Strategic Change Management at Merck Hong Kong - Building a High Performing Executive Team using Action Reflection Learning

By Richard Pearson

This chapter recounts my experience introducing Action Reflection Learning (ARL) to Merck Sharp & Dohme in Hong Kong.  It illustrates, from both a personal and professional perspective, the power of ARL and how it assisted both me and my clients gain new awareness and move out of our traditional comfort zones.  What is particularly significant is that this was my first application of ARL methodology.  I was receiving coaching and going through the same learning process as my clients, reflecting one of the core principles of ARL:  “earning while learning”.  

Looking back, I can unequivocally state that this assignment was the most profound learning experience of my professional career, opening up a whole new world of individual and organizational growth and development.  I attribute this to several factors:  the willingness of my primary Merck client to try new things and trust in the process; the coaching I received from Leadership in International Management (“LIM”); LIM’s ARL process; and, of course, the Merck team who, through their patience, openness and trust, embraced a whole new way of being a team.

Setting the Scene

In Asia, even some of the most progressive multinationals still operate on a more traditional hierarchical basis with the team leader or boss making most decisions and leading from the top.  Sometimes this means people are not as open with their opinions and feelings – especially when the boss is in the room.  This was certainly true of the Merck Hong Kong team when we first began working with them, presenting an interesting challenge to me.  I had been living in Hong Kong for 12 years and working in the field of management training and development for eight of them, helping individuals, teams and organizations shift from a hierarchical, top-down management style to a more empowered, team-based culture.  As always, the challenge was how to achieve ever better results for this new client.

My first meeting was with the managing director of Merck Hong Kong, who initially wanted executive coaching to help “take her team to a higher level”.  The context was change.  As the pharmaceutical industry had been undergoing major consolidation and experiencing significant growth opportunities in Asia, a very different approach was imperative.  Merck had engaged an internal consultant to facilitate the development of a new five year strategic plan and the MD wanted her team to simultaneously develop the skills that would be necessary to implement their new plan.  She wanted her team members to be more “passionate” about their work and to take more ownership and initiative – especially cross functionally.  Like many of the multinationals that we work with, the Merck Hong Kong executive team had strong technical (medical, professional, finance) backgrounds but less development on the people/business side of the business.  Generating enthusiasm for a new “soft” development initiative was no small challenge as the executive team was already performing at a very high level.  Almost every CEO I deal with has shared this challenge when embracing such an initiative for meaningful change.

The Initial Contract

During my first interview with the MD it became apparent that the type of change she wanted could not come simply through executive coaching.  We had to involve her team as well.  This was quickly agreed and, as a first step, we conducted an analysis of  the team’s individual behavioural strengths using the Priority Profile, an effectiveness assessment developed by Priority Management in conjunction with Dr. Peter Honey, a leading behavioural psychologist.  This assessment measures effectiveness in eight key areas: Defining Purpose (values and vision); Establishing Goals; Focusing Resources (planning); Managing Priorities; Measuring Performance; Taking Ownership; Influencing; and Continuous Improvement (change and learning).  I had used this process many times with organizations across Asia and was confident in the outcomes it would produce.  Typically, the areas of ownership and influencing are the areas most needing development.

Following a half day debriefing on the results of the assessments, we also conducted one on one coaching with each member of the executive team to help them set personal development plans.  This was also seen as an opportunity to introduce the idea of coaching to the team.  While coaching was not new to the global Merck culture, it had not been used in Merck Hong Kong in a deep sense.

This approach worked well and initial feedback from the participants was positive.  The results were as expected:  the majority of the team showed strong opportunities for development in the areas of influencing and ownership.  These two skills go hand in hand.  A traditional directive influencing style (which is very prevalent in Hong Kong) tends to produce low ownership – people simply do not respond as well to being told what to do.

Phase Two

Building on our initial success with the assessments and coaching, the stage was set to go to the next level. My client and I had considered several approaches. One was to offer modules within the team’s monthly management meetings to provide training in the areas needing development.  Another was to have me facilitate team problem solving – a powerful feature of our TEC (“The Executive Committee”) forum in Hong Kong where CEOs from non-competing industries meet on a monthly basis to help each other resolve strategic business issues.  When I consulted my LIM colleagues at this stage, none of us could have anticipated how profoundly the assignment would evolve.

