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Abstract
The Action Research Engagement model (ARE) describes principles and implementation steps
of an initiative that helps organizational stakeholders increase their engagement and ‘readiness’
for the change phase of action research. ARE is a cyclical process of inquiry, dialogue and
deliberation that aims to lead organizational members to: shift in attitudes toward change; open
understanding of different points of view on issues and opportunities for change; identify
potential approaches to challenges and barriers; generate vision/goals, strategies and actions;
and lead to viable action plans for sustainable change. This preparatory ARE model is based on
theoretical premises about the role of dialogue and participation in inquiry processes in
generating engagement, commitment and ‘readiness’ for change—all of which are necessary
and foundational to a successful change intervention. Two case studies illustrate the ARE
model and processes.

Keywords: Organizational change, readiness for change, action research, engagement, dialogic
methods.
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Action Research Engagement:
Creating the Foundation for Organizational Change
Introduction
Success in organizational change efforts is frequently poor (Beer & Nohria, 2000). In a
recent McKinsey global survey of organizational leaders, only a third reported successful
outcomes (Meaney & Pung, 2008). Armenakis and Harris (2009) concluded in their review of
30 years of research on change initiatives that failure to achieve success with change goals is
often linked to employee motivation to embrace the change. Among many factors related to
employee motivation is lack of readiness associated with beliefs, attitudes and intentions among
organizational members (Armenakis, Harris, & Mossholder, 1993).
Along with Armenakis and Harris (2009), and Kotter (2007), this article argues that lack
of employee motivation for change can be directly or indirectly related to a failure to personally
engage the organizational members early on in the change process in a way that builds their
belief in, and contribution to, the change goals. Following on from this proposition, the early
engagement of stakeholders in the planning of change is accomplished by involving them in an
inquiry activity that: leads to shifts in beliefs about the change initiative; opens them to
different points of view; increases their understanding of issues; and identifies challenges,
barriers and opportunities (Akgün, Byrne, Lynn, & Keskin, 2007). Additionally, through early
engagement stakeholders begin to deal with what change means for the organization in terms of
new or revised vision/goals, strategies and actions, and leads to actions plans for sustainable
change intervention.
In the authors’ experience, the grounding of a change initiative in early stage elements
of thoughtful inquiry, collaboration, dialogue and reflection often mitigates resistance and
enhances progress on implementing a change agenda. Such elements are strongly associated

Page 7

ALARA Monograph
Action Research Engagement (ARE) Model
with action research principles, which the authors have articulated in the Action Research
Engagement (ARE) model: a preparatory model designed to enhance organizational stakeholder
acceptance or readiness for the change phase in action research. In particular, this model aims
to clarify how organizational members view and analyse the issues associated with change, and
how they entertain and support the implementation of solutions or strategies for improvement.
In this paper, gaps and shifts in thinking about change, the readiness factors that support
successful organizational change, and the significance of creating organizational stakeholder
engagement in the change process, are described. The principles of action research, including
how an action research process can be deployed within an organization to engage stakeholders
to catapult change, are then introduced. Finally, the specific processes of the ARE model are
described, followed by two cases to illustrate the model.

Organizational Change Thinking: Gaps and Shifts
Much has been written about change. Anderson and Ackerman Anderson (2001), for
example, describe three types of change. Developmental change involves incremental
improvements to the existing structures. Transitional change—also called transactional change
(Burke & Litwin, 2009; Gardiner, 2006)—requires replacing the existing structures and
processes with something new to the organization but not fundamentally changing the character
or purpose of the organization. Transformational change refers to changes in the identity,
cultural norms and ‘purposing’ of the organization. Of the three types of change,
transformational change is most interesting to us because it involves a radical shift of ‘culture,
behavior or mindset . . . a shift in human awareness that completely alters the way the
organization and its people view the world, their customers, their work and themselves’
(Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2001, p. 39). However, such a radical shift often creates
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ambivalence (Piderit, 2009) and the greatest need for early engagement by those impacted, in
order to avoid escalation into resistance (Lines, 2004; Szabla, 2007).
What actually changes in an organizational change process might be defined differently
at many levels (London & Sessa, 2006; Torbert, 2004); for individuals (the personal level),
within a group of people (group or team level), or across the whole community or organization
(the system level). Table 1 illustrates the complexity of what might change at each level in a
transformational context versus a transactional context. The transformational changes at the
personal and team levels need to occur before outcomes at the system level can be manifested.
Table 1. Levels of Change for Transactional versus Transformational Change
Type of Change

Personal Level

Team Level

System Level

Transactional
Change

Job behaviours; how
tasks are performed on
the job

Team behaviours;
how teams do tasks

System reporting structures
and procedural processes

Transformational
Change

Values about how to do
work; paradigms about
goals/purpose for
individual

Team values about
work, roles,
relationships with
others

System dynamics and
purpose/values relative to
learning, people
relationships and
sustainability

