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About the author 
 

An organisational change management rebel with a 
cause! 

 
Enjoying challenging the status quo I  drive new ways of 
working along with new ways of thinking. 

 
I have authored four books on organizational change 
management.  
 
I am an author, speaker, coach, mentor, facilitator and 
trainer, with the desire to make a difference. 

 
I am passionate about enabling individuals to be 
resilient and thrive in a rapidly changing and ambiguous 
world.  

 
We need to be creative and innovative in the way we 
transition people through change so that it becomes 
embedded into the fabric of the organisation. 
 

 
 

 
“The challenge of organizational change is that it 
involves people – the most dynamic, versatile, 
volatile, complex and diverse aspect of the 
organization. 
 
Therefore, a multi-faceted, multi-dimensional 
approach to change is required.” 
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Introduction 
 
Much has been written about change initiatives failing to achieve a return on investment because 
they did not gain traction or become embedded as a new-way-of-working. 
 
This paper explores reasons changes often fail to be adopted, the solution in the form of the 
Balanced Diversity framework, the construct of the framework, how it should be used and why you 
should be using it on all of your change initiatives. 

 

The problem 
 
Often change is implemented only to find that there is not widespread adoption. This is a costly 
situation that results in project overruns, unnecessary rework, additional training, delivery delays 
and project resources unable to be assigned to new projects. 
 
I believe a reason for this failure is the failure to use the right selection of practices (or activities) to 
successfully transition to a desired state. 
 
Many organizations will invest in a communication plan and a training program in the hope that the 
transition will be achieved. In most cases, this does not work. 
 
The reason is that those practices (or activities) of communication and training are not diverse 
enough and do not comprise a balanced portfolio of practices for the transition to be successful. 
 
A balanced portfolio contains formal and informal practices, and practices that build on current 
commitments and move the organization further along the path to change. 
 

The solution 
 
The answer is the framework contained within my 2020 publication – Balanced Diversity: A Portfolio 
Approach to Organizational Change. 

The Balanced Diversity framework is a reference guide for every leader of change who needs access 
to a wide range of practices.  

The framework provides a wide-ranging and diverse set of practices that can be used for successful 
transitions. The key is that they have been divided into informal and formal practices. They have 
then been grouped into those that will help the organization deliver on current commitments 
(referred to as fulfillment) and those that will help the organization move further along the path to 
change (referred to as innovation).  

The result is that the framework provides four groups (quadrants) of practices from which leaders of 
change need to select a balanced portfolio of practices to make their transition a success. Practices 
need to be selected from each quadrant and used together to achieve sufficient penetration and 
traction to achieve the desired outcomes.  

https://karenferris.com/books
https://karenferris.com/books
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The framework 
 

Background 

In 2010, the Network for Business Sustainability (NBS) commissioned a large- scale systematic review 
of both academic and practitioner resources related to successfully embedding sustainability into an 
organization. 

The research team, led by Dr. Stephanie Bertels of Simon Fraser 
University, identified 13,756 academic and practitioner articles and 
reports related to the topic. A detailed review then narrowed this 
down to the most relevant 179 to be included in the systematic 
review.  

The extensive analysis of these sources revealed a multitude of 
ways that organizations can work to embed sustainability into the 
organization.  

In the end, the research team identified 59 distinct practices and grouped them in way that they 
anticipated would be meaningful to businesses.  

In 2011, as a result of my interest in sustainability for IT service management I came across this body 
of research, and I soon realized it had far-reaching implications for those of us leading change.  

Although the focus of the research was on embedding sustainability into an organization, my 
examination of the research results clearly showed that the findings could be related to embedding 
any type of change into an organization.  

My resulting 2011 publication, utilizing the framework for embedding change related to IT service 
management was written with the permission of Dr. Bertels. 

In 2020, I revised the publication to make it applicable to a wider audience and a more agile and 
digitally enabled world. Dr. Bertels also gave the 2020 publication her approval. 

The construct 

The framework revolves around two main dimensions relating to intent and approach. Intent is what 
you are trying to accomplish. Approach is how you are going to do it.  

Intent: what you are trying to accomplish  

On the path to making a change, organizations face tensions between ensuring they meet existing 
commitments (fulfillment) and making way for changes that will help them improve performance in 
the long term (innovation).  

