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1 Introduction  

 

The central topic of my research is dialogue. Looking around me now, my surroundings in the 

narrower and the broader sense, I must say I still cannot imagine a more adequate topic. I used 

to work as organisation developer, and I accompanied several projects, developments and 

changes in various organisations as change management expert. Dialogue between those 

affected by the change is a critical element of my approach to organisation development as I 

learned it from my tutors. During my assignments, I have always had the feeling that any change 

is condemned to death at medium term at maximum without that. I was surprised to learn that 

this was not considered evident by all. Working with executives, but also with prominent 

representatives of my own profession, I had to realise that this was not obvious even for 

responsible managers and renown counsellors. On the contrary, my dialogue initiatives 

sometimes actually even provoked resentment and resistance. I became uncertain. Is my 

concept wrong then, somehow? Should I redefine myself as OD expert? As a first step, I set out 

to study theories of change management as OD practitioner. Later on, I could do the same as 

full -time academic. By then I had already defined the broader topic of my research: What do 

change management theories say about the right way of change management? My previous 

professional experience has made it clear that no universal answer existed. No answer that 

would lead to the right solutions in any situation, at any time and place. Everything depends on 

the organisation: the reality of the given organisation, at a given time, under specific conditions.  

The focus point of my research thus originated basically from change management. I examined 

the types of change addressed by the change management theories1. I came to the conclusion 

that the more complex the changes they address, the more central partnership, cooperation and 

dialogue between management and employees are in the model. The deeper the changes they 

operate with, the more they affect the deepest cultural layers of organisations, the more essential 

the dialogue component is for the model. 

At this point I felt the urge to examine in more detail what the theories concerned actually meant 

by dialogue. And I was curious to see for myself what dialogue really meant, irrespective of the 

arguments of management schools. While exploring the dialogue concepts of change 

management theories, I stepped out of the framework of change management and the discipline 

of management in general to take a look at what other disciplines meant by dialogue. 

This research strand turned out to be more relevant and decisive than I expected. I invoked the 

dialogue theories of philosophy, theology, literary science and cultural anthropology 

(sociology) and created a dialogue model inspired by their merger. Actually, the disciplines 

concerned have made more progress in understanding and defining dialogue than mine. Also, 

the current attempts of management schools are enriched and guided by their answers (and 

questions).  

The conclusion of the theoretical research is that organisational change will only be genuine 

and permanent if it affects also the cultural deep layers, i.e. the values, assumptions and logics 

                                                             
1 I regarded as typical the theories taught at the leading business schools. 
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underlying organisational behaviour. In the conceptual system of dialogue philosophies, this 

touching means understanding. Not agreement, not some modification introduced under duress, 

but mutual and common understanding ï which, paradoxically, is concurrent with change of 

necessity (cf. effect theory).  

In the organisational context, understanding has several layers. Organisational reality is created 

by individuals, jointly; the outcome is something common, but individuals can only move about 

(understand, change, develop) in it within their respective own worlds. ñCultural self-

understandingò is an individual action, and community or collective self-understanding is the 

sum total of the interplay and alignment of such individual actions. It is this permanent 

movement back and forth along the individual ï common ï community axis and the dynamic 

of understanding ïalignment ï co-action that is the essence of change, and also the essence of 

dialogue. The conditions of dialogue are also the conditions of understanding, co-action and 

change.  

The empirical part of my research investigates how the above takes place in organisational 

reality. I considered it important to choose a field of empirical research where my topic (change, 

change management, dialogue) was topical and prominent, and I ended up with the European 

aviation industry and in particular air traffic control The thesis explains in detail the correlations 

between this topic and the research question. 
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2 Theories of change management 

 

It has become almost self-evident by now that constant change is here to stay in the everyday 

life of organisations (Barnard and Stoll, 2010; Burnes and Jackson, 2011; Drucker, 2001); it is 

inevitably present in every organisation and every industry (By, 2005; Cummings and Worley, 

2001). Change is driven by the need for adaptation to survive in the current turbulent business 

and economic climate (Dob§k, 1996; Bakacsi, 2005; Robbins et al., 2010); the need for 

continuous growth as a primary business objective (Karp, 2005; Drucker, 2001) and an 

immanent feature also of capitalism that is the operating medium of the organisations (Zizek, 

2016); and by the ever-present general business fashion trends. The trends include TQM from 

the seventies on, IT developments in the eighties, BPR in the nineties and efforts to alter and 

develop organisational culture after the millennium (Burnes, 2011). Todayôs overriding goal is 

continuous change, not as a source of gaining a competitive edge, but as the only guarantee of 

the survival of the organisation. ñIt is not necessary to change. Survival is not mandatoryò, says 

W. Edwards Deming (quoted in: Armenakis and Harris, 2009, p. 127).   

The above developments led to the explosive growth of the number of research, empirical and 

theoretical papers on change management in the past 40 years (Kerber and Buono, 2005; Gelei, 

1996; Dob§k, 1996). As Gelei put it in an article written in 1996, ñit is almost impossible to 

take stock even of the number of topics being discussedò (Gelei, 1996, p. 55) ï and the situation 

has aggravated since 1996. 

Albeit change, the capacity for change is an organic and necessary part of the life of 

organisations, and this organisational phenomenon has been the topic of numberless researches 

and publications, according to a 2008 survey of McKinsey & Company, almost two thirds2 of 

the organisational change programs do not achieve their intended results (Burnes and Jackson, 

2011; Burnes, 2011; Sirkin, Keenan and Jackson, 2005; By, 2005; Beer and Nohria, 2000).  

By (2005) and the authors he quotes offer several explanations for the above. In their opinion, 

the technical literature itself has contributed to low success rates by the contradictory and rather 

confusing theories and approaches it conveyed. There are many superficial analyses, and with 

only a few exceptions, the empirical and theoretical findings and models applicable to 

organisational change and its management rely on assumptions that had not been tested by the 

authors (By, 2005) and so they may have been applied later on at the wrong place or time or in 

the wrong way (Kerber and Buono, 2005). The assumptions concerned refer to the nature of 

change (what can be regarded as change), the role of managers, key factors of change 

(identification of key factors), the nature of the senior ï subordinate relationship etc. 

The most recent publications make efforts to treat their assumptions more explicitly (Cumming 

and Worley, 2001; Armenakis and Harris, 2009), and some technical articles actually categorise 

the change management approaches based on their hidden assumptions (Kerber and Buono, 

2005, 2011; By, 2005; Burnes, 2011; Pettigrew et al., 2001).  

                                                             
2 The error rates quoted there refer to general organisational change programmes. For change-of-culture 

programmes e.g. the corresponding rate is 90%. (Burnes, 2011) 
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In summary, the assumptions of the various change and change management approaches are so 

diversified that their only common denominator is that at the end of the change process 

something is done differently than before (Robbins et al., 2010). 

According to a more specific and nuanced version of this definition applied to the organisational 

context, organisational change is something that results in the alteration of a key feature of 

the organisation. However, ókey featureô could mean anything in practice: technology, 

operating processes, outputs, structure, power hierarchy, culture (Dob§k, 1996, based on Sz. 

Kis). And who, on what basis (authorisation, legitimacy) will decide what to consider a key 

feature in the given organisation? The answer depends to a large extent on the paradigmatic 

position of the respondent. The traditional or mainstream schools approach the organisations 

from the side of contingency theory (Dob§k, 2006; Bakacsi, 2004), distinguishing proactive 

change (targeting the alteration of the conditionality defined by the environment), preactive 

change (coping with predicted changes in the environment) and reactive change (adaptation to 

changes in the environment) based on the correlation of organisational change and the 

environment of the organisation (Bakacsi, 2004; CsedŖ, 2006).  

In terms of the content of change, the traditional schools distinguish incremental and radical 

change based on the scope, extent and range of change and the hierarchic levels affected by it 

in the organisation3 (Dob§k, 1996; Bakacsi, 2004; CsedŖ, 2006). Incremental change typically 

involves gradual, step-by-step change, whereas radical change means the simultaneous and 

more extensive alteration of several organisational features.  

As for the process of change, the most frequent distinctions are made along its two main 

dimensions: based on its speed or tempo, the change can be episodic (discontinuous) and 

continuous, and in terms of the underlying intent (or: control exercised over change) intended 

and unintended. 

This paper reviews the basic change types along these two dimensions to identify the most 

popular change management theories and the change types they discuss. The theories concerned 

are identical in that they search for the ideal tool (kit) leading the (manager) to success in the 

given change process. They focus on managers; if they do consider the employee perspective 

at all (cf. Armenakis and Harris, 2009), that is to draw conclusions that will give management 

certain clues. They want to understand the employees to make the executivesô tools for change 

management more efficient, to help the manager achieve his goals more efficiently. 

The paradigmatic difference dividing organisational theories (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) is 

obviously mirrored in the theories of organisational change. Our assumptions concerning 

individuals and/or organisational reality will determine our attitude and connection to the 

discourse on organisational change. 

The difference between my research and the mainstream schools is that, instead of the goals set 

by the executive for himself and the ways and means (reasons) by which he achieves (or does 

                                                             
3 For further viewpoints and more detail on the differences see Dob§k, 1996, p.191.; Bakacsi, 2004, p. 287.; 

CsedŖ, 2006, p. 23. 
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not achieve) them, my interest lies in how what happens in the process of organisational change 

is produced by the joint action of management and staff, superiors and subordinates. My 

approach is therefore basically constructivist (interpretative).  

Accepting the claim that employees in todayôs organisations tend to contribute more and more 

of themselves (their ideas, emotions, a growing part of their personality) to the organisation, 

that is, ñthey are more psychologically presentò (Hirschhorn, 1997, p. 9), the interpretation of 

organisational phenomena (e.g. change) as collective creations is definitely not a thought 

experiment. Employees bring themselves into the organisation; they are its parts and creators, 

not its passive ñvictimsò (Tsoukas, 2002). As a result of organisational change, we do something 

differently ï for me, the point here is the 1st person plural. We, together, collectively, do 

something differently, and what I find most interesting is how this comes about. 

However, I cannot ignore the mainstream schools of my field, I must not overlook them. My 

task as a researcher is not only to ask specific and relevant questions and try to give adequate 

and valid answers to them, but also to place my questions and answers in the discourse of my 

chosen discipline. This is the reason why I will discuss the change types identified in the 

relevant literature and assign the leading and known change management theories to the type 

they are closest to. 

2.1 Types of change in the relevant literature  

2.1.1 Dichotomy based on pace of change 

The early change management theories had agreed that the organisations needed quasi-steady-

state periods to function efficiently (Rieley and Clarkson, 2001; By, 2005). This does not mean 

a state without any change whatsoever: there is no live organism, whether an individual, a 

group, an organisation or any system composed of subsystems (Schein, 2002), that would be 

completely unchanging, even at the level of its subsystems. Homeostasis is typical of every 

living organism, and reflects the state of continuous adaptation to the changing environment 

(Schein, 20024). By lack of change we mean a quasi-steady state where the integrity, the 

predicable operation of the given system (individual, group, organisation etc.) is maintained, 

and that gives the system a sense of security, a certain stability and its identity (Schein, 1996).  

Todayôs approaches to organisational change can be assigned to two major subsystems based 

on their view of the change/quasi-steady state relationship, i.e. whether they assume a sequential 

order of quasi-steady periods and periods/episodes of change, or categorically deny the 

occurrence of quasi-steady states in a well-functioning organisation of our days.  

