
Break the Cycle!



Other books by Arend Ardon (in Dutch):

Klantgestuurde teams
Veranderen spiegelen aan anderen
Ontketen vernieuwing



Arend Ardon

Break the Cycle!
How managers block change 

without realizing it



To Bram and Ruth

© 2018 Arend Ardon

isbn:
Paperback: 978-94-92004-62-8
E-book (Epub): 978-94-92004-63-5
E-book (Kindle): 978-94-92004-64-2

Original title: Doorbreek de cirkel! Hoe managers onbewust veran-
dering blokkeren (Amsterdam: Business Contact, 2011 / 2017 [18th 
edition]). Translated from the Dutch by Erwin Postma.
Cover design: Studio Kers, Rotterdam
Interior design and lay-out: Bert Holtkamp, Groningen
Photo author: Frank Groeliken, Zaandam

This edition published by Warden Press, Amsterdam
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-
duced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording 
or otherwise without the prior written permission of the pub-
lisher.

wardenpress.com



Table of contents

Preface 7
You’ll only see it when you get it

1 Recognize persistent situations 15
You need to be in the picture

Learn how to identify sticky situations and 
see how you are probably the one 
perpetuating them.

2 Be aware of your thinking about change 27
Change stagnation begins in your mind 

Find out how you and your assumptions 
have the power to make or break the 
change process.

3 See what you do when the going gets tough 47
The manager’s autopilot

See what others see when you talk change; 
increase consistency between what you say 
and what you do.

4 Understand how you are perpetuating the situation 71
Caught in a hamster wheel together 

Recognize the vicious cycles you and others 
have ended up in and break out of a sticky 
situation.



5 Dare to discuss the undiscussable 91
How we laugh our way out of real change

See how run-of-the-mill behavior such as 
downplaying things or cracking a joke nips 
change in the bud; learn how to effectively 
address this behavior.

6 Start small 105
Change in the here and now

Create a climate where you openly learn 
together and (therefore) achieve more 
effective change.

Personal message to the reader 115
Sources of inspiration 117
About the author 119

Appendices 
Break the Cycle! - The Six Principles at a glance 121
Circular process charts 123
Defensive strategies scorecard 125



Preface
You’ll only see it when you get it

Ever been on a winter driving course where you were taught skid 
recovery techniques? The number one rule in a skid: lay off the 
brakes! Hitting the brakes will only make the skid worse. I 
remember one conversation I had with my instructor about that 
big red light on the dashboard.

Me: ‘What’s that red light for?’ Instructor: ‘It will light up when 
you hit the brakes.’
Me: ‘But surely I’ll know when I’ve hit the brakes?’ Instructor: 
‘You probably won’t.’
Me: ‘I find that hard to believe. Besides, I won’t be applying the 
brakes anyway, you’ve just taught me not to.’
Instructor: ‘Just drive...’

I remember I got into a skid and made two 360-degree turns. The 
red light came on ...

Me: ‘But I didn’t even brake.’
Instructor: ‘You thought you weren’t going to and you think you 
didn’t. That’s what the red light is for.’

I found this absolutely fascinating. I had basically hit the brakes 
unknowingly. And that while I had so firmly resolved not to. It 
was a reflex: I saw danger, so I applied the brakes. Instead of keep-
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ing me safe, my subconscious self-preservation ended up putting 
me in danger...

Years later, I would regularly encounter similar situations in the 
corporate world. At many companies and organizations that 
engaged me as a consultant, I would find a typical manager who 
wanted an open and honest culture at his department, where peo-
ple can speak their minds, where every opinion counts, and 
where managers therefore must show an interest and ask ques-
tions. And this manager would really mean all of this. But when-
ever discussions at a meeting would get heated, he would still go 
out of his way to convince others they were wrong. Result: others 
would just give in to be done with it and think twice about 
expressing their opinion next time. The manager was not aware 
of his behavior. If only there had been a big red light on the meet-
ing room table...

The more I was asked to breathe new life into change processes 
that had gone stale, the more examples I encountered of these 
kinds of fascinating situations. Managers with top-notch change 
management expertise who knew exactly how managers should 
act, but who still saw their change processes come to nothing. 
They would all work with the best of intentions to steer the pro-
cess in the right direction but end up with unwanted outcomes. 
This was because they would, without realizing it, do exactly 
those things that cause change processes to fail.

Given that we are not aware of how our actions lead to change 
processes grinding to a halt, we do not address them at manage-
ment meetings. Instead, we talk about milestone plans and 
change strategies that will help us change the process and the 
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employees. But as we discuss plans, we do things that have the 
power to make or break the change process. And we do them 
without realizing it.

