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100-word Description 

Robert E. Quinn’s Change the 
World is an empowering book, 
which gives leaders—in particu-
lar educational leaders—the 
courage and inspiration to use 
personal transformation to 
affect positive impact.  Quinn’s 
language is accessible and his 
style engaging, providing rele-
vant examples to illustrate 
how we might all become 
’inner-directed and outward-
focused’. Quinn is adamant that 
we are all potential change 
agents, but Quinn is also real-
istic and acknowledges that 
most of us are trapped by the 
fallacious belief that we as 
individuals cannot make a dif-
ference. Each of the  book’s 
chapters begins with a ‘seed 
thought’ from Jesus, Gandhi, 
and Martin Luther King, Jr. -- 
three of the most successful 
change agents ever.  Each 
chapter explores how we can 
move ourselves and others to 
the highest levels of excel-
lence, changing our schools—
and world—for the better! 

Some Intriguing  
Notions To Start: 

• ‘Simple’, ’Simplistic’, 
‘Complex’ 

• Seed Thoughts 

• Incremental Change 

• Transformational Change 

• Language of Transforma-
tion 

• Normal Change Theory 

• ACT: Advanced Change 
Theory 

  
Sound New? Read on!  

 
1 An Invitation to  
Transformation 
 
2 Envision the  
Productive Community 
 
3 First Look Within 
 
4 Embrace the  
Hypocritical Self 
 
5 Transcend Fear 
 
6 Embody a Vision of the  
Common Good 
 
7 Disturb the System 
 
8 Surrender to the  
Emergent Process 
 
9 Entice Through  
Moral Power 
 
Appendices:  
ACT Summaries,  
Criticisms, References 
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for Positive Organizational Scholar-
ship (POS) at the University of Michi-
gan. 
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cles in addition to the books listed 
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of the Journal of Organizational 
Behavior and Journal of Management 
Inquiry. 

Robert E. Quinn EXECUTIVE BOOK SUMMARY  

 

 

(1988). Beyond rational management: 
Mastering the paradoxes and competing 
demands of high performance. (1st ed.). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

 

(2004). Building the bridge as you walk 
on it: A guide for leading change. (1st 
ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 

(1996). Deep change: Discovering the 
leader within. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass. 

 

Co-Authored with Garrett T. Quinn: 

(2002). Letter to Garrett: Stories of 
change, power, and possibility. (1st ed.). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Co-Authored with Gretchen M. Spreitzer: 

(2001). A company of leaders: Five disci-
plines for unleashing the power in your 
workforce. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 

 

 

Co-Authored with Sue R. Faerman, Michael 
P. Thompson, Michael McGrath, & Lynda S. 
St. Clair: 

(2007). Becoming a master manager: A com-
peting values approach. (4th ed.). Hoboken, 
N.J.: Wiley. 

 

Co-Authored with Sue R. Faerman, Michael 
P. Thompson, & Michael McGrath: 

(2003). Becoming a master manager: A com-
petency framework. (3rd ed.). New York: 
Wiley. 

 

Co-Authored with Kim S. Cameron: 

(2006). Diagnosing and changing organiza-
tional culture: Based on the competing 
values framework. (Rev. Ed.). San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass. 

  

 

 

 
If you like ’Change the World’...  

A Quick Overview: 
Cover & Contents 

Other Books by Professor Quinn 



2 

 

 
Seeding 

‘Seed’ is the word Quinn selects 
quite consciously to discuss trans-
formation.  ‘Seed’ can be both a 
noun, (the seed itself), and a verb, as 
in becoming the catalyst of change. 
Quinn’s entire book is about 
‘seeding’. More specifically, it is 
about affecting change:  real and 
deep change.  Transformation—deep 
change—awakens strong emotions 
and is strongly related to a sense of 
personal achievement, and having 
made an essential contribution. 

 
Being a ‘Change Agent’ 

As the separate words imply, being a 
‘change agent’ refers to any person 
who seeks to bring about some kind 
of change.  But being a change 
agent—trying to bring about a 
change in others—is a process 
fraught with frustration.  Bringing 
about true change requires not only 
trust, in and of itself a crucial com-
ponent, but perhaps more impor-
tantly, affecting change requires a 
person to become introspective and 

willing to change oneself before 
one attempts to change others.  
Quinn illustrates this importance 
and its potential impact by sharing an 
anecdote regarding a mother, trying 
to affect a change in her daughter’s 
attitude about schoolwork.  This 
anecdote is especially illustrative 
and relevant to educators!  The an-
ecdote, however, takes place within 
the intimate and trusting environ-
ment of a family, and Quinn acknowl-
edges trust-related challenges 
when moving beyond this setting. 

 
Change 

Quinn points to a salient distinction 
between ‘incremental change’ and 
‘transformational change’.  Incre-
mental change describes the kinds of 
changes we usually affect: small 
predictable changes in patterns or 
behaviour, whereas transforma-
tional changes are profound, impor-
tant changes.  Quinn illustrates the 
differences between these changes 
through the quiet, heroic actions 
taken by Gandhi, in his early protest 
actions in South Africa. 
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Seeding the Transformation 

‘This book is about the 
process of seeding the 
transformation of      
human systems.   