                                                             
4 This concept of the change of organisms is based on the work of Kurt Lewin. See Schein, 1993, 1996, 1999, 

2002. 
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1. Figure. Types of change. Authorôs diagram based on By (2005) 

Further points can be defined along the axis of episodic/discontinuous to continuous change; 

based on By (2005), I will consider the following change types: discontinuous, incremental, 

bumpy incremental, continuous and bumpy continuous. 

The main characteristic of discontinuous change is that major internal problems or serious 

external constraints trigger significant and fast shifts, easy to separate from everyday operation, 

at strategic, structural or cultural level or a combination of these three. The shifts/changes are 

then followed by longer periods of consolidation and peace. Changes of this type can also be 

conceived of as sudden, one-off, rare breaks with the past (Pettigrew, 2001), when the focus of 

management is directed at a major project or a well-definable object of change (Kotter, 2008).  

Incremental change is continuous change that can be divided into well-definable periods in 

terms of time, scope and subject matter. Each unit of the organisation addresses a single 

problem, a single change at a time, but there is always something to deal with, to change. The 

reason for the change may lie without or within the system and include minor or major strategic 

shifts due to the continuous strategic revision process that affects the entire organisation and 

demands some, bigger or smaller, change on behalf of every organisational unit/sub-system. 

There are two sub-categories within incremental change based on how even, periodic and 

predictable the objects of the changes are. Today there is almost no change following a uniform 

distribution; instead, one may speak of bumpy incremental change or, as the authors quoted by 

By (2005) put it: a recurrently interrupted steady state.  

The literature offers several definitions of continuous change. In terms of the above typology, 

Byôs interpretation of continuous change differs from the concept of incremental change in 

that this process is not a by-and-large uniform one affecting the entire organisation. By 

continuous change he means continuous adaptation, i.e. changes that can be interpreted at the 

level of the operational/organisational unit. Certain authors (e.g. Luecke, quoted in By, 2005) 

therefore do not consider these two categories different, and suggest to merge the categories of 

continuous and incremental change (as interpreted by By). By, however, argues that this would 

mean disregarding the extent, the scope, of the change, i.e. whether it takes place at the level of 

the organisation or a subsystem, whether it affects the strategy or some local aspect. As in the 

case of incremental change, By distinguishes even and bumpy (continuous) change. This fine-

tuning mirrors the volatile aspect of continuous change, i.e. the alternation of more and less 

intensive periods in the operational change processes. 

Somewhat in contrast with the terminology of By, Pettigrew et al. (2001) mean by continuous 

change uninterrupted change unfolding and taking shape during the process itself; ña new 
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pattern of organizing in the absence of explicit a priori intentions.ò (Pettigrew et al., 2001, p. 

704) These two different concepts of continuous change foretell the distinction of change types 

along another typical dimension that of intent. Note, however, that Pettigrew assumes an initial 

intent to change, and unintendedness refers to the specific content, the aim, of change. 

Kotter (2008) also builds up the definition of continuous change on its being continuous as 

opposed to a one-off major project, involving the continuous adaptation of such organisational 

elements as the competencies or organisational culture.  

Accordingly, in what follows I will use the term ócontinuous changeô to denote a process 

involving the entire organisation, the content of which unfolds/is specified during the process 

itself.  

Incremental vs. continuous changes have their respective advantages and costs. Of course, what 

is an advantage in one type, can be conceived of as a deficiency or drawback in the other and 

vice versa.  

Incremental change has the advantage that the turmoil, chaos and vulnerability associated with 

continuous change is absent, and the costs are also lower. However, as pointed out by dozens 

of authors, the achievements of the one-off large-scale changes are difficult (or impossible) to 

preserve. They keep creating and keeping up a permanent internal focus, developing a basically 

reactive and defensive attitude to the environment, and they generate new routines that again 

turn out to be something to be changed sooner or later. (By, 2005) 

 

1. Table. Incremental vs continuous change: advantages-disadvantages (Authorôs table) 

Awareness of the visible advantages and drawbacks does not automatically mean that the 

initiators/executors/persons in charge of change can deliberately choose one type or the other. 

This type of control, its possibility, is the basis of another fundamental distinction between the 

various types of changes. 
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2.1.2 Dichotomy of intended/unintended change 

The intended/unintended dichotomy is based on whether the organisational actors5 can plan, 

direct, manage, deliberately control the change process. 

Unintended change takes place in an unplanned way, not deliberately, without being 

coordinated and controlled at organisational level. That is, by unintended change I mean a 

change that just happens to the organisation (Cummings and Worley, 2001). The changes 

concerned can be minor or major organisational changes or even radical ones (e.g. crisis), or 

cases of permanent improvement based essentially on the trial-and-error method applied in 

everyday work that will occasionally spread to the whole organisation (Kerber and Buono, 

2005). Such continuous everyday changes are a natural part of organisations (Wheatley, 1999), 

the results of ñnatural evolutionary changesò (Schein, 2002, p. 34), that do not necessarily 

promote the enhancement of organisational efficiency (Schein, 2002). 

There are three main types of intended change. Kerber and Buono (2005, 2011) distinguish 

directed, planned and guided processes of change. 

Directed change is initiated and directed from the uppermost hierarchic levels of the 

organisation. They depend on the authority of the managers, and on the degree of 

accommodation to/acceptance of change by their subordinates. Consequently, the main task of 

the managers is persuasion, the treatment/addressing of the emotional reactions of the members 

of the organisation. 

Planned change may start at any hierarchic level and can be initiated by any actor of the 

organisation; the only requirement is the support of top management. The most widespread and 

popular change management theories concern planned processes of change. They serve as a 

map, a project management tool for the leaders of change. They emphasise that the primary 

function of change leaders is to identify and involve the organisational actors concerned and 

establish their commitment. The importance assigned to participation notwithstanding, the 

preservation of the results of the initiative and the results of change is a strategic task and 

responsibility; the need for change, its aim and vision and the feasibility of the process is 

decided at the uppermost strategic level 

Guided (facilitated) change takes place in the context of a turbulent business/economic/social 

environment with many simultaneous and overlapping changes occurring in the organisation: 

these changes emerge, unfold, transform established practices and operating models or test new 

ideas. Guided change strives to exploit the professional expertise and creativity of the members 

of the organisation or, to use a nicer expression, to grasp the opportunities inherent in them, and 

supports and encourages their independent initiatives. The changes concerned are organic parts 

of the life of the organisation, they basically take for granted the commitment of the members 

                                                             
5 I deliberately refrain from referring to one or several organisational actors or group of actors (e.g. managers, 

initiators of the change, agents of change, employees, etc.), because the change management schools identify 

different actors as drivers and/or key actors of organisational change.  
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to the organisation and their contribution to its goals. This approach does not want to tell the 

actors of the organisation what they should do and why, but rather inspires them to grasp the 

opportunities of change, and design the activities. 

The special, internal tension inherent in this type of change is due to the fact that change itself 

is intended, but its implementation is not. The process of change is minimally controlled, the 

goals are not set in advance, nor can they be defined in advance. The direction, the aims unfold 

during the process, and it is a question of the specific change management concept being applied 

whether it will take a final form (e.g. action research, Coghlan and Brannick, 2014) or not (e.g. 

learning organisation, Senge, 1990 ab, 1993). 

In summary: the research literature identifies several types of change. One fault line dividing 

the researches concerned into two major groups is whether they consider the relationship 

between change and the quasi-steady state typical of the organisations as being discontinuous, 

incremental or continuous. Another fault line lies along control being exercised over the change 

process, i.e. to what extent the initiators and/or leaders of the change can and/or want to assert 

their intents during the process.  

There are also unintended organisational changes. These are essentially changes that cannot be 

planned and controlled, such as crises or natural, unintended innovation or evolutionary 

development processes. Unintended changes are present in the everyday life of organisations 

but, interesting as they are, they are not part of my research. When an organisation starts to 

deliberately, intentionally unfold and disseminate some organisational innovation project 

within its own framework, we no longer speak of ñnaturalò innovation, but of organisational 

learning or planned change, and that can already be interpreted within the scope of the 

phenomena investigated by this research. 

2.1.3 Well-known change management theories by type of change 

 

This chapter identifies the types of change treated by the known change management models. 

It was a major dilemma of my research how deep I should dive in the ocean of crisis 

management theories. The term óoceanô is no exaggeration. As indicated already, the number 

of researches dedicated to organisational change and change management underwent rocketing 

growth in the past 40 years; it is impossible to survey the range of their topics (Gelei, 1996), or 

even the change models mushrooming in their wake. Today, there is no self-respecting 

consulting company6 without a change management model of its own. Therefore, mapping the 

theories and models of change management is an impossible mission. However, a closer look 

at the theories makes you realise that there is nothing new under the sun. Indeed, there is no 

novelty compared to the mainstream theories being taught at business schools. So I simplified 

                                                             
6 Here are some examples of the change management models of Hungarian consultants: Flow Csoport 

(http://flowcsoport.hu/services#valtozasvezetes-es-kulturafejlesztes), ICG 

(http://integratedconsulting.hu/filozofiank/valtozasmenedzsment/), Grow (http://grow-group.com/valtozas-

menedzsment-tanacsadas/). 
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things by considering the established models general ideas, and assuming that any new model 

would correspond to one or a combination of these. 

Management of DISCONTINUOUS organisational change had been the most widespread and 

popular approach until quite recently. The reason for its popularity lay in the functionalistic 

management concept prevailing in organisational management and its promise of the fast and 

efficient attainment of the targets. Its attitude to change, the organisation and the stakeholders 

was determined by such concepts as resistance/opposition, sources of information, key staff, 

stakeholders and authority. 

An excellent demonstration of the DISCONTINUOUS ï GUIDED change management concept is 

provided by the change strategies developed in the seventies by co-authors Zaltman ï Duncan 

(1977) based on their experience. The four strategies making up the model are designed to help 

the executives shift the behaviour of organisational stakeholders in favour of organisational 

change. That is, organisational change, its aim and content, are determined by management, the 

leaders of change, and in that process ï as is obvious from the tell-tale names of the strategies 

ï employees are the negative actors to be managed somehow. The leader may choose one of 

four change management approaches, taking into account the change situation and its main 

characteristics. These so-called situational characteristics are the following: anticipated level of 

opposition, relationship of the organisational actors with (formal or informal) power to the 

change (do they support it, have they realised the need for it, etc.), power of the initiators of 

change, commitment of stakeholders, degree of urgency/necessity of change for ensuring the 

adaptation of the organisation and rate of risk of failure and the threat it represents for its future. 

The facilitative, re-educative, persuasive, or power-based7 strategy matching the situation ever 

has to be chosen accordingly.  

Some authors expressly emphasise that organisational change and corporate strategy are 

inseparable concepts (By, 2005). Todayôs organisations consider it a universal truth that the 

capacity for change is crucial for survival: ñChange or die!ò (Robbins et al., 2010, p. 516) If so, 

change can be regarded as a strategic competency and also a strategic objective, and a standing 

order or assignment for change management. 

As explained above, INCREMENTAL  change is composed of well-definable phases in terms of 

time, scope and subject matter, when the individual units of the organisation treat a single 

problem, a single change at a time. Continuous and periodic strategic supervision actually 

defines such phases of change for the organisation. But changes induced by innovation also 

result in such phases (Bouwen and Fry, 1991). These strategic changes, whether major shifts or 

minor fine-tuning efforts, affect the whole organisation and demand smaller or bigger changes 

on behalf of every unit or sub-system.  

