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The New Story of Changing: Exploring
Dichotomies in the Field of Organizational Change

Signe Bruskin, Copenhagen Business School, Denmark

Abstract: This article theoretically explores and unpacks existing dichotomies in the field of organizational change. By
revisiting the dichotomies “planned-emergent change” and “major-minor change,” the article finds that only relying on
one extreme of a dichotomy gives a too simplistic view on change in organizations. Instead, the article proceeds by
combining the two dichotomies and further explores the exceptions: the studies that do not only rely on one extreme of
the dichotomies but instead moves along dichotomies. Based on the findings, the article suggests that future studies of
organizational changes take an emic approach and study organizational changes in situ in order to capture the vividness
of organizational changes.

Keywords: Organizational Change, Dichotomies, Planned, Emergent, Major, Minor

Introduction

he field of organizational change is widespread and has a long history. Scholars have for

decades written about the topic and the way organizational change is defined and viewed

varies within the field, which scholars have tried to map out (e.g., Armenakis and Bedeian
1999; Burke 2002; Smith and Graetz 2011; Todnem 2005; van de Ven and Poole 1995, 2005;
Weick and Quinn 1999). The aim of this article is not to present an exhaustive review of the
literature on organizational change, but to explore some of the most central dichotomies within
the field. Traditionally, the field has been characterized by dichotomies such as planned-
emergent change (e.g., Beer and Nohria 2000) and episodic-continuous change (e.g., Weick and
Quinn 1999) in order to capture the different views of organizational change. Dichotomies
symbolize a division into two mutually exclusive or contradictory groups or entities, why studies
of change in the field of organizational change are characterized by extremes.

Even though the field of organizational change has developed over the last decades, it is
surprising that practitioners still tend to draw on more traditional theories of organizational
change, such as Kotter’s (1996) eight-step change model, which reflects only one end of a
dichotomy, namely the planned change. This article revisits some of the most central dichotomies
to explore whether these contain unexplored possibilities. Hence, the intention is to unpack the
potential of rewriting the story of organizational change, so it better captures the vividness of
organizational changes. Grounded in this intention, the article pursues the research question:
How can dichotomies in the field of organizational change be reconsidered in order to capture
the vividness of change in organizations?

After exploring two central dichotomies in the field of organizational change, the article
proceeds by combining them and revisiting existing studies to unfold these combinations. Two
gaps emerge, which are discussed in the final section of the article, the first being empirical
studies that cannot be placed within one single category but instead move along a dichotomy; the
second being empirical studies of minor organizational changes, in particular within the field of
process studies.

The Dichotomy of Planned-Emergent Change

The most significant dichotomy within the field of organizational change is between scholars
viewing organizational changes as either planned or emergent (e.g., Beer and Nohria 2000).
Hence, the dichotomy is about to what extent organizational change is deliberate. Another quite
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similar distinction made in the theoretical field of organizational change is planned-unplanned
change (e.g., Poole and van de Ven 2004): however, there are some differences.

The former, a planned view, originates from a rational assumption that organizational
change can be planned and managed through stage-models. This is the most traditional view on
organizational changes and most often this conceptualization is attributed to the works of Kurt
Lewin (1947) and his three-stage model of change—Unfreezing, Moving, and Freezing
(Cummings, Bridgman, and Brown 2016). These stage-models represent rather simple, linear,
and practical ways to understand organizational changes, which characterize the main view of the
planned perspective. Some of the main contributors to the planned view are Kanter et al. (1992),
Kotter (1996), Luecke (2003), and Nadler and Nadler (1998). All of these scholars have
developed multistep models with a desired end state. Because of its normative and controllable
nature, this approach to change is the most distinct in practice. Within the planned view,
organizational changes are initiated from the top, as a top-down process, led by managers
through a linear process. Thus, changes are seen as episodic and “off the-shelf standardized
solutions” (Weick 2000, 232), and the aim becomes to get back to stability. Successful
organizational changes are often ascribed to the manager in charge of the change. Opposite,
because of the belief that organizational changes can be managed and controlled, an unwanted
outcome of the change will often be due to errors in executing the planned steps: “Skipping steps
creates only the illusion of speed and never produces a satisfying result” (Kotter 1999, 76). In
other words, the planned view builds on a leader-centric approach to organizational changes,
where the manager bears a big responsibility for the outcome of an organizational change and the
planned steps in the process are seen as sequential.

