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ARTICLE Leadership

Overcome persistent obstacles to change 
and progress towards achieving goals 
and desired results

Leaders agree that improvement and innovation 
are core organisational priorities and therefore 
opt for a plethora of change initiatives, be it a 
new growth strategy or business-unit re-struc-
ture, the integration of a recent acquisition, or 
the roll-out of a new operational-improvement 
effort. The underlying focus in such organisa-
tions is to alter systems and structures and on 
creating new policies and processes in an at-
tempt to drive change. To achieve collective 
change over time, actions such as these are 
necessary but seldom enough to bring about the 
desired results.

Another slant that underpins change, is a focus 
on interventions which will change and alter the 
behaviour of individuals in a company. The prob-
lem is that a behavioural focus alone will also not 
solve organisational challenges. 

Why? 

Because the behaviours that organisations try to 
re-direct is driven by mindset.
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Because mindset drives behaviour, 
changing behaviour requires a funda-
mental change in mindset. As import-
ant as mindsets are, organisational 
change efforts often skip ahead to ac-
tions (behaviours). We ask people to 
adopt prescribed behaviours and ex-
pect it to stick through force of will. In 
our experience, and the experience 
of Arbinger clients the world over, it 
won’t if we haven’t explored and ad-
dressed the underlying attitudes and 
beliefs that drove the old behaviours 
in the first place – we call this mind-
set. Small wonder that organisation-
al change initiatives, designed to 
drive improvement and innovation 
frequently disappoint in realising the 
desired change. Research points to 
numerous reasons for this, from a 
lack of urgency, to design flaws, to in-
adequate incentives, to a lack of dis-
cipline and accountability, to name a 
few. Truth is, the real problem facing 
the company is fundamentally a prob-
lem of mindset.   

A new strategy will fall short of its po-
tential if it fails to address the under-
lying mind-sets and capabilities of the 
people who are expected to execute 
it. The failure to recognise and shift 
mindsets can stall the change effort(s) 

of an entire organisation. McKinsey 
& Company research validates this -  
one of their studies indicates that half 
of the efforts to transform organisa-
tional performance fail either because 
leaders and managers do not act as 
role models for change, or because 
people in the organisation defend the 
status quo. In other words, despite 
the stated change goals, people from 
leaders to people at the coal face 
tend to behave as they did before. 
Concurrently, the same McKinsey 
research indicates that companies 
who inquire deeper to find the real 
reasons why change efforts fail iden-
tify and address pervasive mind-sets 
at the outset. Such organisations are 
four times more likely to succeed in 
bringing about enduring change than 
are companies that overlook this. 

At the Arbinger Institute South Africa 
we believe that enduring change of 
a certain kind is much more elusive 
than what most of us acknowledge 
it to be. The answer is surprisingly 
simple and liberating – we are mostly 
looking for the answer in the “wrong 
place”! If change, be it personal or 
in the context of our places of work, 
was always easy we would have fig-
ured out all our challenges by now. 

The truth is, some types of change 
are easy to bring about, and almost 
seems natural. This is not the type of 
change we are referring to here. The 
complexity of our lives and the vex-
ing challenges we can’t seem to solve 
suggest something else is going on.

According to Robert Kegan and Lisa 
Laskow Lahey (Harvard University), 
the actual reason for the persistent 
problem that haunts us in our organ-
isations as well as our private lives 
lies at a deeper level, pointing to 
the human inability to close the gap 
between what we know to do and 
what we actually end up doing. This 
is a common challenge for individ-
uals, teams and organisations. We 
continue to struggle with the same 
issues, year in and year out. Robert 
Kegan and Lisa Laskow developed 
a powerful process called Immunity 
to Change to illustrate how beliefs 
and mindset can create a powerful 
“immunity to change” whether it ap-
plies to the individual, a group or an 
entire organisation. By identifying the 
root causes of such immunities, we 
can overcome persistent obstacles to 
change and progress towards achiev-
ing our goals and desired results.

For more information on the Arbinger Institute in South Africa and the Immunity to Change Process, contact Marlaine Pretorius 
(marlaine@arbinger.co.za)  and Dr Cobus Pienaar (southafrica@arbinger.co.za). Cobus, the managing partner of Arbinger Institute in South Africa studied 
with the authors of Immunity to Change in the USA. Marlaine has worked with the Immunity to Change process for a number of years and continues to 
apply the process in helping coaching clients unlock challenges that have kept them feeling trapped, often for extensive periods.


