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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Public sector effectiveness necessitates planned change; however, Conversations; change
many initiatives fail. For planned change to be successful, management; mental

employees’ mental models need to be amended to support new models; performance
behaviours. One mechanism to achieve this is employee  Management; public sector
performance conversations, which can elicit behavioural change
through introducing new ideas to an individual’s reality. However,
many conversations fail to create shared understandings of the
need for change. Ford and Ford’s [The role of conversations in
producing intentional change in organizations. Academy of
Management Review, 20(3), 541-570] typology identifies different
conversational forms to create the shared understandings required
to enact change. This paper reflects on the learnings from a
management development intervention based upon Ford and
Ford’s typology where managers applied the conversational forms
to initiate mental model amendment, thereby enabling planned
change. Analysis of qualitative data collected during the
intervention suggests that using different types of conversations
in a structured manner enabled shared understandings regarding
why change was required and what success looked like. Managers
recognized that slowing down the conversational process led to
more effective mental model amendment, facilitating behavioural
change. The paper demonstrates how different conversational
forms enable leaders to discuss a planned change from an
individual and organizational perspective and elicit mental model
amendment to realize change.

MAD statement

This paper explores a new approach to undertaking employee
performance management to enable organizational change. The
paper applies Ford and Ford’s (1995) conversational typology as a
practice model for developing the conversational competencies of
managers and leaders. The paper highlights the importance of
taking account of employees’ and managers’ different mental
models in order to enable planned change. It argues that it is not
more conversations that is needed, but instead the capacity to
recognize and utilize different conversational forms to realize
mental model amendment to elicit behavioural change and thus
achieve change. The paper outlines an intervention that applies
this new approach to employee performance management training.

CONTACT Deborah Ann Blackman @ d.blackman@adfa.edu.au

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14697017.2022.2040570&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-21
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9057-5526
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9559-9500
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8928-8068
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:d.blackman@adfa.edu.au
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (&) D.A.BLACKMANETAL.

Introduction

Public sector organizations are continually changing in response to both external and
internal pressures. External pressures include changes of government, shifting policy
agendas, governmental austerity measures or politically driven reforms, while internal
pressures include the adoption of new practices in order to improve output and
outcome effectiveness (Buick et al., 2016; Kiefer et al., 2014; MacCarthaigh & Roness,
2012; Noblet et al., 2006; Shannon, 2017; Smollan, 2015; Wynen et al., 2017). However,
it is widely known that many organizational changes are unsuccessful, with failure rates
as high as 65-70% (Burnes & Jackson, 2011; Candido & Santos, 2015; Higgs & Rowland,
2005; Kunert & von der Weth, 2018). Such change failures are often attributed to
employee resistance (Coram & Burnes, 2001; Ford et al., 2008; Piderit, 2000) or employee
cynicism (Buick et al., 2016; Thundiyil et al., 2015). Such resistance and cynicism can stem
from a lack of communication about the rationale for the change (its legitimization) or its
potential benefits, and/or a lack of employee and middle management participation in
decision-making (Ford et al., 2008; Gill, 2002; Shannon, 2017; Smollan, 2015). As such,
some have framed change as essentially a communication challenge, with effective mes-
saging essential for reducing change resistance and enabling employee readiness for
change (Karp & Helg, 2008; McClellan, 2014).

Middle managers can play a key role in overcoming employee resistance or cynicism
(Balogun, 2003; Currie & Proctor, 2005; Huy, 2002), consequently playing a pivotal role
in change implementation (van der Voet, 2016). Predominantly, the literature suggests
that middle managers can make a difference through acting as a conduit for change-
related communication; for example, undertaking an intermediary role (Balogun, 2003;
Buick et al., 2016) and mediating communication between senior managers and employ-
ees (Cao et al., 2016). A key mechanism for communicating change-related information
can be conversations that focus on improving employee performance and, as a result,
the organization as a whole. In this paper, we define employee performance management
broadly as any ongoing informal conversations between managers and employees that
involve clarifying expectations and the provision of feedback (Blackman et al., 2017;
O’Donnell, 2021), rather than narrowly as formal appraisal or review processes. These con-
versations enable increased understanding of desired outcomes by discussing change-
related information with employees, thus minimizing uncertainty and anxiety through
reduction of changed-related stressors (Isett et al, 2013; Pick & Teo, 2017; Schmidt
et al.,, 2017). These new understandings can shift employees’ mental models (Blackman
& Henderson, 2004; Moon et al., 2019) such that they will interpret stimuli in different
ways leading to new behaviours that support organizational change (e.g. Buick et al.,
2016; Liedtka & Rosenblum, 1996). Such new stimuli could lead to the development
and application of new skills, undertaking new tasks or performing current ones more
effectively, or creating motivation to undertake new tasks in the future. We suggest, there-
fore, that if employee performance conversations are to support organizational change,
then they need to shape employees’ mental models (Blackman & Henderson, 2004;
Moon et al.,, 2019), particularly in a way that supports the planned change. However,
we posit that the ability to shape mental models in this way will require managers to
recognize and accept the potential impact of their ongoing conversations and to use
that knowledge to purposefully plan for, and engage in, different forms of conversation,
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rather than simply holding more of the same type of conversation (Buckingham &
Goddall, 2015; Cappeli & Tavis, 2016).

