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• ‘Permafrost’ is barrier 
to the effective 
implementation of 
board strategy by 
management at levels 
below the board.

• An understanding 
of the permafrost 
concept is a first 
step in identifying the 
problem.

• Improving meetings 
can melt the 
permafrost.

A news article flashes 
in the media about the 
failed business growth 
strategy of Company XYZ, 
an organisation ideally 
positioned to capture new 
markets and increase 
market share of the existing 
business in accordance  
with their future vision  
and strategy outlined at a 
prior AGM.
After failing consistently to execute 
strategy, board members are surprised 
by ‘teething’ problems in implementing 
the strategy and lack of change within 
the organisation. At the same time 
managers are equally bemused that the 
board members could not see it coming. 
In their view board members were either 
unrealistic or too innocently ignorant of 
the facts. How did it come to this?

What does permafrost mean in an 
organisation?
The story of Company XYZ is not 
uncommon. 

The boards can fail to restructure and 
transform businesses by not fully 
understanding what is required to 
implement organisational change; and 
at the same time have not received 
the unvarnished feedback needed to 
implement and refine the strategy. 
Conversely, management can fail 
to execute strategy by not ensuring 
actions are taken to progress the plan. 
Often this disconnect is caused by a 

misunderstanding of the messages 
passed downwards and upwards 
throughout the organisation. 

The blockage between strategy 
formulation and execution, poor 
communication from the board/
CEO down through other parts of 
organisation, and poor linkage of actions 
occurring in synchronised harmony 
from the top to the bottom of the 
organisation — all these things create 
a barrier to execution of strategy. The 
barrier exists in many organisations and 
is known by some as the ‘permafrost’.

The permafrost is an impermeable 
barrier to the implementation of board 
strategy by management at levels below 
the board.

• When an organisation has a minimal 
permafrost, it is agile and change is 
less of a barrier. 

• When the permafrost is thick, 
strategy implementation and change 
processes become more difficult. 

An understanding of the permafrost 
concept is a first step in identifying 
the problem but, with a focus on 
organisational change theory and 
practice, one can recognise the steps 
required to apply effective remedies. 

Key ingredients of permafrost

Lack of an effective organisational 
change process
Legendry change guru John P Kotter, 
author of The New Rules: A Force for 
Change offers a practical approach 
to an organised means of leading, 
not managing, change. He presents 
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an eight-stage process of change 
(See Figure 1) with highly useful 
examples that show how to go about 
implementing the transformation. 
Based on his experience with 
numerous companies, his words go 
directly at reasons that organisations 
fail to change and the ramifications of 
poor process.

Yet, given the proven model, the 
statistics for successful change are 
alarming. Paul Lawrence, a leading 
change author, claims that 70 per 
cent of organisational change efforts 
fail despite the desire and popularity 
of needed change. This is because 
managers presume that transformation/
change is linear, predictable and 
straightforward, when actually 
implementing change is complex. 

Kotter does not mince words in 
expressing the fact that the key 
essential ingredients for change are:

• burning/compelling reasons

• sense of urgency

• effective communication, interaction 
and feedback

• repetition to make it ingrained

Suboptimal communication
In reference to the change 
methodology, a key component is 
understanding the effectiveness 

of each step before progressing 
to the next: 1–8. When looking at 
how an organisation communicates 
among employees, the methods of 
communication involve either:

• one way communication: a 
company’s intranet, newsletter, 
podcast, email, town hall 
meetings, etc. emails and town hall 
meetings are primarily one way 
communication.

• two-way communication: primarily 
meetings (board and organisational 
meetings) 

An issue for today’s businesses is 
that our two predominant forms 
of communication used within the 
organisation (email and meetings) are 
more ineffective than ever before. 

Emails: Current studies reveal that we 
are fed up with overflowing inboxes1  
which are impacting our productivity 
and, according to another study by the 
year 2018, the inbox will consist of an 
alarming average of 140 new emails per 
employee occurring each work day.2 

Meetings: The general view of 
meeting effectiveness today is that 
there is much room for improvement: 
according to results of a Microsoft 
Office survey, ineffective meetings, 
unclear objectives, and lack of team 
communication are the top time 

wasters of workers around the world. 
The online survey drew responses  
from over 38,000 people in 200 
countries, with the key findings that 
about 70 per cent of respondents felt 
meetings weren’t productive.3 

In other words, there are many 
organisational meetings in which 
participants will not do anything 
differently post-meeting. 

Lack of candour and unvarnished 
feedback
In trying an endless array of quick fixes 
and other panaceas, board members 
and executives have been struggling to 
stay in business in a rapidly changing 
world and are now finally finding it 
necessary to consider the underlying 
reasons for their lack of success. Part 
of the clue to the solution lies in the 
academic work of Stanford University 
Professor Jeffery Pfeffer, who states in 
his book, Power, that executive power 
and privileges have insulating effects 
— many managers are so focused on 
their own agenda that they either do 
not listen to genuine feedback or they 
surround themselves with yes-man's 
in meetings — in which case they do 
not receive genuine feedback. All these 
executives are well intentioned, see the 
world as a just, rational and fair place 
but their meetings and communication 
fail to generate balanced views and 
effective strategies to counter the 
bottlenecks and remove constraints in 
effecting organisational change.

