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Creating Adaptable and Innovative Organisations:  
A Summary of Discussions from the AIPM Masterclass

It is a truism that the only constant is change and 
police leaders and governments alike will talk 
about the need for organisational agility and 
(ambi)dexterity (Herrington and Colvin, 2016) in 
the face of shifting environmental sands. 

Professor Schafer added to this imperative for 
organisational change by characterising policing 
as being “in crisis”, citing the converging influenc-
es of a crisis in public confidence, legitimacy, and 
trust (evidenced in the US through recent high 
profile use of force incidents and the community 
response); economics; political and legal stand-
ing; recruitment and retention; the changing 
nature of communities; and the changing nature 
of crime. 

But change is not a new phenomena, and “the 
history of policing is a history of change and evo-
lution” (Schafer, Varano, & Meyers, forthcoming), 
although there remains a perception that achiev-
ing organisational change in policing is akin to 
“bending granite” (Guyot, 1979). The workshop 
explored why this inherent contradiction may 
exist, identifying the difference between adaptive 
and purposive change. 

Adaptive change is the change that comes about 
by necessity in our organisations. Perhaps new 
legislation is passed or new crimes emerge that 

need to be dealt with. This is the kind of change 
that police organisations are used to, and are 
familiar - if not always entirely comfortable - with. 

Purposive change on the other hand is less 
urgent, can be aspirational, and can focus on pre-
paring the organisation for a future that is not yet 
upon us. It is this change that can be very easily, 
if erroneously, dismissed as change for change’s 
sake, and as such it is perhaps this type of change 
that Guyot is referring to when she characterises 
it as “bending granite”. 

Purposive change is important for police organ-
izations if they are to continue to make inroads 
into being efficient, effective and equitable. These 
‘Three Es’ are useful when organisations and their 
leaders are thinking about ‘preferable futures’ 
and how they would like their organisations to 
change. By articulating what a preferable future 
might look like for their organisation, leaders can 
more clearly see the structural, functional, and 
workforce changes required.

An organisation that works effectively: 
A participant view 
Those familiar with the AIPM will understand that 
the learning philosophy adopted is highly reflec-
tive, interactive, and designed to prepare partic-
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ipants for embedding new thinking, approaches, 
and understandings in the workplace (AIPM, 
2013). 

To this end the Masterclass involved a series of 
small group activities in which participants were 
encouraged to brainstorm and debate ideas about 
change. The first of these activities focused on the 
question: what would my organisation look like if it 
were working better? 

Key themes that emerged from these discussions 
were that our organisations needed to be appeal-
ing places to work that embraced innovative 
thinking, experimentation with new ideas and 
approaches, had a lower level of resistance to 
change, and were much more comfortable with 
technological advances.  

Participants envisaged organisations that had a 
clarity of mission and vision. That their organisa-
tions appreciated the need and value of true mul-
ti-agency approaches that rested on collaboration 
and a diversity of ideas. 

This led into the next question: So what is holding 
our organisations back from achieving these? 

Participants saw a generalised apathy or reluc-
tance to make change happen in our organisa-
tions; with low enthusiasm, energy and engage-
ment borne of disappointment from a lack of 
delivery on change promises. 

Change, it was suggested, “flip-flopped” with little 
clear vision about how the change was going to 

improve organisational effectiveness, efficiency 
and equity. A risk averse culture - perhaps result-
ing from a perception of low risk appetite on 
the outside, and a lack of organisational trust to 
encourage new thinking on the inside the organ-
isation - was seen as contributing to a lack of 
effective change. 

A third point raised in discussions was a preoccu-

pation with measuring activity and outcomes in 
police organisations, and the counterproductive 
effect this may have on moving toward a more 
agile and innovative approaches. Timelines for 
“success” are truncated in highly politicised (small 
and big ‘p’) environments and understanding 
“what success is” was thought limited to that 
which could be readily measured easily and quick-
ly. 

Participant focus then shifted to what could be 
done to help our organisations better prepare for 
change: what needs to be done to ‘prepare the field’ 
for organisational change? 

