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Foreword

by Mauricio de Maria y Campos, Director General, United Nations Industrial Development Organization

Until recently, finding a leader was a question of luck, like discovering a rare diamond in a basket of gravel.
Today, identifying and developing leaders has become a hard job that requires vision, dedication, and generosity.
It is a behavioral process that starts at the top, the moment we accept that a corporate organization needs the
commitment and the contribution of every member of its staff. Finding leaders today means not only
systematically searching for them, but also breeding them – and creating an environment in which they can
develop, as well as a credible succession system.

This article is about leadership at the middle level of the corporation – a scarce resource, and one that is
desperately needed if we want to accelerate the pace of change. At the United Nations Industrial Development
Organization (UNIDO), we worked closely with Arthur D. Little during the last six months of 1995 to accelerate
our reform. It is with great pleasure that I see our experience now being exposed to Prism’s worldwide
readership. It has been a learning experience for all of us involved in the exercise. We have steered the
organization through extremely difficult circumstances, and we have largely achieved what we set out to do. But
the journey is still far from over.

The challenges that we face in the United Nations system in general require a critical mass of leaders, especially
in the second rank, who demonstrate flexibility, innovation, and entrepreneurship. This group will ensure that the
organization achieves its shared goals.

Moreover, in this process, they will transform our vision, enrich it, and drive the staff with the energy of their
commitment. I believe it is essential for us, as top managers of organizations, to share our responsibilities with
those who might succeed us one day and to trust them. Toward this end, we must systematically pave their way.

I hope that you will enjoy this article and that our experience at UNIDO may prove useful to you as you proceed
along your own learning path.

The Challenge of Continual Change

Leading companies have learned in recent years –  some of them the hard way – that increasing globalization and
competition call for a permanent process of change in which continuous innovation and excellent performance
are the key to success. The need for change is equally evident in public sector organizations, which must grapple
with ever-changing constituencies, employee expectations, technologies, regulations, etc.

We all recognize that in any change effort, top management should lead the organization, providing role models
for the work force and communicating constantly and clearly. We know less, however, about the role of middle-
level management in the change process. What is expected of them? What kinds of responsibilities should they
assume to ensure the success of the change process?

Clearly, any contribution that middle-level management can make to a change process must be nurtured by the
top managers in the organization. However, no major change effort can be driven only by the CEO and senior
managers. Change processes require openness, transparency, and willing participation if they are to produce any
impact. Moreover, the cultural change that accompanies the change process requires the involvement of the
largest possible group. Critical scale can be achieved only if most of the work force is involved and feels
responsible for creating and implementing the change. Even if the CEO and other senior managers are key
motivators and drivers of the organizational change process, if that change process is to be deep-rooted and
sustainable, middle-level managers must also play a crucial role in ensuring that the neces sary supporting
network is engaged and learning. In this article, we first describe how such a process unfolded recently at
UNIDO, resulting in a new culture of action and „ownership.“ We then focus on some of the lessons we’ve
learned in this and other projects – about how to involve middle-level managers and how to create an inspiring
environment in which they can develop their creativity and actively support the organizational change process.

UNIDO: A Case Study

Traditionally, the differences between public and private organizations have made it difficult to draw direct
comparisons between them or share learning. We believe, however, that the differences – in terms of
management requirements and capabilities – are narrowing. Managers in the public sector, especially at the
middle level, are applying imagination and innovation to overcome the constraints of public office. In some
cases, they are introducing healthy management practices that could constitute an enlightening lesson for private



business. Our recent experience at UNIDO illustrates how valuable a contribution middle-level management can
make to a change process, provided they are supported by an adequate framework created by those at the top of
the organization.

The Framework

Imagine the following scenario: an institution with an extremely complex stakeholder structure, uncertainty
about its strategic direction, outdated administrative processes (untouched in the last 10 years), a high
concentration of authority at the CEO level, problems of monitoring and control, and extreme financial pressure
(namely, its most important stakeholder is withdrawing its support, reducing the budget by 25 percent for the
next biennium). Doesn’t this sound like a text book case for a business school class?

