative (C4).   

 

Global standards with local flexibility: As with the previous cases, Conserve Co. has 

found it necessary to establish global standards but allow for local flexibility: 

It’s very difficult as an organization to have a global policy. We can 

have a framework and we can have some guidance, but at the end of 

the day it comes down to the specificity of a region or location we 

operate and the external infrastructure that supports operation. (C13) 

 

This necessity of this adaptation was experienced in many ways. The nature of the 

raw materials Goliath sites use varies from region to region, as do the end products; 

system changes were required to accommodate these differences in materials by 

region; India had to be divided into four separate regions to accommodate the 

differences in raw materials used and the languages spoken. Some countries had 

legislation that required changes in the tracking or handling of waste, in the format of 

reporting, or in the recording of personally identifiable information. Waste 
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management infrastructure varies by region and country, making accommodation 

necessary. Because economic strength varies by country and region, an affordable 

option in one country might seem outrageously expensive in another; Conserve Co. 

had to develop a tiered pricing structure to allow implementation regardless of the 

strength of national economies.  

 

Terminology also became a challenge in applying the global standard to the local 

context. The proprietary term Conserve Co. uses to refer to their waste reduction 

equipment does not translate well in some languages. Likewise, they often call a site-

level contact the “champion,” a term that was confusing in some contexts. In all these 

situations, Conserve Co. had to develop local flexibility in the adaptation of global 

standards.   

 

Attending to culture and change in one-on-one or small group work: The final factor 

to discuss is that of attending to culture and change through interpersonal 

relationship, often in one-to-one communication or in small groups. In pilots and 

early implementations, the smaller scale allowed Conserve Co. to provide customized 

service by sites. “You’ve got to engage the frontline team because this program 

involves the frontline staff,” explained one team member (C8). Now, she explains, 

that is about to change:  

We’ve had to change our ways of working because of this large 

deployment. Prior to this large deployment … you’d engage directly 

with the general service manager at the site to work on that proposal, 

to get site information to help them through that deployment process, 
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to look at that day, et cetera, et cetera. That’s just not sustainable or 

feasible when you’ve got 1,300 sites with a goal of thousands to 

deploy in the next year. (C8) 

 

Now, instead of working individually with sites, the CSMs at Conserve will work 

individually and in groups with Goliath project managers who oversee work within 

the sites of a region or segment. The previously mentioned contacts within India and 

the UAE are an example of the way Conserve will engage Goliath. These Goliath 

representatives have been able to raise concerns to Conserve Co. team members, 

which can be resolved together (C14). The Goliath team members then need to carry 

on the work of one-on-one or small group engagement with specific sites. This begins 

with communicating the benefits of the program with a focus on potential financial 

savings (C13). 

 

Attending to change through one-on-one or small group engagement was also seen as 

the two organizations worked to define the nature of the partnership. One team 

member recalled carefully tailoring presentations for French representatives of 

Goliath, because of a belief that the culturally French are more exacting in their use of 

language. Another team member recalls having global group meetings during which 

team members would email each other individually to say, “I don’t understand what 

is happening” (C4). These conversations, which might also be indicators of 

burgeoning middle people relationships, are reminders of how change is navigated 

through interpersonal connection. Participants from one European culture sometimes 

seemed to be reviewing already decided information or stalling to litigate points that 
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others felt had already been decided (C7, C10). Members of this culture were 

perceived as asking, and re-asking, questions until they heard the answer they wanted 

(C10). Conserve Co. team members say these challenges were navigated by 

establishing agendas and other project management actions, allowing the 

conversation to progress more slowly than is comfortable for some cultures, and 

occasionally being very direct and concise in hopes of moving the conversation along 

(C4). Post-meeting conversations at the individual level were often an effective 

means of resolving obstacles (C7).  

Factors present in Client B  

Conserve Co.’s Client B initiative held promise to be a significant global partnership 

with the opportunity for roll out to thousands of Client B sites. In contrast to Goliath, 

however, the opportunity with Client B has (to date) failed to move forward in any 

significant way. Here, we consider the dimensions and factors present in the Goliath 

partnership, to ask if they were also present in the Client B relationship.  

Participatory mindset 

Clear vision/clear mandate; recognition, celebration, and support; and accountability 

were largely absent in the Client B account. Though several Client B sites had 

success with the Conserve products and services, those sites never had executive-

level sponsorship that leads to a clear mandate or a shared organizational vision. It is 

“particularly difficult sometimes to get site level engagement when the higher ups so 

to speak aren’t really pushing it down. You can tend to feel that within a big 

organization,” says one informant about Client B (C1). Perhaps executives never 
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became especially involved because the lower level leaders, even those who approved 

the implementations, remained unengaged. A Conserve Co. team member remembers 

one Client B colleague who had been assigned to the partnership but seemed 

unenthused. “Which sort of led to the difficult situation of like, you’re trying to sell 

this internally and we’re trying to help you do that, but you don’t really want to do it” 

(C10). Because internal buy-in was lacking, no accountability systems or recognition 

processes were established.  

Representative leadership/relationships 

The three factors of representative leadership/relationships are local leadership, 

knowledgeable leadership, and middle people. Conserve Co. team members were 

local to the regions in which Client B sites existed, so the possibility of local 

leadership existed, though it did not seem to contribute to the project’s performance.  

 

It was Conserve Co.’s knowledge that may have attracted Client B sites to engage the 

firm as partners; as mentioned in the case narrative above, some Conserve team 

members were concerned that Client B’s intent was actually to steal ideas in order to 

develop their own waste management system, which pre-dated the partnership (C1, 

C5, C10). Knowledgeable leadership in successful projects contributed to the success 

of the participating sites. In the underdeveloped Client B initiative, however, a 

contrasting form of knowledge became an inhibitor. Within the Client B global 

organization, site-level decision making often falls to people in a specific role; the 

organization holds leaders with this sort of training in high regard. The internal 
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exaltation of this specific role seems to create a sense of hubris, Conserve Co. team 

members felt, among the leaders in that role, making it difficult for them to admit any 

inadequacies (such as in their waste management processes). In this way, the 

industry-specific knowledge of the exalted leaders, and the organizational power it 

gave them, may have made it difficult to accept their own lack of knowledge in other 

areas in order to seek the help from waste reduction efforts (C6, C9).  

 

With Client B colleagues showing distance, as described above, it’s no wonder that 

middle people relationships failed to emerge. Some of the more engaged Client B 

team members were sustainability leaders who lacked organization-wide influence 

(C4). Other contacts did not take responsibility for learning the program thoroughly. 

“Our contacts there were quite difficult in terms of expecting a lot and getting not a 

lot” C1). Teammates also acknowledge that turnover at Conserve Co. may have also 

contributed to the failure of middle people relationships to form (C5).  