Further to this point, Torbert (2004) articulates levels of learning linked to change when
it occurs through active inquiry for the individual inquirer (1st level change), for the
participants in an interactive group (2nd level change), and across the whole community or
organization (3rd level change). Torbert (n.d.) asserts:
We have shown statistically that leaders who voluntarily engage in intense action
inquiry activities during their workdays and special retreat workshops transform to later
action-logic . . . [i.e., double and triple loop learning]. We have also shown statistically
that CEOs engaging in at the Strategic-Systems Oriented action-logic and later are the
only ones who are reliably successful in promoting organizational transformation. (para.
5)
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In the following sections of this paper, the complexity of the relationship between inquiry and
transformational organizational change is unravelled and the need for leader as well as key
stakeholder early engagement is illuminated.
Huy and Mintzberg (2003) offer insight into the change process by urging that a focus
on dramatic change (imposed and driven from the top) should be tempered by the realization
that effective change often emerges inadvertently (organically or through evolutionary
processes) or develops in a more orderly fashion (systematic change). By implication, change
can also be seen as unplanned or planned (goal focussed). In terms of planned change, Van de
Ven and Poole (2009) provide a summary of theories of change processes utilizing teleological
theory as the underlying premise behind change that proceeds towards a goal or end state. In
their terms, ‘Development [is] a repetitive sequence of goal formulation, implementation,
evaluation and modification of goals based on what was learnt or intended by the entity’ (p.
865). According to Van de Ven and Poole (2009) teleology stresses the purposiveness of the
entity but that the goal is not a fixed end state, rather it continually evolves and is socially
constructed.
Having a goal orientation in change is relevant to the ARE model and is, therefore,
discussed later in this paper. In their seminal article, Chin and Benne (1961) articulate three
different strategies of planned goal-oriented change often employed in organizations  the
empirical-rationale strategy, the power-coercive strategy and the normative reeducative strategy
(for a summary see Pochron, 2008). The normative-reeducative strategy most closely aligns
with the principles of stakeholder engagement. An underlying assumption of this change
strategy is that individuals ‘must participate in [their] own re-education if [they are] to be reeducated at all’ (Chin & Benne, 1961, p. 32). Chin and Benne argue people are motivated to
take an active participative role in the planning and implementation of organization change in
order to satisfy inherent personal needs. This participative process requires authentic
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communication and dialogue between leaders and the organizational members to build
consensus, resolve conflicts and address resistance or ambivalence (Bridges, 1991; Bruckman,
2008; Szabla, 2007). In an empirical study of employees facing a change in their human
resource appraisal system, Szabla (2007) found that employees who had a participative role
(consistent with a normative-reeducative change strategy) were ‘optimistic, delighted and
energized . . . they experienced the most positive beliefs, the most positive emotions, and had
the highest intentions to support the change’ (p. 550).
Support for an employee participative role in change processes (based on the normativereeducative strategy) can be found in the Quinn, Spreitzer, and Brown (2000) Advanced
Change Theory (ACT) model, which articulates specific principles of participant engagement as
follows:


recognize hypocrisy and patterns of self-deception;



create personal change through value clarification and alignment of behaviours;



free oneself from the system of external sanctions;



develop a vision for the common good;



take action to the edge of chaos;



maintain reverence for others involved in change;



inspire others to enact their best selves;



model counterintuitive, paradoxical behaviour; and



change self and system.

The normative-reeducative strategy is explicitly or implicitly utilized in many models of
organizational development (for a summary, see Szabla, 2007) and can be referenced here in
terms of the behaviours and attitudes that require strengthening as part of the early change
process. Strengthening is what Lewin (1952) describes as ‘unfreezing’ for change. Such early
strengthening is also urged in Burke’s (2008) prelaunch phase requiring leader self-awareness
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and holding motives and values that are consistent with the change goals. Unfreezing and
prelaunch type change processes align with readiness for change.
Literature on readiness for change by authors such as Armenakis and Harris (2009)
Kotter (2007, 2012), and I. Smith (2006) point to factors such as building excitement, a sense of
need and urgency, a plan of action, vision and direction, effective communication, and
leadership to be achieved through partnership, coalition and genuine involvement of
organizational members. Armenakis and Harris (2009) tie most of these issues together under
the following five overarching ‘readiness to change’ beliefs that impact an employee’s
motivation for change:
(a) discrepancy; (b) appropriateness; (c) efficacy; (d) principal support; and (e) valence.
. . . Discrepancy refers to the belief that a change is needed; that there is a significant
gap between the current state of the organization and what it should be. Appropriateness
reflects the belief that a specific change designed to address a discrepancy is the correct
one for the situation. Efficacy refers to the belief that the change recipient and the
organization can successfully implement a change. Principal support is the belief that
the formal leaders (vertical change agents) in an organization are committed to the
success of a change and that it is not going to be another passing fad or program of the
month. Furthermore, we include as principals the opinion leaders who can serve as
horizontal change agents. Finally, valence reflects the belief that the change is beneficial
to the change recipient; there is something of benefit in it for them. (Armenakis &
Harris, 2009, p. 129)
Armenakis and Harris (2009) describe a number of processes that contribute to these
changes in employee attitudes: effective organizational diagnosis; sending out change messages
that directly address beliefs about the urgency, importance and efficacy of the change; and
active participation (consistent with the normative-reeducative change strategy). Armenakis and
Page 12

ALARA Monograph
Action Research Engagement (ARE) Model
Harris further note that ‘persuasive communication may not be as effective as active
participation’ (p. 135). While Armenakis and Harris refer to these processes as ‘sensitiz[ing
those affected by the change] to the possibility of an impending organizational change’ (p. 130),
they do not feel these processes are sufficient to produce organizational change itself.
Other authors are explicit in suggesting that organizational change must begin with the
active participation of key organizational stakeholders throughout all levels (beyond the
executive level) in shared decision-making about the change goals, removal of obstacles and
resistance, and initiation of sustainable action (Appelbaum & Wohl, 2000; Bushe & Marshak,
2009). Appelbaum and Wohl (2000) argue these activities result in new learning that generates
dissatisfaction with the status quo, strong attraction to move towards a new state and appeal for
a well thought out strategy. These authors state that managers who engage in early stage
learning processes about the change strategy generate greater trust, exhibit better role model
behaviour and are better communicators with other levels of employees who are involved in or
affected by the change process.
While a strong body of literature supports the notion of a need for active participation of
organizational members in planning and implementing change, there is an absence of clarity on
what these processes of participation should be. One can argue that action research promotes
engagement of key stakeholders throughout many levels of an organization and that heightened
engagement contributes to enhanced organizational readiness for change. The following
discussion of stakeholder engagement should clarify its potential in initiating and sustaining
change initiatives.