Wanting to get to the bottom of this, I dedicated four years of 
postgraduate research to this phenomenon, attending around 100 
meetings, ranging from board meetings to management team 
meetings and regular team meetings, and keeping an accurate log 
of what was said and what happened at those meetings, ultimately 
totaling around 1,700 pages of notes. I also spoke to managers 
personally to tune in to their thinking. The next step was to ana-
lyze all my notes, tracking down recurring patterns, identifying 
thought processes, and studying management behavior. It opened 
up a whole new world to me!

Without realizing it:
• we have counterproductive assumptions about change pro-

cesses
• we don’t do as we say
• we display behavior that makes employees dependent and 

reactive
• we undermine employees’ entrepreneurial spirit and sense of 

responsibility
• we tackle recurring problems with the same approach every 

time, and
• we try to block discussion of our own ineffectiveness.

If you listen closely and look at what is going on in the here and 
now, you will obtain a wealth of information about how change 
processes end up stagnating. It is a learning curve. You will not 
see it right away, because all those ‘suspicious’ comments and 
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behaviors initially seem so logical and familiar. And because we 
view them through the same glasses that caused the problems in 
the first place.

This book will help you understand why change processes stag-
nate. And, even more importantly, how you are one of the main 
reasons why they stagnate. This book will help you become aware 
of your subconscious assumptions and behavior, and make you 
see the unwanted effects. It will show you how you are keeping 
the vicious cycle going and how the same problems keep coming 
back. The emphasis in this book is not on providing tips and 
tricks, but rather on helping you understand how you are the one 
perpetuating difficult situations. By analyzing your own behavior 
and approach, you will learn to breathe new life into your stale 
change processes.

This book is structured along the lines of the six basic principles 
of breaking the cycle and achieving real change.

Break the Cycle! - The Six Principles
1. Recognize persistent situations  

Sometimes the problem and the solution are crystal clear. 
When that happens, you ‘only’ have to intervene. But in sticky 
situations, intervening often only makes things worse. That is 
when you need an understanding of how you are perpetuating 
the problem through the way you think and act. The question 
is how to recognize these kinds of situations.

2. Be aware of your thinking about change  
Without realizing it, you have all kinds of assumptions about 
how change processes work. These assumptions are often 
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based on the idea that you, as the manager, can simply ‘imple-
ment’ change. Your choices are based on these assumptions, 
and so they can get you into serious trouble. You can, however, 
breathe new life into change processes by rethinking your 
assumptions.

3. See what you do when the going gets tough  
The key to successful change lies in the here and now, in what 
happens between you and others in day-to-day interactions. 
You know how important it is to get your employees involved 
in the decision-making process, how important it is to listen 
to them, and how important it is to get to the bottom of their 
concerns. But chances are that, when push comes to shove, 
you lose sight of all that. This is because when the going gets 
tough, our autopilot tends to take over. Without realizing it, 
we unilaterally try to stay in control of the situation, thus 
undermining the change process. If you are aware of this hap-
pening, you can override your autopilot and switch back to 
manual mode.

4. Understand how you are perpetuating the situation  
Whenever changes are not going smoothly, you sometimes feel 
you are going around in circles. And you probably are. It is 
very likely that you and your people have indeed ended up in 
a vicious cycle that has you all running in a kind of hamster 
wheel. All you are doing is perpetuating the current situation. 
But you can stop the hamster wheel.

5. Dare to discuss the undiscussable  
Learning happens when you openly address the effectiveness 
of your actions. The thing is, however, that we are not very 
good at that. We often try to sweep information about our own 
ineffectiveness under the rug, using so-called defensive strat-
egies, which are very logical and inconspicuous. This is how 
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we ultimately block learning and change. Talking about it and 
getting it out in the open has turned out to be a very effective 
way of unblocking it.

6. Start small  
We talk about change a lot, and we are quick to set up all kinds 
of projects. But real change is realized only when you manage 
to create an open communication climate in which everyone, 
including you, learns from the things that happen. A transpar-
ent guideline will give you something to go by in putting this 
into practice.

Every chapter is structured in the same way.

• Real-life example  
An explicit fragment of a management team discussion or a 
conversation between a manager and their staff is used to illus-
trate the subject covered in the chapter. These exchanges are 
taken from a company where management wants to realize 
culture change to make employees more enterprising and 
more result-driven. At first glance, the exchanges may seem 
very normal. It all seems so logical...

• What is actually happening?  
The chapter will help you understand what is actually happen-
ing. And how those seemingly logical exchanges show how we, 
without realizing it, are making change processes grind to a 
halt, undermining people’s sense of responsibility, and causing 
recurring problems. A combination of real-life examples and 
new insights.