That was UNIDO’s situation in mid-1995, when it called Arthur D. Little to help accelerate its reform process,
which had been started in January 1994 by Director General Mauricio de Maria y Campos.

UNIDO is a middle-sized specialized agency of the United Nations based in Vienna, with offices in over 30
developing countries. Within the United Nations system, the agency had a 30-year history of providing industrial
services to the Third World in a number of subsectors related mainly to food, shelter, and health. It had recently
increased its responsibilities in areas related to environmental protection and the development of small- and
medium-scale industries.

In 1994, the newly elected Director General initiated a reform process, defining new priorities, focusing services,
and launching a series of actions to enhance the efficiency of the administration. After one and a half years of
reform, the pace of change slowed. At the same time, there were clear indications that the United States – which
contributed 25 percent of UNIDO’s budget – would be withdrawing from UNIDO. This imminent budget crisis,
exacerbated by fear of a potential domino effect, created a sense of desperate urgency throughout the
organization, whose very exis tence appeared threatened.

In July 1995, Arthur D. Little started working with UNIDO on a six-month project. Its target was to accelerate
the reform process and achieve real, measurable results by December 1995, in time for UNIDO’s General
Conference (its major stakeholder gathering), during which UNIDO needed to regain recognition and respect
from its 168 member states. At the same time, UNIDO asked Arthur D. Little to help the organization cut its
costs in anticipation of the U.S. withdrawal, without eroding its core competencies and global scope.

The Results

By December, in time for the General Conference, UNIDO had created a new vision for the organization. It had
identified priority areas, discontinuing some services and refocusing others, and it had developed five major
programs of cooperation with developing countries within these new priority areas. It had also reengineered
major administrative processes and reduced time and steps by 50 percent in at least 32 of these processes, while
guaranteeing improvements in quality. For the calendar year 1995, it had cut expenditures by approximately 8
percent and reduced its budget for 1996-1997 by 25 percent – without panic measures and while preserving its
core services.

How did UNIDO do it?

The Process

We have identified several factors that accounted for the success of this program. These include an effective
project structure and methodology, a good communication strategy, and above all the delegation of authority to
middle-level managers, who gave body and soul to the change program.

The Director General took direct responsibility for the project – the project managers were located in his office,
where their activities were monitored continually. In an initial workshop, UNIDO’s top managers, together with
Arthur D. Little senior consultants, determined the change activities, established priorities, and defined the role
of the consultants. Immediately thereafter, 10 „activity leaders“ – the change champions – were selected from
middle-level management. The Director General himself carried out the selection process, drawing on
suggestions provided by UNIDO’s top management. Each of these 10 managers was given responsibility for a
specific activity within the project, and the 10 were immediately incorporated into the change process through a
kick-off meeting. Then each activity leader worked with Arthur D. Little case leaders and the UNIDO project
leader to define his or her work program. The activity leaders were empowered to choose staff members and to
organize each task. They were coached by a managing director from another functional department.

Together, UNIDO and Arthur D. Little established a Steering Group, under the direct supervision of the Director
General, which included managing directors, project leaders, and Arthur D. Little consultants. The Steering
Group reviewed the direction of the project and made the decisions necessary for implementing it. This structure
allowed for an efficient decision-making process and the flexibility to adapt to changing requirements. Activity
leaders also attended the Steering Group meetings, which gave them a chance to report face-to-face to the top



management – to explain progress and constraints, as well as to justify and recommend decisions. The structure
of the reform project is shown in the exhibit.

The Effect

This high exposure of the activity leaders to the Director General and top managers had several immediate
effects. It created a new class within middle-level management: those who had a specific responsibility within
the change program as well as access to top management. It gave members of this class the sense of belonging to
an elite. It also formed the basis for a mid-level network. And it increased the sense of responsibility for the
success of the change program –  the activity leaders became „owners“ of the program.