Three interrelated themes were evident in the 
group discussions: leadership; communication; 
and trust. Masterclass participants highlighted 
that a different type of leadership was needed 
in order to better prepare an organisation for 
change. Specifically shared, rather than tradi-
tional hierarchical and authoritarian leadership 
styles were felt to be better able to engender the 
engagement required as a precursor of successful 
change. 

Directly related to this was the motion of better 
communication, both top-down, and bottom 
up, and for organisations to engage in meaning-
ful dialogue about change and the needs of the 
organisation in working toward efficiency, effec-
tiveness and equity, inside the organisation, as 
well as with those outside. 

To this end communication was less about one 
party telling (or convincing) the other party about 
a change goal or initiative, and more about both 
parties being co-producers in the change efforts 
required. 

Underpinning both of these first two issues was a 
need for trust. Simply trust consists of benevolence 
(belief that the other party will not harm you), 
integrity (the other party will do what they say 
they will do), and competence (the other party has 
the ability to do what they say they will do). If any 
or all of these components are lacking there will 
be low levels of trust. Low trust environments do 
not inspire people to think innovatively, yet being 
a participant in change requires exactly that. So a 
key question is how organisations can engender 
greater internal and external trust.  
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Figure 1: the Sigmoid Curve

Organisational Change: An Assistant 
Commissioner’s View
The themes of adaptive and purposive change 
were threaded through the stories and reflec-
tions shared by Assistant Commissioners York and 
Cornelius on the Q&A panel. Both recognised that 
change was something that police organisations 
dealt with regularly “and as cops we make it work”. 
But both also referred to the unintended conse-
quences of change: sometimes unanticipated pos-
itives, sometimes negative outcomes from poorly 
executed or poorly thought through change. 

Creating the narrative about change was seen 
as an important part of a leader’s role. We were 
reminded of the Sigmoid Curve, the S shaped 
curve that has been used to describe the natural 
life cycle of everything from the British and Rus-
sian Empires, to corporate rise and decline, and 
even love affairs (Handy, 1994). 

It is used frequently in change management texts 
as a way to describe how change has a natural 
life cycle including a period of reduced perfor-
mance or effectiveness immediately following the 

change as it beds in, followed by an improvement 
in performance, beyond that if the organisation 
had stayed on the same trajectory, to an ultimate 
tailing off as the change initiative outlives its 
usefulness in a new environment. Handy argues 
that the trick to successful successive change is to 
realise that a new change initiative will eventually 
be needed, and it is important not to wait until 
performance, based on old ways of doing things, 
has started to tail off before initialising the next ‘S’ 
curve. 

Instead Handy suggests that a new phase of 
change be instigated at Point A (see Figure 1), 
which allow the resources and energy of the con-
tinued upward momentum of previous ‘business’ 
to help carry the new change through its period of 
reduced performance and instability. 

Of course, the challenge for those in leadership 
positions is that at Point A, very few people can see 
a need for change. To all intents and purposes the 
system appears to be working well. Thus the case 
for change is much easier to make at Point B once 
the decline as started, although leaving it this late 
makes the job of catching another upswing more 
difficult. 

As such the role of the leader is to create the nar-
rative to explain the need for change before that 
need becomes all too apparent and ever more dif-
ficult to implement. As the environment demands 
more organisational change more fequently 
the length of each curve cycle becomes shorter. 
Where each curve may have been decades in the 

Assistant Commissioners Cornelius and York
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making in the past, in more recent times years, 
or months define each cycle. Which can feed into 
perceptions of constant change, or change ‘flip 
flops’, although rather than contradictory endeav-
ours, these are a symptom of contracted change 
cycles and the need for organisations to adapt 
ever more frequently to their changing environ-
ment.

The Assistant Commissioner panel concluded with 
a reflection on the difference between adapted 
and adaptive systems. The former is characterised 
by being highly attuned to its environmental 
conditions. It is “built” to fit the current environ-
ment optimally. But as those conditions change 
the adapted system is unable to keep up. It falls 
out of sync with its environment and eventually 
“dies out”. Adaptive systems by contrast are able to 
change with the conditions. 

Police organisations generally are, and need to be, 
adaptive systems, but we must remain mindful of 
what adaptations we are at risk of clinging to from 
the past, and consider how well they serve our 
new environment(s). 