The change management typology matching strategy implementation is associated with the 

name of Nutt  (1987). The main difference between the four implementation strategies 

(intervention, participation, persuasion and edict tactics) lies in how far Leader No1 involves 

                                                             
7 For a more detailed comparison, see Annex 1.  
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others in strategy-making, the setting of the strategic goals and expectations and the preparation 

of the strategic action plans, and who these ñothersò are8. 

The change management typology associated with innovation is hallmarked by the names of 

Bouwen and Fry . Their article (1991) describes mainly innovation strategies. The term 

ñinnovationò as they use it means ñthe development and implementation of new ideas by people 

who over time engage in transactions with others within an institutional orderò (Bouwen and 

Fry, 1991, p. 37). That is, in their interpretation, innovation and change are one and the same 

thing. In the course of change, the (predominant) logic of the old routine is challenged by a new 

logic (that of change). The success of innovation depends on the quality of interaction between 

the two logics. In their research, the authors identified four core strategies for the meeting of 

the two logics. The first three models (power, sales, expert9) correspond almost completely to 

the power/persuasive/re-educative strategies of Zaltman ï Duncan on the one hand, and to 

Nuttôs persuasion, intervention and edict strategies (Gelei, 2011) on the other. Only the fourth 

fails to fit. The confrontational/learning strategy mobilises cultural levels and offers a totally 

different qualitative level for the meeting of the two logics (see Chapter 2.2.3.). The termination 

of the process is followed by a longer period of consolidation and rest, when the new or 

innovation logic of the process of change becomes the dominant logic. 

Beer and Nohria (2000) distinguish two fundamental changes and change management 

approaches based essentially on two factors. One is change of type ñEò focusing on the hard 

components of the organisation and the other is change of type ñOò stressing the soft 

components. The distinction does not rely exclusively on the focal point of change: this 

dichotomy can be detected also in the style and process of change management. The change 

concept underlying change management of Type E corresponds exactly to that of  guided and 

discontinuous change and the one behind Type O to planned and discontinuous change. For, 

the main difference between the two is that while Type E approaches the change process top-

down, Type O adopts what is essentially a participative approach. Forcing by persuasive and 

power tools is opposed to involvement, the intent of creating commitment. 

Kotterôs 8-step model (Kotter, 2006, 2007, 2008), probably the best-known change 

management model, is akin to the above Type O model. Kotter had designed his model that 

became most popular in a short time almost 20 years ago (Preface of the Editor of Harvard 

Business Review to Kotterôs article, 2007). The steps or stages are arranged in a strict sequence, 

and failure may derive from missing one step or following the wrong order (Kotter, 2007). 

In Kotterôs opinion, the key factors of successful change management are motivation and 

commitment, a powerful coalition supporting change, vision and communication and the 

institutionalisation of the results on the everyday life of the organisation. Later on Kotter 

himself acknowledged that change management scenario and key factors had to be 

supplemented. One reason for that was turbulence in the business/economic world has kept 

intensifying after he created his model (i.e. second half of the nineties) (Kotter, 2008, 2012). In 

                                                             
8 For a more detailed comparison, see Annex 2.  
9 For a more detailed comparison, see Annex 3.  
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the new era, instead of being scarce phenomena, strategic changes and major organisational 

changes in their wake became increasingly frequent, recurring more often than every few years. 

Kotter realised that his model in itself did not offer a suitable methodology for coping with such 

frequent changes; instead, flexible solutions had to be integrated in the organisational structure 

to permit continuous adaptation. This has led to Kotterôs so-called double operating order 

theory10, which means a CONTINUOUS, PLANNED change. 

Action research (abbr.: AR) also brings CONTINUOUS, PLANNED change to the life of the 

organisation. AR is a change process having a twofold aim: to solve some organisational 

problem and to contribute to scientific knowledge on the organisations (Grasselli, 2009). From 

the perspective of science, the academia, the main thesis of AR is the following: ñIf you want 

truly to understand something, try to change it.ò(Schein, 1996 p 64 based on Kurt Lewin). In 

this context, change is but a ñpretextò, an ideal medium. In addition to the enrichment of 

scientific development, of scientific-level knowledge, AR explicitly wants to contribute to 

solving real problems. 

Looking at AR from the perspective of the manner of contribution to solving real problems, i.e. 

from that of practice (change management), it is only slightly different from organisational 

development. Coghlan and Brannick (2014), for example, identify organisational development 

(OD) as an AR implementation option. Bakacsi on the contrary qualifies action research as the 

ñdominant process modelò of organisational development (Bakacsi, 2005, p. 75.). The basic 

literature on Organisational Behaviour, however, treats the two apart (see: Robbins et al, 2010; 

Cummings and Worley, 2001). 

Besides the explicit aim of contribution to scientific knowledge, the other difference between 

action research and organisational development is that action research undergoes dynamic 

development during the process itself (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014) and therefore treats  the 

iterative quality of changes, i.e. one change leading to another, much more deliberately than 

OR. Action-activity in one process generates another action, i.e. the next step of the change 

process (Grasselli, 2009). That is, action research tends to bring continuous change and 

organisational research incremental change in the life of organisations. 

The most complex change management approaches do not define themselves as change 

management schools. They consider change and learning inseparable twin-concepts. In their 

                                                             
10 Kotter himself emphasises that the everyday management of organisations requires some kind of stable 

operation (and the traditional hierarchies, the known management processes are adequate for this), but 

supplementary structural elements need to be established to detect and identify any dangers and opportunities in 
the organisational environment. This second(ary) operating system is the structural element that guarantees the 

organisationôs capacity for fast response to changes in its environment. It focuses on the environment (business, 

industrial environment) and the organisation and the continuous monitoring of the correlations and linkages of 

the two; this is what it analyses and evaluates and then converts into strategy and strategic action. The term 

ñsecondò means that it supplements the traditional (hierarchic) order of operation of the organisation, and 

doubles the operation of the organisation. (Kotter, 2012) 

Kotter calls this supplementary structure a strategic network due to its network-like quality and strategic focus. 

(Kotter, 2012) Kotter strives to capitalise on the advantages of simple organisations such as start-ups (Dob§k and 

Antal, 2010) in larger, more structured organisations as flexibility deriving from the networked operation of such 

smaller organisations. 
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opinion, change is an immanent part of the life of organisations in the 21st century, and 

organisational learning is the organisational competency that ensures long-time survival. There 

are several organisational learning approaches (see the typology of Edmonson and Moingeon 

in: Edmonson and Moingeon, 1998), but I was concerned primarily with the theories to which 

this learning/change parallel could be applied (the best-known ones being those of Edgar 

Schein and Chris Argyris ). That school differs from the others in that research focuses 

expressly on the individual, and instead of simply urging a change of (individual or 

organisational) behaviour, it considers the alteration of the assumptions, the ways of thinking 

underlying behaviour the keys to success. The common denominator of these theories is the 

assumption that real change in a human system will manifest itself also in the altered behaviour 

of the individual. A change of behaviour, in turn, requires a cognitive change: the individual 

perceives, understands, sees and interprets the world in a new way, i.e. the (human) system 

changes (Watzlavik et al., 1974), and this is reflected and shown also by the change of behaviour 

(that is merely a symptom, a consequence). This phenomenon is called second-order change 

(Watzlavik et al., 1974; Palmer et al., 2009) or double-loop learning (Argyris and Schºn, 1978). 

Organisational learning is, in this sense, ñan organisational self-knowledge process in which 

the organisation acquires growing awareness of its situation, objectives and operation ï by 

reflecting on the accumulated collective experience, and challenging certain things regarded as 

given beforehand ï, and can therefore operate with growing efficiency and effectiveness.ò 

(Gelei, 2002, p.6) Given the nature of the process, it can only be a GUIDED , FACILITATED 

procedure. And it may happen in certain organisations that self-knowledge acquisition becomes 

a permanent process, an integral part of everyday life. If so, we speak of a CONTINUOUS state 

of change, i.e. operation as learning organisation (Senge 1990ab, 2006; Senge and Koffman, 

1993). 

 

2. Table. Distribution of the well-known change management theories by frequency and control over change (Authorôs 

compilation) 
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I have shown above the change types identified in the literature and I classified the best-known 

change management theories according to the change types they aspire to solve. Note the 

external, pseudo-objective11 researcher perspective adopted in my approach. Although the 

researcher can classify and analyse changes according to his/her own categories, in practice, it 

is the subjective assessment of the members of the organisation, not of the researcher, that will 

decide whether a given process qualifies as organisational change. The two parties may also 

have different opinions on the type of change embodied in the process, whatever the relevant 

researcher/expert definitions say.  

In another paradigm, organisational change is defined as the outcome of the interpretation 

processes of the given organisation. In the social constructivist paradigm (Blaikie, 2007) ñThe 

organization is no longer considered as an entity, a-given-out-there (é). An organization is, 

rather, a negotiated social reality with a certain degree of shared meaning.ò (Bouwen and Fry, 

1991, p. 38)  

In the context of change management, this approach could be interpreted as follows: 

ñOrganisations have their own more or less shared interpretation of what they should regard as 

key organisational characteristics and what as the change of the given organisation (é). These 

organisational contents are the products of the history of the organisation, of its past and present 

meaning-identifying and problem-solving processes. As a matter of fact, organisational changes 

can only be understood and indeed the content of organisational change can only be defined 

through the understanding of organisational processes.ò (Gelei, 1996, p. 72) 

The decisive majority of the change management approaches does not follow this 

interpretative/constructivist trend, but adopt a basically functionalist attitude and look for the 

tool(kit)s that will bring the manager to success in the given change process. They focus on 

managers (leaders); if they do adopt an employee perspective (see Armenakis and Harris, 2009), 

they do so to draw conclusions that provide clues for leaders. They want to understand the 

employees with a view to make the change management tools of managers more efficient and 

to let managers achieve their goals as effectively as possible.  

The paradigmatic difference of organisational theories (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Scherer, 

2002; Blaikie, 2007) obviously characterises also the theories of organisational change. Our 

assumptions concerning individuals and organisational reality determine our attitude and 

connection to the discourse on organisational change.  

Letôs look at my own researcher position defined in this project. My position has crystallised 

during the mapping of the theories of organisational change and in the process of the research. 

What I find interesting is not how and why (why not) a manager achieves his aims, but how the 

co-action of managers and subordinates produces what happens during organisational change. 

As a result of the change, we do something differently ï and the point here, for me, is the 1st 

                                                             
11 This expression implicitly implies my own paradigmatic position. I would not have considered it authentic to 

use the term ñobjectiveò, because I do not believe in the  researcherôs independent/external viewpoint. For more 

detail on the objective/subjective dilemma, see: Scherer, 2002.  
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person plural. We, together, collectively, do something differently, and what I find most 

interesting is how this comes about.  

However, I could not ignore and overlook the mainstream schools of my field. My task as a 

researcher is not only to ask specific and relevant questions and give adequate and valid answers 

to them, but also to place my questions and answers in the discourse of my chosen discipline. 

The moment I realised what researcher perspective I wanted to adopt to look into this subject 

matter, I reviewed the known change management theories once again, deliberately, from this 

perspective. The resulting reading is described in the following chapter. 