Engagement
Employee engagement is often characterized as a state with energy, involvement,
efficacy and connection with work activities (Saks, 2006; Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá,
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& Bakker, 2002). Schaufeli et al. (2002) further define engagement as ‘a positive, fulfilling,
work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption’ (p. 74).
According to the positive psychology theorists, engaged employees have positive emotions and
attitudes of hope, optimism, efficacy, and resilience — what has been termed their positive
psychological capital, PsyCap for short (see Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). Avey,
Wernsing, and Luthans (2008) explored the relationship between employee engagement and
attitudes toward organizational change in an empirical study with 132 mostly nonmanagerial
employees. They concluded that ‘employees’ positive resources are associated with desired
attitudes (emotional engagement) and behaviors (organizational citizenship) that previous
research has shown to directly and indirectly facilitate and enhance positive organizational
change’ (p. 64).
Kahn (1990) described three psychological conditions as antecedents to engagement:
psychological meaningfulness, safety and availability. In the change context, meaningfulness is
considered to be derived from one’s participation in the change process, but that a sense of
availability and safety needs to be created in order for full engagement to occur (Gruman &
Saks, 2011). In other words, employees who feel their work is meaningful derive satisfaction
that their actions are related to a larger and more enduring purpose or end. Psychological safety
refers to the belief or feeling that there are no undesirable or negative consequences from those
actions. Availability refers to having access to the necessary resources—in the case of change
initiatives, this means having both information and decision makers at the table. Psychological
safety and availability will be focussed on in more detail later to show how they contribute to
the early engagement phases of change initiatives.
Involving or engaging stakeholders early in a change initiative can result in them feeling
more positive, connected and dedicated, having a greater sense of ownership, and consequently
being less resistant to the change process (Szabla, 2007). Other advantages of early engagement
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in a change process include: increased understanding of each stakeholder’s part in the bigger
picture; enhanced focus on finding solutions based on this bigger picture vision; and greater
stakeholder understanding of how their ‘actions may influence the whole system’ (Scharmer,
2009, p. 217).
Bunker and Alban (2006) propose that knowing who needs to be part of the
conversation, valuing each voice and establishing collaborative ground are important
considerations for effective engagement. All three of these elements significantly contribute to
higher levels of stakeholder availability and involvement in work activities. These are all
relational elements and, as M. L. Smith (2006) states:
It is the nature of the web of relationships that exists among all of the individuals to
whom we are connected that is likely to have a profound influence on our efforts to
engage in a process of individual (and intentional) change. (p. 719)
Engaged employees experience meaningfulness in their work activities (Kahn, 1990).
Employees who participate in dialogue and deliberation to share perspectives about a change
initiative experience deeper engagement and, therefore, are more open to accept other points of
view, change their own understanding, form new ideas and solutions and adopt new practices
related to the change initiative. Raelin (2012) supports this notion, arguing that ‘people join a
dialogue provided they are interested in listening to one, in reflecting upon perspectives
different from their own and in entertaining the prospect of being changed by what they learn’
(p. 8). Raelin goes on to describe deliberation for the purposes of decision making as an output
of the dialogic process, characterizing ‘dialogue and deliberation as a collaborative form of
discourse in which wisdom is sought not just through one’s eyes but through others’ (pp. 8–9).
Consistent with these ideas, Bushe (2012) has articulated a dialogic organizational development
theory of practice that involves use of group inquiry and dialogic methods or events such as
Open Space, Appreciative Inquiry Summits and hosted conversations to work through change
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goals, challenges and ideas. Bushe stated, ‘The point of these events . . . is to unearth, catalyze
and support the multitude of motivations and ideas that already exist in the organization, in the
service of the change goal’ (p. 4). Bushe firmly believes that transformational change requires
thinking about possibilities and that this is facilitated through generative conversations, which
invite people to focus on the future they want to create together.
These perspectives on dialogue, deliberation and opening oneself to new ways of seeing
and thinking, involve complex processes that are absent from many descriptions of
organizational change initiatives. Adopting a stance that values new points of view and
paradigms and encourages participation in authentic collaborative dialogue belies a great deal
of relational complexity (Piggot-Irvine, 2012). Essentially, such a stance is nondefensive; it
involves adopting strategies and values that are both noncontrolling and nonavoiding when
difficult issues need to be discussed. In the early stages of change, difficult issues often arise,
but if nondefensive dialogue is practised, the issues are usually resolved and higher levels of
trust result. Trust creates an accepting space for generation of new ideas as well as workplace
engagement and thriving (Albrecht & Hall, 1991; Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009).
In summary, many organizational change models would benefit from a greater emphasis
on a dialogic engagement phase with stakeholders at multiple levels in the organization. The
following section discusses how these engagement principles are articulated through the
application of action research as a methodology of collaborative inquiry, reflection, and action.
Action research is discussed more generally and its application in the early phases of specific
organizational change initiatives is described.
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General Principles of Action Research as an Inquiry and Change
Methodology
Action research is a loose term covering a variety of approaches for social research
within organizations and other social systems. The origins of action research can be found in
the works of Lewin (1946, 1952), Kolb (1984), and Carr and Kemmis (1986), but many others
have contributed to the field (see Zuber-Skerritt, 2012, for a summary). Reason and Bradbury
(2001) provide the following widely cited definition of action research:
Action research is a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing
practical knowledge in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a
participatory worldview . . . it seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and
practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of
pressing concern. (p. 1)
The second component of this definition is not too far removed from that posed by Sankaran,
Tay, and Orr (2009) who describe action research as ‘a process of collaborative enquiry carried
out by people affected by a problem or concern, often using a cyclical process to increase their
understanding of the real problem before moving towards a solution’ (p. 181). Both Reason and
Bradbury and Sankaran et al. define action research within a problem-solving framework
focussed on organizational improvement and the analysis of specifically identified
organizational challenges (as do Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Dick, 2001; Kemmis &
McTaggart, 1995; Piggot-Irvine et al., 2011; Preskill & Torres, 1999; Zuber-Skerritt, 2002; and
many others).
Coghlan and Brannick (2010) and Stringer (2007) strongly support the application of
rigorous data collection methodologies within action research and assert that interpretation and
conceptualization are necessary stages that contribute to understanding (Grubbs, 2001) and
causal explanation (Aguinis, 1993). Theoretical explanations may both inform (e.g., a literature
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review pre-activity to data collection) or be derived from the data (theory emergent from the
data). As Checkland (1991) and Dickens and Watkins (1999) suggest, this type of informed
data collection activity is then used to guide organizational action or practice.
Most authors define action research as series of cycles that contain Lewin’s (1952)
‘moments’ in which researchers plan (problem and situation analysis — sometimes also called
reconnaissance), act (implementation of a plan for improvement), observe (evaluation of the
improvements) and reflect (on all of the moments as well as the overall process and outcomes).
Invariably, new cycles emerge from the reflection and for this reason action research is often
described as iterative.
This paper focuses on the first phases of activity in which members of the organization
are engaged in preparing for the change initiative. Stringer (2007) recognizes that one cannot
act or take action in an organization or community without preliminary stages that involve
participants collaboratively building an understanding of the context and thinking (reflecting) to
determine what action steps to take. Stringer sees action research as a ‘collaborative approach
to investigation that seeks to engage “subjects” as equal and full participants in the research
process’ (p. 10). Coghlan and Brannick (2010) also highlight the importance of engagement by
establishing a ‘constructing’ stage in which dialogue occurs with the project’s stakeholders.
This stage involves ‘constructing the initiative with significant stakeholders and systematically
generating and collecting research data about an ongoing system relative to some objective or
need’ (p. 64). Coghlan and Brannick also recognize the importance of engagement throughout
the change implementation process but do not articulate a specific mechanism by which this is
accomplished.
This stage of ‘constructing the context’ (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010) or ‘planning’ the
action intervention (Zuber-Skerrit, 2012) involves engagement of individuals and groups who
are key stakeholders to the change. This stage is seen as a foundational condition for
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organizational change readiness and is described in detail in the Action Research Engagement
Model (ARE) section below. The ARE model seeks to explicate an action research cycle of
collaborative inquiry, dialogue, reflection and deliberation that strengthens the readiness of the
organization to launch a structural or process change intervention. What is distinctive about the
ARE model is what it adds to organizational change models as well action research models
through its focus on an oft underemphasized foundation in which researchers engage and create
new motivation and learning among a broad sector of organizational stakeholders about the
desired change, reframe their views in relation to what they learn from others, enhance their
understanding of what needs to change through situation analysis, and set direction for the
change through visioning and strategic planning.