In this article, we propose that managing different forms of conversations can help
enact successful organizational change through actively shaping the amendment of
new mental models. We explore the literature on change management to make the
case for why conversations are important for supporting change efforts. We then
present Ford and Ford’s (1995) model for conversational change as a framework for
holding effective conversations that will support changes in employee performance.
We then draw on experiences adopting this model to design and implement an interven-
tion for planned conversations to support change in a policy agency within the Australian
Public Service. This paper makes a contribution in two ways: it provides a research-
informed practice model linking performance conversations with intentional change,
and it offers a new focus on conversational forms as an important, yet under-focused,
area of management development.

How Conversations Construct Change

The omnipresence of change and challenges with its implementation, highlight the
importance of change management (By, 2005), defined by Moran and Brightman
(2001) as ‘the process of continually renewing an organization’s direction, structure,
and capabilities to serve the ever-changing needs of external and internal customers’
(p.111). Much research into change management focuses on designing the perfect
change implementation template or process (e.g. By, 2005; Kotter, 1996) or improving
the implementation of an extant change process (e.g. Dent & Goldberg, 1999; Fernandez
& Rainey, 2006). Such literature often adopts a linear, structural-functionalist view (Graetz
& Smith, 2010; Higgs & Rowland, 2005) where ‘the job of change agents is to align, fit or
adapt organizations, through interventions, to an objective reality that exists “out there™
(Ford, 1999, p. 480). The objective is to find a ‘best way’ to manage change that will lead to
individuals adopting required behaviours to enact the desired organizational state.
However, research suggests that this model of change is limited because ‘it treats
change as a single, momentary disturbance that must be stabilized and controlled’
(Graetz & Smith, 2010, p. 136) that is, at its core, top-down in nature and about
leaders maintaining control (Graetz & Smith, 2010). Ultimately, this limited model of
change leads to unsuccessful change implementation (Graetz & Smith, 2010; Higgs &
Rowland, 2005).

Limited change success rates have triggered proposals for constructed, contingent and
emergent approaches to change management, which recognize situational adaptation
(Buick et al., 2016; Burnes & Jackson, 2011; Graetz & Smith, 2010; Higgs & Rowland,
2005; Lawrence, 2015). A constructivist approach recognizes that knowledge derives
from the interaction between information and the context in which it is presented, par-
ticularly with individuals’ pre-existing knowledge (Ortony, 1993). Proponents reject the
notion of an objective reality (Kenny, 1989; Maturana, 1988, 1999), arguing that observers
bring forth their own reality through identifying what they perceive as distinctive and
assigning meaning to it (Barrett et al., 1995). Thus, individuals' interpretations of
change-related information and how they make sense of it is an important factor in
change success. This is particularly the case for middle managers who need to interpret
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and make sense of the espoused change intent, translating what this means for both
themselves and their employees (Balogun, 2003; Baraldi et al., 2010). This highlights the
importance of middle managers’ mental models in two ways. First, is how they perceive
change itself which will determine how they approach it. Second, how they interpret the
change being undertaken (Santos & Garcia, 2006). The combination of these will impact
how they perceive and undertake the possibility of shaping employees’ mental models.

Mental models emerge ‘based on a person’s knowledge, experience, values, beliefs,
and aspirations’ (Moon et al., 2019, p. 2). They represent how individuals structure and
organize concepts cognitively, providing explanations as to how an individual selectively
filters and interprets information, makes sense of this information, makes decisions and,
ultimately, behaves. The mental model becomes the frame of reference through which an
individual views the world (Barrett et al., 1995; Blackman & Henderson, 2004; Hemmel-
garn, 2018; Martignoni et al.,, 2016), providing guidance for action and determining
how to react and behave (Easterby-Smith, 1980; Moon et al., 2019; Retna, 2016).

Bounded rationality theory argues that an individual’s ability to act is constrained by
the information they have, the cognitive limitations of their minds, and the finite
amount of time and resources they have to make a decision (Simon, 1991). Thus, it can
be argued that mental models become the bounded rationality of an individual
shaping how they acquire and process incoming information. Therefore, as indicated in
Figure 1, it becomes apparent that for a person to change their behaviour, their mental
model has to be perturbed in a way that offers new possibilities.