LIM’s initial suggestion was to conduct a more in depth Team Development Workshop using ARL principles to assist the team identify and begin developing the competencies of a high performing team.  The only problem was that I had never conducted such a workshop and had no exposure to ARL.  Being an experiential learner, I usually work best when I can sit through a new workshop first and then do it on my own. I was not going to have that chance here.  So I did the next best thing, getting long-distance assistance from my coaches.

After we designed and circulated a list of questions for the team to work on, a two-day workshop was scheduled.  These questions were designed based on discussions with the head of Merck Asia Pacific (my client’s boss) , my client and LIM.  Individual team members were also encouraged to include questions that they felt were relevant, building their ownership of the process. 

The questions were answered during personal interviews with me.  To elicit candid feedback, I assured the interviewees that their views would be passed on anonymously.  The interview process was also a good chance to get to know more about the individual members of the team and for them to develop their own comfort level with me.  I was very encouraged by the outcome of these sessions and the level of participation from the team members.  Clearly, these were a high quality group of people who were good at what they did.

The Team Development Workshop was held at an offsite venue where we all stayed the night.  This proved to be important as discussions and meetings went well into the evening after the first day.

We kicked off the workshop with a rather innovative “fishbowl” feedback of the results of the interview questions.  To facilitate this, I had one of my associates interview me in front of the team about what I had learned during the interview process.  Then we circulated my anonymous summary of their answers.  After everyone had read it, we reflected on the questions that people now had based on what they had just heard and read.  We used these new questions as the basis of the agenda for the balance of the workshop.

Although I believe in and practice “situational facilitation”, this type of totally “unstructured” approach was new to me as well as the team.

Through the ensuing discussions, we all learned a lot about ourselves and each other.  There was tremendous pressure to achieve the tasks of the meeting.  The focus on “process” was new to the team and was perceived to be slowing things down.  Frustration was apparent – as was the learning.

On the evening of day one, I solicited written feedback from the team on the day’s events.  While half of the team members felt I needed to be more sensitive when dealing with difficult issues, the other half encouraged me to push them further.  Clearly, the  level of openness and disclosure experienced that day was well beyond what the team was used to.  It was also very new to me. I wrestled with how to add value as the process “expert” while not interfering with the team’s work.  I got lots of coaching that evening, the advantage of having coaches on the other side of the world. 

By the end of the workshop we had identified a list of high performing team behaviours, clarified the vision for the team and learned a new set of tools and processes for team decision making, reflection and dialogue.  Their initial learning was recorded in individual learning journals. 

I remember feeling at the end of the workshop that this was the most meaningful work I had ever done.  The level of learning using the ARL processes of “stop and reflect” was far beyond what occurs in a normal debrief.  We were all pushed out of our comfort zone and learned as our reward.

For me, this Team Development Workshop highlighted how ARL is a lot like fishing.  A group of people set off in a boat with an objective – “Let’s head in this direction”.  Then, when someone hooks a fish, everyone stops what they are doing, the boat slows and all energies are focused on catching the fish.  So it is with ARL.  The group forms with a direction or task in mind – usually, a business challenge or question they need to answer.  Along the way, learning opportunities surface and it is necessary to interrupt the task to catch the fish.  I quickly discovered that ARL technique of “stop and reflect” is a great way to “catch fish”, the gems of learning that would otherwise get away.  Capturing these opportunities on a real-time basis is essential to becoming a “learning organization”, the goal of so many leading companies today.  

The process of stop, reflect, write report is quite simple.  At a time when there is a good chance to collect the team’s input, we would take one minute to write down our answers to a particular question and then everyone shares what they have written.  This method makes speaking out more objective and less personal – everyone has a chance to be heard and there is no judgment or criticism of what is said.   I believe this has been a key element in transcending the typical Asian “modesty” in relation to speaking openly.  The other advantage is that the input of all members of the team is obtained – allowing the introverts time to think and the extroverts time to edit.  Contrast a typical meeting where the extroverts dominate and the introverts (who often have valuable information) sit quietly.  

