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Abstract
There is no denying that twenty-first century organizations require new techniques for handling change. Traditional, twentieth century organizations that wish to embrace technology and move into the twenty-first century must reevaluate their culture and adapt to an environment of constant change. Dynamic innovation is a must. Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis model is especially helpful when redefining the culture of traditional twentieth century organizations. Corporate visions must be defined to establish and maintain culture that transcends purpose, and leaders must get into the habit of cultivating new leaders for the future. These twenty-first century leaders will go on to spread the new, open practices of the future organization that is ready for the rapid change necessary to stay competitive in the industry of today and tomorrow. A case study of Google is provided to demonstrate how the archetypical twenty-first century organization is constantly adapting to stay relevant in a fiercely competitive environment.

The Need for Constant Change in Twenty-First Century Organizations
The twenty-first century is producing organizations that were unheard of in the twentieth century. High-tech and services organizations must continuously redefine their offerings in order to stay relevant and competitive. Even traditional companies that were mostly static in previous times must keep up with emerging technical and Internet trends to continue to bring in revenue at the rate that they did in the past.
Kotter (1996) succinctly sums up the importance of change in twenty-first century organizations, stating:
The rate of change in the business world is not going to slow down any time soon. If anything, competition in most industries will probably speed up over the next few decades. Enterprises everywhere will be presented with even more terrible hazards and wonderful opportunities, driven by the globalization of the economy along with related technologies and social trends.
The typical twentieth century organization has not operated well in a rapidly changing environment. Structure, systems, practices, and culture have often been more of a drag on change than a facilitator. If environment volatility continues to increase, as most people now predict, the standard organization of the twentieth century will likely become a dinosaur. (p. 161)
Kotter is not alone in this belief. Scherpereel and Lefebvre (2006) state that “traditional business leaders need to shock the legacy mindset of their organizations if they want to remain competitive in the twenty-first century” (p. 235).
The Forces against Change
Many organizations that thrived in the twentieth century are hesitant to change their cultures, offerings, or practices to stay competitive in the twenty-first century. While this may seem absurd to employees of twenty-first century organizations, it poses a very real threat to employees of the traditional twentieth century organization. Kotter (1996) elaborates:
For a lot of reasons, many people are still embracing the twentieth-century career and growth model. Sometimes complacency is the problem. They have been successful, so why change? Sometimes they have no clear vision of the twenty-first century, and so they don’t know how they should change. But often fear is a key issue. They see jobs seeming to disappear all around them. They hear horror stories about people who have been downsized or reengineered out of work. They worry about health insurance and the cost of college for their children. So they don’t think about growth. They don’t think about personal renewal. They don’t think about developing whatever personal leadership potential they have. Instead they cling defensively to what they currently have. In effect, they embrace the past, not the future. (p. 185)
Organizations that strive to do well in the twenty-first century must be aware of tendencies to lean toward bureaucratic behavior. The controlling corporate structure of many twentieth century organizations does not foster the creativity and leadership opportunities needed to lead them into the next generation. Kotter (1996) shines some light on this topic:
Highly controlling organizations often destroy leadership by not allowing people to blossom, test themselves, and grow. In stiff bureaucracies, young men and women with potential typically see few good role models, are not encouraged to lead, and may even be punished if they go out of bounds, challenge the status quo, and take risks. These kinds of organizations tend either to repel people with leadership potential or to take those individuals and teach them only about bureaucratic management. (p. 166)
Many people do not understand the extent of the change needed to adapt to the needs of the twenty-first century organization. “The single biggest argument offered against the need for transformation is that organizations can succeed with incremental change. A 2 percent improvement here, a 5 percent cost reduction there, and you win” (Kotter, 1996, p. 173). But this is not the case. Incremental change cannot keep up with the rapidly changing practices of the twenty-first century. Failure to acknowledge this will eventually lead to obsolete practices that cause significant damage to an organization’s core.
How to Handle Change
Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis Model
The best methodology for bringing about change in twentieth century organizations is to employ Kurt Lewin’s Forcefield Analysis model: unfreeze, change, and then refreeze. This model works best because it focuses on reducing the resisting forces instead of increasing the driving forces. Imagine a traditional, family-owned company that is presented with the opportunity to run an e-commerce Web site in which they can sell their wind chimes all over the world. In situations like this, the driving forces are usually convenience and profit. Still, the threat of change is enough to counteract the allure of these benefits. Scherpereel and Lefebvre (2006) suggest that the aversion to change is rooted in the threat to culture:
The internet introduces significant change and thus poses a challenge to organizational culture. If changing mindsets involve changing culture, perhaps a firm wishing to adapt to the environmental change created by the internet should focus on its organizational culture first and the technical expertise second. (p. 234)
Scherpereel and Lefebvre (2006) further suggest that business simulation games can aid in rebuilding an established organization’s culture to make it more open to technological changes:
An internet business simulation game offers managers the opportunity to learn a new conversational language, practice strategic conversations regarding the internet’s impacts, experience the consequence of the tactics implemented, and develop stories that can be integrated as part of the organizational culture. The objective of an internet business simulation used for management development is to shock the legacy mindset of traditionally trained business managers, thus creating new thought patterns that allow managers to successfully pursue the opportunities presented by the internet. (p. 235)
By disrupting the status quo, talking to people about the need for change and how it can be done, and then incorporating these practices into daily habits, organizations can more effectively move into the twenty-first century. It is never easy, but with dedication, conviction, and authenticity, traditional twentieth century organizations can at least get the ball rolling toward a more dynamic, competitive future.