For any amendment in a mental model there must be some form of new information,
or other stimuli (Blackman & Henderson, 2004), that leads us to ‘experience uncertainty,
discrepancies, or inconsistencies that trigger conscious examination of our implicit beliefs
and the mental models we hold’ (Hemmelgarn, 2018, p. 102). As seen in Figure 1, there
also needs to be a perception of difference that the individual chooses to at least consider;
this is why the issue of how managers provide information and filter the messaging
becomes essential. The second part to a potential change is that the individual reflects
on the perturbation, actively deliberating on the difference based upon what they
already know, creating what Archer (2010, p. 2) describes as an ‘internal conversation’.
If an individual makes no connection within their mental model to the new ideas, they

New/adjusted mental
model generated and

accepted
Int.ernallzatlf)n of Perception of New
difference into . information/
8. ke Difference
individual mental model stimulus
Individual
rationalization of
difference

Figure 1. Mental model Adjustment (Blackman et al., 2013b, n.p).
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are unlikely to be adopted in any form. Assuming that new ideas can be connected to
ideas already within the mental model in some way, an internalization of new information
will occur, and an adjustment made. This new model becomes the accepted worldview
and the frame for all future decisions and behaviours. The question then becomes how
can amendments to mental models be triggered; our argument is that planned conversa-
tions could provide managers with opportunities to encourage the incorporation of new
ideas into an individual’s reality and, therefore, form the basis of future decisions, actions
and change.

Conversations take place against a backdrop of previous experiences and knowledge
which create the sum of an individual's bounded reality (Simon, 1991). As such, they can
help an individual make sense of a proposed change, establish shared understandings of
what is required and elicit desired behaviour change (Collm & Schedler, 2014; Higgs &
Rowland, 2005). They do this in two possible ways. First, they can provide individuals
with new contextual information and learning, which provides the stimulus to open up
the potential for the amendment of extant mental models (Ford, 2008; Jones et al.,
2014). Secondly, the conversations can help an individual connect the new information
or stimulus with the ideas already within their current mental model, thereby enabling
the adjustments needed to make sense of the desired future (Ford et al.,, 2002, 2008).
Thus, this conceptualization of managing change requires managers to understand the
importance of undertaking themed conversations that support the development of
new mental models that facilitate the changes in employee behaviours required to
deliver desired outcomes.

Dialogue is a reflective conversational mode that is particularly effective for aiding
mental model amendment (Jacobs & Heracleous, 2005). Dialogue ‘is aimed at the under-
standing of consciousness per se, as well as exploring the problematic nature of day-to-day
relationship and communication’ (Nichols, 2003, xi). It can occur within one person (inner
dialogue) or between two or more people that involves a ‘stream of meaning flowing
among and through us and between us’, which may lead to a new understanding
(Bohm, 2003, p. 6). It does this through enabling individuals to bring forth their current
worldviews, discussing and restructuring what they know to construct new meanings
and realities (Camargo-Borges & Rasera, 2013; Higgs & Rowland, 2005; McClellan, 2014;
Oswick et al., 2000). It enables inquiry and critical reflection into one’s deeply held assump-
tions, thus facilitating the surfacing of mental models (Jacobs & Heracleous, 2005; Schein,
1993). In doing so, it helps employees make sense of the change (Lawrence, 2015) and
learn what a change intervention means for them (Endrejat et al., 2020). If undertaken
effectively and openly, such dialogue involves mutual sense-making and allows conflicts
in the meaning-making process to be surfaced (McClellan, 2011). This can enable co-cre-
ation of change, eliciting a shared understanding of the desired outcomes and behaviours
required (Collm & Schedler, 2014) and the development of shared mental models (Schein,
1993). It can also enable an understanding of the value and salience of the change for them
personally (Caldwell, 2013), which is particularly important where an effective change
requires a common reality, or ‘buy-in’ be established.

If it is accepted that multiple realities can be held by individuals or organizations, and
that a series of conversations around themes can create mental model perturbations
which can potentially shift such realities (Ford, 1999), then the question emerges as to
how to use organizational conversations to effect change.
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Conversational Types and Forms

There are many types of conversations that take place in organizations, though those
between employees and their managers are critical for change success. Such conversa-
tions occur continuously and informally, ideally clarifying expectations regarding results
(what an employee achieves), as well as desired behaviours (what an employee does)
in line with the strategic goals of an organization (Aguinis, 2013; Blackman et al., 2017).
These continuous conversations create the potential for improvement and change,
with the communication between managers and employees being critical for change
success (Wissema, 2000). However, research suggests that these conversations are
often poorly undertaken and do not clarify expected behaviours or performance in line
with change intent (Buick et al., 2016).