• How to breathe new life into a situation  
Targeted suggestions will help you break deadlocks, generally 
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by openly discussing the situation, openly addressing your 
own role, and exploring new ways together.

• Breakthroughs  
In every chapter, you will find ‘breakthroughs’, which are exer-
cises for you to do in your own day-to-day work to put insights 
from this book into practice. The emphasis of these exercises 
is often on boosting your understanding of your own role in 
any sticky situations that you may find yourself in at work. 
These interventions have all been tried and tested in real-life 
environments, and they have proven their effectiveness.

• The essence  
Every chapter closes with a brief recap of the essence of what 
was covered in the chapter in four or five bullet points.

The headers in the chapters are not exact copies of those listed 
above, as that would make things boring. But you will instantly 
recognize the line of thought they represent in each chapter.

This book is based on my PhD thesis entitled Moving Moments. 
In working on my thesis and this book, I have drawn inspiration 
from a number of authors, with Chris Argyris being my main 
source of inspiration. He has written a great deal about the incon-
sistency between what managers say and what they do. Peter 
Senge’s work shows beautifully how we inadvertently perpetuate 
problems. Bill Noonan and Diana McLain Smith have managed 
to make Argyris’ often difficult-to-read works more accessible. 
Check the back of this book for a list of books worth reading by 
these and several other authors. What all these books have in 
common is that they do not try to present change processes as 
customizable step-by-step plans. Instead, they all try to get to the 
bottom of what really happens. Although that is indeed a more 
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complex undertaking, it is ten times more exciting than the mis-
leading simplicity of ‘do it this way and it will all work out fine.’

This book is about managers and where they hit a wall. Managers 
are not a special breed of people with out of the ordinary behav-
ioral tendencies. This book deals with human behavior, albeit 
shown by managers in specific situations in the context of change 
processes.

The challenge for me in writing this book was to capture years of 
scientific research in a book with actual practical relevance. I 
hope that you, after reading it, conclude that I have succeeded in 
doing that. And I hope that this book will help you realize how 
we, through seemingly normal and rational behavior, are causing 
our change processes to fail. You’ll only see it when you get it.



1  Recognize persistent 
situations
Be in the picture

‘We have to push them hard.’

Manager 1: ‘Remember we discussed in the beginning that the 
new structure also had to lead to different behavior? Enterpris-
ing employees, result-driven attitude…’
Director: ‘You want to do too much too quickly. We are focusing 
on the structure first. We’ll deal with the culture later.’
Manager 1: ‘But how can you see these as two separate things? 
To be able to organize work processes properly, employees are 
really going to have to show more initiative. We still have to 
push them hard...’
Manager 2: ‘You’ve got a point there. The employees them-
selves lack drive. We keep having to convince them to act. 
Sometimes I feel we’re going around in circles.’
Manager 1: ‘I don’t want them to do it for me, I want them to do 
it of their own accord.’
Director: ‘Also in the future, we are going to need initiative and 
entrepreneurial spirit. Assign responsibilities lower down in 
the organization. That’s where we are going to have to launch 
a culture-change process.’

These managers feel they have to push their employees hard. They 
try to convince employees and do their utmost to propel them 
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into action. But they are not getting anywhere. They feel they are 
going around in circles. The director suggests tackling the cul-
ture. But the question is whether that is the solution. This chapter 
will show that it will probably not lead to much of anything, sim-
ply because it is a solution that was chosen without knowing the 
problem. It is an intervention that is not based on understanding. 
In this chapter, you will read all about how difficult change situ-
ations call for a unique approach, and about how to recognize 
persistent situations.

Recurring difficulties
I am often engaged by companies that have been trying to realize 
change for some time, without ever achieving satisfactory results. 
Interventions produce short-lived improvements, but the same 
symptoms always reappear after some time. Examples of such 
persistent situations are poor customer satisfaction or a lack of 
entrepreneurial spirit across the company. In a strikingly large 
number of cases, managers claim that employees are overly reac-
tive, have too much of a wait-and-see attitude, and are even cyn-
ical. Employees, in turn, describe the corporate culture as threat-
ening and the management as directive.

Common examples of persistent situations include when you try 
to boost your people’s sense of initiative, but they stick with their 
wait-and-see approach. Or you do your utmost to garner support 
for your plans, but your employees keep resisting. Sometimes it 
seems as if the harder you try, the more difficult it gets. Despite 
your best intentions, the meetings, and the workshops, you feel 
you are not getting anywhere. The same problems keep coming 
back. The change process stagnates.
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When things get difficult and your best intentions do not lead to 
improvement: stop! You are only wasting your time. Initiatives 
that may seem logical will only take you from bad to worse. More 
of the same will only get you into trouble. These persistent situa-
tions call for an entirely different approach. But the question is 
how to recognize them.