2.2 Levels of cooperation in change management theories 

As mentioned above, the decisive majority of change management theories is functionalist, 

whereas the constructivist approach implies a radically different paradigm (Blaikie, 2007). At 

this point, I set out to investigate whether the change management schools thought in terms of 

communities. To use the functionalist terminology, what relationship, what type of cooperation 

and co-action they assumed and prescribed for the processes of change. Or, to ask the same 

question from a managerial perspective (of course, there are many presuppositions inherent in 

this wording): What level of employee involvement do the known change management theories 

consider ideal (the pledge of success)?  

The early (and the best-known) change management theories focus on employee resistance 

(resistance coming from the members of the organisation). Change means an alteration of the 

status quo, and resistance is bound to appear (Zaltman and Duncan, 1977; Bouwen and Fry, 

1991; Nutt, 1987). The inherent assumption is that the employee is not necessarily a cooperating 

partner; in this approach, the employee is not part of the ñweò, and should therefore be forced, 

manipulated, persuaded, maybe educated, but at the least assisted (Zaltman and Duncan, 1977; 

Nutt, 1987). Or perhaps be encouraged, motivated, made committed (Beer and Nohria, 2001; 

Kotter, 2006, 2007, 2008), and for this reason be involved in various phases of the process. 

Obviously, the conceptions that consider the employee if not an adversary, but some kind of 

outsider are quite remote from the one in which managers and employees shape organisational 

change together and change develops in the wake of their cooperation. In these theories, the 

employee is the necessary evil in the process whereby the manager tries to realise his goals. 

However, the more participatory approaches take something for granted: the necessity of 

change must be declared at management level and communicated top-down, and those who are 

ñdownò must be involved as a next step. Consequently, even if they do not regard employees 

as ñinstrumentsò, they do not consider them equal partners either.  

Based on Robbins (2010), the theories of change management can also be classified according 

to their point of departure, i.e. what they assume (take for granted). The choice of focal point 

determines the role given by management to employees in the process of change.  

The solution-centred schools regard the problem and consequently the aim of change as given 

(defined by management or an external expert), and they provide solutions, i.e. tactics, 
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strategies and aids, for that problem, i.e. for the effective management of the specific change 

concerned. The problem-focused approaches assume that the solution, the steps to be taken is 

determined by the nature of the problem. They step back and consider problem identification ï 

with the active contribution of employees -- the first objective. The culture-oriented change 

management schools see change as a continuous process of collective self-reflection, where the 

success of change depends on the depth of the effort and its collective nature. 

2.2.1 Solution-centred change management schools 

 

The solution-centred change management schools (e.g. Zaltman and Duncan, 1977; Nutt, 1987; 

Beer and Nohria, 2000; Kotter, 2006, 2007, 2008; partly Bouwen and Fry, 1991) declare that 

the aims and directions (the problem to be solved) are set by the manager(s), but to do that 

one has to address also the fact that the organisation includes also employees. The suggested 

ways and means of ñdealing with themò differ by school. 

ZALTMAN  AND DUNCAN (1977) openly speak of manipulation, forcing by power tools or, in a 

softer version, of awareness-raising and facilitation. The difference between the four 

implementation strategies defined by NUTT (1987) lies in how far the top executive involves 

others in strategy-making, in setting the strategic goals and preparing the action plans, and who 

these ñothersò are (external experts, key stakeholders and elected committees are the only 

groups mentioned at all).12  

The first three of the four so-called innovation models defined by BOUWEN AND FRY (1991; for 

an excellent Hungarian summary, see Gelei, 2011) are very similar to the typologies of Zaltman 

ï Duncan and of Nutt. The power, sales, expert and confrontational ï learning strategies in the 

theory of Beuwen and Fry refer to the clash between the dominant logic determining the past 

and the new logic of innovation/change in the context of organisational innovation, i.e. 

organisational change. The authors use the term ñdialogueò to denote the meeting of the two 

logics, their interaction, but it seems more adequate to call that ñnegotiationò. The difference 

between the four innovation models13 lies in how the various reality interpretations, logics, or 

the ñvarious organisational actors as owners of the different logicsò (Gelei, 2011, p. 148) 

negotiate with one another. 

The first three strategies give one-sided control to management (typically responsible also for 

defining the strategy) introducing the change, the new logic. Control is exercised over the 

discourse of the parties and the object of the change. In the power strategy, the stronger party, 

typically management, one-sidedly forces its own ñreality definition and action logicò onto the 

other partyò (Gelei, 2011, p. 149) The sales strategy applies less force and a ñsmooth approachò 

Bouwen and Fry, 1991, p. 42), and the expert strategy relies on cognitive persuasion (Bouwen 

and Fry, 1991). Only the fourth, the confrontationalðlearning strategy differs from the 

typologies of Zaltman-Duncan or Nutt in that the meeting of the dominant (old) and change 

                                                             
12 For more detail, see Annexes 1 and 2. 
13 For a detailed comparison, see Annex 3.  
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(new) logic entails ñtheir sincere dialogue without taboos and distortions,  based on equal 

participationò (Gelei, 2011, p. 150)  

BEER AND NOHRIA (2000) see the key to successful change in the sequential alternation of 

changes of Types E and O, stressing that Type E should be the first, since that is what focuses 

on the hard elements of the organisation in what is a top-down approach. Employee 

participation can only come later, after the alteration of the hard elements considered the most 

important by management. It goes without saying that the direction and aim of the change is 

defined by the manager(s). 

Although in KOTTERós graphic example (the case of the penguins, Kotter, 2007) the necessity 

of change is recognised by someone who is not in management, his role ends and control is 

taken over by the latter once they are convinced of the necessity. Management must generate a 

feeling of urgency in employees to ensure motivation. They have to inform them of the market, 

the rivals, market competition and financial performance, the expected trends, and all this has 

to be communicated in a clear way ñto make the status quo seem more dangerous than launching 

into the unknown.ò (Kotter, 2007b, p. 98) Besides using rational arguments, it is important to 

impact on ñthe non-analytical side of the brainò (Kotter, 2008, p. 35) of employees, i.e. the way 

they feel. This ñimpactingò closely resembles the concept of manipulation that Zaltman and 

Duncan had treated openly.  

Every step proposed by Kotter (generating a sense of urgency, setting up a steering group, 

development of a vision) is a management task. Although he speaks of setting up a coalition to 

steer the process (to direct the changes in cooperation with the manager), a key criterion of the 

coalition is that its members must agree with the actual situation of the organisation, the 

challenges, opportunities, and the causes and means of any change (Kotter, 1999, 2007ab; 2008, 

Bakacsi, 2004) as interpreted by management. Thus Kotterôs model may seem highly 

participative, but cooperation with a team selected by the manager and nodding to the 

managerôs goals and requirements is not real cooperation: they do cooperate with the manager, 

unilaterally. The cooperation is certainly not a reciprocal process.  

2.2.2 The problem-focused change management schools 

 

Robbins (2010) assigns organisational development and action research to the category of 

problem-focused change management approaches. But Kotterôs (2012) double operation 

model also belongs here. As compared to the previous schools, these take one more step back 

and do not consider it evident that manager(s) see clearly what needs to be changed in the 

organisation to improve its effectiveness. Taking a step back means in this case a review, a 

diagnosis of the organisation to find a common (collective) answer to the questions: Where 

are we now? What is the problem? How could things be improved? These questions bring to 

the surface phenomena that are really relevant to the whole organisation (not only the 

manager(s)), and explore the real and jointly interpreted problems.  
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Problem-oriented change management approaches make explicit their humanistic-democratic 

values based on which they view organisations, change processes, and co-action by the 

members of the organisation. 

1. Respect of people: individuals must be seen as people capable of assuming 

responsibility, as conscientious, and caring. 

2. Trust and support: an essential feature of a healthy and effective organisation is 

trust/confidence, credibility, and an open and supportive atmosphere 

3. Sharing power: effectiveness necessitates the reduction of power, and control linked 

to the organisational hierarchy 

4. Confrontation: if we keep sweeping problems under the rug, we have no chance of 

true growth and change. It is important to face up to the real problems openly and 

honestly. 

5. Participation: the more people we involve in the decision making process, the 

likelier it is that they end up becoming committed to implementing the changes. 

(Robbins et al., 2010) 

However, the most important value is cooperation based on the above, which refers to 

relationships among the members of the organisation, as well as to the connection of external 

experts to the organisation (Robbins et al., 2010; Coghlan and Brannick, 2014; Gelei, 2012).  

Developing cooperation among the organisationôs members is at the same time both the 

objective, and the instrument of intervention in ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT (OD), 

given that the steps applied by OD assume, and render indispensable, cooperation among 

advisors, and the organisationôs members. (Cummings and Worley, 2001)  

The basis of cooperation, of the relationships within the organisation and between advisors and 

members of the organisation is the so-called democratic dialogue (Coghlan and Brannick, 

2014). The qualifier democratic stands for the fundamental values described above. And 

dialogue in this case means an honest and open dialogue on problems, difficulties, or even 

strengths, positive features during which a common understanding is reached. That dialogue is 

more important in the process than anything else, it is ñthrough conversation that things start to 

change.ò (Robbins et al., 2010, p. 529) 

This approach already implies that change is a common creation beginning with its very 

definition (objectives, directions, vision, etc.), and including the process itself. It is also stated 

that the process of creation by a community is dialogue. Dialogue and, what is more,  

democratic dialogue is an element that appears in every step of the organisational development 

process and thus becomes the pledge of the effectiveness, and the success of the process. 

At the same time the diagnosis, and the interventions that bring about change are limited, and 

are focussed on objectives specified in advance in tandem with the leaders. The diagnosis may 

reveal that the real issues lie somewhere else, but the contract between client and outside expert 

sets a limit to the scope of problem specification, solutions and interventions. (Cummings and 

Worley, 2001) While the contract is subject to on-going reflection and supervision, the ultimate 

client in the process is management (French and Bell, 1993; Bakacsi, 2005), and that imposes 
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certain limits on organisational development. That means, then, that the democratic dialogue is 

by all means at the mercy of top managementôs intentions (decision), good-will and 

commitment. 

The steps of ACTION RESEARCH (AR) correspond to organisational development to the extent 

where this process also rests on diagnosis; action, the steps of intervention rely on that diagnosis 

and are followed by evaluation. However, ñthe evaluation leads to the repeated diagnosis of the 

situation based on what is learned from the previous action cycleò (Grasselli, 2009, p. 66.) 

Similarly to organisational development, a real order, a research question can only be defined 

following the diagnosis, together with the client. 

A characteristic similar to organisational development, essentially determining the fundaments 

of the process, is collaborative democratic partnership (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014), which 

exceeds the democratic dialogue characterising organisational development in that it builds 

even more powerfully on involving the members concerned by organisational change in each 

and every step of the process. So then, in organisational development, the decision is always 

with the top managers of the organisation, including deciding who, when, how and to which 

members the organisation should provide feedback, and what specific order should be placed 

on the basis of the diagnosis, and what action, and what steps should follow the diagnosis. 

Differently from the above, in action research, partnership cuts across the entire process, thus 

rendering all decisions even more democratic and resulting in co-decision (Robbins et al., 2010; 

Bakacsi, 2005) with all persons concerned in each of the topics listed above. The person in 

charge of this cooperation is the action researcher (advisor). This is an important qualitative 

feature of the process: as opposed to organisational development where the client, the highest-

ranking officer appointed to manage the process determines the extent and the quality of 

involvement and cooperation. 