Nested change 

The factors of nested change present in the Goliath project include pilots, formal 

communication channels, global standards with local flexibility, and attending to 

change through one-on-one or small group work. As with the above factors, for the 

most part these were absent or inadequate in the Client B project.  

 

It could be said that Conserve Co. considered the Client B sites to be pilot tests that 

would prove their products’ viability for Client B. However, as the success at these 
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sites failed to contribute to a broader successful initiative, they were not a success 

factor. In interviews, Conserve team members mentioned few examples of formal 

communication channels; one team member, however, told a story of working with a 

Client B site leader (who held the exalted position described above) to prepare for a 

regional meeting where they would share story about the leader’s waste reduction 

success and invite other sites to engage the Conserve products and services. Despite 

advance conversations where the Client B leader credited Conserve’s work with the 

results, in the actual meeting he downplayed Conserve Co.’s contribution (C6). This 

could be perceived as an instance when formal communication channels failed to 

produce positive results, in part because the representative relationship (see above) 

failed as well.  

 

The partnership never reached the point where accommodation for local standards 

was required. Attending to change through one-on-one or small group work was 

present in small ways, made difficult by the inadequate relationships as described 

above.  
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Appendix D: The Case of Economic Org 
 

Economic Org (EO) is a small, U.S.-based international NGO founded in 1987 with a 

mission of alleviating poverty among the ultra-poor. The World Bank defines the 

ultra-poor as living at or below $1.90 USD/day (“World Bank Poverty Overview,” 

2019). Economic Org works primarily in Kenya and Uganda, where the organization 

provides grants to assist individuals in starting micro enterprise businesses (such as a 

small chicken farm). Within the field of international development, their work is 

classified as graduation, which is a time-bound sequence of activities designed to put 

people on a path out of extreme poverty. According to EO team members, this always 

includes saving groups, business training, mentoring, and grants or low-interest loans. 

Since Economic Org’s inception, the CEO reports they have started over 180 savings 

groups, over 48,000 businesses, and have helped over 200,000 first time 

entrepreneurs start businesses. Altogether, this has transformed the lives of over a 

million people. 

 

The case of EO looks at two global change projects. The success project, like the 

previous Conserve Co. case, explores an external partnership and considers both the 

path to partnership and the implementation of the initiative. In this case, the project is 

the design and implementation of a development impact bond, which combines the 

graduation programming model with commitments for results-based financing. The 

underperforming project, scaling through partners, is also an external project; 
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however, this initiative has struggled to find a model that will attract external 

partnerships. Both initiatives are introduced in detail below. 

Case Description 

Development impact bond: Success 

Below, I present a detailed explanation of Economic Org’s development impact bond 

(DIB) project. The summary is presented in three phases: (1) the pre-activities that 

demonstrated EO’s capacity for an ambitious project; (2) the selection of EO as the 

implementer of the DIB, and its design process; and (3) the implementation. Early 

results are also considered.  

Demonstrated capacity 

The story of the DIB really begins a few years earlier, when Economic Org 

completed a randomized control trial (RCT) to test the validity of their programming 

model. Independent evaluators determined that EO’s graduation model does put 

people on a path out of extreme poverty; additionally, several models were tested and 

the RCT determined that the total model (including savings groups, training, and 

mentoring) was more effective than less comprehensive approaches. The RCT 

provided Economic Org with rigorous, empirical justification for their work, a 

somewhat uncommon advantage among development organizations.  

Selection of Economic Org and design of the DIB 

Then, in 2016, the organization was approached by Incentives (name changed), a 

South American advisory firm that specializes in project management and design of 

results-based financing models. After successfully creating one of the world’s first 
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DIB’s in India, Incentives had been hired by a private foundation to identify an 

international NGO capable of implementing a DIB in East Africa. Initially, 

approximately 60 organizations were considered; Economic Org garnered attention 

because the RCT demonstrated organizational capacity and a commitment to 

demonstrable results. Additionally, a leader of the private foundation, Tom (name 

changed), had served as an external principle investigator on the Economic Org RCT, 

and was therefore familiar with the organization’s approach. As EO emerged as the 

frontrunner among the possible implementation partners, two streams of activities 

began: (1) the search for additional outcome-funders; and (2) design of the DIB.  

 

Before commenting on the search for additional outcome-funders, it may be helpful 

to provide a brief description of how DIBs work. A DIB is a complex partnership in 

which an international NGO (Economic Org) raises money from program funders, 

often private donors, to implement a graduation program in a specific geographic 

area. The NGO designs the program in collaboration with an independent project 

management firm (Incentives) and outcome funders including private foundations and 

governmental aid agencies. Once the design is in place, the NGO is left to implement 

the program with a great degree of autonomy. At its completion, the program is 

reviewed by an independent evaluator who determines if the DIB met its objectives in 

moving program participants out of extreme poverty. If the project was successful, 

the outcome funders reimburse the NGO for the initial investment in the project, plus 

a percentage. These funds are then returned to the program funders who can choose to 
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keep the profit or reinvest in future development work. DIBs incentivize results by 

tying funding to outcomes rather than activities; this pushes NGOs to work efficiently 

and with a focus on effectiveness.  

 

In the case of the Economic Org DIB, the private foundation that first approached 

Incentives was prepared to move forward with the DIB only if additional outcome 

funders cold be identified. As project manager, it was Incentives’ role to seek out 

additional funders. USAID, the United States aid agency, signed on to the project 

early and had little interest in shaping the design of the DIB. The Department for 

International Development (DFID), the UK’s aid agency, was also interested in the 

DIB. Unlike USAID, DFID engaged in a rigorous exploration and a hands-on 

approach to the DIB design process. Eventually, however, they signed on as an 

outcome funder at double their initial proposed amount. Separately, Economic Org 

was able to identify donors willing to fund the initial programming, in hopes of 

receiving a return of their funds plus interest at the project’s successful completion. 

 

Several informants say this period of securing funders and working together across 

the partner organizations to design the DIB was the most stressful period of the 

project. Because this was one of the first DIBs ever designed, there were few 

guidelines to follow; and with so many partners, there were many objectives and 

perspectives to manage. The design advanced through weekly (sometimes more 

frequently) partner calls where the team established how payments would be made, 
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how the project would be managed, and how the evaluation would be completed. 

Incentives interviewed EO field staff, and on-site workshops in Uganda were held to 

design the implementation of the project. Despite the complexity, the DIB was ready 

for an on-time launch in November 2017.  

Implementation 

In the two years since its launch, Economic Org has implemented the DIB in several 

cycles throughout Kenya and Uganda. While the funding design is quite different 

than previous projects, the program design is built on the existing EO model of 

identifying individuals in villages, providing business training and a grant to start a 

small business, and supporting the entrepreneur through business mentoring and 

participation in a savings group.  