In contrast to the planned view, the emergent view defines change as continuous and
ongoing. Weick (2000, 223) makes the argument that “emergent, continuous change forms the
infrastructure that determines whether planned, episodic change will succeed or fail.” This quote
emphasizes how the two perspectives are fundamentally different and that emergent change
occurs without a priori intentions as is the case with planned change. A study of continuous
change is the one by Brown and Eisenhardt (1997). Based on an inductive study of change in the
IT industry, they argue that the important changes happening in organizations are continuous and
incremental as opposed to episodic. However, their view on continuous and incremental change
leans against planned change, when they state that “many firms compete by changing
continuously” (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997, 1), thus, making it somehow different from
emergent change, grounded in the assumption of emergent change as the opposite of planned
change on the dichotomy. What is also worth noticing in the quote by Weick (2000, 223) is that
emergent and planned change in his view are not only two opposite ends of a dichotomy but can
also be considered together. Similarly, Poole and van de Ven (2004) argue that a strategic
planned change might occur in an organization already changing because of factors out of the
control of the management, the unplanned or emergent changes. The intersection of these
emergent and planned changes together shapes the organization.

Drawing on the work done by Lewin (1947), a slightly moderated sequence in an emergent
view would be Freeze, Rebalance, Unfreeze (Weick and Quinn 1999). This is grounded in the
assumption that the starting point must be to freeze continuous change by making a disrupted
sequence visible. To rebalance is to reinterpret or resequence steps so they unfold with fewer
blockages. Lastly, to unfreeze is to resume emergent change in ways that are not attentive to
local changes (Weick 2000). By that, emergent change moves the focus of attention in the
direction of smaller changes, adaptions, and adjustments in routines, moving beyond what can be
managed, choreographed, scripted, or controlled, and is instead a force in its own right (Poole
and van de Ven 2004).
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The Dichotomy of Major-Minor Changes

Another central dichotomy within the field of organizational change is major-minor changes.
This dichotomy is about the scale of an organizational change and has not often been explicitly
unfolded or discussed in the literature. However, most studies can be classified as focusing on
either minor or major organizational changes. Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) have a somewhat
similar classification of sensemaking studies of organizational changes, when they argue that
sensemaking is triggered by minor or major events.

In this article, major organizational changes are the ones that are radical to the organization,
as major and minor are relative terms. These are, for example, mergers, acquisitions, strategic
restructurings, organizational crisis, etc. What characterizes this type of organizational change is
the extent of influence on the organization, where the change in itself influences a major part of
the organization. Historically, the field of organizational change has been occupied with major
organizational changes. One reason for this might be grounded in, for example, how the
Cambridge Dictionary defines organizational change as “a process in which a large company or
organization changes its working methods or aims, for example in order to develop and deal with
new situations or markets.”' Grounded in that definition, organizational change becomes not only
planned and intentional but also something that is remarkable or visible both internally and
externally. Thus, the prevalent definition of organizational change is that it is a major change to
the organization. This might explain why most empirical studies have been concerned with major
organizational changes.

Similar to how Lewin’s (1947) three-stage model of change has been fundamental for the
development of step models within the field of organizational change, so has his argumentation
of what change is. One interpretation of Lewin’s definition of organizational change can be
found in Oreg and Berson (2019, 273): “Organizational change refers to the transition of the
organization from one state to another (Lewin, 1951).” By that, organizational change becomes
something that moves the organization from one state to another; hence, making it a major
change to the organization. Examples of empirical studies of major organizational changes are
Liischer and Lewis (2008), studying organizational restructurings; and Monin et al. (2013) and
Reynolds (2015), studying mergers and acquisitions.