Follow-Up

We supported the workshop with additional one on one coaching.  Much of what came up in these coaching sessions directly linked to the earlier discussions about the feedback from the Priority Profile assessments. While this was not surprising, it really helped reinforce the earlier feedback and give it a practical context.  

Through the process, the team realized they needed development in several key skills including influencing, coaching and taking ownership. A matrix of skills for development was conceptualized and mapped out by the team.  This created the basis for further development both on the team and individual levels.

Based on the success of the process to date I was invited to join several of the ongoing strategic planning sessions being run by the internal facilitator.  This posed a challenge as there was some concern that the team was getting behind in their work due to the processes they had learned in the Team Development Workshop.  This highlighted the importance of aligning the different consultants working with a team.  We worked with the internal consultants to integrate ARL within their process, to reinforce the team’s learning of the new techniques as well as adding value to the strategic planning process itself.  This included using a very quick consensus based decision making tool we have called the “fist – five” to check on the relative priority of items for discussion.  We also carved out time from the planning process to reflect on what went well and could be improved at the end of each meeting.  In addition, the team appointed a “process checker” to ensure that the processes they had learned were being followed.  This allocation of roles at a meeting is a very simple and powerful way to make meetings more effective and focused.

This point really reinforced one of the key elements of the ARL approach of “earning while learning”.  By integrating the learning with the team’s actual strategic planning work, we were able to make the learning much more relevant and practical in the context of the team’s current reality.  This revealed the ARL “just in time” vs “just in case” approach.  As traditional training programs tend to be offered just in case a skill is needed, the subject matter often lacks immediate relevance for the attendees.  This was highlighted for me on a personal level during this assignment.  The year before I had attended an excellent four day course on meeting facilitation in San Francisco.   As good as the course had been, that binder had been collecting dust on my shelf ever since.  Suddenly, with all this new work I was doing, I got very motivated to dust off the binder.  The only problem was that I could not make any sense of my notes or the materials.  The just in time learning provided through working on a real business issue and taking time to build in learning – supported with coaching – was proving to be much more effective for me and, I believe, the team members.

Recontracting

In the following months, I joined in several of the team’s monthly meetings and we held several more one on one coaching sessions.  All the while I had an uneasy feeling that the team, while benefiting from the process, was unclear about the direction or outcomes my client and I were looking for.  This was reinforced by the completion of the strategic planning process which was ostensibly what I had been hired to support.  On reflection, I realized that most of my contracting had been with my client directly and that, while she and I were comfortable with the “ad hoc” approach we were using, some of the team members were not.

This led us to dedicate some time in one of our next team meetings to the issue of contracting.  I chose an innovative use of the fishbowl interview to have the team members assume the roles of my LIM colleagues, interviewing me about the progress, success and challenges with the Merck team.  This led to a high level of disclosure from  the MD and me which really helped the team understand where we were at and where we were going.  It also created an opportunity for the team to offer their feedback and views, creating a much higher level of ownership and trust in all directions.  I believe this trust and openness was principally achieved as a result of the process we used. The fishbowl interview is a great way to communicate information -- it is genuine, real time and based on their questions.  Contrast this with someone making a presentation, a form of communication which is based on what the presenter wants to convey.  

Based on this success and input from the team, we agreed on a series of next steps to include MBTI assessments, 360 feedback and further coaching and training in some specific areas such as coaching and influencing. This marked a significant breakthrough in our relationship and work together as now the team was taking ownership of what they wanted to learn and how they wanted to receive information and feedback.  This is significantly different from many similar organizational development initiatives where, for example, 360 feedback is imposed on people when the necessary trust is not in place.  This certainly contributes to the inability of many such initiatives to get the meaningful results they seek.  The importance of contracting both with my client and the team was also highlighted and a key link to the team’s ownership of the process.

Phase Three

For this next phase, we shifted our informal monthly agreement to a retainer arrangement, allowing me to be more proactive with the team, both as a whole and one on one.  Under this arrangement, team members were also encouraged to call me anytime to discuss specific issues they faced.  Interestingly, the first person to call was one of the members from whom I had been sensing some resistance all along.  We were able to make a breakthrough on what had been a key question within one hour. 