It assumes that a small 
particle, introduced 
into a human system at 
the right time, may  
disrupt that system in a 
positive way. 
 
It can reduce stasis or 
entropy and increase 
the energy, literally 
breathing new life into 
it. ’ 

Robert E. Quinn 

Profound Change & ACT 

Profound, transformational 
change lies outside our normal ex-
pectations.  Gandhi’s actions are 
illustrative of the kind of change 
understood by the term ‘Advanced 
Change Theory’ - or ACT.  They are  a 
body of principles based on seed 
thoughts of masters of transfor-
mation that reflect the simplicity 
from the other side of complexity—
at its most advanced.   

Normal Change Theory 

Quinn points out how most of us 
are bound by ‘norms’, routine pat-
terns of behaviour of a particular 
group; the way we act becomes 
‘normalised’ by conformity with 
standards and expectations.   

‘TFP’ Change Strategies 

There are 3 general, familiar strate-
gies for change in normal situa-
tions, characterized by:  Telling, 

Forcing, Participating.  The first two 
are perhaps the most common, and 
often co-occur.  In the first instance, 
we tell (explain) rationally why a 
change makes sense, and people will 
rationally change. If they don’t ac-
cept the need to change, then we con-
ceive of a way to force our targets 
to change their ways.  This two-step 
process has become so ‘normalised’, 
that most educational administrators 
will likely think of a myriad instances 
from personal experiences that are 
illustrations of it.  Far less common 
is the third strategy, endorsed by 
quinn: participating strategy, leading 
to Transforming Strategy. In partici-
pating, emphasis is on communication 
and co-operation, involving the tar-
get in honest dialogue and mutual 
learning.  

Difficulties with Participating 

 

 

Advanced Change Theory  

Transforming Strategy 
 

Action from Principle 

ACT & Moral Reasoning 

ACT & the Freedom Quest 

ACT & Action 

Transformational Power 

Inaccessibility of ACT 

Connectedness & Sacred Servants 

Being Transformational is a 
Choice 

 

ACT ~ Advanced Change Theory  

1 An Invitation to Transformation 
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Four Strategies & Four Levels 
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XXXX 

Four Perspectives on Change 
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XXX 

Four Strategies of Change: 
Dimensions of Differentiation 
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Productive Community 
The notion of the productive community 
gives rise to a major shift in our percep-
tion, thinking and behaviour, i.e. we can 
both envision and enact a new form of 
community in which ordinary people can 
generate extraordinary results.  Members 
of the community are part of a system of 
relationships in which we share a common 
purpose and each one of us works for the 
benefit of all. 

 

Productive Community & Hierarchy 
The productive community does not reject 
hierarchy.  Quinn explains that many, if not 
most, of us, fall into two camps vis-À-vis 
Hierarchy.  We tend to be either utopian, 
and thus reject the notion out of hand, or 
pragmatic, shaking our heads at ‘idealistic 

nonsense’ that will not work in the ‘real 
world’.  Quinn acknowledges that we all 
have ‘assumptions’ about the ‘social 
world’ But rejection of hierarchy does 
not necessarily follow.  Quinn points out 
that many of us have experienced predomi-
nantly frozen, inwardly focused, rigid 
bureaucracies (p. 36), but it would be 
dangerous to dismiss all hierarchy out 
of hand.  to lead us toward conceptual-
ising the productive community, that 
does allow for hierarchy, and then 
transcends its assumptions, Quinn leads 
us more deeply into the world of ‘inner-
directedness’ and ‘other-focusedness’, 
via the example of his wife’s Sunday 
school teaching experience (pp. 30-32).   

Certainty & Fear 
Status-quo hierarchies offer us certainty, 
quite differently from ‘change’. Incre-
mental change is often exciting, but truly 
deep change can be quite intimidating, espe-
cially When compared with the ‘safety’ of 
the stifling mediocrity of the status quo.  
But the notion of the safety of 
‘permanence’ is an illusion, and to grow we 
need to go beyond our usual understand-
ing, and to surrender to the ’flow of en-
ergy’ in the greater flow toward a 
’synergistic collectivity’, (p. 49) In es-
sence, creating a ‘social movement’ in 
which organisational change “facilitates 
the learning of others.” (p. 54) 

 ADDIS apu SUPPLEMENT 
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Change the 
World  
features Jesus, Mohandas 
Mahatma Gandhi and Dr  
Martin Luther King, Jr. as 
sacred sages, who provide 
’seed thoughts’ at the begin-
ning of each chapter, and are  
examples of transforma-
tional people.  
“Transformational people 
are connected. Clearly,  
Abraham, Moses, Mohammed, 
Buddha, Lao-Tzu, and Confu-
cius were transformational 
people. Their core experi-
ences were inner driven and 
other focused. They lived by 
principle and chanced the 
world.”   

 

Robert E. Quinn 

 

 

“Feelings of achievement are often mixed 
with a sense of awe and humili ty. I  
be lieve the sense of awe s tems f rom experi -
encing the magnifi cence of transformation. 
The humili ty s tems f rom knowing we are 
neces sary but,  alone,  are insuffi ci ent . The 
proce s s o f transformation is always bigger 

than we are .” p.3 . 