Issues with people and culture 
within organisations
Jim Collins in his book, Good to 
Great, emphasises the critical 
importance of having the ‘right’ 
people on board, how people are 
more important than product and 
how one ‘bad egg’ can compromise 
the achievement of objectives. One 
‘bad egg’ with a personal agenda at 
odds with the board’s strategy can 
cause a permafrost. Collins’ research 
reveals that characteristics of ‘great’ 
companies are discipline based on 
a small number of shared values, 
attention to detail, and a passion for 
the values of the organisation.

Trends & special topics 

Figure 1: 'Kotters Eight Steps of Change'

Kotter, John P and Cohen, Dan S The Heart of Change, Boston, Harvard Business School Press
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Collins says ‘Companies with a 
dominant culture have less need 
for policy manuals, organisational 
charts, detailed procedures and rules 
because, within their own domain, 
each employee instinctively know what 
needs to be done because the handful 
of guiding values is crystal clear’.

What’s the answer, how to thaw  
the permafrost?
In our experience the importance of a 
clear focus on effective and efficient 
organisational meetings should not be 
over looked — given that meetings are 
linked to each and every key ingredient 
of permafrost (as mentioned above), 
improving meetings can melt the 
permafrost. 

Organisational meetings are crucial as 
meetings are where: 

• strategy is ultimately translated into 
action items

• leadership generates motivation and 
forms behaviors

• relationships are created and culture 
is defined 

Structure meetings to initiate 
change, enhance communication 
and feedback
As mentioned in Kotter’s change 
model, communication needs to be 
effective and the people participating 
in those change forums and meetings 
need to be sufficiently engaged and 
motivated to carry forward the burning 
reason for change combined with the 
urgency. If this is not defined and, more 
importantly, ‘buy-in’ is not obtained, 
there is a good chance that this will 
not be shared with in other meetings 
and the actions taken across the 
organisation will not be aligned. Even 
with the best approaches, poor meeting 
conduct (that is, not the right attendees, 
lack of clarity, lack of behaviours, 
etc.) will fail to inject change, collect 
feedback and enable actions. Given the 
prerequisite to collect feedback before 
progressing to each step of Kotter’s 
model as well as to ‘make the change 
stick’, the quality of meetings within the 
organisation, can make or break any 
change initiative. 

Provide the right environment 
accompanied with effective 
meetings which will drive culture 
By ensuring environment where the 
right people are present, by clearly 
defining their objectives, trust them 
to achieve them, and make them 
accountable will assist with the change. 

Peters and Waterman talk about 
the ‘loose-tight’ properties of the 
successful organisation. ‘Loose’ 
because managers do not micro-
manage, instead they trust their 
staff to accomplish tasks but ‘tight’ 
because all staff know they are 
fully accountable. Staff have a deep 
understanding of what they need to do. 
In such organisations bureaucracy is 
at a minimum and meetings become 
a catalyst for change and not a 
straightjacket.

Meetings are symptomatic of culture 
but they are also where culture is 
developed. They are where the ‘real’ 
organisation is on show. If the desired 
priorities, values, directions are not 
being acted out in meetings, they have 
not taken hold.4

In short, your organisation’s meetings 
define ‘the way things are done around 
here’ and without their effectiveness, 
the environment and culture can be 
impacted.

Conclusion
In conclusion, whether an organisation 
has experienced a disconnect between 
strategy and implementation or 
lack the fundamentals for a change 

process, many of the problems are 
common to all organisations where 
there is an abundance of email and 
unproductive meetings. The lack of 
feedback also creates an ineffective 
linkage that degrades performance. 

In many cases, meetings from board 
down through all other levels are the 
‘goo’ that keeps the company together 
and often define the organisation. When 
the strategy as approved by the board 
is not translated into actions, the barrier 
mimics the definition of a ‘permafrost’

Frequently boards spend a great deal 
of time ensuring that their meetings 
and those of its committees are run 
clearly with a plan for continuous 
improvement. Yet it is rarer for other 
organisational meetings to take 
the same care in working towards 
improvement. An organisational 
meeting can be considered just as 
important to execution as a board 
meeting. Ask yourself: does your 
company conduct meetings throughout 
the organisation using the same 
rigorous approaches as that of the 
board? If not, why not?   

Erick Fibich can be contacted  
on (03) 9539 1228 or by email at  
info@potomacap.com and  
Dr Ian Hopkins can be contacted  
on (03) 9539 1228 or by email at  
info@potomacap.com.
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Managers presume that 
transformation/change 
is linear, predictable 
and straightforward, 
when actually 
implementing change 
is complex. 
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