 

A few aspects of the programming are new or modified for the DIB. With guidance 

from Incentives, EO has introduced an “adaptive management system” that uses 

technology to help business mentors more effectively track the status of each of the 

businesses they support. The business mentor training curriculum has been 

streamlined to focus on higher-leverage activities; and business owner reporting 

processes are being adapted to accommodate local needs. These program aspects are 

described in more detail as part of the success factors, below. Additionally, the DIB 

includes a new RCT to test if higher grant amounts lead to better outcomes.  
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Early results 

While the results of the independent evaluator are not yet available, both EO and 

Incentives team members consider the DIB to be a success. “The impact bond feels 

like a total success because every step of the way we were able to achieve kind of 

what I wanted to achieve,” says Economic Org’s CEO.  

 

Incentives team members compare the DIB to their work with other projects and 

organizations and note that the DIB is also a success in that the team has maintained 

their original timelines, with no “scope creep” or budget overruns. Team members in 

both organizations note that it is building their internal knowledge and seems to be 

producing the results they want in terms of providing a path out of extreme poverty 

for program participants.  

 

Results of the assessment confirm these qualitative statements of the project’s 

success. Informants’ overall rating of the DIB had a mean of 5.38 (n=8). Mean scores 

for meeting objectives, building team capabilities, and expanding personal abilities 

were also above 6.0 on the 7-point scale. The combined score (totaling the mean of 

all six items) for the DIB was 32.25 out of a possible 42 points.  

Scaling through partners: Failure 

Economic Org’s underperforming project is an attempt at “scaling through partners.” 

Believing they have a proven process for raising people out of extreme poverty, 

Economic Org is eager to expand their impact at a rate that is significantly greater 

than the organization could be expected to grow on their own. They hope to 
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accomplish this expansion of impact by identifying larger NGOs to license the EO 

graduation process for implementation in their own project areas. To date, this idea 

has generated inquiries from NGOs, but little real partnership. The project is detailed 

below in two phases: (1) establishing a vision, (2) seeking partners. Early results are 

also provided.  

Establishing a vision 

Economic Org’s CEO recognizes the enormity of global poverty and also 

acknowledges that her organization is currently working in only 2 of 54 sub-Sahara 

African countries, where at total of 400 million people live below the poverty line. To 

address the challenges, EO established a vision of providing a path out of poverty for 

27 million people by 2025. This was an ambitious goal, as in 2019 the organization 

has assisted only 1 million; it was later revised to 20 million by 2025, a number 

reached through uncertain calculations with little clarity around how the organization 

could achieve the growth.  

 

With this bold vision meant to provide inspiration and communicate serious intention, 

EO hired consultants to help them determine a plan. The scaling through partners 

concept emerged as a result. The consultants told EO, “think of it like a franchise. 

People will basically pay a licensing fee to do the Economic Org approach. You’ll 

train them; they’ll do it; and then you can count those numbers towards your target” 

(E1). EO hired a Chief Scaling Officer and began developing the model.  
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Seeking partners 

Establishing partnerships with NGOs who want to license the EO model has not 

proven as easy as EO had hoped. Informants note that the model itself may be 

challenged: providing graduating programming is an expensive endeavor. While it is 

called “scaling,” it actually does not scale in the sense of getting more affordable as 

the size of the project grows. This means partner NGOs would need to raise funds, in 

addition to their already existing funding needs, to implement the graduation efforts 

and pay for EO’s assistance. In competitive funding environments, NGOs may prefer 

to attempt graduation programming on their own rather than license the expensive 

(but proven) approach of another organization. Additionally, NGOs that are funding 

driven (who determine where and how they will work based on the desires of a 

funding organization who is providing resources) may not have the unrestricted cash 

flow needed to establish graduation in a strategic and programmatic way.  

 

In several cases, EO has courted a potential partnership with an NGO who seems 

excited; together, the organizations have developed and submitted funding proposals, 

only to have the application denied. At other times, an NGO representative seems 

eager to partner with EO, but support from elsewhere in the NGO is not forthcoming. 

“Very hot and cold,” says one informant in describing these relationships.  

 

Recently, EO hired another consultancy to review the scaling through partners efforts. 

Though they offered some minor suggestions, the firm’s basic recommendation was 

to keep with the plan. “Yes, you’re on the right track. This takes time.” Economic 
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Org is now considering adaptations to the plan, such as establishing a presence in 

other countries, that might aid the progress.  

Early results 

While EO still believes in the possibilities of this model, they are frustrated with its 

slow progress. “I feel like we’re circling the drain a bit. Like I feel like we’re getting 

closer every month, but we’re still not there” (E1). Assessment results bear this out. 

When asked to assess the project’s overall success on a 7-point scale, the mean was 

3.43 (n=7). Meeting deadlines scored the lowest, with a mean of 2.0. The combined 

overall score (sum of the means of the individual items) was 22.71 of a possible 42 

points.  

 

It’s important to note, however, that the organization remains hopeful; they consider 

the project underperforming, but not failed. At the time of the interviews, informants 

mentioned that they were working on bids for two different partnership possibilities; 

if either of those materialized, the project’s progress would take a tremendous step 

forward and the past few years would be seen as the time it took to establish the 

relationships. Another informant also notes that the organization has learned a lot 

through the partnership, which puts them closer to figuring out “what the next big 

idea is” (E2).  

Findings 

Analysis of the Economic Org data was completed following the research design 

established with the first three cases. A narrative case (above) was written, and 
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transcripts were coded for potential success factors, considering those that had 

emerged in previous cases and factors new to the EO data. These success factors are 

described in detail below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Economic Org Data Structure 

 

Success factors in the development impact bond partnership 

Within-case analysis produced results similar to those of the previous cases. A total of 

12 second order themes emerged; little or no evidence was found to support four 

previous themes, including recognition, celebration, and support; professionalism; 

knowledgeable leadership; and fresh leadership. The label of one theme, pilots, which 

• Clear vision 

• Collaborative start 

• Inviting to the table as equals (valuing 

unique/culture-based perspectives) 

• Ideas from outside HQ 

• Accountability 

• Formal communication channels 

• Global standards with local 

flexibility 

• Attending to culture and relationship 

with one-on-one or small group 

work 

• Testing to establish credibility 

• Local leadership (cultural 

sensitivity) 

• Decision making by cultural & 

technical experts  

• Middle people (bridge cultures & 

levels) 

 

Participatory Mindset 

Nested  

Change 

Representative 

Leadership/Relationship 



 

327 

emerged from the Conserve Co. case, was revised to reflect a broader category and its 

ultimate purpose; the new label is testing to establish credibility. The original label 

definition (exploratory efforts that test the validity of an idea or service within a 

specific context) remains unchanged. The full data structure is presented in Figure 10. 