 

Productive Community & The Sunday School Teacher 

2 Envision the Productive Community 

“When people become members of a productive 
community, they tend to become more inner 
directed and other focused.  They tend to be 
motivated by a calling that they feel deep 
within. They make contributions that exceed 
narrow self -interest .  People in productive 
communities also have another unusual char-
acteristic .  They want to be connected to real-
ity.  They want to know what is real, even if 
the news is bad.. .Jesus, Gandhi, and King were 
all dedicated to getting difficult things done 
in the real world. To do this, they envisioned 

 

Serve 
 

Duty 
 

Sacrifice 
 

Obliga-
tion   

 

Poten-
tial   

 

Growth 
 

Joy 
 

“One good 
thing 
seemed to 
produce  
another”  
  pp. 32-33 
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Reform from Within 

Quinn recounts his experiences with an 
extraordinary woman of resolve, an upper 
executive at a hospital.  When faced with 
budget and staff cuts, she refuses to 
compromise on key issues concerning her 
unit, risking her job.  She explains that she 
was not fired because her boss “knows 
that I am not doing any of these things for 
myself. My central concern is the good of 
the customer. I will do anything he tells 
me that is good for the system and its ca-
pacity to serve the customer. I will not do 
anything that is not for the good of the 
system” (pp. 60-61).  Quinn describes her as 
a “woman of commitment and purpose, a 
heroine on the transformational path. 
Her power came not from stubbornness 
or pride, but from an inner truth that she 
knew she could not compromise.”   
 

Fundamental Choices 
Quinn explains that a change agent must 
look within.  Making fundamental choices 
means not taking into account the 
’outside world’, rather determining direc-
tion from within.  It is not so much about 
finding a purpose, as being open to a pur-
pose finding us.  This very fundamental 
choice process has to do with “our state 
of being or basic life orientation.” (p. 61) 
The fundamental choice is supra-primary—

it is determining to live in accordance with 
our highest spiritual truths. These choices 
are not subject to internal or external 
circumstances.  When we finally do make a 
fundamental choice, the commitment itself 
is transformational.. 
 

Becoming a Creative Force 

“It is important to recognise , however, 
that making a fundamental choice is not a 
gimmick or a technique: The choice to be the 
predominant creative force in your own 
life does not mean forcing yourself into a 
different view of reality, nor is it a form of 
self-manipulation through willpower, a 
change of ‘attitude’, a motto to recite, an 
affirmation to make, or a posture to as-
sume. It is a choice. It comes from a desire 
to be the predominant creative force in 
your own life.” 
 

Dangers of the normalised world: 
Socialisation & Emergent Reality 

Anticipating his reader, Quinn asks: “If ex-
periencing ourselves as a creative force is 
such an essential drive, how is it that we 
get so far off course?”  Quinn reveals the 
dangers that occur when the hierarchy 
imposes its values, indicating how this insu-
lates the group from emergent reality, a 
phenomenon common to all human organi-
sations:  “We are continually taught to 
engage secondary reality, that is, reality 
already interpreted and defined by others.” 

 ADDIS apu SUPPLEMENT 
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“If you make the fundamental 
choice to be true to yourself, 
then you will act in ways 
that are true to yourself, 
whether you feel inspired or 
depressed, whether you feel 
fulfilled or frustrated, 
whether you are at home, at 
work, with your friends, or 
with your enemies.. .When you 
make a fundamental choice, 
convenience and comfort are 
not ever at issue, for you 
always take action based on 
what is consistent with your 
fundamental choice.” 

Fritz, 1989, as cited by 
Quinn, p. 61. 

Robert E. Quinn 

Social Order & Standardisation 

Socialisation and standarsization 
are hardly new concepts for the 
teacher, and most teachers would 
agree when Quinn asserts that they 
are necessary, since they provide 
“order, equilibrium, predictability, 
and efficiency” (p. 68).  But Quinn 
cautions us of the ‘trade-off’   

 

“Socialisation and standardisation  
keep us from examining emergent 
reality.”  This is of particular dan-
ger in the educational setting.  It is 
’easier’ to ’go by the book’, rather 
than ’doing any research on [one’s] 
own” (p. 68). 

Soul Force  

Looking within when Making funda-
mental choices is important not 
only because of purpose and ensur-
ing we know ‘who we are’.  Looking 
within is crucial to “Revisiting our 

fundamental choices and continu-
ously realigning our behaviour ac-
cordingly.  By honouring and acting 
in alignment with our ideals, we grow 
within and increase what Gandhi 
called ‘soul force’...The clearer we 
are about ourselves, the greater is 
our capacity for change.  Instead of 
responding in expected ways, we can 
step outside our routines.” (p. 68) 

Boxed in  

Many of us feel ‘boxed in’, 
i.e.  We do not see alterna-
tives in given situations, 
and see others, at least 
partially, at fault or as 
the problem, for example, a 
difficult principal or department 
head.  But it is of far greater help to 
understand that: “the world creates 

us and we create the 
world” (p. 70). We can 
make choices & influ-
ence others! 

“When people make a funda-
mental choice to be true to 
what is highest in them, or 
when they make a choice to 
fulfill a purpose in their life, 
they can easily accomplish 
many changes that seemed 
impossible or improbable in 
the past.”  p.62. 