The Action Research Engagement Model
The ARE model focuses on the planning, preparatory or context setting, stages of action
research. In the planning stage, key organizational members engage with each other in inquiry,
collaborative dialogue and deliberation to ask questions; gather organizational data; conduct
systematic data analysis; reflect on what the data means; and deliberate on change options and
future action. The ARE model is associated with shifting attitudes, perspectives, knowledge and
values among people in the organization by enhancing meaningfulness, clarity and
commonality of purpose, motivation, and commitment for change. Additionally, the ARE
model clarifies the need, direction and strategies for change, resulting in the development of an
organizational change action plan. Figure 1 provides an illustration of the ARE model and
shows its connection to the later traditional stages of action implementation.
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Figure 1. The action research engagement model. Modified version of the original organizational action research (OAR) model
(Rowe, Agger-Gupta, Harris, & Graf, 2011).
Note. AR = Action Research; ARE = Action Research Engagement.
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The following stages of action research are embedded in the ARE model:
1.

Focus and Framing is the stage in which researchers carry out a situation analysis to
understand the organizational context, recognize the driving forces impacting the
organization, and identify the key issues and focus of the inquiry. Literature is
explored and research questions are formulated.

2.

Stakeholder Engaged Inquiry Methods are used to engage key stakeholders in
actions of inquiry, data gathering and dialogue that generate new information and
ideas, greater understanding of the issues, and explore options that are shared
across stakeholders and within the organization.

3.

Reflection on Action is the stage in which researchers engage in analysis and
reflection on the inquiry process and data generated. Issues are reframed, deriving
deeper meaning, and evaluation of the strength of options for further action occurs.

4.

Evaluation of Action and Engage Forward is the step in which stakeholders
collectively engage in dialogue and deliberate on outcomes of the action inquiry,
evaluating best strategies and actions for moving forward.

5.

Recontextualize and Reconstruct for Organizational Change occurs at the
organization level, formulating a senior-level endorsed change intervention or
action plan to initiate steps to implement the plan as the next step in the action
research process.

Table 2 provides a summary of changes among the participants in areas of new
knowledge, perspectives and attitudes at each of the stages or moments of the ARE model.
Each of the ARE stages is more fully described in the following sections.
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Table 2. Action Research Cycle Stages and Outcomes
Participants’ new
perspectives and
attitudes

Participants’ new behaviours,
processes or structures

Participants’ new
knowledge

Focus and
Framing

Shared belief in the
need for change, its
goals and the
organization’s capacity
to be successful.

Reads and/or discusses the
content of background
materials; agrees to
participate in the inquiry and
a dialogic event.