The clear similarities between organisational development and action research fail to render the 

distinction between the two schools either simple or unambiguous. Some regard organisational 

development a sub-type of action research just for that reason, whereas others see it the other 

way around, and label action research the dominant model of organisational development. 

Possible explanations of their difference is irrelevant for our current subject, and I have 

presented them in a previous chapter (see Chapter 2.1.1.). 

The third example of a problem-focused change management approach apart from OD and AR, 

is KOTTERôS DUAL OPERATING SYSTEM MODEL (Kotter, 2012). Here the author 

attempts to describe how to capitalise on the advantages of simple organisations such as start-

ups (Dob§k and Antal, 2010) in larger, more structured organisations as flexibility deriving 

from the networked operation of such smaller organisations. 

Kotter claims that a second operating system is the structural element that ensures that the 

organisation can respond to changes around it at the necessary speed. In its focus is the on-

going monitoring of the (business, industrial) environment and the organisation and the 

correlations, connections between the two, and it keeps analysing and evaluating these, and 

translates them into strategies, and strategic actions. The word ñsecondò means that it 
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supplements the organisationôs traditional (hierarchic) operating system, and that makes the 

organisationôs operation two-fold or dual. 

 

2. Figure. The basic logic of Kotterôs dual operating model. Source: Authorôs figure based on Kotter, 2012 

In terms of its nature, the supplementary or second structure is networked, which applies to its 

operation and its connection to the hierarchic organisation structure. Due to its networked nature 

and strategic focus, Kotter calls this complementary structure a strategic network. 

Á Its members represent all levels of the organisation: employees óarriveô in the strategic 

network from all levels, from the topmost to the lowest. 

Á Its structure is similar to the solar system: there is a steering coalition which, like the 

Sun, takes a central and decisive role in the solar system. The groups preparing the 

strategic decisions of the steering coalition are the planets of the solar system, and the 

employees supporting their work behave much like moons or rather satellites in the 

solar system. The latterôs role is primarily to transmit information to groups preparing 

decisions and defining problems and also away from these, to the organisationôs other 

members after such decisions or guidelines have been made. These ósatellites, and 

óplanetsô are flexible depending on the specific issue or problem at hand. That ensures 

the high level of flexibility and the adaptability of the system. 
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3. Figure. The relationship of conventional hierarchy and the strategic network. Source: Kotter, 2012, p. 49. 

So then, what we are discussing is a partly modified version, coded in organisational structure, 

of Kotterôs 8-step model. The cardinal points of the previous model (voluntarism, steering 

coalition, group jobs, leadership instead of management, vision, shared objectives, continuous 

communication, etc.) are transparent as basic principles, here, too, but it guarantees through a 

structural solution that each level of the hierarchy, groups of employees much larger than in the 

previous model, should contribute to defining and jointly interpreting the objectives, and the 

direction and triggers of the change. As a matter of fact, this is now about an on-going, 

institutionalised process of joint thinking ï and, at a certain level, joint decision-making 

(dialogue) ï involving each group of employees. Kotter, however, fails to describe what he 

means by ñcertain levelò in any more detail, thus implementation and execution remain strongly 

organisation-dependent, and even more manager-dependent. 

 

2.2.3 Culture-oriented change management schools 

 

In Robbinsô (2010) typology, the third type of change management schools is that of the so-

called culture-oriented change-management approaches. These approaches do not define 

themselves as change management schools, a fact explained by the way they see change. In 

their view real change concerns two levels: the cognitive and the behavioural level. There is no 

change as long as there is only cognitive recognition, but there is no change either if behaviour 

changes, but the adjacent guiding principles, the mental models (Argyris and Schºn, 1974; 

Argyris, 1977, 1991, 1994; Senge, 1990 ab, 2006) and, at a cultural level, the deep layers of 

culture (Schein, 1981) or the dominant logic (Bouwen and Fry, 1991) remain intact.  

(Real) change for them is identical with second-order change (Watzlavik et al., 1974; Palmer 

et al., 2009) or with double-loop learning (Argyris, 1977; 1991; 1994), to be realised at both 

organisational and individual level. At organisational level, organisational learning must be 

made part of the culture, and this is the basis of the learning organisation concept (Senge, 1990 

ab, 2006). While elaborating the concepts, the best experts of the theory have identified broader, 

complex, individual, personality-related, cultural, and social issues which must be brought 

down before these lofty ideas can materialise. 

The fathers of the ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE
14 trend (Edgar Schein, Chris Argyris) analysed 

and considered one by one chiefly the individual and organisational cultural hindering factors 

that block these genuine (i.e. both cognitive and behavioural) change processes. Their 

suggestions to dismount the obstacles may be viewed as a type of change management concept 

given the fact that they define actions for organisations wishing to learn, develop, and change. 

                                                             
14 Organisational learning has several trends (Edmonson and Moingeon, 1998 ); the ones that are relevant from a 

change management point of view are those that regard and interpret organisational learning as a process of 

change (Edmonson and Moingeon, 1998; Gelei, 2002; Pulinka, 2015). 
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The following table is a summary of the adequate responses (ultimately the change management 

actions) to be given:  

  

3. Table. Summary of culture-oriented change management theories. Based on Pulinka, 2007, p. 41, with modifications 

Edgar SCHEIN  sees the main obstacles of organisational learning in the deep-lying assumptions 

and paradigms of organisational culture. If there is inconsistency or controversy between these, 

they will prevent organisational learning. However, the deep dimensions of culture may have 

elements that are in themselves obstacles to organisational development because they are 

opposed to the organisational objectives, or to their modalities of implementation. (Schein, 

1981; Edmonson, 1996) 

The task is to bring to the surface the deep-lying, tacit routines, assumptions and beliefs 

discussed above, i.e. cultural self-understanding. (Schein, 1981; Gelei, 2006; Edmonson, 

1996) The precondition to self-understanding is dialogue with each another, within 

subcultures, and also with groups having some different culture. (Schein, 1993). Schein regards 

this process of dialogue the ñthe true artistry of change management.ò (Schein, 1996, p. 61)  

Chris ARGYRIS assumes that ñorganizational learning is a process of detecting and correcting 

error.ò (Argyris, 1977, p. 116). He investigated during his research and advisory projects what 

organisational and individual hindrances there are in this process. He came to the conclusion 

that one develops mental models from childhood on that help us solve emerging problems fast 

and effectively. These models represent the totality of rules that determine not only our own 

behaviour, but also the way in which we read or interpret othersô behaviour. Whenever we come 

up against an obstacle or a problem, we keep returning to these same models. (Argyris and 

Schºn, 1974; Argyris, 1991, 1994) The really interesting thing about these models is that when 

we solve a problem or overcome a dangerous situation, we do not really follow the rules that 
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we think direct our actions. He calls these espoused theories, and they are often contrary to the 

theories-in-use. (Argyris and Schºn, 1974; Argyris, 1977, 1991, 1994) Very few people are 

aware of the difference between the two. (Argyris, 1994) 

Espoused theories can differ a great deal, while theories-in-use always go back to any of 

essentially 4 basic motives: assert own control unilaterally to achieve the purposes as you 

perceive them (1), maximise winning and minimise loosing (2), minimise eliciting negative 

feelings (3), be rational and minimise emotionality (4)15. The last means that we set well-

defined targets, and evaluate our performance and behaviour regardless of whether we have hit 

or miss them. These may be called defensive routins. (Argyris and Schºn, 1974; Argyris, 1977, 

1994)  

The objective of the above strategy is avoiding the appearance of vulnerability, risk, and/or 

incompetence. That defensive strategy prevents us from reviewing our own behaviour along 

with the underlying assumptions. (Argyris and Schºn, 1974; Argyris, 1977, 1994) The more 

we wish to prove that somebody is defensive, the more defensive he will become. (Bakacsi, 

1996)16 

Argyris claims that that this learning inhibition is strongest in those people who are the most 

qualified and the most successful, because they can come up with the best explanations for their 

own behaviour, and their successes and achievements make their assumptions and mental 

models seem justified. (Argyris, 1991, 1994)17 

Defensive routines exist also at an organisational level. ñThese consist of all the policies, 

practices and actions that prevent human beings from having to experience embarrassment or 

threat and, at the same time, prevent them from examining the nature and causes of that 

embarrassment or threat.ò (Argyris, 1994, p. 81) One does not usually ask a 

colleague/subordinate/leader questions targeted at assumptions and values guiding behaviour. 

One rarely analyses the reasons of the development or sustainment of behaviour; instead, we 

usually examine and tries to improve its efficiency and effectiveness. If someone still targets a 

question at what hides behind the apparent facts, it is usually regarded as annoyance or 

backslapping. (Bakacsi, 1996) 

The short-term gains, however, (e.g. to appear competent, avoid bad feelings) deprive us of the 

possibility of learning ï at either individual or organisational level. 

                                                             
15 For a more detailed description of a so-called Model I see Table 1. 
16 For a more detailed description of the principles determining individual behaviours [the basic model (Model I), 

and the desirable model (Model II)] see Table 1. 
17 In Salman Rushdieôs autobiographical book Joseph Anton he writes the same as follows: ĂHe was remembering 

something G¿nter Grass had once said to him about losing: that it taught you more profound lessons than winning 

did. The victors believed themselves and their worldviews justified and validated and learned nothing. The losers 

had to re-evaluate everything they had thought to be true and worth fighting for, and so had a chance of learning, 

the hard way, the deepest lessons life had to teach.ò (Rushdie, 2012, p. 201) 
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4. Table. Argyris' principles determining behaviour: MODEL I and MODEL II. Source: Argyris, 1977, p.  118, with 

modifications. 

Argyris recommends primarily the development of interpersonal competencies to bring down 

this type of obstacles to learning. To achieve that the individual must first face the shock of 

realising how they actually work, and what tacit assumptions hide behind their actions. This 

means self-reflection and self-understanding. That must be followed by devising their new 

operating principles (MODEL II). (Argyris, 1977) That is, the review of the principles adhered 

to is also a double-loop learning process, and the process of reflection must be established for 

the long term on both individual and organisational level (MODEL II). That institutionalised 

reflection is already about the operation of the learning organisation. Argyris does not submerge 

deeply in analysing this operation; instead, his writings and his work (Smith, 2001; McLain 

Smith, 2013) describe the road leading there, and how to dismount the obstacles encountered 

on your way.  

It is interesting that I have found no explicit reference to this process of self-reflection being 

called a dialogue in any of Argyrisô work. He keeps referring to individual and common self-

understanding, to the way in which we should mutually help each other understand how we 

work, and what we should change to be guided by cooperation rather than self-defence. It is an 

important statement by Argyris that self-understanding requires other people (Argyris, 1977). 

And the establishment of cooperation requires on-going collective reflection. Common or 

collective reflection is a two-way process: the group as a community reflects on its operation 
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and the mental maps determining it (assumptions, prejudices, beliefs, etc.), and on how the 

group as a community assists the individual in facing up to his own, individual, mental model. 

In my reading, that is the same self-understanding dialogue process that Schein labels 

ñdialogueò. 

The theory of Bouwen and Fry (1991) based upon case studies relates to the literature of 

organisational change much more explicitly than that of the above two authors. The co-authors 

examine organisational innovation processes, and come to the conclusion that real innovation 

and change can only happen in an organisation if the representatives of the old (dominant) logic 

conduct a dialogue of essence with the representatives of the new logic bringing the change, 

and they create the new operating logic in the course of their cooperation. 