Changing Self First ~ Boxed In 

3 First Look Within 
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Hypocritical Change Agent 

Quinn shares the story of a change 
agent, a young consultant, trying to 
affect change in a large corpora-
tion.  He has been stressing honesty 
and forthrightness to the corpora-
tion’s staff.  When he himself is 
faced with an awkward request from 
the corporation’s powerful, angry 
CEO, he becomes fearful and sees 
serious potential repercussions in 
not doing the CEO’s bidding.  Quinn 
points to the fact that the consult-
ant, when training others, tells his 
’dark story’.  In so doing, he is not 
only acknowledging the ’dangers’ of 
the world, he is also confirming that 
we are all driven toward hypocrisy 
in the transactional world. 
 

Hypocrisy & Choice of Slow Death 
Quinn cites Chris Argyris concern-
ing the ubiquity of hypocrisy in col-
lective settings (p. 73).  Each one of 
has an ‘espoused’ theory of how we 
behave—how we believe we act, and a 
‘theory in action’–how we actually 
do behave.  Moreover, we are for the 

most part utterly unaware of our 
behaviour and this discrepancy.   
The implications of our hypocrisy are 
serious.  Our hypocrisy causes 
“miscommunication, self-fulfilling 
prophecies, and escalating er-
rors” (p. 73). Because of our hypoc-
risy we fail to establish or maintain 
productive community.  Instead, we 
create “relationships of distrust and 
succumb to living in a community that 
prevents virtually every member 
from achieving [her/his] potential.” 

 
Dissociation 

Quinn provides very vivid personal 
anecdotes of instances of ‘the proc-
ess of dissociation’.  In keeping with 
Argyris’ theory, we strive to:  
1. remain in control; 
2. Win; 
3. Suppress negative feelings; 
4. Pursue rational objectives. 
As long as ‘we’ win, ‘we’ win together, 
but when ‘we’ lose, ‘they’ lose, ‘you’ 
lose, s/he loses—but we do not lose 
together.  The relational impact of 
this hypocrisy is overwhelming. 
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“When we become ineffective in our 
efforts , we dissociate from the person 
or persons we are trying to change.  
In doing this, we do a very natural 
thing: We refuse to look at our own 
hypocrisy .”  (p. 78) 

In choosing to create a hypocritical 
self , we receive a hypocritical world in 
return. We are modelling unauthentic 
behaviour, and communicating unau-
thentically , presenting the world with 
a self that is divided and unempow-
ered. 

Instead of distancing ourselves from 
others , we could create a productive 
community and engage others in the 
‘dance of co-creation’.  Perhaps the 
most empowering act of all would be 
to tell others what we are experienc-
ing.” (Paraphrased from p. 78).  

Robert E. Quinn 

Engaging Emergent Reality 
Engaging emergent reality requires confi-
dence.  “It can mean leaving the comfort 
of our present knowledge base.  For ex-
ample, we might be working within a well-
established hierarchy, where we know 
exactly what is expected of us, how we 
are to relate to others who are also 
participating in that hierarchy, and what 
we need to deliver to be accepted and 
valued. But to engage emergent reality 
often means that we won’t have all the 
answers, we will have to learn as we go. 
In the midst of uncertainty, we have to 
come up with creative solutions” (p. 79). 

There is no doubt that this is challenging 
in the educational organization.  Would-
n’t it be easier for a teacher to ‘stick to 
the curriculum’, or for a professor to 
stick to last year’s safe & tried syllabus? 
 

Action learning &  
Unconditional confidence 

Molding the potential solution through 
trial & error, in the midst of uncertainty 
is often referred to as ‘action learning’ 
or ‘action inquiry’.  Essentially, this is the 

confidence of knowing that we can learn 
our way through virtually any situation. 
 

Transcendence:  
‘Getting out of the Envelope’ 

 

 

 
Transcendence is energy 
shifting.  “We are conscious of some things 
and react to them in predictable ways, be-
cause previous learning and experience 
organizes and directs our consciousness. 
We might say that we have developed 
scripts” (p. 85) which tell us what to say 
and how to react in different situations. 
Our scripts are our envelopes. As long as 
we hold those scripts they define who we 
are. They give us comfort, but they also 
limit our growth...” (p. 85). 

Transcending Hypocrisy  
requires Surrender 

“We cannot change, we cannot move 
away from what we are, until we 
thoroughly accept what we are. Then 
change seems to come about almost 
unnoticed.” Rogers , 1961, as cited by 
Quinn, p. 83. 

Honest engagement of 
emergent reality leads to 
new meanings, and new 
meanings lead to 
transformation...With the 
acceptance of our 

hypocrisy we 
begin to 
close our 
integrity 
gaps. 

Hypocrisy & Emergent Reality 

4 Embrace the Hypocritical Self  
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Transcending Fear 

Not much unlike a circus elephant, 
our lives are constrained and condi-
tioned.  Even when we are no longer 
‘physically’ shackled by a chain, like 
the elephant, we do not stray from 
the teachings of the ‘normalised 
world’. 
 

