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Advances in Project Management Series1 

 

Choosing to Change 
 

  By David Bentley 
 
The profession of project management is in its widest sense that of facilitating change. 
Whatever the context, it is essentially a process of creating something new from an 
existing situation. How we should best manage the process of change and create the 
best possible outcome has exercised management thinking for many decades.   
 
It is one of the eternal paradoxes of life, that through the ages we constantly seek the 
security of continuity, sticking to the status quo, whilst life, and the world that we live in, 
inevitably changes. Politicians and financiers call for stability in the economy, markets 
and international relations knowing full well that it can’t and does not happen. Harold 
MacMillan, UK Prime Minister 1957-63, is reputed to have answered the question put to 
him by a journalist ‘What is most likely to blow governments off course?’ saying ‘Events, 
dear boy, events’. The exact words spoken and indeed the attribution is questioned, but 
the observation is clear. The best formulated policies and detailed planning will always 
be victim to the unpredictable. The events that continually emerge creating unexpected 
change. 
 
Over the course of the past half century I have witnessed a rapid and accelerating pace 
of change. In technology, the advent of the computer and the revolution in access to 
information through the internet. In transport, from the post war spread of the motor car 
replacing horse drawn transport to the prospect of driverless cars and in health, 
evidenced by the extension of life expectancy. In all areas of modern life, we are 
constantly experiencing change but still we tend to be taken by surprise when it 
happens and resist it happening. 
 
My professional career has been spent managing many facets of change. As a 
construction project manager I was involved in the planning and creating of change. 
Whilst it was, on the face of it, the physical change of building roads, utility plants and 
buildings, it was in fact that, most of my time in that role, was spent dealing with the 
unexpected. However detailed the planning and scheduling of the works a three-
dimensional structure is being created from a two-dimensional plan or nowadays 
perhaps a virtual image. The interpretation of the detail required will always mean that 
the building created is emergent from those plans and change will be an integral part of 
the process. The time spent on crafting contracts and resolving disputes arising from 
the changes that happen are testament to that. Working now in organisational change 
the same applies. We can plan the change in great detail and strive to make the 
communication of the change as clear and widespread as possible. We can follow the 

                                                 
1
The PMWJ Advances in Project Management series includes articles by authors of program and project 

management books previously published by Gower in the UK and now by Routledge worldwide. To view project 
management books published by Routledge publishers, click here. See this month’s author profile at the end of this 
article. 

 

http://www.pmworldjournal.net/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://www.routledge.com/products/search?keywords=project+management
https://www.routledge.com/products/search?keywords=project+management


PM World Journal  Choosing to Change 
Vol. VII, Issue III – March 2018  Advances in Project Management 
www.pmworldjournal.net Series Article by David Bentley 

 
 
 

 

 
© 2018 David Bentley              www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 2 of 7 

latest model for change management but the unexpected will always happen. People 
will react in unpredictable ways. Sometimes resisting change that would appear, on the 
face of it, to be of clear benefit to them. Other times changing in ways that they did not 
expect themselves and being highly successful. 
 
Whilst pursuing my career in change management I have been challenged to radically 
change my views on the nature of organisations. To re-evaluate what I was doing when 
planning a construction project and how I understood the reactions of the people that I 
was working with and the cultural changes. By chance I happened to choose to do an 
MBA course at the University of Hertfordshire that included taking a view of 
management theory that was developing out of complexity theory. A view that accepts 
unpredictability, takes human interaction as the basis of organisation and pays attention 
to what is actually happening rather than creating a model of what we think should be 
happening. It is in taking this complexity-based view that provides us with an 
understanding of what motivates people to accept or reject change. Providing an 
approach to managing change that works with individuals to make the choice to change 
and determines the way that change happens. 
 
The mainstream approach to contemporary management and organisational theory that 
has been developed over the course of the twentieth century is founded on the 
application of scientific research principles. That is, by conducting experiments, taking 
measurements and analysing data we can come to a theory of how something works 
and then use that knowledge to predict and influence what may happen in the future. 
The ultimate assumption of this way of thinking being that, given sufficient time and 
research effort we will eventually discover the ‘theory of everything’ that will enable us 
to control our destiny.  
 
If we apply that to organisations, then the theory suggests that by studying how they 
perform under given conditions, measuring changes in performance and observing 
behaviour we can understand how they function.  We can then develop models of how 
they should be managed and plan actions for change accordingly. 
 