Logic in the present case refers to the dominant mind-set, the paradigm of action (Gelei, 2011) 

which determines the way in which organisational actors view the environment, the relationship 

of the organisation with its environment, the necessary and adequate steps, objectives, and the 

corresponding internal workings and behaviours. 

Bouwen and Fry claim that organisational changes are about the entry on the scene of a new 

logic that challenges the raison dô°tre (correctness) of the old (dominant) logic. The resulting 

level of learning depends on the quality of the interaction forming between the two logics: 

ñcompliance and passive followship, imitation and adoption, cognitive learning through insight, 

or communication and orientation on valid data.ò (Bouwen and Fry, 1991, p. 42) As I mentioned 

above in Chapter 2.1.1. , in the strategy modelling the first three interactions, the new logic has 

unilateral control over the content and the direction of change, and thus also over the newly 

forming operational logic. That is exactly why Bouwen and Fry emphasise that the innovation 

thus created (change) cannot become established in the organisation on a long term, because it 

fails to rest on the universal, common understanding, genuine learning, and cognitive and 

behavioural changes of all members of the organisation (Bouwen et al., 1992). Only the 

confrontational learning strategy brings about genuine organisational change and learning, 

and dialogue, a high quality interaction between the two logics, is the process of that strategy 

(Bouwen and Fry, 1991). The authors themselves make that strategy correspond to the operation 

of Argyrisô Model II, and that is partly why I felt appropriate to use the term dialogue when 

presenting Argyrisô Model II, despite the fact that Argyris himself does not use it. 

That following table presents the main features of the confrontational learning strategy: 
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5. Table. Main features of Bouwen-Fryôs confrontational ï learning model (dialogue-model). Source: Bouwen and Fry, 

1991, p. 42, with Authorôs addenda. 

Similarly to almost all of the writings of Argyris, Bouwen and Fry also place great emphasis 

on the internal tensions in the dialogue, and the fact that it is a time-consuming and tiring 

process. 

In summary of the organisational learning theories we can claim that Edgar Schein, Chris 

Argyris and co-authors Bouwen ï Fry all offer a solution to what promotes individual, 

community and thus organisational learning and development. The recurrent element in these 

recommendations is dialogue. For the above authors, dialogue is a common reflective process 

of interpretation. They regard the process of dialogue as an important tool of revealing, 

understanding and modifying shared thinking schemes, logics and assumptions. In all these 

theories, this common self-understanding is the basis of joint future decisions and actions, and 

of cooperation of substance. 

Tsoukasô (2002) observation whereby a main feature of post-bureaucratic, post-modern 

organisations is that employees tend to bring much more of themselves óintoô these 

organisations is relevant at this point. They no longer stand for just knowledge or physical 

strength at the workplace; their emotional-psychological presence has become much more 

powerful. This has two consequences: they are less and less authority-driven, and are 

meanwhile increasingly internally guided. And simultaneously, ñto the extent they are more 

psychologically present at work, they expose more of themselves to others; hence, they are 

more vulnerable.ò (Tsoukas, 2002, p. 15). Thus it is a task for both the scientific environment 

and for daily practice to render organisations as safe as possible even from that point of view. 

Make them places where we can show ourselves, and where it is worthwhile for us to do so. 

This line of thought connects closely to the next change management school, the learning 

organisation concept. 

Another well-known (and rather popular) school of culture-oriented change management is the 

LEARNING ORGANISATION MODEL. Peter M. Senge, credited for being the father of the 

learning organisation concept, made a list ï much like Argyris and Schein ï of the barriers 

hindering individual and organisational development and learning. Senge, however, analyses 

these obstacles within a broader social-cultural framework. He identifies several social-cultural 
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dysfunctions (e.g. management is identical with control, diversity is labelled as a problem, 

excessive competition, lack of trust, etc.), and attributes extra importance to three factors as the 

major obstacles to change: fragmentation, competition focus, and the problem of reactivity. 

(Senge, 1990ab; 1993; Koffman and Senge, 1993). 

Senge sees the solution of the above problems in the creation of the learning organisation, 

because we need a medium that offers a possibility for changing our way of thinking, where the 

medium itself thinks differently and is characterised by a changed mode of operation, a changed 

culture. 

The most important feature of the learning organisation is that it is in constant change since it 

is characterised by learning continuously. ñThe organisation having the ability of continuous 

learning and renewal. Qualities it must have include organisational self-diagnosis (self-

understanding), and (lasting) operational development based on the same: exploration, 

awareness-raising and deliberate alteration concerning the theories we adhere to, our ways of 

(individual, and organisational) problem solving, our mistakes (!), deeper systems dynamics, 

our mechanisms for creating a shared vision, our communication patterns, mental maps, our 

personal objectives, hidden cultural assumptions and modes of operation.ò (Gelei, 2012, p. 52-

53.) 

That operation is not easy, and it takes a great deal of time and energy to create. In his book, 

Senge established the fundaments indispensable for building a proactive organisation. His 5 

principles are as follows: personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, collective learning 

and dialogue, and systems thinking (Senge, 2006). 

 

4. Figure. The 5 principles of the Learning Organisation. Source: Senge, 1990a, p. xi 

The basic concept is built on the paradox that organisational learning is impossible without the 

individuals who constitute the organisation, but it is more than the sum of individual learning. 

It is not enough for the individual to learn; first, the others are also a necessary ingredient and, 

second, in a learning organisation learning must be realised at a community level. ñThree core 

learning capabilities: fostering aspiration, developing reflective conversation and understanding 
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complexityò (Senge, 1990a, p. x) All of these may be interpreted at both an individual and a 

community level. The following figure describes briefly the five basic principles along these 

lines.  

 

5. Figure. The five basic principles (Our own figure created on the basis of Senge, 1990ab). 

Senge then, sees the above five principles as the precondition to being a learning organisation. 

The point of existing as such is no other than leaving behind old ways of thinking and learning 

how to be open to one another, and how to make efforts to ensure that we increasingly 

understand how we work as individuals and as a community, as an organisation guided by 

shared objectives and directions, working together to achieve these objectives. A self-

understanding dialogue that is to reach a shared conclusion is likewise an inseparable part 

of this existence. In expressing his thoughts, he says no more/nothing else than the theories of 

organisational learning, and he keeps referring to the works of Argyris or Schein (Senge, 1990a, 

2006). His approach, however, is different: he starts out from the social and organisational 

aspect, and from that point he gets all the way to the individual. 

Taking the change management perspective to interpret the above theories, two things need 

highlighting: lack of control, and voluntarism. Double-loop learning, defined as ñchangeò in 

the theories, concerns deep layers at both individual and organisational level; therefore, the 

process of learning/changing is impossible to map in advance. These deep layers are tacit in the 

first place, hard to access, and of course even more difficult to challenge, and change. The 

process of change is thus subject to a minimum rate of control, objectives are not, and cannot 

be specified in advance. The direction, the objective is formed in the course of the process, 

during the collective action, the co-actions. 

The other important, immanent feature of these theories is that organisational and individual 

learning closely interrelate: there is no organisational learning without learning by the people 
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constituting the organisation.18 And learning ï both at individual and organisational level ï 

concerns the deep-lying principles that determine our acts and decisions (cognitive 

schemes/mental models/cultural deep layers). Bringing these to the surface, examining and 

challenging them cannot happen ófrom the outsideô, by force, by order, only on a voluntary 

basis, by looking ourselves honestly in the face. In other words, the learning process is a 

voluntary self-reflecting process, and at an organisational level it is a voluntary common act. 

That cannot be enforced or prescribed at either level. But it also means that it cannot happen 

without organisational members. Involving colleagues and treating them as partners is therefore 

a necessary, indispensable element of these models and theories19.  

In sum we may say that the early change management theories did not regard staff 

members as cooperating partners; instead, they saw the main task of change management 

in handling their predictable opposition/resistance (by manipulation, communication, 

pretended or controlled involvement, motivation, incentives). Problem-focused schools make 

cooperation the key to change management, and dialogue is already a central element in 

these approaches. And culture-oriented theories label dialogue the key to change 

management. Partnership, cooperation, co-action are critical parts of these change 

management schools. 

Another interesting observation belongs here. If one considers change management schools in 

the light of the type of change they want to address, one cannot fail to notice that the more 

complex the change they contemplate, the more they talk about dialogue and substantial, 

genuine, and mutual (!) cooperation among the members of the organisation. The more organic 

part of its daily operation an organisation regards change, the more important partnership, 

cooperation, and dialogue will become. 

                                                             
18 The opposite of this, i.e. is there individual learning without organisational learning, is already less obvious. 

Senge, convinced that a supportive reflective environment (culture) is a must for individual self-reflective 

learning, deemed the establishment of learning organisations highly important. Given that the western Jewish-

Christian cultural tradition (Huntington, 1998) works along essentially different values, these circumstances 

ideal from a learning/change point of view must be implemented within an organisational framework. Another 

concept claims that the decisive circumstance is not the western Jewish-Christian cultural tradition, but the 
operating framework of organisations, i.e. capitalism (Zizek, 2016). But whether we regard the broader 

civilisation or capitalism as the operating framework, changing it is truly a larger challenge than creating 

learning organisations. But even that is not a simple task. 
19 We are still left with an interesting dilemma, namely who in an organisation decides on becoming a learning 

organisation. Can top management decide without involving staff? In the light of the organisationôs essential 

values, the answer is negative. Moving on: Is it realistic to assume that colleagues have the right and the option 

of refusing learning in such a decision-making situation? The theories fail to give an explicit response to these 

dilemmas. 
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6. Table. Change management theories by change and focus of change management (Authorôs table) 

How do partnership, cooperation, co-action and dialogue relate to each other in these change 

management approaches? At this point of my research I felt an urge to investigate in more detail 

what exactly they meant by ódialogueô. And, management science notwithstanding, what IS 

ódialogueô? 

At this point I will diverge from the path covered by my research. That is because parallel to 

discussing the dialogue concept of change management theories, I moved beyond the limits of 

change management and management science in general, and investigated what other fields of 

science meant by ódialogueô. 

That parallel research turned out to be much more relevant and more decisive than I expected. 

That is because literary science, theology, anthropology (sociology), and philosophy are a great 

deal ahead of our scientific discipline in understanding and defining ódialogueô. Their answers 

(and questions) enrich and guide the current, and ï as I see it ï very incipient attempts of the 

various management disciplines. I will now therefore side-track from (or temporarily abandon) 

the literature of change and of management science in general, and investigate what other 

disciplines mean by ódialogueô. I will thereafter return to my own area of science, and link it up 

with the other sciences. Later I will also present the way in which the dialogue concepts of our 

discipline relate to the more general perception adopted by other disciplines (philosophy, 

anthropology, literary science, theology). 
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3 Dialogue 

 

Dialogue is a topic on the borderline of several disciplines: philosophy [the Ancient Greek, 

primarily Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, in: Stºrig, 2006, Tºrºk, 2009; Martin Buber (1923); Hans 

G. Gadamer (1968)], literary science (Bahtyin, 1929ab; 2006), theology (Tºrºk, 2013; Patsch, 

2013, 2015; Nagyp§l, 2013), sociology (Buda, 1988; McDermott, 2009; Eisenberg, 2009), 

communication theory (Hor§nyi, 2013), anthropology (Geertz, 1973, 1983) and management 

science (Bohm, 1990; Schein, 1993, 2003; Senge, 1990, 2006). The social sciences concentrate 

on different aspects of dialogue depending on the focal point of their investigations. I reviewed 

the theories concerned as part of my research and came to the conclusion that, instead of being 

contradictory, they complement and sometimes even amplify each otherôs results. This chapter 

presents a special dialogue model that is the quintessence of my interdisciplinary research and 

readings. 