Shackling  
Conformity 
We are, all of us, 
conformists.  We all seek a certain 
level of ‘social approval’.  In order 
to have a ‘self’, we must interact 
with others. 
“Our sense of self arises out of our 
interactions with others. We instinc-
tively seek acceptance by the group 
to which we belong.”   
This point is especially relevant in 
the school setting, when this is so, 
even when a teacher is dealing with a 
‘negative’ group, such as a destruc-
tive gang.  We often bandy the term 
‘peer pressure’ about in this regard. 
 
 

Conformity in Organisations 
Fear is often the operative force behind 
conformity in organizations, and it has an 
incredibly stifling effect in terms of 
avoidance of emergent reality.  Creativity 
is stifled, nobody ‘dares’ to execute a 
‘risky’ decision, nobody wants to find her/
himself on ‘the edge’. Our fear-driven be-
haviours corrosively undermine our po-
tential progress.  

...and then things really get bad... 
We become increasingly insecure and de-
fensive. Honesty disappears. Quinn enumer-
ates a long list of spiraling, destructive 
behaviours, which begin to move into the 
level of the unconscious.  Solutions to 
problems cannot be investigated, since 
problems are no longer discussed. Anger 
at our increasing inauthenticity festers.  
Ultimately, the ‘real’ self, the self that 
encapsulates our potential for great-
ness, begins to suffocate and die. 

Toxic Content 
At its worst, this situation spirals 
downward toward one in which peo-
ple seek to ‘get even’, which ironi-
cally does nothing to help the atmos-
phere in the organization.  Eventu-
ally people grow complacent in the 
toxicity, and may resign themselves 
to the dysfunctional situation. 
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Break the Rope! 
Sometimes the elephant 
breaks the thin rope. 
When this happens, the 
elephant is no longer 
willing to collude with 
the institution in limiting 
its freedom and potential. 
 

Robert E. Quinn 

Quinn makes a few comforting observa-
tions at this point.  He shares personal 
anecdotes in which he reveals his own 
‘failures’ and fears as a result of ‘not 
measuring up’. The stigma of ‘mental 
health’ code words and his insecurities 
during his graduate studies reveal him as 
vulnerable.  He then illustrates how he 
was surprised when his professor con-
fessed the same insecurities. Rather than 
discussing our fears and insecurities, 
though, we remain silent and internalize 
them.  We are concerned with being rated 
less ‘effective’, not competent, not in 
control.   

Fears In & Out of the Classroom  
How much do we as educators honestly 
enter into this dialogue?  Quinn raises a 
point that we are all wise to reflect on.  
Perhaps, as educators who are graduate 
students in education, we are best posi-
tioned to consider this question.  we are, 
or can be, at once both the ‘target’ of 
fear and its source in the classroom.  
 

Engaging our Fears 
Negative emotions as  
the Engine of Growth  

Advanced Change Theory means that 
change allows us to become not only 
more effective people, but also more in 
alignment with our true selves, and this 
necessarily means experiencing some kinds 
of negative emotions, too.  On one level 
we know this, but on another we try to 
deny this to ourselves, not wanting to let 
any ‘cracks show’. We are focused on how 
others see us, and delude ourselves into 
believing that this mirrored self is our 
‘real self’. We strive for power and ob-
jects of status.   

Transcendence... 
Practising Transcendence by letting go 
gradually of our object reference condi-
tioning is no small feat.  Quinn suggests 
that for most of us this is not practical 
until we have found a ‘unique mission’, 
when we are able to resist ‘external sanc-
tions’. The courageous example of Viktor 
Frankl is given, who stresses that we al-
ways have choice, and that having a pur-
pose provides power. Quinn cites Parker 
Palmer in recognising that “no punishment 
could possibly be worse than the one you 
lay on yourself by conspiring in your own 
diminishment” (p. 111). 

“In a seemingly invisi-
ble manner, socialisa-
tion shapes what we 
believe about ourselves. 
We then act on those 
beliefs, and in doing so 
we co-create the world 
in which we live.”  

Fears, Impressions, Authority 

5 Transcend Fear  
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Productive Community revisited 

Quinn begins the chapter stating 
that if a change agent wishes to 
bring about productive community, 
then s/he must necessarily embody 
the core values and common good of 
the productive community.  Drawing 
on previous chapters to this point, 
Quinn elucidates: Productive commu-
nity is “synergistic community, made 
up of groups of people who are be-
coming more inner directed and 
other focused” (p. 119). The con-
cepts of Common Good and individ-
ual good will have a lot ’in common’ 
at this point. There will be “clear 
purpose and structure...high cohe-
sion and responsiveness.”  

 
Embodying the Common Good 

Quinn argues that others are in-
spired when they actually experience 
the personification of vision.  This 
embodiment sets off an entire chain 
of consequences.  Others draw 
courage from ours, and begin to emu-
late our behaviours. And once they 
begin to engage in new patterns of 

behaviours, momentum and a new com-
munity build.  It is the embodiment of 
the vision by change agents that in-
vites productive community into be-
ing.  

 
Anyone can be transformational 

One attractive feature of Quinn’s 
approach, certainly for the class-
room teacher, is that despite 
‘appearances’, this is not a ’top-down’ 
approach, at least not in the way we 
usually attach connotations to the 
phrase ‘top-down’.  It is more a case 
of what I might re-cast as ‘emanating 
towards others’.  Quinn insists that 
anyone in the organisation who 
chooses to be transformational can 
become a transformative figure. 