The following sections introduce the three aggregate dimensions and their second 

order themes as connected to Economic Org’s DIB project.  

Participatory mindset 

Global change projects benefit from participatory mindset with the initiative is 

designed to invite and support participation at all levels through engagement 

processes that create a shared sense of direction and accountability. Like Conserve 

Co., Economic Org’s successful project is that of an external partnership. Perhaps 

because of this similarity, a second similarity can be seen: most of the factors are 

evident in two different time periods of the project. First, the factors can be seen in 

the establishing of the partnership. For Economic Org, this includes their selection by 

Incentives as the program implementation partner, the design of the DIB, and the 

securing of funders. Second, the factors can be seen in the implementation of the 

project; for Economic Org, the implementation is through business mentors in 

villages throughout Uganda and Kenya.  

 

Five factors of participatory mindset were identified in the Economic Org case: clear 

vision, collaborative start, inviting to the table as equals, ideas from outside 

headquarters, and accountability. These factors are explained in detail below. 
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Clear vision: Vision operates at two levels in the Economic Org success project. First 

is the overall organizational vision of helping people find a path out of extreme 

poverty. While EO’s number value of this vision (20 million people by 2025) is not 

shared by the DIB partner organizations, the spirit of it is. “We just want to make sure 

that they’re increasing the income of the poorest families in Kenya and Uganda,” said 

one Incentives team member. An EO team member elaborates: 

All the outcome payers, and even I would say most of the investors, 

are in this project because you know, ending extreme poverty is kind 

of their model and what they’re trying to do. And I think that they’re 

all like well and clear here because they want to learn, you know, and 

find the best scalable solution to end that problem. (E5) 

 

Vision also operates at the project level, where it is more subtle in language but 

perhaps more effective in driving results. At the project level, the vision is to create a 

model of graduation delivery that is tied to results and that holds NGOs accountable 

(E4). Because this project is one of the first of its kind, EO and its partners are 

establishing a model other organizations can use in the future, to deliver better 

outcomes through more effective use of financial resources.  

 

Sharing of this dual vision (the alleviation of poverty through results-based models) is 

perhaps what secured a greater investment than originally planned from DFID (E8). 

Other informants credit the shared vision as an aid in the negotiation process; while 
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each organization negotiated from their own perspective, the shared vision aided 

understanding (E10).  

 

Once implementation began, the vision of alleviating poverty through results-based 

models “changed how people looked at data” (E2), encouraging a closer look at how 

the work was producing results at the household level. This clear vision is closely tied 

to the idea of accountability, which is developed later in this section.  

 

Collaborative start: Informants describe a collaborative process between the partner 

organizations (EO, Incentives, DFID, USAID, and the private foundation) where the 

DIB design was developed through partner phone calls and field-based design 

workshops (E2, E3, E6, E10). Incentives interviewed field staff. “[Field staff] and our 

senior management were constantly in discussion and in conversations” (E2). 

“[Incentives] really did get a lot of perspectives on how things work in the field” 

(E3).  

 

This collaborative mindset extended as the project’s implementation began, as is 

evidenced in the next two factors.  

 

Inviting to the table as equals: In situations where some organizations are providing 

the funding and an NGO is doing the program implementation, it is not uncommon 

for a dynamic to develop where the NGO feels compelled to follow the directions of 



 

330 

the funders to keep them satisfied. The Economic Org team is quick to say this 

dynamic did not develop among the DIB partners; instead, each organization was 

invited to contribute to the design equally.  

We really did have an equal voice, that the funders … they could have 

chosen to have a lot more power and really dictate everything. But we 

felt really good about the process, that they want us to be successful. 

They want this project to be successful. (E4) 

 

Ideas from outside HQ: As mentioned above, field staff played an important role in 

shaping the direction of the project and especially its implementation. “We have a 

very ‘bottom to the top’ approach to innovation and to problem solving where we 

give a lot of [autonomy] to frontline field workers and our field staff” (E5). Examples 

of this abound in the data.  

 

When EO leaders began to hear from field staff that business mentoring was a 

challenge, they responded to requests from business mentors and in collaboration 

with field staff redesigned the whole business mentor training curriculum. This 

allowed them to reduce the number of modules, simplify the training process, and 

integrate new facilitation approaches. For example, previous curriculum models used 

a lot of call-and-response formats, which is appropriate within the East African 

context, but less so for adult learners (E6). The organization also reduced the number 

of questions in the survey a business mentor completes after each visit to a business. 

“Those kind of changes in our programming definitely increased impact” (E5) and 

emerged directly from the field staff (E5, E7, E10).  
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In another example, staff observed that many meetings were spent debating how 

different businesses were doing, because the indicators used to assess business 

success were subjective rather than objective. The leadership team consulted with 

business mentors and hosted a series of participatory workshops to identify metrics 

that were most helpful in measuring a business’s success; the result was a 

red/yellow/green business evaluation metric that emerged entirely from the insights of 

field-level business mentors (E5, E10).  

 

The CEO summarizes, “every single innovation that we’ve ever done has had a 

business mentor, frontline field, initial spark.” 

 

Accountability: A DIB project is designed to create accountability between funders 

and the implementing NGO. To be successful, the NGO must then create means of 

accountability for each team member, from the C-suite to the field staff. Perhaps it is 

no surprise, then, that off all the codes noted for EO, 10% are tied to the idea of 

accountability. This focus has afforded Economic Org with a strong impetus to 

innovate.  

 

“Now it’s like there’s a larger external pressure to succeed” (E10), which has 

increased demand for monitoring and evaluation. Rather than waiting until the end of 

the project to know if the efforts were successful, EO wants a clear and evolving 
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picture of their progress in order to better ensure they’ll be able to deliver a return to 

their investors. This requires increased accountability for results.  

 

As with the previous organizations considered, accountability is often created through 

new systems and structures. In EO’s case, the desire for increased accountability 

resulted in the creation of their adaptive management system, inspired by a 

performance management system Incentives used for the first DIB, in India. The 

adaptive management system takes the above mentioned red/yellow/green evaluations 

for individual business success and uses technology (delivered through Salesforce on 

personal tablets) to aggregate data. Business mentors can see the progress of the 

businesses they support individually. Field associates and coordinators, who manage 

business mentors, can see aggregate data by business mentor, or drill down for more 

specifics. Associate country directors and country directors see a higher-level version, 

also with drill down capabilities. This allows for “much more targeted case 

management”:  

It really brings it to life. And then I think we’re going to see that. 