We propose that adopting Ford and Ford'’s (1995) conversational typology could be a
useful tool for managers to enable change through a series of conversations that provides
an opportunity for shared understandings of organizational needs and expectations. Ford
and Ford (1995) presented a typology which they argued helped to overcome many of
the common reasons why change breaks down, in particular a lack of a shared under-
standing of both the need for, and the form of, the desired change. Recognizing the
different conversational types is important because it acknowledges the role that each
might play in enabling employee change readiness (Endrejat et al., 2020) and, ultimately,
change success. Assuming managed conversations have the capacity to support inten-
tional change, we suggest that adopting this typology as a way to frame performance
conversations could provide a way to actively link performance management processes
and organizational change (see Figure 2).

In this typology each conversational type plays a pivotal, yet different role in the change
process, and change will be dependent upon all the conversational types being used effec-
tively. Although Figure 2 implies a linear sequence, in reality each conversational form may

e Start changes, act as a new input or stimuli to the mental models, triggering ideas
and suggesting the need for alternatives, e.g., desired performance changes are
overtly discussed at the outset and then integrated into the more specific employee
conversations

Initiative

* Develop awareness and develop shared mental models of concepts
and ideas. Different assumptions are surfaced and shared, and
P> Understanding reasons for their current state emerge e.g., managerand employee
explicitly discuss changes and what these will look like in the long-
term

* Generate action, clarifying what will be
different: e.g., define what high
:: > Perfi ’
erformance performance will look like and establish
agreements

* Bringan end to the
change process, with
Closure actions celebrated:
e.g., review of
agreed outcomes,
with performance
recognized.

Figure 2. Different forms of conversations and their role in organizational change during performance
management.
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need to be undertaken on multiple occasions to create any shared understanding (see Ford
& Ford, 1995). This repetition may create a less linear flow, but we do suggest that this
overall pattern will need to occur to support intentional change. Because the outcome of
any conversation will inevitably shape the context of the next, to be effective each
ongoing conversation will need to be planned contingent upon the change in question,
the new constructions needing development and the emerging context. When planning
conversations for change, a common mistake is to treat all conversations the same,
usually moving straight to conversations focused on setting or evaluating goals. Instead,
we propose using Ford and Ford's (1995) typology to design a series of conversations
that will act as perturbations to the mental model, thereby eliciting behavioural change.
Table 1 includes examples of different possible conversations for each type.

Reconceptualizing conversations undertaken with both managers and employees in
this way strengthens the claims by Blackman et al. (2016) that employee performance
management could enable change by creating shared purpose, but challenges the
ongoing mantra that what is needed is more conversations. Instead, we suggest the
need is for different types of conversations that are linked to intentional change. Research
undertaken by Blackman et al. (2013a) demonstrated that a lack of clarity and shared
understanding of high performance is common, suggesting that conversational break-
downs are occurring (Ford & Ford, 1995), and that there is an opportunity for performance
management to become an enabler of change. This led to the development of an inter-
vention based upon Ford and Ford’s conversational typology which we now present. We
reflect on learnings gained during its implementation to determine the potential appli-
cation of the conversational typology to support effective intentional change through
managed performance conservations.

Table 1. Examples of different forms of manager/employee conversations.
Organizational (Macro)

Type of Conversation Employee (Micro)

The desired changes are overtly
discussed at the outset and then
integrated into the more specific
employee conversations

Initiative: start changes, act as a
new input triggering ideas and
suggesting the need for
alternatives

Senior management team consider
what changes they desire at the
organizational level this year and,
consequently, how employee
performance management
conversations can support these
changes

The senior management team

Understanding: these develop The conversation between the

discusses potential relationships
between the organizational change
and employee performance and what
is required until it is clear to them.
They then discuss this with all those
who will undertake conversations
with employees to ensure a shared
view of the espoused outcomes

Define what high performance will look
like in terms of employee behaviours
and outputs aligned to desired
change

The agreed outcomes and processes
are articulated and written and then
shared with all parties to provide
clarity

awareness and shared mental
models of concepts and ideas

Performance: clarify what will be
different and generate action by
the senior management teams

Closure: provide completion,
sustaining the changes made

manager and the employee explicitly
discusses changes and what these
will look like in the long term

Expected performance is agreed and a
plan of action developed

The employee’s action plan is
reviewed and recognized during the
year. The plan is updated leading to
new initiative conversations

Developed from: Ford and Ford (1995).
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Methodology
Intervention Development and Design

The objective of this research was to explore the usefulness of an intervention designed to
enable intentional change through planned conversations. The intervention was
designed over five phases (see Table 2) and was unique in combining Ford and Ford’s
(1995) typology with theories of managing expectations and high performance; these
interacting concepts provided an alternative strategy to develop managerial competence
in planning and undertaking conversations for intentional change.