 
Common Good vs. Personal Interest 

In organisations, individuals make 
choices that may be in the interests 
of their personal good or in the in-
terests of the collective good, 
sometimes both coincide together, 
sometimes one must be chosen over 
another. Beware the danger of se-
lecting personal over common good! 
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“Just as individuals enter 
new states of being and dis-
cover new realities, emer-
gent collectivities represent 
new being states and dis-
cover new realities. Such 
communities reinforce those 
individuals who seek to live in 
the transformational real-
ity.” (p. 121) 

“what we are matters.  What 
we choose to be matters even 
more.” (p. 122) 

Robert E. Quinn 

Direction & Focus 

Quinn presents four different 
kinds of journeys to which we may 
be drawn, revealing how each par-
ticular journey reveals other or 
inner direction, as well as other or 
inner focus.  It is the Journey of 
Collective Fulfillment which is 
Inner directed and other focused, 
from which Quinn says we ought to 
derive our script. 

 

Actual & Potential 

Quinn quotes one of Gandhi’s most 
quoted  statements: “I must first be 
the change I wish to see in the 
world”.  Many of us are familiar 
with Gandhi’s assertion, but Quinn 
asks us why this must be so.  He 
states that self-changing people go 
outside the boundaries of the nor-
mal and expected experience. They 
‘think outside the box’, not just in 

cliché terms. “They recognise the 
difference between their actual and 
potential selves and they are moti-
vated toward fulfilling the lat-
ter” (pp. 130-131). “To be a transfor-
mational change agent, I must see my 
circumstances in a transformational 
way” (p. 134).  

For the Teacher’s consideration... 

In the ensuing discussion, Quinn gives 
an example from teaching teen-agers.  
This is quite à propos for many 
school teachers. Children are able 
to sense authenticity, as opposed to 
the platitudes or ‘sound bites’ they 
hear when adults lecture to them. 
But someone who embodies the ac-
tual aspiration to fulfilling poten-
tial can inspire reverence.  Rever-
ence is the feeling we get in the pres-
ence of greatness. 

But how  often, and in what ways, do 
our actions inspire our students? 
How often do we ‘hear the unheard? 

“In every group, there is an 
implied or unspoken contract. 
The contract suggests that we 
all contribute because we value 
the collective outcome. When 
someone in the group chooses 
personal good over collective 
good, we sense that we are all 
being cheated.”  (p. 125) 

“The sincere listener is not 
separate from the speaker. 
Together they make it possible to 
articulate the undiscussable” (pp. 

142-143)  

 

Journeys, Potential & Listening 

6 Embody a Vision of the Common Good  
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Understanding & Disturbing 

Quinn cites Lewin who argued that 
“we cannot really begin to under-
stand a system, until we try to 
change it” (p. 145).   
It strikes me that many teachers un-
derstand this statement, and have 
likely experienced it first-hand, al-
beit perhaps unwittingly. When 
teaching, it is often when an anoma-
lous student has difficulty under-
standing, and we are forced to ap-
proach things unconventionally, 
that we begin to develop added in-
sights, which may well cause us to 
disturb our (teaching) system. 

 
Being a ‘radical’ teacher 

Quinn uses the square root symbol 
to illustrate that being radical is 
actually getting to the root of 
things, re-examining at a profound 
level.  Many of us here in Canada will 
be able to think back to lessons in 
French and different word forms 
and remember the underlying asso-
ciations of ‘radical’.  

 

 
Internal Resources & Chaos 

Internal fortitude correlates with 
the ability to cope with chaos.  Quinn 
argues that this is true for both indi-
viduals and organisations. 
 
Quinn then makes a case for healthy 
people as being better positioned to 
initiate chaos.  There is a distinct 
irony here, in that many individuals 
that are unhealthy and most in need 
of creative chaos, are the least will-
ing to engage in it, the most reluc-
tant to deal with reality and the 
least willing to seek help. 
 

The Edge of Chaos 
Bounded instability, or the Edge of 
Chaos, is the state in which a system 
(or organisation) has moved far from 
equilibrium, but not all the way to 
total chaos.  Negative feedback 
loops ensure stability, while positive 
loops introduce innovation into the 
system, and the entire system is then 
moving back and forth between the 
two.  
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“A butterfly flaps its 
wings in Asia, and the 
result may be a hurri-
cane in Florida.”  (p. 152) 
 
The  system is capable of 
responding to and mak-
ing use of events that 
might be completely out-
side the central struc-
ture. 

Robert E. Quinn 

Self-Organisation 
Bounded instability, or the Edge of 
Chaos, is the state in which a system (or 
organisation ) is ‘living on the edge’, and 
is best situated to optimize creative 
forces and engage in transformation.  
The impetus for transformation in an 
oranisation may come from a seemingly 
minor source, and is unpredictable.  
Quinn says that the unpredictable act 
might come in the form of “a statement, a 
question, or a symbolic movement” (p. 
151). 

