
Systemic Transition Management

Take the easy road for a change



Systemic Transition Management – Take the easy
road for a change

Maaike Thiecke and Bianca van Leeuwen

Translation by: Joscelyn Weychan

Originally published under title: Systemisch
TransitieManagement

© 2017, Systemic Books Publishing

ISBN 978-9492331489 (NUR 801)

All rights reserved. For copying please contact:



1.1 Seven dilemmas about change in organisations . . . . 10
Situational change or transition? . . . . . . . . . . 10
Incidental change or change as a general rule? . . . 12
Individual or collective? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
Preventing a hassle or managing hassle? . . . . . . 15
Emotional deep-sea diving or ignoring feelings? . . 16
Is change difficult or should it be allowed to be easier? 17
Alleviating or facing what is going on? . . . . . . . . 17

1.2 So… . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
1.3 STM information leaflet: the risks of the business . . . 19
1.4 One last thing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

2.1 Systemic Transition Management: the core of it . . . . 25
From A to B . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
The surface current and the undercurrent of change 25
Five transitional stages in the undercurrent . . . . . 26
Dynamics in the organisation: the same everywhere? 28
Why is organisational change so difficult to work out? 28
Turning around persistent patterns . . . . . . . . . 28
Organisational context . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
Managers and consultants knowmore than they think 31

3



2.2 Managing transitions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32
On repeat: the surface current and the undercurrent 32
Transition phases . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
Systemic Transition Management . . . . . . . . . . 35

2.3 Systems thinking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
The meaning of systems thinking . . . . . . . . . . 37
An organisation is a living system . . . . . . . . . . 38
Changing systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
Linear and circular thinking . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

2.4 Systemic Work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
Significance of Systemic Work . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
Starting points . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
Disrupted patterns: a goldmine for change agents! . 45
The system principles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Disrupted principles cause problems in systems . . 47
Organisational constellations . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
I spy with my little eye (something you can’t see) . . 54

2.5 The function of undesired and persistent behaviour . . 54
Old perspective: what is paid attention to flourishes 55
STM perspective: every behaviour has its function . 56

2.6 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58
2.7 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

1: Context scan: the playing field . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
2: Systemic bullying: persistent, undesired behaviour . . 61

3.1 Emotions in organisational change: inevitable and indis-
pensable . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

3.2 The significance of emotion management . . . . . . . 66
3.3 Brain and emotions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Cortex and limbic system linked . . . . . . . . . . . 68
Limbic or not? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69
Emotions in teams: slightly different? . . . . . . . . 70
Making decisions is a limbic affair . . . . . . . . . . 71

3.4 Emotions in organisational change . . . . . . . . . . . 72
3.5 Calming or activating, that is the question! . . . . . . . 75

Calming the Elephant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75
Motivating the Elephant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

4



3.6 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80
3.7 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82

3: Elephant dictionary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82

What all transitional phases have in common . . . . . . . . . 85
Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88

4: QuickScan change assignment . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
5: Change scorecard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90

4.1 Without urgency, no change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
4.2 Creating a significant B . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96

The conditions for a meaningful B . . . . . . . . . . 97
4.3 Having to or wanting to: more of the same . . . . . . . 101

Who has to create urgency? . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102
4.4 How systems respond to urgency . . . . . . . . . . . . 103

Hanging in there . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 104
4.5 The contribution of ‘pushers’ and ‘catalysts’ . . . . . . 105
4.6 Recognise lack of urgency . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105

Sounds logical, but urgent…? . . . . . . . . . . . . 106
Mandatory or not? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107
A lack of urgency or an unclear B? . . . . . . . . . . 107

4.7 Facilitating urgency: what is required from you? . . . . 108
4.8 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114
4.9 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115

6: Disastrous for the change: 15 ways to avoid urgency . 115
7: A video for urgency: the customer visualised . . . . . 117
8: Change: mandatory or not? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118

5.1 Loss in all shapes and sizes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121
Unexpected loss during desired change . . . . . . . 122
Conflicting emotions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122

5.2 Seduction won’t work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 123
5.3 How systems react to letting go . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125
5.4 The contribution of ‘complainers’ and ‘fans of the past’ 128

5



5.5 The meaning of loss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 129
5.6 Enduring loss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
5.7 Being flexible about not letting go . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
5.8 “We are stopping…” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 132
5.9 What if it takes too long? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 133
5.10 Facilitating letting go: what is required from you? . . . 134
5.11 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139
5.12 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141

