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“ 

Organisational change is a kind of chaos.

GLEICK, 1987

What’s it all about?
This tool provides a model of organisational performance and change that looks at how 
businesses are influenced by and respond to changes in their external environments. External 
changes impact on what Burke and Litwin (1992) have referred to as the transformational 
organisational factors: mission, strategy, leadership and culture. In turn this influences the 
transactional factors: structure, systems, management and climate. The combination of these 
factors then influences motivation and ultimately performance. It’s an approach to looking at 
both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of organisational change.

What’s it for?
This tool helps to identify interdependencies between aspects of your business and how 
changes in one area are likely to impact on another. The model should allow you to identify 
the level of change you are considering and the core elements involved. For example, if you 
are doing an internal process review, say implementing a new IT system, you will need to take 
account of your management practices and work climate and be aware of the impact it will 
have on individual needs and values (Figure 1).

Using the tool
The tool can be used in a number of ways either as a diagnostic or to help develop an 
implementation strategy. To use it as an implementation tool, take the following steps:

1. Identify the nature of change you are dealing with:

a. Are you responding to the impact of an external event such as a cut in funding, loss of a 
major commission or change in a major contract?
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b. Are you addressing an internal fine-tuning issue such as a new performance review 
system or a box office system?

2. If you are addressing external factors, use the top four elements (the transformational 
elements) to determine the strategy that is needed:

a. Do you need to revisit or change your mission?

b. Does that imply a new business strategy?

c. What style of leadership do you need to adopt?

d. Are the overt and covert organisational rules, beliefs, values and behaviours likely to 
support the change? If not, how will this be addressed?

3. If you are addressing an internally driven change, work with the next four elements (the 
transactional elements):

a. How is the business structured? What are the key decision-making, communication 
and control relationships? How will they impact on/support the change?

b. Will your current management style support the change? How will managers use your 
resources to implement the change?

c. What systems, policies or procedures need to change? What new systems, policies or 
procedures need to be introduced?

d. How will changes in any of the above impact on the climate within your business? 
How will they affect people’s expectations, impressions or feelings? What are 
relationships like between teams or departments?

4. Now consider the impacts that your change project will then have on the remaining 
elements:

a. Does your business have the right range of skills?

b. Will the change impact on individual action plans and objectives?

c. How will the change impact on the motivation of the staff?

d. Does it impact on the things that your staff value in their work?
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e. Are there any factors in the change that might enrich their jobs or job satisfaction?

5. Now look at the final elements:

a. Have you identified the performance improvements at organisational and/or team 
and/or individual level that you intend to achieve as a result of the change?

b. Have these been clearly communicated?

c. Have you identified any potential unintended outcomes of the change as a result of 
analysing the other elements? 

d. How will you manage these?

6. Prepare your change management project plan

What’s Next?
Remember a time when you experienced a major change at work. What created the change? 
Was the need for change clear to you at the time? Which of the 12 elements were used to 
respond to the change? Can you identify any gaps in the change strategy by using the Burke–
Litwin model?

Quick tips
• Be conscious of the areas you are most drawn to and ensure they are relevant to the type of 

change you are addressing. Some people have a preference for the left-hand column, some 
for the middle and some for the right.

• Remember to work from the top to the bottom: the elements above exert a stronger 
influence on the elements below

• Try and identify the key questions you need to answer for each element at the beginning of 
the change process
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Figure 1 Model of organisational performance and change (Burke & Litwin, 1992)



Alchemy was founded to help people navigate change.  
We are passionate about organisational learning and 

supporting people to understand change in action.

Choose your next adventure  

Visit Alchemy Research and 
Consultancy for more tools and 
advice, such as:

• Change Quadrants

• Capacity for Change

• Business Model Canvas