Unpredictability,  
Creativity & 

Learning 
Many  teachers will likely find the no-
tion of ‘Edge o Chaos’ as confirming 
their in-class experiences.  Often, an 
unforeseeable act (question, comment) 
can spur incredible debate and actions 
amongst students, that will extend well 
beyond the  bell at the end of the lesson 
and beyond the walls of the classroom.   

What examples do you know of in which 
this has occurred? 

What would have been lost had the 

‘unpredictable’ remained ‘unembraceable’? 

Control & Emergence 
That being said, learning to trust the emer-
gent process is hardly an easy task, but 
has the incredible benefit of creativity and 
moving toward our potential. 

Two Worlds at Once 
One of life’s fascinating mysteries con-
cerns the inner workings of the human 
mind when creativity is being forged, what 
is truly taking place when an organisation 
experiences innovation.  In recent years we 
have learnt that rather than this being a 
linear process, the innovation journey is 
actually about convergent and divergent 
processes within processes 

Disturbance 
Jazz music is an excellent example of the 
‘provocative competence’ in creative inno-
vation, and points out that disruptions 
must be challenging, but not overwhelm-
ing. In organisations, we are well to strive 
toward ‘masterful’ disruption, in facilitat-
ing adaptive work. Again, this sounds fine 
on paper, but is difficult to inculcate. 
Here ACT assists in overcoming resis-
tance, as it recognises tension. 

“A system based on bounded 
instability has the capacity 
to self-organize, and thus to 
respond to the changing 
environment and move 
naturally to higher levels of 
complexity and integration. 
Self-organizing processes tend 
to be transformational” (p. 
150) 

 

Control, Emergence, Disturbance 

7 Disturb the System 
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Holding Two World 
Views at Once 
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Improvement, Growth & Pain 
Improvement can emerge only from 
the interplay of oppositions.  This 
being the case, growth emerges from 
the struggle and pain of the dis-
turbed system in the emergent proc-
ess.  As our normal (conditioned?) 
reflex is to avoid pain, we sometimes 
also avoid the path to growth. 
Surrendering to pain and trusting 
the emergent process seem at first 
incomprehensible to us, as we go 
about our lives and teaching in a nor-
malised, transactional reality.   

 
Bold-Stroke Capacity 

Inviting others to transcend their 
scripts in a transformational state.  
People in this state have a view of 
the system that Quinn describes as 

profoundly deep and 
profoundly –
elegantly—simple. 
those who under-
stand deeply can 
move a group from 
one reality to an-
other. Christ, when 
entrapped by the 

Pharisees releases the adulteress : 
’sin no more’. The hypocrites, how-
ever, are admonished.  Only  the one 
who is without sin may cast the first 
stone.   

Not realistic? 
For the cynic or doubter who might 
wonder whether this approach is 
practicable, Quinn provides a very 
real example from the Coca-Cola 
company. clearly not only realistic, 
Coke is iconic as far as ’real’ busi-
nesses in the transactional world  
go. “A healthy organisation is a grow-
ing organisation” (p. 173). After walk-
ing us through the ‘corporate ceo’ 
example of coke, Quinn then invokes 
the image of Norma Rae to show that 
one needn’t be a ceo or consultant 
to be a change agent.   

 
Journeys & Heroes 

“History is filled with destructive 
people who took the hero’s journey 
and then became obsessed with self-
interested and destructive domina-
tion of others. The journey is com-
plex and it is never over.” (p. 181)  
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‘If we truly grasp the notion 
of the ‘bold stroke’, then we 
will totally refocus how we 
think about change agents…
Transformation begins with a 
state of being, not logical 
analysis...We should not try 
to imitate technique, but com-
mitment.”  (p. 175) 

This has a lot of relevance 
for the educational setting, 
in which we often focus on 
technique, curriculum con-
tents, formulae, and so 
forth. But how often  do we 
focus on commitment? 

Robert E. Quinn 

Taking Risks 

Many people take risks—and fail.  
Failure is a high probability and, yes, 
this path is dangerous. But for a 
transformational person, this is 
not an issue relevant to a cause for 
which one is happy to sacrifice, or 
even die. 

Self-Organisation & Shared Vision 

ACT suggests that when a critical 
mass of people internalizes a 
shared mindset, centralized leader-
ship becomes unnecessary.  

“The system will self-organize. This 
is difficult to comprehend and 
threatening in its implication. Yet 
understanding this notion can 
greatly increase our capacity to 
facilitate transformation” (p. 184). 

To illustrate his point, Quinn uses 
the famous example of Gandhi & 
‘making salt’.  This sounds decep-
tively insignificant.  But although 
salt comes from the sea, poor colo-

nial Indians had to buy salt from 
their British colonizers. Gandhi 
walks 200 miles to the sea to make 
salt. Although the British have ar-
rested over 100,000 people, the 
process of protest continues.  When 
the enraged viceroy asks: “who is 
leading them?” a baffled general 
shakes his head and says he does not 
know.  “At this point the British are 
experiencing but cannot comprehend 
the phenomenon of self-
organisation.  

Surrendering to the Process 

Surrendering oneself 
to this process is a 
difficult concept. it 
violates a fundamen-
tal norm of our trans-
actional world. But 
the more vulnerable 
we become, the more 
the group buoys us. 

 

“Leadership is not 
about results. It is 
about commitment” 

(p. 179) 

Failure is a high probability... 

