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redesign. You also want leaders, their senior teams, 
and lower-level managers to develop on the job, as 
they learn individually and collectively to enact their 
redefined roles, responsibilities, and relationships. 
A consultant in HR can take advantage of real-time 
successes and failures to help managers reflect on the 
consequences of their actions and see alternatives. 
This “in vivo” approach also allows people to learn 
how to learn so that they can adapt to ever-changing 
circumstances—something that classroom training 
won’t equip them to do. Just as important, learning 
and performance improvements occur simultane-
ously, enabling the business to recoup its investment 
immediately and more effectively. 

To illustrate, let’s return to the example at the be-
ginning of this article. After SMA’s micro- electronic 
products division found that its initial training 
hadn’t changed ineffective patterns of behavior, it 
followed the six steps, with much better results. 
The new general manager asked organizational de-
velopment specialists to interview key managers 
and professionals in every function and activity in 
MEPD’s value chain. Their diagnosis revealed why 
and how interfunctional conflict, political behavior, 
and embedded managerial practices were under-
mining new-product development and employee 
commitment. The process exposed some barriers 
to effectiveness: unclear strategy and priorities, a 
senior team that was trying to manage new-product 
development initiatives from the top but lacked the 
necessary information, and a siloed organization 
that hindered coordination.

MEPD created cross-functional new-product de-
velopment teams headed by leaders from market-
ing—a major departure from the structure that had 
blocked teamwork in the past. Roles and respon-
sibilities were changed accordingly. For instance, 
senior management held the teams accountable 
through quarterly reviews at which they had to 
describe their progress in developing products 
and also report on their own effectiveness and any 
problems in collaboration among functional de-
partments. This ongoing assessment helped sustain 
behavioral change. 

Learning and development for both senior lead-
ers and team members came in the form of hands-
on coaching and process consultation. An internal 
organizational development consultant provided 
guidance as senior leaders conducted the reviews. 
When a few team leaders complained that senior 

1. The senior team clearly defines values and an  
inspiring strategic direction.

2. After gathering candid, anonymous observations 
and insights from managers and employees, the 
team diagnoses barriers to strategy execution and 
learning. It then redesigns the organization’s roles, 
responsibilities, and relationships to overcome 
those barriers and motivate change. 

3. Day-to-day coaching and process consultation help 
people become more effective in that new design.

4. The organization adds training where needed.
5. Success in changing behavior is gauged using 

new metrics for individual and organizational 
performance.

6. Systems for selecting, evaluating, developing, 
and promoting talent are adjusted to reflect and 
sustain the changes in organizational behavior.
Note that problems are diagnosed from the 

ground up. Those confidential employee interviews 
are critical for exposing the silent killers, including 
deficiencies in capabilities and talent management, 
because leaders often lack the objectivity to spot 
glitches in systems they have created. By addressing 
management practices and leadership behavior that 
shape the system before training individual employ-
ees, leaders create a favorable context for applying 
learning. The systemic changes encourage—even 
require—the desired behaviors. 

In practice, these steps tend to overlap and are  
periodically recycled for continual improvement. We 
list them in sequence to emphasize the importance of 
placing individual development after organizational 

The usual logic: More effective:
Problems of organizational behavior and 
performance stem from the deficiencies  
of individuals. 

Problems of organizational behavior and 
performance stem from a poorly designed 
and ineffectively managed system.

Improving employees’ knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes will strengthen organizational 
effectiveness and performance.

Changing that system to both support 
and demand new behaviors will enable 
learning and improve effectiveness and 
performance.

So… So…
The target for change and development  
is the individual.

The primary target for change and 
development is the organization—followed 
by training for individuals.
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