A clearly identified need
for inquiry and direction for
change promoted by
organizational leaders and
key stakeholders. Shared
interpretation of drivers for
change.

Stakeholder
Engaged
Inquiry Methods

Willingness to consider
other points of view in
relation to one’s own,
to arrive at different
perspectives. Open to
alternatives to status
quo.

Managers, employees and
other stakeholders participate
in inquiry activities, including
dialogic group events with
other stakeholders at any
levels. Listen to other points
of view.
New communicative relations
formed among participants.

A shared understanding of
issues and options
identified by key
stakeholders in the
organization.
New knowledge about
roles and perspective of
diverse others in
organization.

Reflection on
Action

Open to new
interpretations and
working relationships;
openness to doing
things differently.

Skills in dialogic engagement;
skills in reflection and
analysis; new relational
communication skills.

New knowledge of
findings and conclusions
related to the research
questions and of
options/recommendations
for new practices,
structural and processes
changes. Shared
understanding of drivers of
change and strategies.

Evaluation of
Action and
Engage
Forward

Perceived urgency for
change; strategies for
moving forward are
viewed as viable and
feasible, by most, if not
all, stakeholders.

Expanded working
relationships and dialogic
processes established for
future groups.
Expanded circle of
stakeholders involved in the
change initiative.
Stakeholders are excited and
motivated to embrace
change.

Proposed change strategy
is redefined and/or
modified, validated and
accepted and endorsed by
key organizational leaders
as important and requiring
attention.

Recontextualize
and
Reconstruct for
Organizational
Change

Belief in and
commitment to the
change goals and
processes across key
areas of the
organization.

Organizations take ownership
of the change strategy and
proposed plan. Key
messages on the intervention
plan are disseminated;
feedback sought and
incorporated into the plan.

The intervention plan is
understood and endorsed
by all levels of the entire
organization.

Stages of the
ARE Process
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Stage 1: The focus and framing. The purpose of this stage in the ARE is to carry out a
situation analysis to understand the organizational context and the driving forces impacting on
the organization and to identify the key issues and focus of the inquiry. Most ARE projects
begin with a topic of concern — something that is happening in the organization that warrants
attention, perhaps something of great urgency. This might be a new or more strongly stated
directive from senior leadership or the board, a serious problem or issue impacting on the
performance of the organization in some area, or an opportunity to implement a new initiative.
It is essential that the focus and framing stage of the project generates a full
understanding of the background, or precipitating context, related to the topic of concern. Effort
should be taken to understand why the topic is significant to the organization, what factors
impact the organization and contribute to this topic of concern, and who is or will be impacted
by this topic of concern. The organizational system is explored, including the mission, goals,
values and culture of the organization as it relates to the issue. A champion or lead investigator
volunteers or is assigned to take on the initiative. This could be a manager or another senior
leader in the organization, a university researcher, or an external consultant.
The first step in this stage is to form an Inquiry Team who will coordinate and lead the
ARE project. This team typically includes the lead investigator plus one to three key
representatives from the organization. This team accepts responsibility to implement the ARE
project, guide the processes, convene meetings, ensure data are gathered and compiled and
facilitate decision making. Information is gathered through the following processes, including
but not limited to:


interviews with key organizational stakeholders to identify problems, challenges,
issues, and opportunities;



a review of organizational documents on mission, vision, values and performance;
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analysis of archival reports that provide more empirical data on the topic of
concern;



a literature review on relevant areas of the topic and why it should be important to
the organization;



analysis of the organizational systems and structure underpinning the context of the
change;



the determination of which key stakeholders should be further involved; and



the determination of appropriate, strategic, and specific methods for further
stakeholder engagement in the next stage of the ARE model.

There are four key outputs at the conclusion of the focus and framing stage of the ARE
model:
1.

Statement of the overarching, key, research question, which includes reference to
what is to change and in what area (department or unit) of the organization.

2.

Articulation of the inquiry subquestions, which relate to specific desired learning
goals or outputs of each phase of the project.

3.

An assessment of whether success is likely and a pilot project possible.

4.

A plan for a manageably-scoped sequence of inquiry methods appropriate for the
inquiry subquestions.

Stage 2: Stakeholder engaged inquiry methods. During this stage, key stakeholders
participate in a variety of inquiry activities to learn more about the issues to generate data
related to the research questions, explore different perspectives related to the issues and
generate new ideas and strategies or action plans to resolve the problem or take advantage of
new opportunity. Participants engage in a variety of inquiry and questioning activities during
this stage that may include the use of surveys and interviews to obtain individual opinions,
perspectives, experiences, and knowledge related to the topic of concern, but will normally
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include a group dialogic process among key stakeholders to share these perspectives with
others.
A group dialogic process might be a large group method for 20–100 diverse individuals
such as a world café (Brown & Isaacs, 2005), appreciative inquiry summit (Ludema, Whitney,
Mohr, & Griffin, 2003), future search (Weisbord & Janoff, 2000), matrix interviews (National
Managers’ Community, 2002) and open space technology (Owen, 1997). A smaller group
process, such as a focus group (Krueger & Casey, 2009) or learning circles (Wade & Hammick,
1999) might be more suitable for groups of 5–10 homogeneous individuals who are focussed on
understanding a problem, evaluating strategies or making decisions. For a review of these group
methods, and how they can be used to generate data while engaging participants in dialogue and
inquiry for the purposes of systemic change, see Bunker and Alban (2006).
The use of multiple methods with diverse participant groups creates opportunity to
triangulate the different perspectives and findings to derive intersecting or common themes
across the different settings. Additionally, the use of quantitative tools (e.g., a survey with
rating or check list questions) in combination with qualitative tools (i.e., any tool that generates
text and open ended participants opinions) can be used strategically to balance classifying an
issue with exploration in a mixed method approaches (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Plano Clark,
2007). Creswell (2009) provides a comprehensive description of a mixed method approach, in
which different quantitative and qualitative tools are combined to identify the extent and nature
of an organizational opportunity, problem or issue, explore its significance and meaning to
others, and explore ideas for next steps.
When key organizational stakeholders engage as a group in discourse about the topic of
concern, they are exposed to different perspectives on the issue, can reframe their own
perspectives, collectively generate new and innovative solutions to challenging issues and
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develop the new relationships and trust needed to sustain implementation of new ideas. The
outcomes of this phase fall into three categories:
1.