By tracing the origins of the current theories of change management we can see how 
organisations have come to be seen as systems that can be manipulated and 
redesigned by an external process of management. Rooted in Kurt Lewin’s classic 
three stage approach to managing change, the treatment of organisations ‘as-if’ they 
are systems that can be re-engineered and reset to a new course has dominated the 
thinking on change management throughout the twentieth century. The mindset of 
systems theory that dominates management thinking is of mechanics. We talk about 
leverage and turning the wheels of industry and we seek to measure the performance 
of the system. The assumption is of linear cause and effect, rationality and shared 
company culture. In change management we talk of having tools with which to bring 
about change and the movement from one state of equilibrium to another. With thinking 
on leadership reflecting this same view, change is considered to be a top down driven 
process that can be project managed through clear visions, communication and careful 
planning. 
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At the same time as the dominant theory of management was becoming embedded in 
organisational thinking, others were approaching the subject from the perspective of 
social behaviour. Herbert Mead, the early twentieth century philosopher, sociologist and 
psychologist pioneered thinking in social research and the development of Action 
Research in the understanding of organisations. Mead’s philosophy was aligned to the 
thinking of the school of American Pragmatism. A view that reality is not something that 
exists independently of the individual but is created by the way in which those 
individuals act in relation to it. Put simply, an object, such as a chair, only has meaning 
through the way we interact with it, in this case by sitting on it. 
 
Contemporary research in neuroscience has shown that we form an understanding of 
the world in which we live from birth by exploration and observation of what is 
happening around us. That reality is held in that part of our brains that works 
unconsciously to enable us to function without the need to expend energy on conscious 
thought. For example, we don’t have to think about how we walk across a room we just 
do it. In this way we construct the reality of our world only by the way that we interact 
with it and in order to understand the nature of any shared reality, we need to observe 
what people actually do and how they respond to the world around them. We gain a 
shared understanding, as we grow up, of what a chair is by observing the way we all 
use it. The pragmatic approach to understanding is, then, through close contact and 
immersion in the everyday activities of people and observing how they construct their 
everyday reality through their interaction with the world around them.  
 
To understand the nature of change in organisations we can take an approach based 
on the principles of pragmatism. Using narrative accounts of how people interact with 
change and how they respond to the challenges presented by change we are able to 
pay attention to what is actually going on in a change situation and how it is that people 
make the choice to change and when they resist. By taking this approach we start with 
the organisation ‘as-is’, that is, as a group of interacting individuals sharing a common 
goal of delivering a product or service rather than some form of pseudo machine. We 
need to understand organisations by observation of what is actually happening. Paying 
attention to how people in the organisation are interacting and how they are creating 
meaning.  
 
Mead’s thinking was influenced by his interest in developments in the early twentieth 
century in brain research. At that time, the subject was in its very early stages of 
understanding and Mead’s thinking was primarily observational of social interaction. He 
was particularly focused on the role that the brain and the central nervous system might 
play in anticipating future actions. At this stage of understanding, the role of conscious 
thought was predominant and assumed to be the driver of behaviour. Mead’s life and 
career came to an end in the early 1970’s as the explosion in computing power was 
getting underway. In contemporary research we can now use neuroimaging to identify 
areas of activity in the brain under particular conditions. Whilst we cannot, at this stage, 
map the immense number of neurons in the brain and the seemingly endless number of 
potential connections between them, we can see which parts of the brain are 
responding to certain stimuli. This has shown the role of the unconscious areas of the 
brain in managing the day to day functions of life and storing our individual map of 
reality that determines our understanding.  
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In his book, published by his students in 1932, Mead reasoned that the future is 
perpetually constructed in, what he termed, the specious present (now more commonly 
termed the living present). Where our actions in the immediate present are continually 
formed and reformed by our developing perception of the past and our current 
expectation of the future. So, for each individual, the meaning ascribed to any situation 
and the action we take, in the present, is constantly being formed and reformed by our 
interaction with those around us, our environment and our internal selves. So, we are 
all influenced in the way we act in the present by a combination of our perception of our 
past experience and our expectation of what the future will hold. It is important here to 
note that our memory of the past is not fixed, as in the nature of a collection of 
photographs or video but is constantly revised by our ongoing reflection on our 
experience. We re-evaluate the past in the light of the present. 
 
It is the unconscious reality that we construct from birth that drives our behaviour in the 
present. It is the key to how we interact with each other in our organisations and in life 
generally. In reality, life in organisations is not the acting out of a set pattern of pre-
determined and rational processes it is an ongoing process of gestures and responses 
that happen in the immediate present. How we form those gestures and responses in 
the instant is an unconscious reaction driven by our individual reality that determines 
how we react to the prospect of change. The ongoing pattern of change is the emergent 
and unpredictable process arising from that interaction. In taking this view, we can pay 
attention to what is actually happening and start to work with that in the change 
process. 
 
The revolution in computing and the memory capacity that has facilitated neurological 
research and advanced our understanding of memory has also made possible 
simulations of complex networks i.e. interacting, non-linear networks of connected 
individuals that react according to internal adaptive rule-sets. It has shown how these 
networks create over time novel patterns of behaviour as the connectivity increases, 
that is, the degree to which each individual is able to influence the behaviour of those 
that it interacts with. This is seen in nature, in phenomena such as the flocking of birds 
and, in the longer term, the evolution of species. 
 