The different approaches agree on three points. Firstly, they consider dialogue a special type 

of communication. 

Communication in the broadest sense means ñAll of the procedures by which one mind can 

affect another.ò (Weaver, 1949, p. 95.). If we accept the claim that communication can be 

interpreted also between animals (Wilson, 1972), or even at the level of cells (Stent, 1972), not 

only between human beings, mind should be replaced by life forms here. The meaning of the 

word communication can also be specified further, but such refinements are already a matter of 

scientific interest (Hor§nyi, 1978), and paradigmatic stance (Griffin, 2000).20 Since the present 

paper does not focus on a communication theoretical problem, I will not demonstrate these 

issues further here. 

Communication is thus the procedure by which one life form can affect another. It is the quality 

of this ñaffectingò that determines whether a given communication action can be considered a 

dialogue. The dialogue theories of the different disciplines explore this quality from their 

respective perspectives. I consider these quality criteria the necessary, but not sufficient 

preconditions of dialogue, to be discussed in detail later on (section 3.1.).  

Secondly, dialogue theories agree on the outcome, the essence, the result of dialogue. From 

literature through sociology to philosophy, the theories agree that the essence of dialogue is 

understanding achieved by its participants. A special discipline, hermeneutics, has evolved 

on the borderline of literature and philosophy, rooted in theology and legal science, to study the 

phenomenon of understanding (Tºrºk, 2009; Grondin, 2002).  

Instead of discussing the excessive topic of hermeneutics in depth, I will deal only with its 

statements ï and, due to its hermeneutics quality, its questions ï concerning dialogue as speech 

                                                             
20 For example, the cybernetics-based concept of communication defines it as message or information 

transmission (Watzlawick, 1977); social psychology as interpersonal influencing; semiotics focuses on the 

transmission of meaning; phenomenology highlights the common construction of meaning etc. (Griffin, 2003). 
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act. Understanding in the context of dialogue will be the topic of the second part of this chapter 

(Section 3.2.).  

The implicit assumption underlying every ñdialogue philosophyò ï that is also the third point 

of agreement of the theories covered here ï is pointed out in Habermasô theory of 

communicative action. As Habermas puts it, ñwith the choice of a specific sociological concept 

of action we generally make specific ôontologicalô assumptionsò (Habermas, 1984, p. 85), that 

is, when we use the word ñdialogueò, we implicitly assume something about the relationship of 

the parties to each other and to the world. The assumption is that ñThe actors (establish 

interpersonal relations and) seek to reach an understanding about the action situation and their 

plans of action in order to coordinate their actions by way of agreementò (Habermas, 1984, p. 

86). ñThe central concept of interpretation refers in the first instance to negotiating definitions 

of the situation which admit of consensus.ò (Habermas, 1984, p.86) Some kind of coordination 

of action is typical of every action type (teleological/strategic, normatively regulated, 

dramaturgical) identified by Habermas, but only in communicative action does the opposing 

party appear as cooperating partner, as companion, co-actor, and not as some kind of 

opponent, adversary (strategic action), audience (dramaturgical action) or an element of the 

social group that is the vehicle of the common normative system (normatively regulated action). 

In communicative action, the subject is not a lone actor: he/she cannot be interpreted without 

the other party, the partner. In other words, one actor of the interaction presupposes the other, 

does not exist without the other; that is, the focus is not on a lone actor, but on the relationship 

of the participants of interaction.  

In summary of the above (and in anticipation of the following): dialogue is a special form of 

communication where connection of a special quality is established between 

interdependent life forms so that they can reach mutual understanding. The quality criteria 

of the connection itself and of the understanding are the necessary and sufficient conditions, 

respectively, of dialogue. Where this special quality of the connection of life forms is realised, 

we speak of a dialogic (speech) situation. If some degree of understanding21 is reached as well, 

we speak of dialogue. 

3.1 The necessary, but not sufficient, conditions of dialogue 

In dialogue, the communicative action takes place (generally) between two subjects. The 

subject involved in dialogue is a human being, but according to some theories it can also be 

super-human (e.g. organisations, groups), sub-human (animals, plants) or transcendent (e.g. the 

deities of certain religions) (Buber, 1923; Hor§nyi, 2013). Since the topic of my research is the 

human dialogue, I will dispense here with the investigation of the communicative actions of 

other life forms, however interesting they might be. 

Dialogue can be interpreted between more than two subjects, but ñthere is certainly no dialogue 

without participantsò (Hor§nyi, 2013, p. 23). You can have a dialogue with yourself alone, but 

                                                             
21 A distinction will be made between the definitions of agreement, understanding and knowledge, and of 

reaching an understanding, ñfinding your feet with othersò (see Chapter 3.2.). In anticipation, I refer to these as 

ñvarious degrees of understandingò. 
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also with several others, in a group22. Hor§nyi (2013) stresses that, given the cognitive limits of 

human attention, there is obviously a ceiling to be taken into account; Millerôs (1956) well-

known 7+/-2 thesis sets the limit at 9 persons. Bohm (1990) raises that figure to 3023 based on 

his experience of working with groups.  

Dialogue has an object that is the topic of the conversation of the subjects. A dialogic process, 

an interaction, is taking place between the participants, but there is also a relationship between 

them. That is, dialogue as communicative action is the product of an interaction (process) and 

a relationship (connection). The interaction of the two (or more) participants is not direct, but 

indirect, mediated by a transmission medium such as the written text or the spoken language. 

The interaction/relationship can be interpreted not only between the participants of dialogue, 

but also between the medium and the subject, or the subject and the object of dialogue. 

 

6. Figure. Basic model of dialogue. (Authorôs figure) 

In this model, the emphasis is on the interactions and relationships of the model elements 

(subject(s), object, medium). It is the relationships and their special realisation that make 

dialogue more than communication pure and simple. One must study the special characteristics 

one by one to interpret the various dialogue definitions correctly. 

 

3.1.1 Relationship and interaction of the participants 

Irrespective of the number of parties to dialogue, besides the communicative action (process), 

there is also some kind of relationship between the subjects.  

I N T E R A C T I O N  is a speech act where, at any given point in time, one participant is 

talking and the other is attentively listening. The interaction of the participants can only be 

                                                             
22 And, as mentioned, you can have a dialogue also with material, natural and transcendental life forms such as a 

tree, a Doric column or a deity. Such relations lie outside the scope of my investigations, but see e.g. Buber, 

1923, p. 80 ï 82, 149 ï 155.  
23 In his opinion, this limit has physical reasons in the first place: ñsome 30 persons can still be placed 

comfortably in a circleò (Bohm, 1990, p. 22). 
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indirect (the role of the transmission medium will be discussed in more detail in the following 

Chapter 3.1.3.).  

During the interaction, one participant uses signs (a medium) to show (reveal) something of 

himself to the other(s). This definition makes it possible to interpret dialogue not only for the 

spoken language, but also for the reader and the written text. Self-revelation, self-expression 

are active roles, whereas that of the other party acting as receiver/listener is a more passive one. 

It is a most important criterion of dialogue that the active ï passive or speakerðlistener roles 

are sequential (Habermas, 1987; Tºrºk, 2013; Feh®r M., 2013): the continuous alternation of 

these roles is the so-called symmetry condition of dialogue (P. Szilcz, 2013). The word 

ñpassiveò is meant in relative terms: instead of being completely passive, the more passive party 

ñlistens with highly intensive energyò (Bohm, 1990, p. 10). 

Based on the examination of the 1981 Paris debate between Gadamer and Derrida24, Feh®r M. 

(2013) adds to the symmetry condition that ñsequentialò here means more than the mere 

chronological succession of the alternating roles: without a relevant response to what was 

heard, to its content, the action will be no more than a ñdialogue of the deafò (Feh®r M., 2013, 

p. 42), with the participants conducting two monologues.25 A relevant response, a relevant 

relationship means that you react, respond, to what was said, on the basis of what was said, 

when it is your turn to play the active role. 

That is, reaction requires adaptation and hence implies a certain vulnerability . Similarly to the 

order of sentences in a text26 (Pl®h, 2014), the order of the speakers, i.e. who speaks first, is of 

relevance in a speech act. The action may take different turns depending on that and also, as 

Feh®r M. (2013) highlights based on Kant, certain power positions are inherent in this order. 

The person who starts or terminates dialogue has some advantage over the other(s). The person 

who speaks first or who initiates dialogue is at an advantage, since the next person has to react 

to/adapt to what was said. Of course, the latter may choose not to react, but tell his own ideas 

instead, but that would lead to the already mentioned ñdialogue of the deafò. 

This power asymmetry can only be eased by the interrelationship of the participants, including 

their attitude to each other and to the situation upon entering dialogue, that will prevent any 

abuse of their power positions. Letôs mention here in passing something to be discussed in more 

                                                             
24 Feh®r M.(2013) quotes as a further example the similarly inconclusive 1929 Davos debate of Cassirer and 

Heidegger. Bohm (1990) mentions as a similar example the relationship of Albert Einstein and Niels Bohr that 

had been quite good in the beginning of their career. I would like to refer as counter-example to the 1973 

Royaumont debate of Adorno and Goldmann (Adorno ï Goldmann, 1973): although it was Adorno who started 

the conversation there, the series of reflections of the participants on each other and on themselves had gradually 

led to their (Adornoôs and Goldmannôs) better understanding of themselves and also of the agreements, 
similarities and differences of their thinking. Indeed, that debate (dialogue) is a very nice example of the 

possibilities inherent in non-agreement. I will return to this topic in Chapter 3.2.  
25 Literary theory calls this situation the Chekhovian dialogue. In the dramas of Anton P. Chekhov, the actors are 

so immerged in their own world and emotions that what may seem a dialogue in the drama is actually a series of 

parallel monologues: the actors expect and receive no relevant answer, no reaction of merit, from each other. The 

conversations are therefore divergent and varied, leading nowhere, having no common topic, with no hope for 

triggering some change in the drama, in the lives of the actors. (Gereben, 1980) 
26 Pl®h (2014, p. 987) refers to the following example: ñ(a) Feri hit the cat against the ground. The cat meowed 

desperately. (b) The cat meowed desperately. Feri hit the cat against the ground. The meaning of the text is 

obviously not the same with the two orders.ò 
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detail later on: if one party approaches the other with openness and genuine attention; if his aim 

is not to obtain control or power over him, but to cooperate to reveal the truth, he will certainly 

not exploit the power advantage due to the order of the speakers.  

That is, the special relationship of the participants to each other and to the dialogue situation ï 

a precondition of dialogue itself ï does not eliminate, only remedies, the power positions 

inherent in the sequence of speakers. 

Before expounding the special relationship of the participants, let me highlight how, in what 

state of mind, each of the P A R T I C I P A N T S  should enter the situation. 

Every party to dialogue is situated and biased, but also free, autonomous and authentic. These 

are big words, and the weight of their semantic connotations makes it imperative to expound 

their meaning here and now to arrive at a correct interpretation of dialogue. 