New data on the topic of concern, related to the nature and significance of the
opportunities, challenge, problem or issues across different sectors or levels of the
organization, which include how potential changes in the organization will impact
on the organizational members and/or its customers and external stakeholders.

2.

New ideas on strategies and processes to implement on how to resolve or solve the
organizational issue or problem, or how to take advantage of an opportunity.

3.

New relational skills and connections among the participants (e.g., awareness of
different perspectives, ability to listen and communicate, respect and collaborative
intentions, etc.).

Stage 3: Reflection on action. The purpose of this stage is to engage key stakeholders
in a process to make meaning of the data gathered in the previous stage, to identify overarching
themes and subthemes, and to assess the implications of what is being learnt. The meaningmaking process often starts while the data are first being collected, especially when data are
generated during group dialogue. As perspectives, experiences and knowledge are shared,
participants intuitively begin to organize what they are hearing into themes; these themes often
feed back into the dialogue as further questions for consideration. The intuitive and preliminary
meaning-making process transitions into formal data analysis. Since there may be both
quantitative survey data as well as textual data from the discussion forums, a variety of
analytical tools may be employed. Data typically are compiled, sorted and mapped into themes
and subthemes, ensuring there is always evidence to support conclusions that are being offered.
All themes and subthemes are critically evaluated for whether they are sustainable and
representative of the data generated during the Engaged Inquiry phase. Conclusions may be
further verified with key stakeholders by having individuals participate in the analysis process,
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read the summary reports or participate in a presentation of findings. A reflection phase may
cycle back into a renewed inquiry phase.
The output of this stage is generally a report on findings and key conclusions from the
engaged inquiry phase. This report should detail all inquiry processes, outline who was
involved, offer the basis for the theming of findings, and indicate how conclusions were
derived. Literature is used to validate the conclusions and provide further explanation on the
meaning of the findings, especially in relation to the organizational change goals.
Stage 4: Evaluation of action and engage forward. This stage involves a group of
decision makers engaged in further dialogue and deliberation on the outcomes of ARE Stage 3,
evaluating best strategies and actions for moving forward with the change initiative. This
deliberative process entails assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the recommended
strategies and future actions in terms of their urgency, importance, feasibility and
appropriateness. Resources and timelines are considered. Many ideas may be relegated to low
priority value due to difficulty or cost of implementation. Typically, one or more meetings are
held, perhaps framed as a focus group or some other decision-making process. The output of
this process is an approved set of recommendations and an action plan that will go forward to
senior leadership or the governing body.
Stage 5: Recontextualize and reconstruct for organizational change. Following the
development of recommendations, the change initiative transitions to the organizational
department or unit responsible for implementing the recommendations. At this stage of the
ARE process, new stakeholders may be engaged to assist in the translation of the
recommendations into specific intervention action plans and to carry out their implementation.
It is at this stage that progress may stall. The expanded or new implementation team or
department may need to go through their own process of engagement (inquiry, dialogue,
reflection and deliberation) to embrace the findings and recommendations previously generated.
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The greater the degree that key stakeholders in the previous phases act as communicators to
bridge with the implementation team or department, the greater the likelihood that the change
effort will continue. The message of change and its significance should be disseminated
throughout the organization, with opportunities created for further questions and participation in
the implementation of the change strategies.
The intended outcome from this stage is a sustained change initiative with specific
strategies and actions implemented. Structural or process changes may occur in the organization
or new programmes may be implemented. Next steps involve evaluation of these changes to
determine the success of the initiative with respect to the original or emerging challenge,
opportunity, problem or issues.

ARE Model Case Studies
The following two case studies provide examples of how the ARE model was used in
organizational change projects. The examples are drawn from student capstone projects from a
university graduate-level leadership programme. Projects have been undertaken by working
professionals, typically in their organizations, as part of the Master of Arts degree.
ARE Case I. An excellent example of the ARE model can be seen in Blakley’s (2012)
project to support the implementation of lean management practices in a health region in
Canada. Blakley describes lean management as processes that reduce waste so as to increase
value to customer (Ballé & Ballé, 2009; Sassenberg, 2008), as well as being a philosophy of
continuous improvement in which leaders are engaging staff and ‘out there connecting dots,
sharing the vision’ (Kenney, 2011, p. 181).
Blakley’s overarching question was: ‘How can the leadership community within the
Saskatoon Health Region build on its leadership strengths in support of the new lean
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management system?’ (p. 9). Blakley defined the following subquestions to assist in
understanding the leadership capacity within the region’s leadership community:
1.

What are the current leadership strengths, within leadership community, that will
contribute to leading in a lean management system?

2.

What are the leadership challenges, within leadership community, that will be
encountered as they move to support a new lean management system?

3.