My role in change: A participant view
The final theme for the day focused on the “I” in 

organisational change, and asked participants to 
consider their own role in change. The “technol-
ogy adoption curve” was first mooted by Rogers 
(2003) to explain uptake of technological innova-
tion, but it can apply equally well to other sorts of 
innovations – including change – in organisations. 
Participants were asked to consider where they sat 
on the curve in the most recent change initiative 
that they had been privy to in their organisations, 
and why (see Figure 2). 

Although there is a perception of resistance to 
change in organisations, true “laggards” generally 
comprise a small overall percentage of organisa-
tional members, with most people involved and 
engaged in one way or another in change. 

Reflecting on their own experiences of change, 
participants explored: what can I do to to improve 
the success rate in implementing and institutionalis-
ing change? 

Three key themes came through the discussions, 
including the need to be a participant in the 
change process. Staying positive, connected, and 
communicative were thought to be important. As 
leaders, participants felt that fostering ideas from 
“below” could help, as well as remaining empa-
thetic to – and engaged with – those impacted 

Figure 2: Roger’s Technology Adoption Curve
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directly by any change. 

A second theme was the need to hold people to 
account and to recognize and reward the behavior 
that the organisations needed to see. This did not 
preclude experimenting, testing, and being open 
to failure, which were thought important parts of 
the change mindset. Rather it focused on the need 
for sustained effort in change, and an appreciation 
that implementation was not the same as institu-
tionalising change, and that there was continued 
work in motivating and monitoring change across 
the life of the endeavor. 

The third theme to emerge was recognising the 
importance of diversity. Rather than a demo-
graphic characterisation of diversity in terms 
of gender or ethnicity, diversity was explored 
in terms of ideas and perspectives. And in that, 
recognizing that “naysayers” may have a legitimate 
point worth considering, as much as the innova-
tors and early adopters of change. 

Why do change efforts fail?
The day was bought to a close by Professor Schaf-
er reflecting on why so many change efforts seem 
to fail. Drawing on data collected from police per-
sonnel in the United States Schafer concluded that 
this was largely because the architects of change 
had failed to engage the “four Cs”: that is, a failure 
to communicate, consult, collaborate and to build 
consensus about change.  

Change is more likely to fail when change agents 
do not communicate answers to the ‘why’ and 
‘how’ questions associated with that process. Why 
is change necessary?  What will it accomplish?  
How does a vision of change translate into actual 
practice?  

Architects of change need to consult with those 
effected by that process, as well as those who 
have relevant expertise. Change needs to be 
something done with employees, rather than to 
employees. By collaboratively engaging relevant 
employees, partners, and citizens in the process 
of planning and implementing change, the result-
ing processes are more likely to be appropriate, 
accurate, and successful. These collaborations can 
engender a consensus that change, even when 
difficult and painful, is the right path to take.  

Winning the “hearts and minds” of employees 

can ensure workers understand the change 
and believe it is necessary and appropriate. The 
absence of the four Cs increases the likelihood 
that change will be ill-conceived, misunderstood, 
subverted, or a failure.  

Professor Schafer reviewed findings from research 
conducted with participants attending the FBI 
National Academy program and the Masterclass 
participants shared their perspectives and expe-
riences, reaffirming many had encountered the 
same circumstances with change efforts in their 
organisations.

FURTHER READING
For more on Prof Schafer’s thoughts about organisational change see the 
short video recorded during his stay at AIPM 
See also Schafer, J., Varano, S., & Myers, R. (forthcoming). Organizational 
change in policing: Understanding the process of advancing professionalisms 
and reforming practice. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.
Fernandez, S. and Rainey, H. (2006). Managing successful organizational 
change in the public sector. Public Administration Review, 66/2, 168-176.
Kelling, G. and Bratton, W. (1993) Implementing Community policing: An 
Administrative Problem. Perspectives on Policing, Retrieved from: https://
www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/141236.pdf.
Victorian Public Sector Commission (2015) Eight leadership errors during 
organisational change. Retrieved from http://vpsc.vic.gov.au/html-
resources/organisational-change/eight-leadership-errors-during-
organisational-change/.
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