That’s got to be one of the main things that drives, is the ability to 

effectively and efficiently case manage these businesses. And the only 

way we could do that is through these tech innovations. Just physically 

wouldn’t have been able to. (E6) 

 

As the above quote illustrates, this system of accountability is made possible through 

technology (E5). Previously, data emerged from the field slowly, sometimes when it 
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was too late to intervene (E3). Now, business mentors and their managers have faster 

access to objective data:  

This is the whole idea: we want to be able to get you guys this data on 

time. We want to help you that so that you’re able to go immediately 

and help the people you’re working with in the communities, that 

you’re able to salvage them. And you know at the end of the day, this 

will make you even look good because you’ve been able to do this and 

you know, the dashboards are showing all of these kinds of 

improvements. And that’s how we were able to transition. And people 

got excited about it and really shifted into sort of a data centric 

mindset. (E3) 

 

Providing data through the adaptive management system has created a sense of 

ownership among business mentors (E4). “By giving them data, giving them these 

decision-making tools, they’re empowered and they’re able to better perform.” As 

one interviewee explained, instead of business mentors waiting for a manager to raise 

a concern, they now see their own data and think, “Uh-oh, I better figure this out” 

(E6).  

 

As might be expected, this new focus on monitoring and evaluation has revealed 

additional areas in which accountability and programming can be improved (E10). 

“Were it not for the adaptive management, we’d not have known how bad, you know, 

how much business owners are struggling in terms of record keeping” (E3). Now, 

because the accountability system made the struggle with record keeping evident, the 

EO team is engaged in a participatory design process to develop a record keeping 

system that is more user-friendly for low-literacy business owners. Informants also 
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note that the ease of the adaptive management system also helps mitigate challenges 

with analytical thinking that occur, in part, because of the culture of education within 

some areas.  

 

It is interesting to observe that the transition to the adaptive management system 

required several smaller (nested) transitions including from outside to internal means 

of accountability; from subjective to objective data; from manual to automated 

processes; and from delayed to timely access to data (E10). It is also important to note 

that while the adaptive management system allows data-driven decision making to 

reach every level of the organization (E4), it does not negate the importance of 

relationship within the project. This is explored more in the section below.  

Representative leadership/relationships 

The second aggregate dimension of representative leadership/relationships is the idea 

that regional, and global leaders have voice in the change process, through 

relationships, to enable emergence of cultural and technical expertise. It is evidenced 

in the Economic Org case through three factors: local leadership, decision making by 

experts, and middle people.  

 

Local leadership: In previous cases, the success projects were characterized by the 

presence of or support for leadership that is local to a community or region. We see 

this again in the Economic Org case. Speaking of their presence in East Africa, one 

team member explains, “We have 150 staff out here and we have four ex-pats. The 
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majority of the people doing the work are not only from Uganda and Kenya, but 

they’re from these regions” (E6).  

 

To ensure that they are identifying qualified individuals to become business mentors, 

EO uses an intensive hiring process they call induction. During this two-week 

process, 40 to 60 applicants go through an experiential training process. Each day, a 

few applicants are asked to leave until only a handful remain and are invited to 

become business mentors (E4). In these communities, “it’s harder to look at resumes. 

…This way we’ve actually really seen how they perform” (E4). The CEO describes 

the business mentors as the organization’s “secret sauce.” Others explain why this is 

the case. “We want to hire people that understand the region. People that work in that 

space understand that language, they understand the geographies within, and the 

culture” (E7).  

 

This understanding of the cultural nuances is important. In one region, for example, it 

is not appropriate for trainers to sit during facilitation, nor should women wear 

trousers. Local leaders know these cultural preferences and pass the understanding on 

to outside staff who visit the area (E7). Likewise, when drilling down on data from 

the adaptive management system, local leaders can help the data “tell the story” by 

explaining that results might be negative, for example, because of a recent drought in 

the area (E2).  
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Of course, local leadership can also create challenges. The business mentors are often 

working in communities where their friends and families live (E3); this can raise 

complications when the business mentor must deliver difficult news, for example 

when a village is selected as a control community for an RCT and will not receive 

support (E3).  

 

Having such a well-developed network of local leaders allows regional and 

organizational leaders to turn to field staff for insight. “Even though I have the 

experience, I have to remember to learn from the staff that are now on the ground,” 

says one country director. This well-developed network also enables the organization 

to hire from within; business mentors can be promoted to become field associates or 

coordinators. One business mentor has risen through the ranks to become the Uganda 

country director, a great example of how field leaders earn their place at the table as 

equals. 

 

Decision making by experts: As mentioned above, the nature of the DIB is such that 

the implementing NGO is given autonomy to make on-the-ground decisions as they 

believe will best influence the final outcomes. This is an example of funders turning 

over decision making rights to the programming experts, a factor we’ve seen in other 

successful projects and which can be absent from other development projects where 

funders expect a greater say in implementation (E3). An Incentives team member 

explains how this works for the DIB:  
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That’s a larger part of the learning agenda of this instrument is to say, 

by way of designing it this way, we were giving you the flexibility to 

really do whatever you want to your program and adapt and change it 

as much or as little as you feel like you need to again, towards the ends 

that you’re responsible for providing these results in two years, three 

years, whatever. So whatever you want to do along the way, you have 

free reign. 

 

Allowing EO to make decisions about their implementation process has had positive 

implications. “[That] flexibility for us has been huge. And has been also, you know, 

has really fueled innovation within our organization” (E5). The adaptive management 

system, which creates accountability, is an example of this. Interestingly, it could be 

said that the adaptive management system is both a result of decision making by the 

experts (in this case, the EO leadership) and also a factor in enabling local leaders 

(business mentors) to develop their own expertise and understanding (E4).  

 

Middle people: The final factor of the aggregate dimension of representative 

leadership is middle people. Middle people are individuals who contribute to the 

change process by bridging national cultures or levels of the organization, or by 

bridging organizations.  

 

Bridging organizations was important in the design of the DIB, as Incentives tried to 

manage the disparate interests of multiple project partners. Informants recognize this 

as a time of great task complexity in the project, and one informant reports feeling 

pessimistic about the project’s overall future until one individual stepped in to bridge 

the organizations. The individual was Tom, the representative of the private 
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foundation who first initiated the DIB project with Incentives. Prior to this, Tom had 

also served as the principle investigator for the Economic Org RCT and was therefore 

familiar with EO’s graduation model. “He entered the conversation and really 

transformed the design work into something that I still really love” (E10). Others 

describe him as a key pillar of the project, and an encouraging force that helped 

reframe the design into a model that could suit the many partners. His familiarity with 

the organizations and graduation programming made him an effective middle person, 

though not an official mediator (E10).  