At the other end of the dichotomy are studies focusing on minor organizational changes.
When organizational changes are part of everyday work practices or organizational routines, they
can be categorized as minor organizational changes. A group of scholars grounded in process
philosophy builds on the belief that “[m]icroscopic change reflects the actual becoming of
things” (Tsoukas and Chia 2002, 580). The argument here is that to investigate changes, attention
must be paid to microprocesses, because this is where change originates from. In line with that,
March (1981) and Brown et al. (2015) have emphasized that attention must be paid to mundane
experiences and events, because they are contingent to the overall process of change. Thus, they
emphasize how studies of organizational change must be focused on the minor organizational
changes, which are part of the mundane and everyday work activities of the organization, to
unpack processes of change.

This argument is further unfolded within process philosophy with the central assumption that
everyday work activities cannot be separated from routines, as a lot of work done in
organizations is performed through routines. As March (1981, 564) states: “in its fundamental
structure a theory of organizational change should not be remarkably different from a theory of
ordinary action,” hereby, emphasizing how studying minor organizational changes is a matter of
studying everyday work activities and organizational routines. This might explain why the field
of organizational change has mainly been focusing on major organizational change, because
studies of minor organizational changes are as much a study of everyday work activities or
organizational routines. Empirical examples of studies of minor organizational changes are

! https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/organizational-change
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Dittrich, Guérard, and Seidl (2016), where they examine the role of reflective talk in routine
changes; and Patriotta and Gruber (2015), who explore how newsmakers at a US television
station make sense of and adjust to planned and unexpected events on a daily basis.

Combining the Two Dichotomies

To unfold the two dichotomies in more detail, and to unpack how existing empirical studies fit
into these dichotomies, this article proceeds by exploring how the two dichotomies can be
combined. Figure 1 is a simple illustration of the combination of the two dichotomies of planned-
emergent and major-minor organizational changes, which will be further unfolded below. The
empirical examples included are all within the field of process studies, thus theoretically closely
related, to illustrate the nuances between the four categories.

Major

1) e.g. Monin et al. (2013) 2) e.g. Brown (2005)

Planned Emergent

4) e.g. Bucher & Langley (2016) 3) e.g. Christianson (2017)

Minor

Figure 1: The Combination of the Dichotomies Planned-Emergent and Major-Minor Changes
Source: Bruskin 2020

The first group of studies concerns organizational changes, which are major and planned,
and represents the most studies in the field of organizational change. Major and planned
organizational changes are often strategic ones, such as mergers and acquisitions (e.g., Monin et
al. 2013). In particular, a number of empirical studies have been concerned with the
organizational members’ reactions to organizational changes, most often by looking at major
planned changes (e.g., Bartunek et al. 2006; Oreg et al. 2018; Oreg, Michel, and Todnem 2013;
Soderberg 2003).

When organizational changes are major and emergent, they often have similarities with
organizational crisis, where the changes interrupt organizational activities. This is due to the fact
that major emergent changes are often characterized by ambiguity, confusion, and feelings of
disorientation for the involved organizational members and so are organizational crises (Maitlis
and Sonenshein 2010). Brown’s (2005) study of the collapse of Baring Bank as the result of
fraud is an example of emergent major organizational change.

Organizational changes as part of everyday work practices can be categorized as minor
organizational changes, either planned or emergent. An example of an empirical study of minor
emergent changes is that of Orlikowski (1996), who focused on the situated micro level changes
that actors enact over time as they make sense of and act in the world. In this particular study, the

10
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example of minor emergent changes is new technology changing everyday organizational
routines, when organizational members appropriate the new technology into their work practices
or when organizational members respond to unanticipated breakdowns. Another example of an
empirical study of minor emergent changes is Christianson (2017), who unpacks “updating” as
the process of revising provisional sensemaking to incorporate new cues in the case of
unexpected events, namely broken equipment.

Minor planned changes can also be identified as changes in everyday organizational
activities and routines. Feldman (2000) and Tsoukas and Chia (2002) have argued that routines
are not as stable and unchanging as is so often presented in organization studies. Instead, scholars
have pointed out how the internal dynamic of a routine is a source of change in and of itself (e.g.,
Feldman and Pentland 2003; Howard-Grenville et al. 2016). Examples of a minor planned
change can be a new hiring process, changing the routines as part of the recruitment process, as
was one of the examples in Feldman (2000); or a planned initiative to change patient processes in
hospitals, examined by Bucher and Langley (2016).