Last but not least, it put increased pressure on the performance of the top managers, who felt more responsibility
to serve as effective role models.

Reactions of middle-level managers and staff members not directly involved in the change process ran the pre-
dictable gamut. Some distanced themselves from the change program entirely, while others came forward to
offer assistance. To counteract negative reactions, UNIDO launched a very active internal communication
campaign using all possible means of communication, including large staff forums, divisional meetings, open
offices, dedicated bulletins, and a dedicated mailbox in e-mail. On several occasions the Director General visibly
supported the activity leaders by confirming their decisions and the course of action they had initiated. By the
end of the project, more than half of UNIDO’s professional staff had devoted more than half their working time
to the reform program.

Exhibit 1

The Structure of the UNIDO Reform Process

Another mechanism, developed initially as a defense, became a powerful instrument for influencing top
management: networking. The 10 activity leaders actively networked – among themselves, with the staff who
were most involved in the change program, and with those top managers who were most responsive. Each
activity leader used his or her best skills to achieve the planned results and to gain the support and understanding
of the other activity leaders.



The necessity of fighting for UNIDO’s survival – and the imminent deadline for achieving concrete results –
pushed the entire group to work in one direction and develop a common culture. The success of the program
clearly demonstrated – both within the organization and beyond it – that another way of working is possible. A
new breed of leaders had been born – along the way we derived some general principles for developing middle-
level leaders.

Lessons Learned

This project reinforced our appreciation of a fundamental organizational principle: it is the middle-level
managers who drive change. Staff members normally find middle-level managers more approachable than
managing directors; the former are still „one of us.“ Therefore they are uniquely positioned to reach the rest of
the staff, motivate them, and inspire shared vision.

Many of the lessons we learned in the course of this work concern the selection and management of these
middle-level „change champions.“ We suggest that in planning and implementing a change and learning process,
the leadership of the organization should observe the following guidelines:

Choose your change champions carefully.

Every organization has young, creative, motivated middle-level managers who are respected by their peers.
These are the people you always turn to when you launch a new initiative, the ones to whom you give
promotions or bonuses at the end of the year. They might be in product development, marketing, sales, or
strategy. The common denominator is their commitment, their flexibility, their readiness to welcome challenges,
and their ability to communicate and inspire the work force. The group you identify should be large enough to
form a „critical mass“ to ensure rear momentum and small enough to keep the change process manageable.

From this group you will choose your best change implementers – your „champions for change.“ This step is
crucial. If wrongly implemented, it can easily sabotage the change program. The process of selecting the best
people to lead the change program should in itself be participatory and transparent. Don’t make the list of
nominees secret and don’t keep the process closed within the CEO’s office. If you ask people across the
organization to list their colleagues who are the most creative, most open to change, and most willing to learn,
you will probably discover the same names on every list. Naturally, the top managers of the organization, who
are ultimately responsible for the change program, should participate in selecting the change champions. In
general, the people selected for this role feel very proud of being chosen and are eager to contribute to the
success of the program.

Integrate champions into the change process as soon as possible. The earlier you select the
champions, the easier it will be to carry out the change program – and make it sustainable. These champions
must „own“ the change process. If you want them to put their hearts into it, they should be involved in the
decisions that will lead to the changes and in the planning of those changes. Furthermore, if they are to be
responsible for specific components of the change program, they should be left free to plan the process itself.
Nothing is more demotivating than to be requested to „change“ an organization on the basis of somebody else’s
plan.

Define tasks, set priorities, and establish measurements.  As soon as the change leaders have been
appointed, senior management should work with them to define their work programs, establish priorities and
timetables for various tasks, and determine how the organization will measure the achievement of their
objectives. Document these plans. They should be open and public. The work program should be clear in terms
of expected inputs and outputs, benchmarks, and schedules. The change leaders should have a clear
understanding of what is expected of them, what their reporting lines will be, how senior management will assess
their performance, and precisely where their authority begins and ends.