The subject of the understanding process, the understanding subject, the participant of dialogue 

is situated and biased. Being biased refers to the motives and preconceptions, assumptions, 

prejudices and expectations underlying the process of understanding, of entering dialogue 

(Gadamer, 1984). Each participant enters dialogue with an aim (Bohm, 1990), for a reason 

(Buber, 1923) and with preliminary, often implicit or tacit assumptions, in possession of certain 

pieces of information (Habermas, 1979, 1987). These circumstances apparently limit his 

understanding by ñdetermining the courses of understanding in advanceò (Grondin, 2002, p. 

165). In fact, however, these are the ñconditions of understandingò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 277), as 

ñwe understand and aspire for the truth because we are driven by expectations of meaningò 

(Grondin, 2002, p. 158) and we have questions. 

As for the expectations of meaning or the preconceptions, some promote understanding while 

others lead to misunderstanding. It is a key problem of hermeneutics how to distinguish the 

ñtrueò preconceptions from those that lead to misunderstanding. According to Gadamer, ñOften 

temporal distance can solve question (é), namely how to distinguish the true prejudices, by 

which we understand, from the false ones, by which we misunderstand.ò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 

298. Temporal distance lets you step back from your preconceptions/prejudices and subject 

them to critical review and reflection.  

Bohm (1990) also considers revisions and ñsuspensionò of the preliminary goal system (Bohm, 

1990, p. 52) the solution. Suspend your motives, aims, causalities for the time being to free 

yourself: ñI and Thou freely confront one another in mutual effect that is neither connected with 

nor coloured by any causality.ò (Buber, 1937, p. 51)ò ñCausality does not weigh on the man to 

whom freedom is assured.ò (ibidem, p. 52), ñéwills without arbitrary selfwill.ò (Buber, 1937, 

p. 59), ñthe winds of causality cower at his heelsò (Buber, 1937, p. 9). We have to free ourselves 

of our prejudices and explore our prejudices since ñIt is the tyranny of hidden prejudices that 

makes us deafò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 272)  

This is an important paradox of dialogue: you need to enter the process freely, without 

expectations and prejudices, but there is no real personal commitment to dialogue without 

motives, a personal cause and aim, and neither would we enter the process in their absence. 
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Note in connection with assumptions that, whether tacit or not, they may be tested during 

dialogue. A related issue is the claim to truth, one of the four validity claims identified by 

Habermas (1987)27. This means that what is being said by the speaker tells the truth about the 

world, with the proviso that his words are based on information available to him and on his 

assumptions. In case of disagreement, these assumptions are to be brought to light/reviewed. 

However, from the speakerôs perspective, the essential thing is that these assumptions exist and, 

more importantly, they can be investigated, overridden and modified. Beyond the suspension 

of cause, aim and motive, and the testing of the assumptions, freedom also means that the 

individual(s) in the process enter the dialogue situation without being under any constraint 

(Habermas, 1987). You cannot enter dialogue under some constraint, dialogue being the 

ñmeeting of two freedoms in freedomò (Mazgon, 2013, p. 138). 

The situated quality of the understanding party refers to his being determined historically 

(Gadamer, 1984) and socially (Bahtyin, 1929a; Bourdieu, 1968).  

Social determination needs no refining: the social group that you are a member of endows you 

with a special perspective. A text, a situation or a work of art will be interpreted differently by 

a white-collar or a blue-collar worker (Bahtyin, 1929a; Bourdieu, 1968).  

In the interpretation of Gadamer, situatedness is historically determined (Gadamer, 1984; 

Grondin, 2002). The so-called history-of-effect principle is based on the recognition that the 

same as literary oeuvres are interpreted differently by historical era, the works themselves will 

also elicit different interpretations in each eraò (Grondin, 2002, p. 161).  

Historical determination applies to every understanding subject, irrespective of whether he 

faces a text or a speaking party, and irrespective of his relationship to the historical era that gave 

birth to the text. We are part of a given historical context ourselves, and ñthe history of effect 

expresses at the first level the requirement to become aware of oneôs hermeneutical 

situatednessò (Grondin, 2002, p. 161). On the other hand, we all have our (his)story arcs, and it 

is far from irrelevant where exactly we are in it at a given moment. This is reflected by the well-

known phrase of the Ancient Greek philosophers: ñyou cannot step twice into the same riverò. 

The river will not be the same on the second (or nth ) occasion, and neither will you (Gaarder, 

1991). This has serious implications for understanding (Chapter 3.2.) since it follows from that 

above that understanding is always created in relation to a specific dialogical relationship, 

between the given participants, there and then.  

Situatedness, bias and prejudices are closely related to freedom. For, to be free in a relationship, 

you need to be able to keep your distance from all of these (Gadamer, 1984), to suspend them 

(Bohm, 1990).  

                                                             
27 The validity claims identified by Harbermas are rather difficult to integrate in the dialogue model being presented 

here. Habermas says that in communicative action (such as dialogue) ñthe participants (é) reciprocally raise 

validity claims that can be accepted or contestedò (Habermas, 1984, p. 99ò These expectations specifically related 

to ñthe utterances of speakersò (Habermas, 1984, p. 216), that is, what is being heard. They can be linked, 

somewhat cumbersomely, to dialogue criteria described in the present chapter. 
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The meaning of autonomy is also associated with freedom: ñfreedom without barriers (é) self-

protecting restraintò (Bohm, 2011, p. 10). Freedom means also liberation from the protection 

of your identity (Bohm, 1990). In a relevant dialogue, the subjects quickly move to essential 

things, typically tacit assumptions that determine the bases of their ideas of the world and also 

their identity. Protecting your identity is an instinctive response. If your most fundamental 

beliefs are challenged, you experience that as an attack on yourself and activate your 

mechanisms of self-defence (Bohm, 1990; Argyris ®s Schºn, 1978). These defence mechanisms 

are natural and instinctive, yet you must learn to recognise and suspend them. A truly 

autonomous person is free also from his own identity but, at the same time, enters dialogue 

relationship with that identity ï another paradox. 

The participants of dialogue are authentic, ñrooted in their self-identityò (Ćd§m, 1998, p. 46). 

Their attitude to dialogue, its object and the other participant(s) is not neutral (P. Szilcz, 2013; 

Feh®r M., 2013). The party entering dialogue is self-reflectively aware of this bias. It is exactly 

this bias that makes dialogue genuine: you enter dialogue driven by your genuine relationship 

with its object (for more detail about this relationship between the object and the subject, see 

Chapter 3.1.2.).  

Being biased does not make a person closed. I not only accept the other participant, his identity 

and bias, but I am also open to him (Feh®r M., 2013). ñAll that is asked is that we remain open 

to the meaning of the other person or text.ò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 271) I ñaccept the other with 

his being different from me, as other, as differentò (Hankovszky, 2013, p. 86). That is, openness 

refers to both the alteration of my own assumptions and the understanding of the world of the 

other. I suspend my own assumptions and aims, I appear as I am to the other party, and I also 

accept the other as he is.  

We have certain assumptions concerning the other participant(s), their attitude, intentions and 

also their preconception concerning ourselves, when we enter dialogue (Pl®h, 2014). The 

attitude/relationship should be characterised basically by the hermeneutics of trust (Feh®r M., 

2013).  

From the point of view of the more passive participant, the hermeneutics of trust equals the 

assumption that the other party may be right. You permit the assumption that what he says is 

true, or at least coherent in his own world (Adorno, 1973; Bohm, 1996). That is, you ñsuspendò 

your opinion and adopt an open-minded attitude, receiving what the other communicates and 

even asking questions in case of any inconsistency or incomprehension, considering these clues 

to specifying, differentiating or modifying the utterance of the other, rather than seeing them as 

signs of weakness and an opportunity to expose him. ñIf we want to understand, we will try to 

make his arguments even stronger.ò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 327) ñA person trying to understand a 

text is prepared for the fact that it will tell him something. That is why a hermeneutically trained 

consciousness must be, from the start, sensitive to the textôs alterity. But this kind of sensitivity 

involves neither neutrality with respect to content nor the extinction of oneôs self, but the 

foregrounding and appropriation of oneôs own foremeanings and prejudices. The important 

thing is to be aware of oneôs own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and 

thus assert its own truth against oneôs own foremeanings.ò (Gadamer, 2004, p. 271-272)  
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This does not mean shutting an eye to inconsistencies ñéthis coherence is possible only as a 

distinction between coherence and incoherence; and to grasp the truth content always means 

the ability to distinguish the truth content from the false.ò (Adorno, 1977, p. 130)ò The crucial 

thing is again the reason why you point out the inconsistency/incoherence/falseness: if your 

objective is to understand the other more deeply, to see his opinion and ideas more clearly, and 

not to beat or at least control him by pointing out some inconsistency, incoherence or falsehood, 

then your act, i.e. the pointing-out, is in your common interest. There is no real understanding 

without this moment of criticism (Adorno, 1977). This critique, this pointing-out, is meant to 

perfect, to specify, the otherness of the other. 

From the perspective of the active participant, on the other hand, the hermeneutics of trust 

means the assumption that the other (the listener/receiver) wants to understand him, thatôs why 

he listens ñwith intensive energiesò (Bohm, 1990, p. 10) ï as opposed to the hermeneutics of 

suspicion, where the aim is deconstruction, catching the other in the act, exposing him (Feh®r 

M., 2013) or, on the side of the active participant, covering things up. The hermeneutics of 

suspicion undermines dialogue: being suspicious of the other party makes understanding 

impossible or at least highly dubious, and ñthis declaration is of the self-verifying, self-fulfilling 

kind: it will produce what it surmises.ò (Feh®r M., 2013, p. 55) If you are suspicious, you will 

look for what might corroborate your suspicion; you will see weakness as evidence and not as 

opportunity.  

The hermeneutics of suspicion therefore excludes the possibility of dialogue: it makes it 

fundamentally impossible. But the inverse is not true: the hermeneutics of trust will not 

automatically ensure understanding. ñBy saying that understanding is possible between us, I 

open the way to reaching an understanding, but understanding itself is not created yetò (Feh®r 

M., 2013, p. 55) The hermeneutics of trust is a necessary condition of dialogue, but it is not 

sufficient.  

It is a critical divide line in the hermeneutics of trust/suspicion whether you get what you see. 

If you spot something suspicious in the other, you accept that at face value. If you spot trust, on 

the other hand, that needs verifying and ñit is enough in itself to raise suspicionò (Bauer, 2013, 

p. 65). Bauerôs (2013) paper details the reasons for that: a specific world view based on 

experience, the social norms, the role of the senses. 

Several philosophers wrote about trust being a rare, unusual and surprising phenomenon in the 

societies ever. This ñrepresents a particular view of the world and of manò (Bauer, 2013, p. 66), 

but there is no doubt as to the presence of this attitude in a certain proportion of peopleò. 

Consequently, someone entering a dialogue with trust can expect surprise and uncertainty (lack 

of trust) on behalf of the other party. ñAll you need to defend yourself against tactically, that is, 

suspiciously, is the overwhelming, disarming power of trustò (Bauer, 2013, p. 68).  

Another reason of the suspicious attitude to trust is the uncertainty concerning trust itself. Can 

I accept trust at face value? Can I assume that someone showing trust has good intentions? Trust 

may be a guise of manipulative intentions, of some hidden strategic action against the 

communicative action in dialogue (Habermas, 1984). Manifest ill-will is certainly sincere. Trust 






































































































































































































































