 

Once the DIB was being implemented, others emerged as middle people. Country 

directors are identified as having this bridging capacity, particularly in terms of 

identifying concepts that are not translating well within the cultures where the 

programs are implemented. For example, the accountability measure of using 

business owner photos was requested by Incentives and the project funders, to 

prevent corruption; during early implementation of this, a country director observed 

that it was burdensome to business mentors to take the photos and seemed to create 

an environment of distrust among the business owners. The country director was able 

to relay this message to the partner organizations, and the practice was retired. In this 

case, and in others, it is evident that boundary spanning by middle people can often 

occur in a chain: a field staff member bridges to a country director, a country director 

bridges to the partnership team. Among the field staff, some voices are more effective 

middle people than others. One regional leader mentioned a field staff member who is 



 

339 

has often been a voice of wisdom. “We know that anytime she’s giving us feedback, 

anytime she’s pushing back, it’s, we better shut up and listen” (E3).  

Nested change 

The final aggregate dimension is that of nested change, the idea that global (macro) 

change occurs through micro changes at the divisional and individual levels, which 

are navigated through boundary spanning relationships and the balancing of local and 

global realities. In previous cases and with Economic Org, this occurs through formal 

communication channels, global standards with local flexibility, attending to culture 

and relationship through one-on-one and small group work, and testing to establish 

credibility.   

 

Formal communication channels: The work of change happens through both formal 

and informal channels. Formal channels help establish the organization’s direction 

and provide official information and reinforcement. With Economic Org, we see 

these formal communication channels channels most clearly through meetings that 

occur at weekly, bi-weekly, monthly, and quarterly intervals and engage various 

levels of the organization and the partnership (E5, E6, E9, E10). Meetings occur to 

review data within the adaptive management system; design workshops occur to 

engage participation in shaping aspects of the DIB implementation and monitoring; 

Incentives and the funders meet quarterly with EO to receive overall updates. 

Incentives is also producing several reports, which serve a documentation on the 

project’s progress. 
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These formal communication channels support and reinforce the one-on-one and 

small group work that is detailed below. One interview subject mentioned the 

organization’s Chief Operations Officer as an example of this. “[He is] very clear 

about his expectations and very proactive in reiterating his expectations. And then he 

[reiterates] them in multiple formats” (E10) including meetings, field visits, and 

individual conversations.  

 

Global standards with local flexibility: Previous success projects have established 

global standards but provided means of flexibility when necessitated by the local 

context. This is also the case with the DIB. Many informants shared the same 

example of the naming of the adaptive management system (E3, E4, E6). When 

previously working in India, Incentives used a similar process they called a 

performance management system. They introduced the concept to EO, and the idea 

caught on. But, cautioned one country director, the name “will terrify people.” As a 

result, they named the system adaptive management instead. “The choice of the word 

was deliberate because we didn’t want our business mentors to feel that if they were 

being transparent with the data that they would be penalized” (E4).  

 

Flexibility has been required to accommodate for differences between Kenya and 

Uganda. For example, because Uganda is more rural than Kenya, the criteria for 

defining the buffer area between programming villages and control villages needed to 
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be contextualized. Likewise, the DIB project has used mobile technology for cash 

transfers in Kenya, while lower levels of cell phone usage in Uganda have prohibited 

the introduction of this technology. Access to electrical power can also be more 

limited in Uganda, changing the type of businesses that can be developed. Overall, 

however, Economic Org tries to implement a consistent standard: 

We tried to find, what are the things that would work across Kenya 

and Uganda, and what are the areas that are different between Kenya 

and Uganda and that might impact the development and 

implementation of the DIB. And we also needed to be very consistent 

in terms of our decisions around those issues; otherwise if we are not 

consistent, you’re introducing several different things to the 

measurement and things that could influence the results of the DIB. 

(E2) 

 

Attending to culture and relationship through one-on-one and small group work: The 

idea of nested implementation implies that bigger change efforts must be broken 

down into smaller and smaller increments in order for the change to truly take hold. 

This is often accommodated through one-on-one conversation and small group work, 

and it is in these dialogues that the relational and cultural implications of change can 

be addressed. We see this in the DIB project, both in the work among the partners and 

in the implementation within the field.  

 

Among the partners, one participant explains the occurrence of these interpersonal 

conversations by saying, “there was also a lot of sort of like bilateral work, partner to 

partner, on the side, work” (E10). Some of this occurred through Tom’s role as a 

middle person, described above. Separately, partners engaged in individual 
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conversations and phone calls to understand the perspective of others and to push 

progress forward, outside of and in preparation for regularly scheduled meetings (E5).   

 

During implementation, one-on-one and small group conversations were important 

for the transfer of ideas from outside senior leadership, and for the implementation of 

the adaptive management system, especially as participants adjusted to the use of 

technology. As mentioned during the description of Formal communication channels, 

above, these interpersonal conversations often happen in tandem with formal 

meetings. In describing how the adaptive management system was developed and 

rolled out, one team member explained that after mid-level management supported 

the idea, it began to work its way into the field and was “discussed every day in the 

one-on-ones” (E2). These conversations allow for addressing individual concerns at 

task level (for example, regarding the progress of the business) and at the relational 

level (for example, considering how someone is feeling about their performance, as 

compared to others). “It took another 4 to 6 months of consistent messaging, 

consistently checking in, consistently making sure that everything happened. That 

they are able to access the dashboard which is their own; that they have internet 

access to see the data” (E2). The importance of this consistent conversation at an 

interpersonal level is explained by one interviewee: 

Change is often abandoned. And so I think it’s actually quite rational 

that sometimes employees of organizations will tolerate change that is 

being discussed without really adapting or buying in because they’re 

just waiting for the next change topic to be discussed. But in this case, 

it’s that clarity and that persistence that it’s not going away. … 
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Continuing to make data driven decision making and data driven 

management a priority for the organization. (E10) 

 

As use of the adaptive management system grew, the data it provided could be used 

to drive one-on-one conversations to increase productivity. One interviewee described 

how associate country directors and field coordinators can now look at the data and 

where they have concerns, go to the field to ask individually, “what is going on?” 

Then a new level of conversation can begin, between the business mentor and the 

business owner, to address the actual concerns of the business and the owner, which 

might be technical or personal (family obligations, health) (E4). Likewise, through 

these individual conversations became a place to make sure the new data-driven focus 

did not create undue stress for the field staff. “We had to be very cognizant of the fact 

that we didn’t want that focus to turn into pressure” (E6).  

 

Culture can also be addressed through small group training sessions. For example, 

field staff noted that it can often be difficult to disappoint a village with the news that 

they were selected as the control group. To accommodate this cultural conversational 

challenge, the business mentor training curriculum provides a small group exercise 

that lets participants role play a situation where they have one piece of candy to share, 

but two people who want it. The recipient of the candy is drawn randomly, through a 

lottery. The participant must then explain to the person who did not receive the candy 

that while they had an equal opportunity to receive the candy, their number was not 
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randomly selected. In this way, participants are able to prepare for a conversation that 

might be culturally challenging (E7).   