Several initial successes were experienced in this next phase.  Using an ARL process, each team member was invited to identify a specific business challenge they were facing.  We then selected one person to share their issue with the team and the context for their learning in relation to the issue.  The first person chose to share quite a sensitive issue which involved her desire to influence her boss to allow one of the members of another team join hers.  As that person’s team leader was also an executive team member, this was potentially quite a hot point. To avoid conflict, I invited the boss (my client) to be an “observer” of the discussion.  The other team leader, who knew about  the issue, felt comfortable to participate directly in the discussion.  

The focal question was “how can I influence my boss to accept my recommendation to shift this person to my team?”  This directly related to this person’s development objective around influencing.  The traditional way for her to do this would have been to go to her boss and present her argument.  However, she intuitively knew that if she did this, her boss would likely push back.  This is a natural consequence of two people with directive influencing styles adopting this style with each other – the effect is that they seem to be “pushing” at each other.  (To reinforce the point you only need to ask someone to stand up and hold out their hand.  When you push against it they will resist.  If you pull them towards you, it is easy.) 

The team members helped process this issue and give the question owner a chance to identify and challenge her assumptions.  In less than one hour she was able to gain considerable insight into the question and recognized some of her own learning around influencing.  She was also able to resolve a key business issue and in the process actually received feedback from her boss that was very helpful.  The team members all saw this as a very positive experience, especially as it had focused on a real business issue – “earning while learning”.

Another success came through the debriefing of the MBTI assessment.  We had chosen a half day session during which each of the key dimensions was explained, after which each team member had a chance to “validate” their results through feedback from their colleagues at the meeting.  One of the team members commented that this type of open discussion would not have been possible six months earlier -- a real testimonial to the progress the team had been making.

Next Steps – Organisational Transformation

The next challenge is for the team to begin transferring the skills and learning to their teams.  As a first step, we recently facilitated the company’s mid-year meeting using ARL principles to introduce the methodology and techniques to all 90 employees around the theme of change.  This went very well, including a fishbowl personal interview with the MD in front of the whole company (instead of the usual Powerpoint presentation of the year’s results).  Again, this led to a high level of disclosure and trust on a personal level.  At the end of the interview, participants were invited to do a stop/reflect on their questions based on what they had heard.  They were then divided into cross functional teams with the executive team as facilitators.  After sharing their questions, each group chose one question to be the focal point of their discussion.  At the end of this discussion, presenters from each group were asked to come up on stage to report.  They all came equipped with notes to read.  Sensing that this might be somewhat cumbersome with presentations from all eight teams, I modified the format to another fishbowl discussion, inviting the eight presenters to sit on the stage and  discuss amongst themselves what they learned through their teams’ discussions.  This really shocked the participants as it was not what they had come prepared to do and, because of this, provided some powerful, just in time learning around change.  In fact, the outcome of that impromptu, 30 minute group discussion was equal to the type of debrief  I have seen from two or three day workshops on change.  All the participants commented how much they enjoyed this format even though they had been nervous at first.  At the end of the day we included a “campfire” type reflection and dialogue session for all 90 people – a very innovative way for the participants to communicate with each other around the question “based on what we have experienced today, what are the implications for me personally?”

From this session we then sat with the executive team to involve them in creating the vision and mapping out the steps for driving change throughout the entire organization.

This will have to be the subject of another chapter as we are just initiating this process now.

Lessons Learned

My experience with Merck Hong Kong demonstrated to me, quite unequivocally, that   ARL can effectively substitute for traditional, expert-led training and supports a meaningful commitment to change through just in time learning linked to real business issues.  Furthermore, even though there is a traditional reluctance to give open feedback in Asian culture, ARL processes can facilitate a much deeper level of openness and trust than is normally possible.  And, perhaps, most importantly, the experience reaffirmed to me how true organizational change and individual growth of the type that Merck was seeking requires deep personal awareness.  