The final intervention incorporated three sessions, run in small interactive groups
limited to 12 people with no reporting relationships to each other (see Figure 3).

Session 1 was predominantly theoretical, introducing: constructivism as a form of
organizational change, the concepts of bounded rationality and mental models, and
the conversational types. The conversational tool designed to support preparation
using the frameworks was also presented (see Table 3) and participants were asked to
identify a situation where there needed to be some form of change in the behaviours

Table 2. Phases of the intervention development.
Stage Objective Method

Phase 1 Finding the starting point and clarifying the ~ When undertaking the Strengthening the Performance
problem to be addressed: Management Framework research project (Blackman et al.,
2013), three issues emerged:

1. Ongoing problems with employee performance
management (EPM) - especially a lack of strategic use
and poor conversational management.

2. A shift to positioning conversations as needing to be
managed and purposeful if there is to be behaviour
change.

3. A lack of recognition regarding the relationship between
EPM and intentional change management.

Reflection on these themes led to two propositions: (1) that
managers need to reconceptualize EPM conversations as a
trigger for change; and (2) their ability to do so requires new
interventions to support managers’ EPM conversation
development.
Phase 2 Designing a research informed intervention  Integrating three theoretical ideas to create the intervention
to create a new Executive Education within a high performance context:

Program e Ford and Ford’s Conversation Framework (Ford & Ford,
1995) because of its focus on intentional change through
different types of conversations.

o Amending Mental Models (Blackman & Henderson, 2004)
because for any change to occur there has to be a shift in
mental models.

o Managing Expectations (Blackman, Buick, O'Flynn,
O’Donnell, & West, 2019) because this had been shown to
have an impact on how managers could understand why
their employees reacted to performance stimuli in
different ways.

Phase 3  Trialing the intervention as an Executive The first time this was run was an open Executive Education
Education Initiative Program.

Phase 4  Running the intervention with the host Based on the success of the trial we were invited to run an
organization for the first time updated version of the programme in the host organization

which was considered to be a success and ready for the
research team to study.

Phase 5 Running the intervention for the second time  Running the intervention and collecting data on the process
and outcomes.
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of their team. In preparation for Session 2 participants were asked to map possible con-
versations and, where possible, undertake a trial of the typology in their workplace.
Session 2 involved discussing conversations undertaken since Session 1 and then plan-
ning further conversations in-depth with the aid of the researchers and participants.
The focus of this session was encouraging reflexivity, where managers: (a) became
more aware of their assumptions and beliefs regarding how to manage change and
influence others (in other words their managerial mental model); (b) started questioning
the impact of these assumptions and beliefs, as well as their actions and interactions, on
others (see Cunliffe, 2016b, 2020; Ripamonti et al., 2016); and (c) started to realize the
agency they had with creating new possibilities (Ripamonti et al., 2016). By the end of
Session 2, participants had refined their thinking and felt more confident in their ability
to use the conversational tool in their workplace to support intentional change.

Session 3 involved participants building on the reflexive deliberations they made since
Session 2, reflecting upon their conversational interventions and what they had (or had not)
been able to do. Participants who rarely have reflection time in the workplace found this
beneficial and it allowed researchers to identify what was working and why. During this
session participants were asked what their key learning and/or surprise was and why.

Studying the Intervention

To study the usefulness of the intervention we adopted an action research approach to
embed learning processes that could trigger change (Burns, 2007; Somekh, 1995). Action
research starts with a practical problem to be addressed (Reason, 2006), and bridges
research practice with the dual goals of improving the host organization and generating
new knowledge (Burns, 2007; Somekh, 1995). In this case the host organization’s employee
performance management processes had been changed to prioritize conversations (rather
than filling out forms) to support change. The new focus had led to a review of the way

* Key concepts explained: high performance, managing expectations,
conversational needs and types, introduction of the planning tool.
* Week 1, 4 Hours

* Recap of Session 1. Application of the tool: each participant presents a
planned conversation using the tool and there is discussion and feedback as a
group. Review of lessons leant.

¢ Week 2, 4 Hours

¢ Reflection and review of conversational applications so far. Opportunity to
discuss ideas with the facilitators and colleagues and plan for the future.
e Week 7, 2 Hours

Figure 3. Crafting conversations intervention design.
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Table 3. Crafting a conversation planning table.

Type of Conversation Purpose Outcome Expectations to be
This is the purpose of the This is the longer-term considered
specific conversation being  outcome you are planning  These include what you
undertaken - i.e. to create to achieve through the think the other party is

awareness, check conversations. Planned likely to be expecting,
understanding etc. goals? New skills desired? what you are expecting
Career plans? New ways of  and the potential impact of
working? context, previous history
etc.