 

Testing to establish credibility: Pilots as a factor of the aggregate dimension nested 

implementation were introduced in the previous case, Conserve Co. With Economic 

Org, pilots are relabeled testing to establish credibility in order to broaden the theme 

and to add to its label the intended effect of the testing, confirming the validity of the 

organization’s ways of working in specific contexts.  

 

With Economic Org, the primary means of testing that established credibility was the 

randomized control trial that occurred prior to the launch of the DIB. Though it 

occurred before the impact bond’s design and implementation began, it was a 

significant contributing factor to the bond’s success in that it provided empirical 

confirmation of the Economic Org graduation model, which then assured Incentives 

and the outcome funders of both EO’s results-focused orientation and capacity to 

handle a complex project such as the DIB. “Based on those positive RCT results, we 

were selected to implement the first development impact bond and poverty 

alleviation” (E4). This is not an isolated opinion; almost every EO team member 

mentioned the RCT as a significant factor in the organization’s selection as the DIB 

implementation NGO. Informants on staff with Incentives agreed, noting that the 

presence of the RCT signaled EO’s readiness for the impact bond: 

[The RCT is] certainly one of the pieces of the criteria of, how strong 

is an organization’s evidence of past results? That doesn’t necessarily 



 

345 

mean it must be a binary, yes or no, you have it or you don’t and 

therefore you qualified. But that certainly boosts our level of 

confidence of, you know, being able to pitch and say, given the 

technical work that we do, if we have something concrete and factual 

and evidence-based to pin our work upon, that makes it easier. 

Because certainly we’re not interested in choosing organizations where 

we think we’re going to set up to fail. 

 

The results of the RCT also inspired program funders, the donors who fund Economic 

Org’s DIB work and may be reimbursed for their contributions if the DIB meets 

performance expectations. Economic Org’s CEO recounted an initial telephone call 

with a potential funder who had not previously given to the organization. In the call, 

the CEO explained the RCT results and later sent a report that explained the RCT in 

more detail. During the follow up call, the donor offered twice the amount he’d 

originally considered, telling the CEO,  

“I looked at your RCT results; they are really impressive. I’ve done 

some research on your website and you know, it looks like you guys 

really have the kind of experience and the type of program that I’m 

interested in investing in, you know. Helping people help themselves. 

And I really liked the entrepreneurial model.” 

 

Beyond the selection of EO as the implementation partner and the funding of the 

project, testing can be seen as a factor throughout the DIB itself. The induction 

process of hiring new business mentors is in fact a series of tests that applicants must 

successfully complete in order to earn credibility as a future business mentor. 

Likewise, the monitoring and evaluation methods put into place allow the EO team to 

see each cycle of work as a test, with the results indicating changes that need to be 

made in future cycles in order to improve outcomes:  
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If you’re only getting paid if you achieved results, you need to make 

sure at the end of the program you’re going to have those results. And 

so you can’t wait for end line. You have to know earlier so that you 

can make course corrections earlier in the process to make sure you’re 

going to get the results. (E4)  

Finally, as previously mentioned, the DIB includes an RCT, a formal means of 

testing, to determine if larger grant sizes lead to better outcomes.  

 

These factors all together enable micro changes to build toward the desired macro 

change. Through them, successful nested implementation is created. These factors, 

and those of the other aggregate dimensions, were limited or absent in the 

underdeveloped project as evidenced in the following section. 

Factors present in scaling through partners 

With the impact bond, Incentives approached Economic Org with the possibility of 

partnership and the selection, design, and implementation process began from there. 

In the scaling through partners project, the idea and the design began without the 

identification of a formal partnership. After several years of discussion and attempted 

launches, the scaling through partners project remains more of an idea than a reality. 

In this brief section, we explore the success factors and aggregate dimensions 

identified above to consider the extent to which they were present in the scaling 

through partners project.  

Participatory mindset 

Participatory mindset includes clear vision, collaborative start, inviting to the table as 

equals, ideas from outside headquarters, and accountability. In the scaling through 
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partners project, a clear dual vision existed; the first part of the vision focused on the 

organization’s mission of providing a path out of poverty for 20 million people by 

2025. While the direction of the vision is affirmed by the staff, the actual number 

value of the vision has an uncertain effect. “I think it is scary and threatening to me a 

lot of the time and I try to protect the team from that. So I try and make it 

inspirational for them,” said one team member. The second part of the vision 

involved licensing the EO graduation model to larger NGOs as the specific 

instrument of achieving the organizational mission. “What we ideally wanted is like 

to develop a partnership with one or two NGOs. And then develop a plan together 

that would, again, identify the countries and identify how we could scale up together 

and raise money together” (E4).  

 

Collaborative start is less evident in the scaling project. While some leadership team 

members have been engaged in the project, others have not specifically contributed. 

Perhaps more important for an externally focused project, no donors or other NGOs 

were engaged in the design of the scaling model. Team members speculate that 

understanding the willingness of NGOs and funders to partner may be a gap in the 

process. “I wouldn’t say that technical assistance is something that’s really valued in 

the international development space. People just like to take what’s out there and then 

kind of write their own stuff up and think they can implement it” (E6). “There are a 

lot of donors who just want to fund activities” (E2).  

 



 

348 

Inviting to the table as equals, ideas from outside headquarters, and accountability, 

which is often built through structural and systems changes, were not evidenced at all 

throughout the scaling through partners project. Perhaps this is because the project 

has not yet advanced to a point where these factors could emerge.  

Representative leadership/relationship 

The aggregate dimension of representative leadership/relationship was evidenced in 

the DIB project through local leadership, decision making by the experts, and the 

presence of middle people who bridge cultures, organizational levels, and 

organizations. None of these factors were evident in the scaling project, though this 

absence may again be because the project has not yet advanced to a point where they 

have the opportunity to emerge. In terms of local leadership, Economic Org leaders 

are currently considering opening offices in other countries, with the hopes that 

having an established presence would help facilitate partnerships in those countries 

(E4).  

 

In terms of decision making by experts, the question of whether an external partner 

will be willing to license EO’s graduation model is really a question of the potential 

partner’s willingness to allow programming decisions to be made by graduation 

experts, or if they prefer to use their own (perhaps less developed) expertise to 

implement similar programming.  
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Nested change 

Finally, the dimension of nested implementation in the DIB project was seen through 

four factors: Formal communication channels, global standards with local flexibility, 

one-on-one or small group work that allows for attending to culture and relationship, 

and testing that establishes credibility. As with the other factors, these are largely 

absent, likely because of the underdeveloped nature of the scaling project. The 

exception to this is testing; both the DIB and the scaling projects occurred after the 

RCT, which means both should benefit from the organizational credibility it created. 