I recently asked the Merck team members to reflect on the experience we had shared over the past months.  Given the spectacular growth and development achieved by what was already a high performing team, it is appropriate to give them the “last word” on what they were able to accomplish with the help of ARL. 

Q. As a consequence of our team development work together, how have you changed your thinking, attitude or behaviour -- if any?

“How to exert influence on others and why we want to do it.”

“I have become more proactive in both thinking and behaviour.  I begin to look at things not only from my own perspective and my own function, but from other team members' angle as well in a bid to achieve better integration.”

“Action reflection learning/Just in time learning can bring forth high performance teams at all levels of an organization.  Leadership is learned through effective action/reflection learning.   All leaders should learn to take time out to reflect and spare time to have dialogue with their teams as a communication tool.  These tools are very effective in achieving business goals.”

“I know my fears and weaknesses.”

“I now have a different view of my people and take a different approach on the possibility of influencing up.”

Q.  How do you perceive that your team has changed?

“Better listening.”

“Increased respect for others' opinions.”

“We are now more open on the ‘undiscussables’. We thought we were quite open but actually were not.”

“Most team members have changed a lot in leadership approach.”

“I think the process has made the team more mature, taking on more ownership, being more willing to open up and to share, and being prepared to pass the learning to my team.”

“The team has changed so much.  They display much stronger leadership.  The team is now more aligned and integrated towards our company goals.  As a company with a very strong culture and functional excellence, it has always been a challenge to align among ourselves, and since the kick-off with Action Reflection Learning, the team is working towards a High Performance Team level. The team has also become more aware of the need to continuously raise the bar in leadership standard and see this as a competitive edge.”

Q.  What has been the biggest challenge for you personally in relation to

the Team Development Process?

“Facing my own weaknesses and helping others become aware of and face their own weaknesses in a constructive way.”

“Doing something when I don't really understand/see the motive or benefit of doing it (i.e. committing to do something when the whole picture is not clear).  Maybe this is managing change.”

“For me, the biggest challenge has been the ‘requirement’ to open up.”

“Getting buy-in among the team members to this change management process is quite a challenge, since we have always been successful as a company, and we don't see our blind-spot readily.  Self-awareness was not high enough to bring about the need to change.”  

Q.  What did you perceive as your team’s biggest challenge?

“I think it was integration and consideration.” 

“Raising new heights in leadership standard was a challenge for the team.  Also, asking the team to get out from their comfort zone was very difficult with this group since they are all very good at what they do functionally.”

“Continuous improvement in leadership development is a new challenge for us.”

“Facing one's personal fear and helping one's awareness of it in a team manner.”

Q. In what specific ways have I, in my role as a learning coach, been helpful to you and/or your team?

“Showing me that someone with a very different working style can also be effective.”

“Making me work with more flexibility.”



“As a coach, you have helped me to realize that change (for the better) is a must and we must keep on learning and improving ourselves in order to be more competitive.  You have helped me to face the reality courageously and to take ownership”  

“Creating an environment and special circumstances where our fears can surface and be faced.”

“You are very effective in coaching us to gain ownership of the change management process.  You understand our organizational issues, and you are able to assimilate the Action Reflection Learning tools into our culture, and ways of doing things around the team.”

Q.  What would you hope the article I am writing would reflect/capture in

terms of lessons learned about using Action Reflection Learning with Merck Hong Kong?

“Capture that different members of a team have different learning/adoption style.  If the usual style used by a coach does not achieve the intended results, try another style or individualize the style to help everyone on board.”

“Having a top grade/High Performance Team is no doubt a competitive advantage, but it requires serious commitment of the leader and the management team to drive it down to the whole organization.”

“Questioning is the most powerful awareness weapon.”

“Define the players in the team development process: include the leader, or not? If yes, leader must be on equal footing and be ready to be helped.  If not, leader can just be a sponsor of the process, which is OK and equally important”.

“Respect is the platform of change and awareness.”

“Action Reflection Learning is an effective concept to drive team development.  I highly recommend for any company, small or large, to adopt this concept.”

(Chapter of forthcoming book Action Learning Around the World, edited by Yury Boshyk, to be published in 2001)
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