What does the leadership community need to lead in a lean management system?
(p. 9)

As part of the focus and framing (ARE Stage 1), there was a call within the health
region for changing leadership perspectives and practices to support a new lean management
system that would improve the quality and safety of care across the region while bringing costs
into line. The health region was challenged to find ‘efficiencies in the system while increasing
the quality and safety of the care provided’ (Blakley, 2012, p. 13). The organization embarked
on a reorganization ‘committed to a lean management system, a much more rigorous
commitment to quality and safety requiring a philosophical change in how things are done in
the organization’ (Blakley, 2012, p. 20). An extensive review of the literature was carried out to
identify leadership behaviours that supported the implementation of lean strategies/practices as
well as the usual barriers and challenges. ‘Lean can be seen as having both a philosophical as
well as a practical orientation’ (Blakley, 2012, p. 17).
While the literature search helped inform the inquiry team, it did not create the
conditions for change across the key stakeholders in the system. Consequently, the next step
was to implement an action research methodology to engage action (ARE Stage 2) with key
stakeholders ‘to reflect on and gain new insights . . . analyze the situation correctly, consider
findings, identify all the possible alternative solutions, and plan how to keep what is working
and change what is not’ (Blakley, 2012, p. 34). All members of the leadership community (nine
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vice-presidents, 14 physician dyad leaders, and 43 directors) were invited to a series of learning
circles and later to a world café. The three learning circles involved 15 individuals, two groups
consisting of combinations of vice-presidents and physician leaders and one circle for directors
(Blakley, 2012). A two-part world café included directors in the first part and vice-presidents
and dyad physician leaders in the second part. ‘In total 21 participants took part in the world
café, which constituted approximately 24% of [the region’s] leadership community’ (Blakley,
2012, p. 36). Overall, 41% of leadership community members attended at least one of the
learning circles or the world café event. According to the facilitator,
The world café event focussed on concrete ideas to build on the region’s leadership
strengths, support leaders in their growth and development as lean leaders, and
challenge the underlying and often unwritten rules and assumptions that might limit
leader’s ability to effectively build and sustain a lean management system. (Blakley,
2012, p. 46)
Through data analysis and reflection (ARE Stage 3), Blakley’s (2012) findings revealed
that lean management systems require new leadership behaviours that include a strong coaching
and teamwork focus. Blakley’s findings also identified the need for a strong coalition with
physicians to sustain the change and highlighted key aspects of transformational change, the
excitement of being involved in the transformation, the desire to actively engage in all aspects
of the transformation, the potential of leadership fatigue and the potential negative impacts of
the change action on teamwork and relationships. Blakley reviewed the significant findings
from this ARE process with the sponsor and leadership team (ARE Stage 3), to ‘vet proposed
actions, which had evolved as a result of the findings and literature reviewed’ (p. 85). Blakley
noted that she ‘regularly engaged [her] sponsor either in person or online . . . provided her with
advance copies of all chapters [of the final report] ensuring she had an opportunity to provide
input’ (p. 86). By capturing the essence of the ARE model (ARE Stages 4 and 5), successful
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adoption of the inquiry recommendations into the organization was achieved by engaging
additional leadership team members who ‘would have a direct or indirect role in assisting the
organization in implementing the recommendations’ (Blakley, 2012, p. 85).
Blakley (2012), the principle investigator in this case study, reported that progress had
already begun as a result of this project (ARE Stage 5). Following the research, project
meetings occurred to present the recommendations to health region senior leadership team, the
staff of the regional Kaizen Promotion Office (KPO), and the provincial Joint Workforce
Planning Committee (JWPC) made up of Vice Presidents of Human Resources from across the
province. Based on a robust discussion at the JWPC following the research presentation, the
committee struck a small working group to consider Blakley’s recommendations and to bring
back a brief action plan on how to collectively tackle a small number of the recommendations
over the next year (ARE Stage 6).
Implementation of Blakley’s (2012) action research project recommendations has begun
at a rapid pace (ARE Stage 6 and ARE Stage 7) within the organization. Based on the research
it became evident that work needed to begin immediately to build coaching modules into the
workplace. The province’s new health system leadership and succession programme was
created around the health competency framework and structured to support the new lean
management system. Coaching has now been included as a central element to its 18-month
programme. The recommendation to clearly articulate lean leader behaviours also received
immediate interest and reaction when the research was presented. As a result, the organization
is working to clearly articulate what these behaviours are and include them in the interview
guides and performance appraisals (Blakley, 2012). The final recommendation in the action
research report that highlighted the need to bridge the gap between the 1-day Kaizen basic
training and the 56-day lean leader certification is underway (Blakley, 2012). The research
reinforced what many in the KPO had already identified as a barrier and work is now underway
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locally and provincially to create and offer value stream mapping modules in the organization’s
fiscal year 2013–2014.
What is notable about this ARE project is the emergence of meaningful findings and
recommendations that have assisted the health region in developing more effective leadership
practices to support the lean management strategy. Blakley (2012) reported that stakeholders
were more ‘excited and willing to lead the changes required to implement the new lean
management system’ (p. 75) and more willing to work in teams to accomplish goals and
provide or receive coaching to facilitate operational goals (ARE Stage 7).
ARE Case 2. Robertson’s (2012) project adopted the ARE model to improve the
delivery of customer service in a small city of 80,000 in western Canada. The overarching
question was: “What employee engagement initiatives can the Development and Engineering
Services department at the [city name] undertake to improve customer service?” (Robertson,
2012, p. 2). Subquestions were designed to inform the department on employee engagement
and customer service improvement: “1. How does employee engagement impact customer
service? 2. How can [department] employees engage in improving customer service? 3. What
organizational or system support do Development and Engineering employees need to improve
customer service?” (p. 2).
In the initial stages of focus and framing (ARE Stage 1), the department identified the
need to enhance employee engagement initiatives with an intended result of ‘improved citizen
satisfaction with customer service’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 1). Since 2003, the city had
experienced declining customer satisfaction ratings. Although efforts had been placed on
reigniting the city’s More Value Promise (MVP) customer service programme (Robertson,
2012), customer satisfaction levels had continued to decline. The focus and framing also
uncovered staff’s general apathy for and lack of interest in the MVP or similar customer service
programmes. The city administration acts as the governing body providing services and
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amenities to all residents in the city and is fully funded through taxes, fees, and government
grants (Robertson, 2012). Customer service satisfaction can positively or severely impact on the
city’s service delivery model.
A significant review of the literature was conducted to ‘understand how customer
service improvements can be achieved at [the city]’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 11) through exploring
employee engagement and customer services best practices. Robertson’s (2012) review of the
literature also explored key elements that could promote organizational change success for the
city as they embarked on enhancing employee engagement to improve customer service.
An action research methodology was used to engage action (ARE Stage 2) that enabled
key stakeholders ‘to collaboratively find effective solutions to everyday customer service
delivery challenges’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 21). All 24 staff in one operational city department,
whose primary focus was customer service, were invited to participate in an interview matrix.
The 16 participants who attended the interview matrix ‘had an opportunity to engage their
colleagues in the customer services issue by asking questions of one another’ (Robertson, 2012,
p. 25) that appeared to ‘foster trust and openness while facilitating organizational learning
during the dialogue’ (p. 26). Following the interview matrix, all six senior management team
members were invited to attend a focus group to share their views and perspectives on customer
service and employee engagement within the city. Through answering the probing questions,
the five focus group participants ‘clarified and elicited deeper information on customer service
strengths and weakness within the [city]’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 29). Engagement was high as
evidenced by the fact that a total of 67% of the customer service staff in one department and
90% of the senior management team for the whole organization participated in this research
project (Robertson, 2012). In addition to the interview matrix and interviews, Robertson (2012)
conducted a document review of ‘publically available documentation relevant to the [study]’ (p.
25).
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The next step in Robertson’s (2012) project (ARE Stage 3) involved data analysis and
reflection. Key findings exposed elements of successful customer service delivery for the city.
The findings uncovered the employee’s quest for more empowerment within the workplace to
improve customer service.. Positive employee recognition and respect from the client appeared
to be a key motivational factor ‘to provide better service’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 39). The findings
also showed the senior management’s team’s need to ‘foster increased employee recognition’
(Robertson, 2012, p. 39) and highlighted the importance of strong leadership to build and
sustain the organization’s commitment to customer service. Robertson presented seven
recommendations to the sponsoring organization that encompassed improving customer service
through optimizing employee engagement.
Consultation with the sponsor and key stakeholders (ARE Stages 4 and 5) incorporated
a strong collaborative lens, one that embraced the ARE model of inclusiveness, stakeholder
engagement, and ownership of the recommendations. The project recommendations signified
‘the most important component to customer service improvement is understanding customer
needs and developing service delivery to meet them’ (Robertson, 2012, p. 77) and provided a
foundation for the city to consider as they strive to ‘increase employee connection and
commitment to the City’s purpose’ (p. 77). Robertson (2012) presented a synopsis of the
research project, findings, and recommendations to the department, senior management team
and the mayor of the city. The organization underwent a personality assessment team-building
exercise to begin the process and shifts required to implement the recommendations (ARE
Stages 6 and 7). Staff’s interest in the project was evidenced through their request for a
presentation at the completion of the project (Robertson, 2012).
Adopting the ARE model presented an opportunity for the city to engage staff and
senior management to explore opportunities that can strengthen customer service delivery. Key
stakeholders gained a greater understanding of the city’s goals and the role they play in
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supporting the city to achieve these goals. In ARE Stage 7, Robertson’s (2012) project sponsor
noted his commitment to implementing the recommendations and ensuring staff understood the
value of their participation in this project: ‘He would like them to be aware of how their input
was put to use and how it may influence customer service improvements’ (Robertson, 2012,
p. 78).