Create a Shared Vision
“Companies that enjoy enduring success have core values and a core purpose that remain fixed while their business strategies and practices endlessly adapt to a changing world” (Collins, 1996, p. 65). This practice is especially critical in twenty-first century organizations that have to redefine their offering every year. If a company’s employees are rooted in their offering, they will never be able to adapt when that offering is changed. However, if they are rooted in a shared vision or set system of values, they will be able to adjust to new offerings because their foundation remains constant. This is especially critical during times of dramatic transition, which are not at all uncommon in twenty-first century organizations. “It is more important to know who you are than where you are going, for where you are going will change as the world around you changes” (Collins, 1996, p. 66).
Convey a Sense of Urgency
Change leaders in twenty-first century organizations must convey a strong sense of urgency. If urgency is not present in change initiatives, members of the organization are likely to dismiss the change initiative as another fad that is not worthy of their efforts. Kotter (1996) emphasizes the importance of urgency, stating:
If the rate of external change continues to climb, then the urgency rate of the winning twenty-first-century organization will have to be medium to high all the time. The twentieth-century model of lengthy periods of calm or complacency being punctuated by shorter periods of activity will not work. (p. 162)
Too often in the bureaucratic organizations of the twentieth century, numbers were molded to make the company seem more successful and provide support for maintaining the status quo. This practice is no longer acceptable in the twenty-first century organization. People need a dose of reality to motivate them to change. According to Kotter (1996):
More people, more often, will need data on customers, competitors, employees, suppliers, shareholders, technological developments, and financial results. The systems that supply this information cannot be designed, as some are today, to make the organization or one of its units look good. They will need to be created to provide honest and unvarnished news, especially about performance. (p. 162)
Kotter (1996) goes on to provide insight as to how this practice will promote change, stating:
The combination of valid data from a number of external sources, broad communication of that information inside an organization, and a willingness to deal honestly with the feedback will go a long way toward squashing complacency. An increased sense of urgency, in turn, will help organizations change more easily and better deal with a rapidly changing environment. (p. 163)
Become a Learning Organization
Realistically, there is no way for every member of a twenty-first century organization to stay informed of all emerging trends in their particular industry. “In an environment of constant change, individuals, even if supremely talented, won’t have enough time or expertise to absorb rapidly shifting competitor, customer, and technological information” (Kotter, 1996, pp. 163-164). To deal with this challenge, organizations must learn to delegate certain responsibilities to separate parties within the company, encouraging them to be the best they can be.
Successful organizations in the twenty-first century will have to become more like incubators of leadership. Wasting talent will become increasingly costly in a world of rapid change. Developing that leadership will, in turn, demand flatter and leaner structures along with less controlling and more risk-taking cultures. The negative consequences of putting people with potential into small boxes and micromanaging them will only increase. People need to be encouraged to attempt to lead, at first on a small scale, both to help the organization adapt to changing circumstances and to help themselves grow. In this way, through thousands of hours of trial and error, coaching, and encouragement, they will achieve their potential. (Kotter, 1996, p. 166)
Organizations must do all they can to encourage ideas from all levels of the workforce. According to Tichy (1997), “In all the winning organizations I have studied, ideas cascade through the ranks. Workers at each level draw off the central ideas of the company to develop ideas for improving their own operations and to generate ideas for the units under them. Good ideas at all levels drive these organizations to success” (pp. 102-103).
Eliminate Bureaucracy and Practice Authenticity
The twenty-first century organization will not thrive under the bureaucracies that are typically in place in most twentieth century organizations. Personal agendas will not go very far, as employees of twenty-first century organizations are much more enlightened than their twentieth century counterparts. Kotter (1996) explores the new authenticity of the twenty-first century organization, stating:
Change doesn’t happen in this kind of enterprise as a means of satisfying someone’s ego or as a knee-jerk reaction to yesterday’s events. Changes occur to help make better and better products or services that serve real human needs at lower and lower costs. Living and winning in that environment can be fun, because you feel like you’re doing something worthwhile. (p. 171)
Micromanagement and corporate control are also detrimental to the new open practices of the twenty-first century organization.