9: Disastrous for the change: 15 ways to avoid letting go 141
10: Sentimental journey: Light version . . . . . . . . . . 142
11: Sentimental journey: Extreme version . . . . . . . . 143

6.1 Feeling flustered? That is logical! . . . . . . . . . . . . 147
6.2 The most dangerous phase in the transition . . . . . . 148
6.3 How systems react to noman’s land . . . . . . . . . . 148
6.4 The contribution of ‘doubters’ and ‘alarmists’ . . . . . 151
6.5 Where did all my experienced people go? . . . . . . . . 151
6.6 What if there is no hassle at all? . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152
6.7 Feeling lost or a lack of urgency? . . . . . . . . . . . . 153
6.8 Facilitating feeling lost: what is required from you? . . 154
6.9 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 158
6.10 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159

12: Disastrous for the change: 15 ways to avoid feeling lost 159
13: Write down a worst-case scenario with your team . . 160

7.1 Why the creation phase is so attractive . . . . . . . . . 165
7.2 How systems respond to creation . . . . . . . . . . . . 166
7.3 The contribution of ‘inventors’ and ‘Young Turks’ . . . 167
7.4 The best place to be! Overvaluing the creation phase . 168
7.5 Creating, that is a piece of cake! Right? . . . . . . . . . 169
7.6 Mistakes are permitted. Or mandatory? . . . . . . . . . 172
7.7 People experiencing loss in the creation phase . . . . . 172
7.8 Facilitating creation: what is required from you? . . . . 173
7.9 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 176
7.10 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 178

14: Disastrous for the change: 15 ways to frustrate change 178
15: Mistakes are mandatory! . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 179

6



8.1 We are nearly there… . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183
Change as a way of life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183

8.2 Proud and peaceful . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 184
8.3 How systems respond to new beginnings . . . . . . . . 185
8.4 The contribution of ‘little goody two shoes’ . . . . . . . 186
8.5 Onward towards new DNA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

New routines = new paths in the brain . . . . . . . . 187
Routines are boring . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 189

8.6 Facilitating thenewbeginning: what is required fromyou? 190
8.7 In conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 194
8.8 Quick check . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195

16: Disastrous for the change: 15 ways to avoid the new be-
ginning . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195

17: Congratulations, caught in the act! . . . . . . . . . . 197





Bianca: “Hello, Bianca van Leeuwen.”
Maaike: “Maaike Thiecke.”

THAͮ ͱAͭ how simply our partnership began in 2007 at an introduction
to the course ‘SystemDynamics in Organisations’ at the Bert Hellinger

Institute in theNetherlands. Wewere both fascinated by changing organi-
sations. Wewere both frustrated by organisations that kept repeating the
same behaviour, without anything changing. We both longed for a lens
through which we could understand persistent behaviour in a change.

During the course, that lenswas offered to us andwe immediately con-
nected through our ambition to translate this lens into practical tools and
language for managers in changing organisations. From the start of our
partnership we did our best to make managers and organisations enthu-
siastic about our lens: both in our peer review group and later on in the
workshops that we occasionally gave together. In these workshops we
mainly used organisational constellations to get people interested in this
lensbasedonSystemicWork. The standardquestion that our participants
responded with was: “So how can I apply this to my ownwork?”.

We changed the programme, used half of the time for organisational
constellations and the other half for ‘something different’. We made our
participants engage in ‘systemic bullying’ by using a list of questions that
we often use to offer our clients a different perspective on change. These
are tricky questions and the participants loved them for their ability to
provide unexpected and clear insights that quickly move the change for-
ward. Within a year the constellations had disappeared, and we only did
‘something different’. After all, our trainer Jan Jacob Stam taught us that
constellations are only a means to an end. In hindsight this was crucial
for the development of our own philosophy: Systemic TransitionManage-
ment (STM).
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In themeantime,wewerebothbusywithour ownchangeassignments
and our own changes. Bianca decided to ‘divorce’ her employer and start
her own business as a change agent. Maaike decided to ‘divorce’ her first
company and biggest dream: the cooking studio in which she had made
teamsboil over, get burnt and separate inorder to teach themhowtowork
together. We started working togethermore oftenwhen it turned out that
webothneededahelpinghand. Andwe startedabusiness together: ‘Plan
B. For a change’.