Conclusion
The ARE projects described in the preceding section help to illustrate the key principles
and processes of the ARE model, including:
1.

Identification of a significant issue or opportunity for the organization in which
change or growth is intended.

2.

A project goal (stated as a research question) that seeks learning, inquiry and
specific change in a designated unit or among a group of people.

3.

Organizational sponsorship (co-ownership) in an inquiry action change process.

4.

Systems analysis of the organizational context and factors underlying the identified
issues.

5.

Identification of key stakeholders who would be impacted by and are, therefore,
important contributors to the success of the intended change.

6.

Engagement of key stakeholders in a cyclical process of focusing and framing of
the issues, engaging action and data collection about the issue and strategies for
change, reflecting and meaning making, engaging a broader community in moving
forward, and recontextualizing and reconstructing ongoing organizational change.

What is significant about the ARE process are the deliberate steps to engage key
organizational stakeholders in cyclical processes of inquiry, reflection and action that
fundamentally seeks to change stakeholders’ perspectives and paradigms about the issues at
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hand, foster interest and motivation and create a climate of commitment to move forward in a
collaborative manner and implement organizational change. These processes create the
conditions for members of an organization, beginning with key stakeholders, to: get ‘ready for
change’ and become motivated and committed to change because they have arrived at a
common understanding of the issues; to develop new beliefs, insights, and perspectives on why
and wherefores; and, to have established new partnerships and networks for moving action
forward. These processes also create the potential for transformational change (Anderson &
Ackerman Anderson, 2001; Torbert, 2004), in which individuals and groups reframe beliefs and
perspectives and change occurs in the fundamental nature of the organization.
Stakeholder engagement is not passive observation nor participation by ‘name only’ on
committees or task groups, but rather an active process of inquiry and collaborative dialogue,
structured around research questions, that puts existing practices and operations into question
and organizes leaders and stakeholders to implement change actions. ARE fosters an effective
and engaging organizational change process.
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