It is important not to overmanage the definition of their tasks. The work program is essentially results-and
learning-oriented; it should not describe the process – this should be left open for the change leaders to
determine. During this period, clear messages are crucial. Take as much time as you need to clarify roles and
expectations. Good communication at this point will translate into a smooth implementation.

Support the change leaders throughout the process.  After the initial surge of excitement, every
organizational change process generates mistrust, and sometimes strong opposition – especially from those who
are being negatively affected. Let the leaders manage these reactions and confront these forces using their own
skills and experience. This is part of the educational process for the new generation of potential top managers. At
the same time, the leaders should feel that the top managers are available to support them, coach them, and stand
by them when necessary.

Reward them.  It should be clear from the very beginning that the work and commitment of the change leaders
will be rewarded. Rewarding change leadership will set an example for the rest of the organization while
reinforcing the culture you want to stimulate through the change program. Rewards need not be entirely



monetary. The first lesson to be learned from the UNIDO experience is that trust and responsibility are the best
motivators for young, high-performing, middle-level managers. When such managers have adequate support,
orientation, and monitoring, controls are unnecessary. If senior managers provide a clear sense of purpose and
make middle-level managers responsible for attaining measurable results, the latter will become the motor of any
business endeavor.

Especially in public organizations, where the reward system can be considerably less tangible than in private
enterprises, access to information and influence becomes a true motivator. Members of the work force (who in
the case of UNIDO are highly educated) follow those who can influence the working environment and can give
them feedback.

Learn from them. The experience gained through the change process needs to be documented and com-
municated. The biggest achievement of the change process – besides its immediate outcome in terms of growth,
expansion, or increased benefits to the stakeholders – is whatever the organization has learned from the process.
Reflect on the process, evaluate it, and lead the participants through a structured learning phase before
implementing readjustments or launching a new endeavor.

Culture Change

At UNIDO, in the process of changing the organization the activity leaders themselves also changed. Many of
them developed personal management styles. In order to achieve their targets, they worked in a very efficient but
individual manner. Some involved external stakeholders (diplomatic representations and offices in the
developing countries). Still others relied on the managing director’s advice or actively drew on the experience of
the consultants. Regardless of style, they all expanded their management experience.

The project initiated a cultural change within UNIDO. Large international public organizations normally eschew
direct responsibility in favor of „consensus culture.“ At UNIDO, our project gave birth to a counterculture in
which direct responsibility was welcomed and encouraged. The reporting structure – to the project management
team and to the Arthur D. Little case leader – gave the activity leaders enough coaching to let them develop trust
in their ability to manage their areas of responsibility. Those middle-level managers who have learned to
exercise their capabilities and power will not easily return to „normal“ once the project is over. They have
learned to be bold, to find resources within the organization, and to create a process to achieve a task faster than
ever before.

The organization’s overall learning path was accelerated. Because the program had so much exposure, both
internally and externally, it was clear from the beginning that success would be rewarded. At all levels,
participants were driven by the need to save the organization from potential closure. Individual commitment was
based on rediscovery of a sense of loyalty to the organization. In this project the process of learning was
developed exponentially. The organization became more open, listened to its stakeholders, and developed new
ideas. Many of the middle-level managers and staff members worked side by side with the Arthur D. Little
consultants and made a real effort to capture Arthur D. Little’s tools and methodologies for accelerating learning.
At the end of the program, all activity leaders had gained in experience, influence, visibility, and public
recognition.

Looking Ahead

For the future, UNIDO’s learning process will be incorporated into the organization in a structured way. The
tools and the people are in place, and the experience has certainly sunk its roots deep into the organization and
created momentum. To become sustainable, the cultural change will require a consistent reaffirmation of the
values of the change program, as well as the continuous delegation of authority to this new class of middle-level
managers, and the consistent development of new generations of managers. Sustainable change also requires that
the leaders of the organization inspire the staff around a shared vision and encourage them to grow in order to
make change happen.

Claudia Valotta is the head of the Monitoring and Control Unit within the Office of the Director General,
UNIDO.
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