Every now and thenwemade a discovery. WilliamBridges’ book ‘Man-
aging Transitions’ was accessible and offered a clear model. ‘Verborgen
orde’ (Hidden order) by Paul Huguenin and van Gestel (2007) was also sig-
nificant for us because it’s as systemic as can be, without actually men-
tioning the word systemic. Both books enabled us to translate the theory
to changing organisations. Later on we discovered books at crucial mo-
ments that helped us form our own philosophy: Systemic TransitionMan-
agement. One of these well-timed discoveries was the book ‘Switch: How
to Change Things when Change is Hard’ by brothers Chip and Dan Heath
(2010).

We came across some old loves. Bianca included the study of emo-
tions in STM, Maaike reached for the brain learning principles. Systemic
Transition Management was increasingly shaping up into what it has be-
come today. Everything we came up with was immediately tested in all
those brave organisations that allowed us a peek into their transitioning
system. We also started to document our ideas, not only the philosophy,
but also theworkingmethods thatwewere devising and fine-tuning aswe
worked. The Systemic TransitionManagementmodel has been registered
as intellectual property and specified in an i-depot (© Plan B, 2012).

The reactions to our approach in organisations took somegetting used
to. They could be summarised as “Holy cow…!”. We often found ourselves
opposite a clientwhoseemed tobe struckby lightningwhenweaskedhim
or her the (by now legendary) question: “Which disaster is going to happen
if the thing that hasn’t succeeded for ten years succeeds now?”. It took us
some time to realise which impact our lens had on managers in changing
organisations.

With the writing down of everything we tried and invented, the first
stepswere taken towards this book. Likewithmost books, we took plenty
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of time to mull the ideas over in our minds. For over a year we kept giv-
ing each other meaningful looks whilst saying: “This should be in a book”.
All the time we were testing, polishing and extending our vision on or-
ganisational change. We have celebrated our successes and have been at
our wits’ end. The one thing that never changed was our firm belief that
change in organisations could be made easier. And, that organisations
can only be significant if they are flexible about change. We experienced
that personally in our own company.

This book is for you, the change agent. It is highly suitable for you:

• If you are interested in a perspective on organisational change that
will change your view forever;

• if you are interested in a book that describes both success and dis-
astrous and hilarious examples in equal measure, in which you can
recognise yourself or your organisation;

• if you are interested in a book that will possibly incite your senses.

This book is not suitable for you:

• If you are looking for the one and only truth about organisational
change;

• if you are particularly attached to the original contents of Transition
Management, brain learning principles, NLP, the study of emotions
or systemic work;

• if you feel that simple, pragmatic tools to make change easier con-
demn the complex, laborious and emotional process of change.

The existence of this book can be attributed to those who participated
inour course ‘Take theeasy road for a change!’. Thesebravemanagers and
advisors wanted to increase their impact on change and gave us goose
bumps when they succeeded in doing just that. Then it was our turn to
mumble “holy cow…”. These participants were generous in sharing their
change victories and change dilemmas. They often asked us: “When are
you publishing that book of yours?”.

This book’s existence can also be attributed to our clients in large and
small change processes: the clients who were grateful that the change fi-
nally succeeded after ten years, the clients who hated uswhen the change
became painful and everything was different from ‘the way things nor-
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mally were’, and clients who decided not to work with us because they
‘preferred to keep things a little more on the surface’.

Thisbookcanbeattributed toall theenthusiastic, critical, crazy,warm,
and honest reactions to our newsletters. “If you would write a book in the
same style as your newsletters, I would buy it tomorrow!”

This book can also be attributed to the assignments that we burnt our
fingers on, were criticised about, mademistakes in or had to return to the
clients, and to the colleagues that we got into trouble with. That was how
we discovered what worked and what didn’t. That is also how we knew
that peoplewhose toeswehad troddenonwere sometimes a compliment
for us and for our philosophy.

This book’s existence can be attributed to the insights of all the change
agents before us, whichwe used gratefully, and to ourmentors and inspir-
ers in all shapes and sizes.

This book can also be attributed to our husbands (aka fellow en-
trepreneurs and fathers of our children), who occasionally allowed us,
with love, to completely disrupt the balance between giving and taking
and occasionally, with love, reclaimed that balance. Just like our children
by the way.