Initiative: What needs to be
discussed and why?
Planned goals? New skills
desired? Career plans?

Understanding: What has
previously been discussed
and now needs to be
clarified, described and
confirmed

Performance: Based on
previous conversations and
agreed targets, outputs
and/or outcomes what are
the actual tasks for the
short, medium and long
term? How will these be
measured, and progress
understood?

Closure: Ongoing review
based on the performance
conversation. If new things
emerge the cycle needs to
recommence

Notes

managers were developed to undertake conversations designed to improve performance,
with a realization that the focus was exclusively on having difficult conversations, rather
than focusing on how conversations could enable intentional change. This shift in approach
required new development opportunities such that managers and employees felt
confident holding conversations with the purpose of generating change. In this case
researchers reviewed the intervention they designed and delivered, assessing its potential
to: achieve changes desired by the host organization; achieve change through conversa-
tions more broadly; be integrated into change management theory.

Sample

Recognizing the pivotal role that supervisors and middle managers play in change
implementation success (see Bryant & Stensaker, 2011; Buick et al, 2016; Gibson &
Groom, 2020; Hope, 2010; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013; Wissema, 2000), the intervention com-
prised two cohorts: (a) those experienced in managing teams; and (b) those starting or
about to start supervising others. The intervention was capped to 16 experienced and
16 novice managers, given its resource intensive nature.

Data Collection and Analysis
Action research encompasses a range of different methodologies and methods (Burns,
2007). However, qualitative approaches are typically used to provide detailed
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understandings of actions taken by recording attitudes, feelings and behaviours (Meyer,
2000). Moreover, because they require interactions between the researchers and partici-
pants, qualitative techniques can create a greater sense of openness with greater oppor-
tunities to surface topics not initially considered and develop more nuanced
interpretations (Hart & Bond, 1995). This case used three sources of qualitative data:
host organization and participant feedback, and researcher reflections.

Host Organization Feedback. After the pilot, organization representatives provided
feedback from the pilot participants to the researchers, leading to intervention amend-
ments (see Table 2). Importantly, the intervention was well received with the actual
concept and overall content considered valuable and practical, thus remaining
unchanged. Participants praised the applied nature of the intervention and commented
on its ease of application across a range of conversational needs.

Participant Feedback. Participant feedback was obtained in two ways. First, participants
provided qualitative feedback on feedback sheets at the end of the intervention. Partici-
pants identified what they had found useful, what needed development and potential
uses of the intervention tools, with comments collated and analyzed for common
themes. Second, researcher reflections post-intervention captured participants’ key take-
aways during the third session.

Researcher Reflections. There were two forms of researcher reflections. First, researchers’
notes and reflections taken during sessions. Second, post each intervention researchers
shared their own experiences, observations and learning, and made sense of what had
occurred. In each case the research team reflected on participants’ feedback in terms of
what mattered and what was different as they planned the conversations; written
notes were taken and discussed with all three researchers present.

The research team identified the three recurring themes that were key learnings for
participants and led to them being ‘struck’ through having aha! moments (see Cunliffe,
2016a). These were: the criticality of creating shared understandings to develop mutuality;
the criticality of defining what success looks like; and the importance of slowing down and
planning the conversation process. The managers explained how these revelations would
guide their approach to future change management as they now recognized the impor-
tance of their role in creating the perturbations that could trigger employee mental
model amendment.

Findings
Creating Shared Understandings

Participants identified that their key learning from the intervention was the need to plan
for and establish shared understandings of what success would look like with their team
before planned change was undertaken. Through discussion regarding mental models,
participants realized that establishing shared understandings, where the manager and
the employee understood each other, and an employee’s mental model could start to
shift, was central to enabling intentional change. For all participants this was an
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important, yet unexpected, element of planned change; they realized that often others
did not perceive something in the same way and were not necessarily ready for a conver-
sation. This led to the realization that multiple subjective realities exist (a central part of
reflexivity; see Cunliffe, 2016a, 2016b). For some participants, this was a revelation, as they
had assumed others saw things the same way they did. Stepping through the conversa-
tional process enabled participants to appreciate and respect differences, which Cunliffe
(2016b) argues is a requirement of reflexivity. This led them to questioning their assump-
tions and actions, and they started seeing the benefits of adopting a more collaborative
approach, including the importance of engaging in two-way dialogue and creating space
to take on board multiple perspectives (recognizing the uniqueness of others; see
Cunliffe, 2016a, 2016b). This new perspective triggered an appreciation that this was
the reason for the initiative and understanding conversation types and why these
needed to be successful prior to determining actions to be undertaken. Moreover, partici-
pants recognized that seeking change too soon was ineffective and likely to lead to
conflict. This became the driver for all examples developed in Session 2.