Gunshot wounds and excess weight
When it comes to identifying persistent situations, we can learn 
a thing or two from doctors. They distinguish between acute and 
persistent symptoms all the time. Obvious examples of acute con-
ditions are a gunshot wound or a broken leg. With these kinds of 
injuries, the problem and the solution are crystal clear. The doc-
tor knows what is good for you and will assume all responsibility 
for your treatment. As the patient, you submit yourself to your 
doctor’s intervention without challenging it. You relinquish your 
responsibility and become dependent.
But what about when you are overweight, and diets and exercise 
have not produced any weight loss, or when you suffer from 
chronic headaches or stress? Both the problem and the solution 
are a lot less self-evident in those cases. A painkiller will alleviate 
the headache, but only for a short while. In the long term, a pain-
killer is a solution that may even worsen the problem. After all, 
the underlying problem could be stress, which, in turn, is caused 
by an inability to handle pressure. If these underlying issues are 
not tackled, the headaches will keep coming back in the long 
term. By taking a painkiller, you have only temporarily bypassed 
the real problem. And the real problem may even have gotten 
worse in the process, as symptoms were suppressed by the pill 
and the patient starts to feel dependent on the doctor.
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The same kind of dichotomy applies to organizational problems. 
There are cases when the problem is clear and the solution obvi-
ous. For example, when waiting times rise due to understaffing, 
the solution is to (temporarily) hire additional staff. And when 
the information system does not return the right management 
information, the system needs to be reconfigured.

In other cases, the problem and the solution are not as clear-cut. 
If your employees are insufficiently enterprising, you can offer 
them a workshop (much like a pill) that will teach them to be 
more enterprising. This might spur them on, but it could also 
worsen the problem. Their reactive attitude may be the result of 
the fact that managers keep organizing things for them, such as 
workshops, and they barely ever have to take responsibility them-
selves.

So, you can basically distinguish two kinds of situations:

1. straightforward situations with a clear problem and a clear 
solution. In such situations, the required action is self-evident. 
It is as clear-cut as dressing a gunshot wound;

2. persistent situations where seemingly logical solutions do not 
produce logical results. Well-intended initiatives may only 
make the situation worse. Problems keep coming back, it is all 
very troublesome, you are not making any progress.

This book is about persistent situations. The emphasis in such 
situations should be on understanding instead of on intervening: 
how did we get here, how am I perpetuating it?
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Take the persistent situation where efforts to make employees 
more enterprising keep failing. Instead of devising an approach 
to boost employees’ entrepreneurial spirit, it would be far more 
useful to first understand why employees are not enterprising in 
the first place. How are we causing employees to adopt a passive 
wait-and-see attitude?

Breakthrough 1
Which persistent situations do you recognize?
You can recognize persistent situations by the fact that they 
consume a lot of your energy, while the initiatives you take to 
resolve them yield little. These situations make you feel all 
knotted up inside and they create tension. You have doubts 
about the approach, because your previous initiatives failed.
Below you will find a list of several common persistent situa-
tions. Check the boxes for the ones you have faced in your 
working life.

 ❑ You have been trying to motivate your people to take more 
initiative and be more enterprising, but you are not getting 
anywhere.

 ❑ You have made several attempts to bridge the gap between 
management and staff, but your attempts have come to 
nothing.

 ❑ You keep trying to break down the resistance to change, 
but you only seem to accomplish the opposite.

 ❑ You do your utmost to motivate and inspire your staff, but 
they simply seem to lack any kind of drive.

 ❑ You have taken a range of initiatives to raise employee sat-
isfaction, but the scores continue to be low.
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 ❑ You communicate until you’re blue in the face, but they are 
still unhappy about communications about change.

 ❑ You feel that you are being very clear on the need for 
change, but they are just not accepting it.

 ❑ People keep saying ‘yes’ but doing ‘no’.
 ❑ …

Now write down what is making the situations you have 
selected so persistent. What causes the process to stall and the 
problem to persist?

From intervention to understanding
To recognize persistent situations, you need to learn to look and 
listen very closely. If you do that, you will see how you, despite 
having the best of intentions, are basically reinforcing the current 
situation. Go back and carefully read the management team dis-
cussion at the start of this chapter again. The managers say a cou-
ple of things that can be classed as ‘suspicious’ in this context. But 
they are not aware of it. They are in the middle of the situation. 
Do you recognize these ‘suspicious’ statements?

A few examples:

 ✗ ‘They are really going to have to show more initiative. We still 
have to push them hard.’ And: ‘The employees themselves lack 
drive. We keep having to convince them to act.’  
It seems that these managers think that persuading and push-
ing their employees will help them get more out of their 
employees. But they have already seen that it does not work, 