If you have been lucky enough to witness a large flock of birds giving an awesome 
display of aerial acrobatics when coming down to roost at dusk, you will recall the ever-
changing patterns that are formed. Each individual bird is responding to the birds that 
are closest to it and changing its course accordingly. The response of each bird to 
changes in its neighbour’s flight path, in a dynamic situation like that, will not be linear. 
It may accelerate or decelerate, curve one way or the other, all non-linear responses. 
Their relative positions, how close they are, will affect how strongly or quickly they 
respond to their neighbours’ changes and how many of their them they are responding 
to. The patterns that emerge are not predetermined but the spontaneous outcome of all 
the ongoing actions and reactions of the individual birds. The display is unpredictable 
and ever changing but at the same time recognisable for what it is. 
 
The changes in the behaviour of complex networks is influenced by what are termed 
attractors. Factors that draw individual behaviour towards a particular state. A simple 
example of this is the changing gait of a horse as it increases its speed of movement 
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from walking to trotting and on to galloping. The patterns of motion are tending towards 
a state of lowest energy consumption and as the pace is increased the pattern changes 
from one cycle of leg movements to another. Each gait is drawn by an attractor of 
movement for lowest energy at that pace.   
 
We can also recognise these phenomena in human behaviour and use this knowledge 
to inform our understanding of organisations and change. It is the forming and constant 
reforming of our personal realities that is fundamental to the way we interact with each 
other and how change emerges from that. Change and the reaction to change is a 
complex process rather than a managed and externally directed activity. The key to 
understanding how this process works and what drives the emergence of change and 
our response to it lies in the ongoing way in which we make choices and react to our 
environment. 
 
Stepping away from the systems view of organisations towards a complexity 
perspective we see organisations as patterns of communicative interaction between 
independent individuals, or in other words, ongoing conversations, where its future 
state is constantly emergent. The organisation cannot be isolated from its context, 
redesigned and then re-connected. Change is a perpetual process that emerges from 
those conversations and the interactions of the individuals, employees, stakeholders, 
customers and all those linked to the organisation. Change is a consequence of the 
collective choices made by individuals. 
 
The unpredictable and emergent nature of behaviour arises from the meaning found in 
gesture and response i.e. the way that we act in relation to each other. Organisations 
are self-organising patterns of conversations in which meaning emerges. Individual 
realities, in the context of the organisation, are constantly formed and reformed. Thus 
we are now working with what is actually happening in the organisation. 
 
We have considered the view of organisations that is prompted by the scientific 
management theory that they act ‘as-if’ they are discreet systems that can be 
manipulated when we want to bring about a change in their state. A process that 
creates a need to change, implements a new state, perhaps a new way of working or 
behaving and then cements that into everyday practice. A view that tends to treat 
organisations as a form of sentient organism capable of holding values and a social 
conscience and so able to change in itself. I suggest, though, that if we take away the 
individuals we are not left with anything that is capable of acting in that way. In the 
absence of artificial intelligence, without the individuals we only have a collection of 
buildings, machinery, stock and products. Further, what makes it an organisation is not 
even just the individuals themselves but the way they interact and particularly the 
activity that emerges from that interaction.  
 
The insights gained from modern neuroscience help us to see how Mead’s description 
of acting in the living present through an ongoing sequence of gesture and response 
creates, in an organisation as with all social groupings, the behavioural patterns 
described by complexity theory. The personal reality that we build and constantly 
rebuild in our unconscious brain, together with our expectations of the future, are 
expressed in our gestures and responses in the present. By paying attention to what is 
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actually happening in those organisations we see that the only variable is the ongoing 
conversation of those gestures and responses. 
 
A complexity understanding of what is actually happening with individuals interacting in 
organisations and the unpredictable and emergent nature of change, puts individual 
choice at the centre of change management. It is the unconscious reality that drives 
choice and by making that explicit we can influence the narrative shared in the 
organisation to promote the emergence of positive change. Having challenging 
conversations and employing narrative learning in organisations, enables groups to 
move to a position of creativity. The point where they can embrace the emergent and 
unpredictable nature of change and make the choice to change with confidence. 
 
So, an organisation is a complex network of individuals where each individual is 
connected in local interactions, in the present, from which patterns of behaviour and 
activity emerge on an ongoing basis. This view of organisations is supported by the 
observation of patterns of difference and self-similarity. Life is similar day to day but is 
always different. Life is unpredictable and non-linear as things escalate out of 
seemingly nowhere whilst other things that appear, at first, to be very important fade 
into insignificance. We are drawn, unconsciously to certain strange attractors such as 
maintaining the status-quo in the face of change as that is the line of least effort. We 
tend to respond to anxiety, particularly when faced with change, by adopting the 
attractors of basic assumption behaviour, such as fight or flight, to lower that anxiety. 
So, if that is what organisations actually are then we need to approach change or the 
creation of change in an organisation from that perspective rather than that of the 
systems and scientific management view. 
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