Looking broadly at process studies of organizational change, the majority have been on
major rather than minor changes; only a few have studied minor organizational changes as
smaller disturbances in ongoing routine activities (Brown, Colville, and Pye 2015; Sandberg and
Tsoukas 2015). Instead, most research has been centered on major organizational changes such
as a mergers or acquisitions.

The Exceptions

In this article, I have explored two dichotomies in the field of organizational change, namely
planned-emergent change and major-minor change. In addition, I have explored a combination of
the two dichotomies grounded in a discussion of existing studies. However, some studies do not
fit into these combinations.

The first empirical study to explore is by Orlikowski and Hofman (1997). In their study of
technology-based change, they build an improvisational model of change management to
recognize the importance of different types of change, namely, anticipated, emergent, and
opportunity-based. By that, they include both the anticipated changes, which are planned
changes, and the emergent ones. Thus, they incorporate both ends of the dichotomy planned-
emergent in the same model, breaking with the classic idea of relying on only one end of the
dichotomy.

Building further on their line of thought and the above-mentioned argument made by Weick
(2000) about how planned and emergent changes are interlinked, I will argue that we need to
consider the two extremes together instead of only one of them. In doing so, organizational
changes can be unfolded in more nuances. Think of this example: A reorganization (planned
change) is called off because the managing director is being dismissed by the company without
notice (emergent change). In the planned view, the reorganization would be the organizational
change, which would have ended the day it was called off, whereas the emergent view would
only view the managing director leaving the company as a change in the organization, because
the reorganization never created any changes in the organization due to the fact it never took
place. However, if we draw on both ends of the dichotomy, we get to see the two organizational
changes as interlinked. By bringing the two perspectives together, we see more nuances in how
organizational changes unfold and by that, it enriches our understanding of change in
organizations. If we draw on only one of the extremes, we end up with a too simple view of
organizational changes.

Another example, which does not fit into only one of the four combinations in Figure 1, is
the study by Bartunek, Huang, and Walsh (2008). The study focuses on minor emergent changes,
when an individual decides to leave the organization. However, in all three cases included in the
study, the individual leaving led to collective turnover, revealing how a minor emergent change
can lead to a major emergent change. This particular study shows the value in not studying only

11
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the minor emergent change or only the major emergent change, but instead how they are
interlinked.

Other empirical studies also examine the movement along dichotomies rather than staying
within one extreme. Examples of studies linking major planned changes and minor planned
changes are Kellogg (2009, 2018), which show how institutional changes influence everyday
work practices in two US hospitals. These empirical examples show the value of not categorizing
studies into one end of a dichotomy, but instead moving along dichotomies to explore how the
changes are interlinked.

Discussion

So far, this article has explored and challenged existing dichotomies in the field of organizational
change. I found that while most studies of organizational change focus on one of the four
categories, a few empirical studies move between them. I also found that most process studies of
organizational change examine major planned changes. The fact that most studies can be
categorized into one of the four categories indicates that the potential associated with studies
with a change perspective, which move between categories, is not sufficiently exploited. In
addition, few studies focus on minor organizational changes. In sum, existing studies in the field
have created a too simplistic view of organizational changes, which do not capture the vividness
of organizational changes.

Therefore, this article proceeds by discussing the two gaps identified above. First, discussion
centers on the lack of empirical studies of minor organizational changes, in particular in the field
of process studies. Second, I explore the potential of studying organizational changes that move
between the categories.

Studies of Minor Organizational Changes

As the findings of this article show, the field of process studies lacks empirical studies of minor
organizational changes. In particular, this is supported by scholars pointing at the lack of
sensemaking studies focusing on the more mundane forms of organizational change (e.g., Brown
et al. 2015; Gioia and Mehra 1996; Powell and Rerup 2017; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015;
Tsoukas and Chia 2002).