This is clearly evident in the DIB; in the scaling project, team members feel the RCT 

results attracts the attention of potential partners, but the testing is not enough to 

overcome funding hurdles:  

Even though we have the RCT evidence, even though we have the 

impact bond, even though we have a program that’s pretty, it’s a solid 

program with a lot of data. It’s still been hard to get larger NGOs to 

commit to scaling partnerships in the way that we had hoped, because 

the larger NGOs are really funding driven. Economic Org is not 

funding driven. We’re program driven. We have our program and we 

do our program and we don’t go after funding and do whatever the 

funding is allocated for. We look for funding for our program. And so 

it’s kind of a different model. Like these larger NGOs, they actually go 

after the funding. And then do whatever USAID or DFID dictates 

according to that specific contract. (E4) 

 

Evaluating the importance of global standards with local flexibility is seen in a 

discussion stream related to the scaling project. Sometimes external partners are only 

interested in a portion of the Economic Org graduation model; but because RCT 

results determined the model was more effective as a whole rather than in its 

components, EO has determined not to support partial implementation. In effect, 
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they’ve agreed to hold to their global standard without providing for a partner’s 

desired flexibility. “We’re only going to pass on something where we’ve got the 

proven evidence that it works” (E1). This decision remains unsettled in the minds of 

some team members. “The insistence on offering a program as a package and not 

being flexible about it, I think to me, is our undoing,” said one interviewee.  

 

It remains to be seen whether this is the cause of the scaling through partners’ 

projects undoing or if its obstacles lie in other places. What is evident, however, is 

that after several years of investment, the project’s results have yet to materialize in 

any significant way. “We’ve definitely developed really strong relationships with 

potential partners and you know, we are much better known in the space, but we still 

haven’t cracked it” (E1).  
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Appendix E: Assessment Instrument 
 

The assessment instrument provided below is designed to aid in internal validation of 

project results; if team members as a whole rate a project well or poorly, then the 

project’s determination of success or failure can be considered valid. The assessment 

includes 10 questions, which divide into three categories: 

 

• Questions 1-4 are demographic information. 

• Questions 5-9 are adapted from Hackman (1990).  

• Question 10 reflects research that indicates stakeholders may evaluate overall 

success differently than the initiative’s ability to stay “on time, on spec, and 

on budget” (de Wit, 1988).  

 

A total of 42 possible points can be awarded per project, per respondent. A higher 

score indicates a more successful project, based on the perception of the respondent.   

 

The questions are asked for both projects in the case, however participants may skip 

the questions for a project in which they did not participate.  

Items in the survey: 

 

• Name (results will be coded to protect identities) 

• Job title at the time of the project 

• Nationality 

• In what country were you living at the time of the project? 

 

• Did this change project’s outcomes meet its expected objectives or scope?  

7-point scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to (7) exceeded expectations 

 

• Did this change project’s outcomes meet the expected time line?  

7-point scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to (7) exceeded expectations 

 

• Were the financial expenses of this project as expected? 

7-point scale, ranging from (1) project was significantly over budget, to (7) 

project was significantly under budget 

 

• Did the process of carrying out the project’s work enhance the capabilities of 

the team members to work interdependently? 

7-point scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to (7) to a significant extent 
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• Did the process of carrying out the project’s work contribute to the personal 

growth and well-being of team members?  

7-point scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to (7) to a significant extent 

 

• Overall, how pleased are you with the outcome of this change project? 

7-point scale, ranging from (1) not at all, to (7) exceeded expectations 
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Appendix F: CEO Interview Protocol 
 

In interviewing the CEO for a project, I used the following questions in a semi-

structured format (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

 

1. Let’s start first with [project name].  

a. What was the origin of the idea of the change?  

b. Tell me the story. Walk me through the project in detail. Be sure to tell me 

what had to change along the way in order for this project to work.  

i. I also want to know your role in each stage of the process. What 

were you thinking, feeling, and doing? 

c. Who else was involved? What was it about them that made this success 

possible? 

d. What was it about the organization that made this possible?  

e. How was this change global? 

i. What complexity did the global context create? 

ii. What were the cultural factors of the change process?  

iii. Were there ways that either the task, relational, or cultural 

complexity were beneficial to the success of the project?   

1. How did you, personally, address these points of 

complexity?  

2. What did others do? 

f. What were the overall objectives of this project, in terms of what it was 

meant to accomplish in the short and long term? Did it meet these 

objectives?  

g. Were there other hoped for or unexpected outcomes for the project? What 

happened? (For example, in terms of long-term capacity building or team 

member development?) 

 

2. Now, I’d also like to discuss one other change project, [project name]. [Repeat 

same questions as above.] 

 

3. Would you please introduce me to a significant change leader for each project? 

Who else should I interview?  
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Appendix G: Team Member Interview Protocol 
 

In interviewing project team members, I used the following questions in a semi-

structured format (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Interviews usually began with my sharing a 

rough overview of the case outline, so the informants could fill in missing details and 

add commentary from their unique perspectives.  

 

Two interview protocols are provided here, one for the first interview, and a second 

set of questions that were used or adapted for follow-up interviews, in which I probed 

for further detail.    

Initial questions 

1. Today our focus is on [name] change initiative. [Share case outline.] Will you tell 

me your story of the change process? Where were you involved? What were the 

key actions, and what were the results?  

 

2. Now, as you think back on the overall change, if you had to divide into the 3-7 

primary phases or stages, what would they be?  

 

a. What were the most important activities and outcomes of each stage? 

b. Who was involved? 

c. In what ways was each stage “global”–dealing with complexities created 

by working across geographic and national boundaries and cultures?  

 

3. Where was the project most complex, in terms of the people involved–their 

relationships, the cultures that they represent? Tell me the story of this 

complexity. What was it about you, others, and the organization that made this 

situation possible? How was it resolved?  

 

4. Knowing I want to understand the process of this initiative and the way it fit 

within the organizational and national cultures, with whom else should I speak? 

 

5. Would you please provide me with documents and other artifacts that will help 

me understand the overall process, and the individual stages of this change?  

Follow up questions 

1. Based on previous conversations with you and your colleagues, I’ve observed that 

[share a finding]. Does this seem right? What would you change? What would 

you add?  
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a. Can you think of stories that illustrate or contradict this? Tell me the story.  

what was going on, who was involved, and how did you manage it? What 

made this circumstance culturally or relationally complex?  

b. What was it about the people that were involved that created this 

circumstance? What was it about their behaviors, strengths, experiences or 

perspectives that helped to resolve it?  

c. What was it about you?  

d. What were the outcomes? How did the change process adapt to 

accommodate the complexity or the opportunities and challenges it 

created? 

 

2. Repeat with additional findings.  

 

3. In our earlier interview, you mentioned [insert comment]. Can you share more 

about that?  

a. Will you share a story that illustrates this? [Probe with questions such as 

those above.] 
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