Many of the same kinds of organizational attributes required to develop leadership are also needed to empower employees. Those facilitating factors would include flatter hierarchies, less bureaucracy, and a greater willingness to take risks. In addition, constant empowerment for a constantly changing world works best in organizations in which senior managers focus on leadership and in which they delegate most managerial responsibilities to lower levels. (p. 167)
Building the Future
Leaders Create Leaders
For twenty-first century organizations to continue to be competitive and relevant for many years to come, they must practice the change leadership skills that allowed them to adapt to the demands of the twenty-first century in the first place. Kotter (1996) supports this claim, stating:
Just as organizations are going to be forced to learn, change, and constantly reinvent themselves in the twenty-first century, so will increasing numbers of individuals. Lifelong learning and the leadership skills that can be developed through it were relevant to only a small percentage of the population until recently. That percentage will undoubtedly grow over the next few decades. (p. 182)
But we cannot leave it up to members of organizations to happen upon their ingrained leadership skills. Leaders will have to be created.
Because management deals mostly with the status quo and leadership deals mostly with change, in the next century we will have to become much more skilled at creating leaders. Without enough leaders, the vision, communication, and empowerment that are at the heart of transformation will simply not happen well enough or fast enough to satisfy our needs and expectations. (Kotter, 1996, p. 165)
Employees who are more adept in handling change initiatives will prove to be even more valuable in the future, when even more change will be necessary. If an organization builds a culture that is used to change, a negative feedback loop is formed in which the pain is reduced as the change increases. Kotter (1996) provides some complementary information on this topic:
People who learn to master more volatile career paths also usually become more comfortable with change generally and thus better able to play more useful roles in organizational transformations. They more easily develop whatever leadership potential they have. With more leadership, they are in a better position to help their employers advance the transformation process so as to significantly improve meaningful results while minimizing the painful effects of change. (p. 185)
Continually Evaluate Relevance
Unfortunately, not everyone wins during change initiatives in the twenty-first century organization. The harsh reality is that people are much more likely to have outdated skill sets in this rapidly changing environment. “As the rate of change increases, the willingness and ability to keep developing become central to career success for individuals and to economic success for organizations” (Kotter, 1996, p. 178).
In previous environments, organizations may have been able to restructure in order to accommodate these disadvantaged employees, but there is no room for this in the twenty-first century organization. It is absolutely necessary to evaluate where each employee fits into the purpose and structure of the future organization. Kotter (1996) supports the notion of continual cleaning, stating:
A process of continual cleaning will certainly be encouraged in a faster-moving environment. Instead of waiting for interdependencies to reach unmanageable levels, the effective organization in the next century will reexamine linkages on a more regular basis and eliminate those that are no longer relevant. (p. 170)
Case Study
Google
Google is among the most successful twenty-first century organizations. They have many practices in place that allow them to stay competitive while fostering creativity and teamwork within the organization. “Google staff say that typically half of all new products and features result from ‘personal project’ time” (Warren, 2008, p. 61).
By forming committees that promote free exchanges of ideas and information, Google is able to stay in touch with emerging trends and adapt its purpose to accommodate these trends. “Google runs nearly 300 prediction markets—basically, betting exchanges—with panels of employees who make assessments of everything from demand for new products to likely future competitor performance” (Warren, 2008, p. 61). This strong group dynamic is at least partially attributed to its particular recruitment practices. In other words, you have to be among the best at what you do in order to land a job at Google. But the need for top performance does not end once an applicant is hired. “Employees are scored on 25 performance metrics and Google continually modifies its hiring approach based on an ongoing analysis of which employees perform best and most embody the qualities of ‘Googleness’” (Warren, 2008, p. 61).
In an organization with a culture that is strongly tied to trying new things, it is important to account for the possibility of failure. Google does just that. Warren (2008) explains Google’s approach to handling failure:
Google also allows for failure. “Rewarding ideas that do not progress is important to encourage people to keep innovating,” Anderson argues. With an approach based on releasing many products and hoping some will become blockbusters, many fail, but Google CEO Eric Schmidt encourages persistence, describing his outlook as, “People fail very quickly—so that you can try again.” (p. 61)
There is no denying that twenty-first century organizations require new techniques for handling change. Traditional, twentieth century organizations that wish to embrace technology and move into the twenty-first century must reevaluate their culture and adapt to an environment of constant change. Dynamic innovation is a must. Corporate visions must be defined to establish and maintain culture, and leaders must get into the habit of cultivating new leaders for the future. These twenty-first century leaders will go on to spread the new, open practices of the future organization that is ready for the rapid change necessary to stay competitive in the industry of today and tomorrow.
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