These two goals form the vertical axis of the framework. 

The Balanced Diversity 
framework is a reference 
guide for every leader of 

change who needs access 
to a wide range of 

practices. 
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Fulfillment: These are practices targeted at delivering on current commitments or implementing 
current initiatives. These practices involve discussion about what the organization ‘should do’ and 
emphasize compliance, operational excellence and targeted reinforcement, or refining what the 
organization is already doing in the area of the intended change.  

Innovation: These are practices aimed at innovation: looking at better or different ways to do things. 
These practices involve discussion about what the organization ‘could do’ and involve 
experimenting, listening and trying new things.  

Approach: how you are going to do it  

There are two different approaches to embedding change: informal and formal. There is an ongoing 
interplay between these approaches and both impact culture.  

This requires management awareness of the impact of both hard and soft approaches to building 
cultural change.  

These approaches form the horizontal axis of the framework. 

 

Informal: The informal approaches to shaping an organization’s culture target people’s values as well 
as social norms. A social norm is an expectation that people will behave in a certain way.  

Norms (as opposed to rules) are enforced by other members of the organization through the use of 
social sanction. Norms and values are generally passed on and shaped through observation or 
experience.  

Thus, informal approaches aim to establish and reinforce shared values and shared ways of doing 
things that align the organization with its journey toward the intended change. This is often 
accomplished through discussion and experiences, and by modelling desired behaviors.  

Formal: Formal approaches to shaping an organization’s culture try to guide behavior through the 
rules, systems and procedures. The idea is to codify and organize values and behaviors that have 
developed informally.  

This is often accomplished by generating documents and texts such as codes of conduct, procedures, 
systems and training materials and by implementing programs.  

The resulting four quadrants, as shown below, represent the different types of practices that can be 
employed to embed change into the organizational culture.  
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The 59 practices identified by the research are grouped into 20 categories across the four quadrants 
and the categories are shown here. 
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The 59 practices are distributed across the categories are shown here. 

 

You can download an A3 copy of the framework here. 

The key to the use of the framework, revealed from the research, is to draw a balance of practices 
from each of the four quadrants of the framework in the effort to embed change.  

https://karenferris.com/balanced-diversity-framework-download


© 2021 Karen Ferris All rights reserved 9 

Similar to the need to consume food from each of the four food 
groups for good health, it is a balanced approach, and uses a wide 
and diverse range of practices that will achieve successful change. 

Those working to embed change into the organization need a 
portfolio of practices at their disposal. The portfolio of practices 
creates a balanced diversity to ensure successful change.  

The approach can be used for strategic, tactical and operational 
change. 

 It can be used for small, medium and large changes of varying 
complexity and priority. It can be used to increase resilience in the face of constant change.  

  

The key to the use of the 
framework, revealed from 
the research, is to draw a 
balance of practices from 

each of the four quadrants 
of the framework in the 
effort to embed change. 
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10 reasons why you need to use the framework 
 
There are many reasons to utilize the framework in your change endeavors.  

 

1. Change is everyone’s business 
 
Everyone has to take responsibility for embedding change into an organization. Whilst many 
organizations may have the advantage of an internal organizational change management 
competency, it is highly unlikely that there will be sufficient resources within that competency to 
take an active part on every project and every change. 
 
As the speed and volatility of change increases, the organizational change management subject 
matter experts will have to take on a strategic focus and drive a change capability throughout the 
organization. 
 
We no longer exist in a bubble in which leading change can be left in the hands of a few. Today, it 
has to be in the hands of many. 

The Balanced Diversity framework is a reference guide for every leader of change who needs access 
to a wide range of practices.  

2. 59 practices 
 
As mentioned earlier in this paper, the practices chosen to embed a change are often limited to 
communication and training. 
 

Whilst these practices are important, they are not diverse enough 
to assure successful change. 
 
Even if this was realized by those leading change, there was no 
comprehensive list of 59 practices, arranged to enable a balanced 
selection before the publication of – Balanced Diversity: A 
Portfolio Approach to Organizational Change. 
 
The 59 practices in the framework provide a myriad of options to 
be chosen from based on the characteristics of the organisation 
and the change at hand. 