One of the differences between sensemaking of minor and major changes, which might also
be one of the reasons why the field is lacking studies of minor changes, is the triggers of the
sensemaking. Triggering episodes such as mergers are easier to identify and, thereby, easier to
design a study around. Further, salient cues such as public announcements of mergers are easier
to capture than when sensemaking is immanent; thus, not triggered by episodes and happening
without the organizational members being aware (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015, 2019). In
particular, when the cues are not salient, they are even harder to collect later in the process,
because they might have disappeared or been forgotten by organizational members. Thus, when
sensemaking is immanent or at least not triggered by major episodes, it becomes harder for the
researcher to study.

One way to overcome this challenge is to approach change from within (Tsoukas and Chia
2002). Thus, it becomes essential to study the minor organizational changes while they are
unfolding in order to unpack how organizational members are experiencing the changes. This
calls for empirical studies studying organizational changes through an emic approach (Sandberg
and Tsoukas 2019). When studying organizational change through an emic approach, the
researcher studies from inside the primary world, thus making it possible to study how
organizational members’ sensemaking of organizational changes is accomplished. This is in
contrast to an efic approach, where the researcher studies from the outside world. Here, the
researcher studies how organizational members make deliberate sense of organizational changes,
prompted by the researcher’s queries.

12



BRUSKIN: THE NEW STORY OF CHANGING

Further, there is a potential in capturing minor organizational changes by studying
organizational members and changes in sifu. Returning to the quote by March (1981, 564)
included above, “a theory of organizational change should not be remarkably different from a
theory of ordinary action,” underpins the call for empirical studies of everyday work activities to
capture the minor organizational changes. Studying organizational members in their everyday
work situation creates a possibility of capturing the less salient cues. However, both the emic
approach and studying in situ implies a more complex study than if organizational changes are
studied through an etic approach, because the researcher must be there when the minor
organizational changes are taking place.

Studies of the Uncategorizable Changes

This section aims at unpacking and discussing the studies of organizational changes that are
impossible to categorize in Figure 1; hence, the studies moving along a dichotomy rather than
staying within one of the extremes. I found that a number of empirical studies study
organizational changes that move from one category to another; however, the field is lacking this
kind of study. This is particularly interesting because these studies have an unexplored potential
in unfolding organizational changes to a greater extent.

To capture organizational changes that move from one category to another calls for studies
of changes that are not a priori determined. When organizational changes are a priori
determined, the research is designed around already identified organizational changes. This type
of study is often grounded in what I above define as an etic approach (Sandberg and Tsoukas
2019). Sandberg and Tsoukas (2019, 42) make this argument, elaborating on the etic approach:
“In such an approach, sensemaking is likely to be viewed as a relatively well-bounded
phenomenon (hence, inclined to be seen as episodic rather than ongoing): whose cognition-
related and/or language-use-related properties may be abstracted and their associations studied in
a systematic manner.” This explains well how an efic approach limits the view of organizational
changes to a well-bounded phenomenon that can be studied in a systematic manner, rather than
being open to organizational changes moving along a change dichotomy.

However, to study organizational changes that are not a priori determined, it is again
essential to enter the field through an open approach, being open to an emic definition of
organizational change. This definition is not predefined but is continuously being constructed by
the organizational members in the field. That implies that to capture organizational change,
which is never a well-bounded phenomenon, it is essential to have an open approach throughout
the research process. First, this is crucial in the process of collecting the data, e.g., asking open
questions and not paying attention only to salient cues. Second, it is crucial in the process of
analyzing the data, where a more inductive rather than deductive approach will support the
researcher in staying open to the data, and the possibility of new emic definitions of
organizational change can emerge.

13
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Conclusion

In this article, I have explored two central dichotomies in the field of organizational change,
namely planned-emergent and major-minor. When combining the two, I found that a number of
studies move between the categories; however, these were only few in number, which creates an
unexplored potential of studying organizational changes that move along dichotomies. Moreover,
I found that the field of process studies lacks empirical studies of minor organizational changes.
Proceeding from the findings, the article paves the way for how to rewrite the story of changing
by suggesting that future empirical studies focus on studying organizational changes in situ
through an emic approach in order to close the gaps identified in the field, thus creating the
possibility of capturing organizational changes to a greater extent.
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