Several examples focused on establishing a clear purpose for change that mattered for
both parties. Other examples included assumptions surfacing during the process that
created unexpected barriers such as: incorrectly assuming knowledge about plans; realizing
someone had not been listening effectively; and the need for someone to unlearn before
they could relearn. Participants also revealed their realization that new knowledge
emerged from the conversations and that they could apply the typology to manage up,
as well as down. One example was where a participant realized they were covering too
many issues in one conversation with their manager to save time and that this led the
manager to lose concentration with no resulting change. The participant trialled a new
approach prioritizing what they wanted to achieve. They reframed leadership interactions
as iterative, not summative, meaning they needed to create space for more, shorter conver-
sations to ensure an ongoing shared understanding. This highlights how participants
placed value on the ability to apply the ‘four conversations and ... model to many, many
conversations ... wider than the employee performance (agreement) conversation’ (P6).

Defining Success

Many participants had previously not considered the need to explain and model success
to individuals and teams. When using the conversational planning tool and considering
the purpose of the conversation, they would usually identify what they wanted to be
different in general terms and then concentrate on what they did not want. However,
when asked by the researchers to explain what they did want, and how to explain that
instead, they realized they were unprepared for that particular conversation. Recognition
emerged as to why the same conversation occurred with a direct report on several
occasions without change. Examples were given where employees were repeatedly
requested to stop doing something, but it was revealed that nothing was done to
equip them with the skill or vision to change. Consequently, despite employees’ willing-
ness to change, no alteration of behaviour was forthcoming.

Participants agreed that by developing a clear articulation of the change required,
other aspects of the conversational planning were easier to complete. They realized
they needed to focus on the desired future state, rather than the current state.
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Encouraging participants to reframe their focus enabled them to ‘consider how to
promote high performance’ (Middle manager, P8) and the action they could take to
enable this as part of ongoing change. Participants accepted the need for defining a
purpose, which enabled them to succeed, but how to do this was less understood. This
became clearer during the pre-planning stage of the conversation when participants
placed themselves in the shoes of the other individual. They considered the other
party’s expectations and realized how rarely they were ready to discuss the planned
change immediately. Moreover, participants realized how rarely they asked the other
person for their thoughts on what was needed or granted them time to prepare for meet-
ings about change in a useful way. In one example, a participant started an initiative con-
versation with her team to establish whether they saw a problem the way she did and, if
not, why not; it transpired some did, and some did not. In developing a shared under-
standing of the different perceptions, the team dynamics, work practices and change
readiness developed far faster than they had over many previous interactions.

Slowing Down the Conversation Process

The previous findings indicated a need to slow down and plan conversations. Prior to the
intervention, participants tended to go straight to a performance conversation (as defined
in the typology). This was culturally encouraged through a focus on time management,
getting tasks done and efficiency. In initial discussions regarding the need for different
forms of conversations spaced out over time, participants were concerned that this approach
would slow down achievement of work and change. However, they admitted to often having
to repeat conversations with individual employees, with no emergent change.

The researchers and participants then discussed how behavioural change can be
achieved, with the suggestion that change was not occurring because there was no
mental model adjustment. Participants found ‘unpicking the ‘why’ for a behavior’ (MM,
P11), where the reasons for a change were the focus of the understanding conversations,
was valuable for eliciting behavioral change. It was proposed that changing the conversa-
tional process would achieve better outcomes, as it enabled an ‘approach to breaking
down problems’ (Middle manager, P3) and stepping employees through the process of
addressing them. Participants subsequently appreciated value in the approach and rea-
lized that what appeared to be slow might enable greater traction and speed. If each con-
versation is effective, then the next one has a greater chance of leading to change.

In Sessions 2 and 3, after participants attempted to use the conversational forms, it was
clear that the process of slowing down, planning different conversational types and often
undertaking multiple understanding conversations, enabled behavioural change. Examples
were given of how, by using the initiative conversation to convey purpose and enabling
readiness to undertake the conversation, the utility and success of the second conversation
improved. Participants recognized they typically required multiple understanding conver-
sations before a clear, shared interpretation of the way forward was established. Conse-
quently, participants realized the value of multiple conversations as there had been no
real mutuality in previous conversations; while two people were in the room, only one
was really ready to talk. One middle manager emphasized the value in adopting an
approach ‘focused on building relationships (and consensus) rather than only ‘punishment
and reward” (P1) as this made real change more likely. Where there appeared to be an
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ongoing loop in conversations, the structured approach to conversations helped act as a
circuit breaker and provided a new way of approaching an issue.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite the nomenclature of organizational change, most changes emerge through indi-
viduals enacting new ways of working. We have presented an intervention designed to
increase the efficacy of change through developing managers’ competencies to under-
take planned conversations to achieve intentional change. In this paper we demonstrate
how working through the different types of conversations supported the establishment of
a shared understanding regarding the required change, facilitated the articulation of the
desired change and what success looks like, and enabled managers to slow down the con-
versational process to encourage mental model perturbation, amendment and resultant
behavioural change.