 
The structured approach to choosing practices is discussed in the next section 
 

3. Structure to practice selection 
 
Often the approach to choosing practices to embed change is haphazard and based on variables 
such as personalities, previously used practices, biases, comfort zones, capabilities and 
competencies, and limited by knowledge of what practices are available to be utilized. 
 
Those tasked with leading change may not have received training in organizational change and 
therefore lack awareness of the considerations that should lead the choice of practices. 
 

We no longer exist in a 
bubble in which leading 
change can be left in the 

hands of a few. 
 

 Today, it has to be in the 
hands of many. 

https://karenferris.com/books
https://karenferris.com/books
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The Balanced Diversity publication provides guidance on the approach to take to choose the right 
practices. 
 
The following diagram provides a high-level view of the areas to be considered and the questions to 
be asked when selecting practices from the framework. 

 

 
 
 
When this approach is used, there is informed decision-making rather than choices led by personal 
preferences that have no correlation with the change being addressed. 

 

4. Augmentation 
 
I am often asked whether the Balanced Diversity framework replaces other change management 
methodologies and approaches already in use within an organization. 
 
My answer is a categorical ‘NO’. 
 
The Balanced Diversity framework augments, not replaces, all of the existing and future change 
management methodologies and approaches. 
 
Most, if not all, methodologies involve identification of stakeholders, determination of impact and 
consideration of how those stakeholders are going to be engaged and be made ready for the change 
and a successful transition. 
 
It is at this stage that practices should be chosen that will address the specifics needs of each 
stakeholder group. 
 
The Balanced Diversity framework provides an abundance of practices that can be utilized to meet 
those needs. 
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The material in the publication describes each practice in detail and how it should be applied. 

 

5. One-size-does-not-fit-all 
 
Every change is different. No change is exactly like the one that preceded it or will follow it. 
 
Variables include scope, size, change type, impact, amount of change, timeframes and the 
stakeholders impacted. 
 
Other variables that some into play are the perceived need for the change by stakeholders, the 
history of past changes, change readiness or resistance, management commitment and buy-in. 
 
All of these factors means that each change has to be taken on its own merit and that its unique 
characteristics are addressed accordingly. 
 
Just because a set of practices for change A resulted in a successful outcome and widespread 
adoption does not mean that the same set of practices for change B will have the same result. 
 
Applying the same set of practices for every change is like a sports team playing the same set of 
tactics in every game regardless of who their opponent is. That is not the way to win the game. The 
tactics will change based on many considerations. 

 

6. Bias and comfort zone influence 
 
I have already alluded to personal bias and comfort zones influencing the choice of practices to be 
deployed for a change.  
 
The Balanced Diversity framework and the structured approach to 
its use, ensures that those factors do not result in the wrong 
choice of practices. 
 
We all have biases for particular practices, and this can be as a result of having used them 
extensively previously and therefore we are well inside our comfort zone when we choose them 
once again. 
 
We need a structured approach that does not allow us to be prejudiced in our choice of practices. 
 
The Balanced Diversity framework is that approach. 
 
 

7. Time pressure influence 
 
Our choice of practices can be influenced by time pressure put 
upon us to get changes implemented and adopted so that we 
can meet agreed deadlines and move on to the next change. 
 
Failing to choose the right practices for each change due to time constraints is false economy.  

Applying the same set of 
practices for every change 

is like a sports team 
playing the same set of 
tactics in every game 

regardless of who their 
opponent is. 
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When changes fail due to the wrong practices being deployed to try and embed change, it costs time 
and money. 
 
As mentioned at the start of this paper, failure results in project overruns, unnecessary rework, 
additional training, delivery delays and project / change resources unable to be assigned to new 
projects. 
 
Do not be intimidated by the availability of 59 practices to choose from and assume that selection 
will be a time-consuming process. This is not the case. 
 
When effectively facilitated, selection of practices can be done in a time effective manner. 
 
A recent practice selection workshop, looked at a change with the following characteristics: 
 
OUTCOME: Adoption of a project management system across the enterprise. 500 directly people 
impacted. It is determined as a significant change. 
 
CULTURE: Many changes are underway and there is a poor history of change – perceived as negative 
and poorly managed. Change resistant. 
 
NEEDS: Stakeholders know there is a need for this change. Current project management system is 
outdated. 
 
SKILLS: There is access to other departments in the organization. Funds are available to source both 
internal and external resources. 
 