Maaike Thiecke and Bianca van Leeuwen
April 2013
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THIͭ BͩͩK is about making change easier. And seeing that 70 percent
of all change processes fail, this doesn’t seem like a luxury. Change

consumesmoney, timeandenergy. Hearing countless organisations com-
plain about constant organisational changesmakes us despondent when
we see the meagre results. The question is: “What counts as a success-
ful organisational change?”. As far as we are concerned it is pretty simple:
what is important is that behaviour within an organisation or team is dif-
ferent than it was before the change. Isn’t that the only reason you would
ever start a process that consumes so muchmoney, time and energy? No
way would a company integrate an open-plan office, only to go back to
the way it used to be after a year, right? Or send the entire organisation
to a feedback course, only to return to a culture of ‘not addressing each
other’s mistakes’? No company managers in their right minds would in-
vest millions in an efficient merger between several insurance companies
or districts, only to conclude after several years that moremoney, instead
of less, was being spent. Well then!

As said before, this book is for change agents that cannot, or do not
want to, let their organisational changes fail. We are convinced that:

• change in organisations can be made easier;

• change agents can drastically increase their impact on change.

Fromthat convictionwehavedevelopeda lens anda toolbox to enable
change agents, including you, to take charge of change. With this book
we offer you a lens to look through, to help you understandwhat on earth
keepshappening in yourorganisationwhen ‘they’wantor have to change.
Not only do we offer you a different perspective, to help you ‘get it’, we
also provide (in the words of a participant in one of our courses) “simple
tools that work, thank God”. You can look through the lens, but also put it
away again. We have chosen to permanently laser-etch the lens into our
eyes, but you certainly don’t have to do the same. You probably already
have quite the arsenal of change instruments; we offer an extension, not
a replacement. We call this lens Systemic Transition Management.

In the first part of this bookwedescribe the lens throughwhichwe look
at organisational change. This part will help you understand how and for
what circumstances it is composed. We link existing theoretical frame-
works together and to our experiences in organisational change. Part II fo-
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cuses more on the practical use: how can you intervene in organisational
change?

We start chapter 1 with several assumptions. You could say these are
our assumptions about making organisational and behavioural change
easier; itmight also be thewaywe view theworld. Writing this bookmade
many of these assumptions more explicit. This chapter gives you a taste
of what is to come. You could see it as a teaser.

In chapter 2 we describe the core and the roots of Systemic Transition
Management. Systemic Transition Management (STM) is a mix of existing
theories, our experiencesandour commonsense. Wemadegrateful useof
Bridges’ (2005) ideas and methods regarding transition management, as
well as the systems thinking of, among others, Homan (2005), Choy and
et al. (2005), and Bryan et al. (2006), Hellinger’s Systemic Work and prob-
ably many other theoretical foundations that we have acquired through
the years. We boldly mixed everything together to form a philosophy that
helps us understand what happens in changing organisations and allows
us to intervene in change, making organisational changes easier. We de-
scribe howSystemic TransitionManagement connects to existing theories
about (organisational) change and how that led to a toolbox that al-
lows you to achieve a significant change.

In chapter 3, the final chapter of the first part, wedescribe how toman-
age emotions during organisational change. The presence of emotions is
unavoidable and essential during an organisational change; using our in-
sights on the management of emotions can increase your impact on
change. It is possible that you will find several familiar theoretical frame-
works in this chapter too. We will mainly be describing how these known
frameworks are used within Systemic Transition Management.

SYSTEMIC TRANSITION MANAGEMENT
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10 1.1. SEVEN DILEMMAS ABOUT CHANGE IN ORGANISATIONS

WHEͨͱAͬͧIͨG ͯͪ towards writing this book we read tons and tons of
material on organisational change. Not a hard job, the library is full

of books on the subject. In the words of a publisher who turned down
our publication proposal for this book: “The market is saturated, I am not
going to publish your book”. She couldn’t have highlighted the need for a
distinctive book any better!

The distinctive character of this book starts with clarifying our views
on organisational change. By now we know that we make assumptions,
sometimes consciously, sometimes subconsciously, about organisational
change that colour our philosophy of Systemic Transition Management.
We realised this when communicating with clients who have completed
an intensive master’s programme in Change Management. We read it on
LinkedIn in quick-witted discussions about different views on organisa-
tional change. Also in our workshops and courses we often meet people
who have an entirely different view on organisational change than we do.
It is exactly those (heated) discussions that have provided a good insight
into our basic assumptions. Let’s start by listing asmany of these views on
change in organisations as possible. That way youwill knowwhat you are
dealing with when it comes to us and Systemic Transition Management:
which thingswe completely agree on and those aboutwhichwe definitely
disagree.

1.1 Seven dilemmas about change in organisations

Situational change or transition?