8 Surrender to the Emergent Process  
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Becoming Perfect 
Gandhi advocated perfection, and there is no 
doubt that this seems on the surface unattain-
able and unrealistic.  But Quinn points out that 
Gandhi was an incredibly realistic and pragmatic.  
So what does Gandhi’s perfection mean if it is not 
an abstract unattainable standard?   

Perfection as a State of Being 
Perfection is a state we attain whenever we 
close in on one of our hypocrisy gaps, according 
to Quinn. It is a dynamic state, a state of becom-
ing.   As did Gandhi, Quinn advocates perfection: 
“If we want society to perform at a higher stan-
dard, the change agent must become a model...We 
must be perfect” (p. 192). In so doing, we become 
more aligned with some higher standard, we actu-
ally become “a living symbol of that standard 
and are able to attract others toward it.” But we 
must also realise that this is a fragile perfec-
tion, hard fought but easily lost. 

Moral Power & 
Transcendence of Moral Scripts 

Quinn shares his experiences coaching a basket-
ball team, that was incredibly talented, but in-
credibly noxious in its criticism of its team’s 
members. Quinn introduced two rules in terms of 
proffering feedback. The first was that team 
members could voice only positive comments. The 
second was that only the coach would provide 
‘criticism’, and when this was done, it was always 
accompanied by positive statements. 

Transcending the ‘either-or’  
We exist in a world of normative dualisms: Our 
students either pass or fail, they are either right 
or wrong. The productive community emerges 
when these two worlds ‘inter-penetrate’, to use 
Quinn’s word. 

Both Task & Person 
Quinn insists that it is possible to integrate task 
orientation with person orientation, and as one 
becomes more aware of this, one can transcend 
the dichotimised, polarised world. 

Learning on the Edge 
Excellence, says Quinn, is a dynamic process that 
involves ’real-time learning’. It requires being 
connected to emergent reality. This is an impor-
tant point for teachers, since quite often we are 
ruled by the clock. Committed teachers see 
learning as occurring beyond the ‘linear’ walls 
of the classroom, and past the bell’s ring. 

Flow & the Autotelic Personality 
Flow is an effortless absorption in activity, that 
leads to growth, balancing between the tensions 
of arousal and control. People who ‘enter this 
flow state’ are more likely to live lives of in-
volvement and enthusiasm. Quinn says that they 
develop an ’autotelic’ personality, a term that is a 
combination of Greek roots denoting ’self’ (auto) 
& ’goal’ (telos). The idea here is a person who is 
inwardly driven and assess her/himself against 
inernal standards for accomplishment. .   

Supporting People in 
The Change Process 

Finally, Quinn acknowledges the need to be sup-
portive of those undergoing change, growth and 
learning, as profound change will almost always 
be accompanied by anxiety, fear or even with-
drawal. Effective change agents understand the 
very human need to feel some control over des-
tiny.  To support this, Quinn advocates: 

Appreciative Inquiry [ AI ] 
AI is a 4-step process that is exceedingly positive, 
that does not start with a problem, rather builds 
on strengths and moves to actualising dreams.  
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There is no question-
ing the motive of the 
moral leader. He or 
she is trying to build a 
productive commu-
nity.  The call for indi-
vidual sacrifice is ac-
ceptable because the 
success of the collec-
tive is the success of 
the individual, and 
vice versa. (p. 197) 

 

 

Robert E. Quinn 

Quinn exposes his reader to a number of 
theories and authorities, but his writing is at 
all times easily accessible.  

The book sends an optimistic, energising and 
galvanising message to the reader, as its 
ideas are both idealistic and realistically 
practicable.   

It is difficult for me to be ‘objective’, as I 
read a resoundingly strong endorsement of 
this work by Professor Cooperrider, of the 
‘Appreciative Inquiry’ fame.  Also, I would 
not want to succumb to the cynical shack-
les of the transactional world, by which we 
have all been so imprinted.  

Two points to Ponder...  
Having said that, I would offer the follow-
ing points not so much as ‘criticisms’, rather 
as points for consideration, were Profes-
sor Quinn to release a 2nd, revised edition. 

While Quinn does offer many ‘normal’ 
women as exceptional change agents, I can-
not help but wonder if he couldn’t add a 
woman’s voice and example to the company 
of his 3 sages. Mother Theresa, Golda Meir, 
Corazon Aquino, Elizabeth I, Queen Chris-
tina of Sweden—there is an impressive list 
for Quinn to consider. 

Along these same lines, I would also ask 

that Professor Quinn expand his 3 sages and, 
in the same spirit of inclusiveness, Quinn 
might cite ‘seed thoughts’ in the words of 
other notables, such as Mohammed, Buddha, 
Confucius, Maimonides, and many others. 

 

In closing, I would cite Professor walker in 
stating that Change the World is a Read3 
work! 

‘In the transformational realm 
we almost always find moral 
power, and we almost always 
find paradoxical observations… 
Transformational leaders tend 
to be high on both task and 
person. They place a very high 
value on getting the job done, 
but they also value the person. 
At first glance one might 
conclude that it is impossible 

to do both.’    
 
               
(p. 197) 

200+ Word Critical Evaluation 

9 Entice through Moral Power  
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