TIME AND RESOURCES: The go-live date is in 3 months’ time. Adequate resources and funding are 
available for the change. 
 
There were 6 participants and a facilitator. 8 practices were chosen and agreed on in under 30 
minutes. 

 

8. Emphasis on formal practices delivering on current 
commitments 

 
Extensive use of the framework to undertake a gap analysis of practices currently in use to embed 
change and determine their balance as per the Balanced Diversity framework, has revealed a 
prevailing bias to select practices from the Clarifying Expectations quadrant.  
 
These are the formal practices that deliver on current commitments. 
 
The following is an example of an unbalanced selection. 
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The research behind the framework revealed that it was a balanced selection of practices from each 
quadrant that resulted in change being successfully embedded into the organization. 
 
Therefore, the imbalance in this example reduces the chances of change success. 
 
The Balanced Diversity framework and the guidance on its use, provides a means to ensure a 
balanced and diverse choice of practices to deliver on desired outcomes. 

 

9. The more tools we have, the more dynamic our approach 
 
If we only have a hammer in our toolbox, every challenge looks like a nail. 
 
We need a wide choice of tools to address every challenge we may face. A well-outfitted toolkit for 
driving change can boost capability and ensure success. 
 
Our change toolkit can never be static – we need to continually look for new and innovative tools to 
enhance our capability. 
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10. Realized by Research. Delivered by Design 

 
Unlike many change management frameworks we are presented with, the Balanced Diversity 
framework is underpinned by extensive research. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the research was commissioned by the Network for Business Sustainability.  
 
For over a year, the researchers set out to determine how companies go about making change an 
everyday, enduring part of their organization. 
 
The research team identified 13,756 academic and practitioner articles and reports. Preliminary 
screening narrowed the pool to 701 sources. Further review and analysis reduced the sources to 179 
upon which extensive and detailed analysis and synthesis was conducted to extract the various 
practices that supported successful change. Based on that analysis the researchers narrowed the 
practices down to 59 and created the framework that I have called the Balanced Diversity 
framework. 
 
The framework was realized by research. 
 
The choice of practices from the framework are delivered by design. 

 
The following is an extract from the research report recommending how the framework can be used 
as a baseline / gap analysis or new program implementation.  
 
“Use the Portfolio Assessment Tool to conduct a baseline assessment and gap analysis for the 
organization as a whole. Or, use the framework to plan what practices you will use to support the 
implementation of a particular program 
 
Step 1  
When conducting a baseline/gap analysis, place a check mark next to the practices that you already 
employ. If you are planning a new program, place a check mark beside those that you plan to 
employ.  
 
Step 2  
Take a look at the distribution. Do you make use of a sub-set of practices from each quadrant? Are 
you making use of the supported practices? Do you expend too much energy in one quadrant at the 
expense of others?  
 
Step 3  
Circle additional practices that you might want to consider, emphasizing those that have been 
demonstrated to be effective. See the full systematic review for more details making use of the 
framework.” 
 
This is how the framework practices are delivered by design.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d5156083138fd000193c11a/t/5f2f3ffbdf524e64bc0cd70b/1596932150180/Systematic-Review-Sustainability-and-Corporate-Culture.pdf
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Conclusion 

Evidence and personal experience show that a one-dimensional approach to try to embed change 
into an organization does not work.  

There may be some immediate tangible benefits experienced but, most likely, the change will not 
stick. In the long term, there will be no return on investment.  

The integration of change into the organization will become an increasingly uphill battle. As each 
successive change fails to become part of the DNA of the organization, the appetite for change will 
decrease. There will be increased resistance to change, apathy and change fatigue as a result of a 
string of failed change initiatives.  

The more changes that fail, the harder it is to achieve successful 
ones.  

The challenge of organizational change is that it involves 
people—the most dynamic, versatile, volatile, complex and 
diverse aspect of the organization. Therefore, a multi-faceted, 
multi-dimensional approach to change is required.  

A diverse set of practices is needed—formal and informal—to deliver on current commitments as 
well as being aimed at innovation.  

Balanced diversity is how change becomes embedded into the fabric of your organization.  

 
 

 
  

Our change toolkit can 
never be static – we need 

to continually look for new 
and innovative tools to 
enhance our capability. 
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