Most change agents are good at managing the implementation of a new
process, a new structure, a merger. They are good at managing the , also
known as situational change according to Bridges (2005). It is an impor-
tant condition for getting from A to B. At the same time, the management
of the surface current is not enough to achieve a change in behaviour once
you arrive at point B. This requires a change in the undercurrent: the psy-
chological transition that people must go through in order to show dif-
ferent behaviour. Without a transition in the undercurrent there is the
risk of change that is nothing more than a rearrangement of furniture.
This seems like stating the obvious, but there appears to be a lot of trust
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in those surface current interventions in the world of change. For a be-
havioural change in the bankingworld, it is not sufficient to only establish
financial disciplinary actions. For more sustainable and animal-friendly
behaviour it is not enough to simply banish cut-price chicken from the su-
permarket. If you want your employees to work more efficiently, simply
implementing a SAP system isn’t going to be enough. To trigger parents
to raise their children more wisely, it is not enough to just open a couple
of Youth and Family Centres. These are just some known examples.

Sometimes there are improvements to bemade in the surface current.
We spoke with a colleague who highly valued a good surface current. Be-
cause so much suffering could be avoided by, as she called it, ‘more hy-
gienic’ change. She meant simply having your act together. We agree.
However, we also see lots of organisations over-investing in the surface
current. “If we just sort this out, then…!” Unfortunately, an organised sur-
face current is no guarantee for a flawless change process. That is why we
so often sit down opposite directors andmanagers who feel discouraged,
disappointed or downright resentful about their endless investments in
education, facilities, work descriptions, areas of responsibility and work-
ing spaces that don’t lead to a change from A to B. It is not only managers
who think in terms of the surface current. Employees are also convinced
that they can only participatewhen things are properly sorted. If that isn’t
the case they can’t join in, and don’t have to either. So: agood surface cur-
rent is essential, but not sufficient when it comes to significant change. Sit-
uational change is important, but it is not enough. Plus, there are plenty
of chances for change agents to become as skilled atmanaging the under-
current as they are at managing the surface current.

It also works the other way around: a good undercurrent is essential,
but not enough. Now that an increasing number of change agents under-
stand that ‘the psychological process’ is also part of the deal, is also hap-
pens that change is seen as an entirely emotional event. We receive re-
quests for team coaching, individual coaching, conflict coaching and off-
sitemeetings, but inmany situations there is no clear change assignment:
theB is not clear. The surface current is nothingwithout the undercurrent;
the undercurrent is worthless without the surface current.

This book only briefly discusses the surface current. Even though it
is essential for change, there is no added value that we can offer when it
comes to the surface current. There are enough experts in the area of the
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surface current and its management. We focus on the undercurrent and
the way you canmanage that behavioural transition because we are con-
vinced that the undercurrent is just as controllable as the surface current.
Many change agents disagree with us. Either because they believe that
things will work out as long as you let the undercurrent do its job, or be-
cause they believe that there is nothing you can do about a subconscious
process. In thisbookwewill showyouwhywehaveadifferentopinionand
how you can drastically increase your impact on a change. By the way, we
think it is only amatter of time before change agents become as skilled at
controlling the undercurrent as they are at controlling the surface current.
Systemic Transition Management will contribute to this.

Incidental change or change as a general rule?

In various management books you can read about how to manage that
single change: a change with a head and a tail. However, an increasing
number of authors state that change is an ‘ongoing’ process, whichmakes
it farmore difficult to influence. It is all about the difference between indi-
dental change and change as a general rule. We come across the first type
in lots of organisations: “We are only just finishing up with the first change
and the next one is already on its way”. We once heard a team say to their
manager: “If we are doing this differently, wewant a guarantee that it stays
this way for the next five years at the least!”. The manager thought that
was a reasonable request; he reckoned there was no point in continuous
change. We think otherwise.

A chain of incidents tires people, because it is a chain of things that
are different, and thus not peaceful. However, we are convinced that or-
ganisations would benefit from the assumption that change is a general
rule. Firstly because we reckon that organisations have to continuously
rediscover themselves. An organisation can only reach its full potential
when it keeps changing. Secondly, ‘change as a general rule’ is the end of
the promise that peace is the standard and that change is an exception.
For organisations that are good at consolidating, this is probably already
a transition in itself. Plus: what is the effect on people who constantly feel
that they have to do things they weren’t hired to do?

People have a right to the truth, however awful it is. Like a director said
to us: “My wife once said more or less the same thing when I complained
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