Prior to undertaking the intervention, it was apparent that participants had primarily
focused on conversations as a means to enact a task or amend behaviour, assuming
that the other party would automatically understand their requirements and be able to
enact the associated changes. They had not considered that different perceptions
existed and that this was the key reason change was not being realized. Participants
had not considered the underpinning construct shaping these factors: the existence of
different mental models. Undertaking the intervention led to participants’ realization
that different mental models do exist, and that through undertaking different types of
conversations, they could create perturbations that would influence and/or shape
mental models. The novelty participants stressed was the realization that, for there to
be change, an individual must acquire and internalize new knowledge and ideas if they
are to amend their mental model. Therefore, it became apparent to the researchers
that the strength of the programme was that the managers were now aware that they
could influence the amendment of mental models and that doing so created new ways
of seeing the world.

Different Conversational Forms and Mental Model Amendment

As indicated earlier, a widely recognized barrier to change is where there is a need for
mental model adjustment if desired outcomes are to be achieved. How mental models
can be actively managed and developed to support desired change is less well documen-
ted. Figure 4 shows how the intervention applies the different conversational forms to
encourage mental model amendment.

The key is to see conversations as needing to provide a perceived difference. If there is
no perception of difference, then there can be no expectation of mental model adjust-
ment. We suggest that when using the conversational tool, managers introduce new
information necessary to initiate mental model adjustment. By using this new information
to move through the different conversational forms, an understanding is revealed of an
individual’s constructed reality and different perceptions. Developing this understanding
helps managers understand what is needed to enable change for the individual. Follow-
ing this, employees and managers can discuss the planned differences in behaviour and
create shared ideas of what the desired state looks like, in terms of attitudes, performance
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and behaviours. We suggest that applying the conversational forms to possible mental
model change in this way offers two potential advantages. First, it enables those
leading change to discuss the change itself from the perspective of the individual as
well as the organization. Second, it helps change leaders consider how they can work
with managers undertaking conversations to make sure there is: (1) a perception of
difference; (2) a shared understanding of success; (3) ongoing checking mutuality in
terms of capacity to be a part of the conversations; and (4) that there is clarity of
purpose at all levels. Importantly, the intervention provides a practical model for develop-
ing the conversational competencies of managers and leaders. This creates a contribution
in two areas. First, it provides a research-informed development process for linking
performance conversations with intentional change, supporting earlier work by Blackman
et al. (2016). Second, the intervention offers a new focus on communication skills
training as an important, yet under-focused, area of management development (Endrejat
et al,, 2020).

We have presented an intervention where change is considered to emerge through the
development of new realities and mental models as a function of a web of conversations.
We have suggested that different types of conversations can be actively used to influence
and manage change through amending mental models. This article makes a qualitative
link between employee performance conversations and organizational change which
contributes to the literature on change management. However, we report one small
action research intervention in a specific context, which is a clear limitation. Conse-
quently, we call for future research to be undertaken into the role of performance conver-
sations as a tool for strategic change, with specific emphasis on how different forms of
conversations can be combined to support new mental model development, thereby
enabling change success. Any new research would benefit from clearer indicators of
mental model changes through the process. This research could include similar qualitat-
ive studies in different contexts, as well as quantitative research that tests the relation-
ships we have proposed.

Closure conversation indicating
that behaviors are now fully
incorporated intothe mental

models an actions of both
employees and managers

New
Performance conversations information/
internalize the differences into Initiative conversation triggers stimulus
what agreed actions, the possibility of new developed by the
performance and outcomes etc. perceptionsand, therefore, conversational
will look and how they can be differences in behavior planner
recognized by others

Understanding conversations
discuss, develop and reveal
differences, enablingthe
creation of shared ideas of what
actions, performance, etc. should
look like.

Figure 4. Mental model adjustment through conversations.
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Appendix A

Semi-structured individual and group interview questions

1. What is your role within your agency and what experience do you have with performance management, both within
your current agency and the APS generally?

2. What does high performance mean to you?

3. Where have you seen high performance in your organization?

4. How does performance management operate in your agency?

5. What is, and is not, working well with respect to high performance management in your agency?

6. Outline which factors have enabled or detracted from the successful implementation of performance management?

7. What changes would you make if you could in order to better support the attainment of high performance in your
agency?
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