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Unleashing the Power of Belief

Systems

Dramatic improvements in organisational
performance often necessitate significant
shifts in behaviour. But these
behavioural changes can only be
sustained by a deeper transformation: a
fundamental alteration of underlying
beliefs. While beliefs can be deeply

ingrained, altering them can have a

profound and lasting impact on

outcomes.

This article explores the power of belief systems and how to leverage them for
organisational change. It delves into the reasons why beliefs are resistant to change,
the dangers of clinging to fixed mindsets, and practical strategies to shift unhelpful

beliefs at work.
Why Beliefs Resist Change
Changing beliefs is a challenging endeavour. Here's why:

« Deeply Embedded: Beliefs are often deeply embedded in our subconscious
and intertwined with our sense of self. Modifying them can feel like betraying
our identity or admitting past errors.

e Equilibrium Seeking: Our brains are wired to maintain equilibrium, seeking
to justify our existing beliefs even when confronted with contradictory
evidence. We naturally rationalise our actions and beliefs, protecting a
consistent self-image. For example, a belief that you are a highly competent
driver could be used to excuse yourself when speeding, despite the danger

this behaviour poses to you and other people.

© Anthony Greenfield 2024 Page 10of 4



5 Forces of Change

o Personal Investment: We may have a lot invested in our belief systems,
staking our reputation or structuring our lives around them. Changing them

can be a monumental upheaval with personal losses.

The Dangers of Fixed Beliefs

The persistence of fixed beliefs can have
detrimental consequences. For example, the rise
of conspiracy theories, rooted in deeply held
beliefs, can provide individuals with a sense of
belonging and validation, making them resistant
to change and potentially leading to harmful

outcomes.

Shifting Unhelpful Beliefs at Work

Despite the challenges, shifting unhelpful beliefs at work is often crucial for achieving

transformative results. Here are some strategies that work:

e Personal Choice: Individuals must decide to change for themselves. External
pressure or coercion is unlikely to be effective.

e Collaborative Exploration: Open dialogue and discussion with colleagues
can help individuals examine their beliefs and identify areas for improvement.
Discussing the facts of the situation together fosters ownership and action.

« Role Modelling: Leaders must demonstrate the desired behaviours and
mindsets to inspire others to follow suit.

e Habit Formation: Creating new habits and routines reinforces new beliefs
and behaviours.

e Continuous Reinforcement: Regular reminders, visual cues, and ongoing

communication can help to embed new ways of thinking and acting.
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CASE STUDY: Addressing Unsafe Habits on a Construction Site

Let's illustrate these principles with a real-world example:

Problem: Workers on a L B ..

construction site walk around
talking on mobile phones, creating
a safety hazard e.g. being struck by
moving vehicles and machinery.

Solution:

o

Data Collection: Gather

data on accidents and injuries related to mobile phone use.

Date Exploration: Allow workers to explore the data and reach their
own conclusions about the likelihood of injury caused by of distracted
walking in areas filled with dangers such as heavy machinery.

Belief Exploration: Facilitate structured discussions among groups of
workers in which they examine the causes of serious injuries on site
and work out for themselves the potentially dangerous consequences
presented by their current beliefs about mobile phone use.

New Beliefs and Behaviours: Facilitate further structured discussions
in which workers define new beliefs to keep safe. For instances moving
from beliefs like “I am able to multi-task” and “I have important calls to
make that cannot wait for me to be sat in an office” to more helpful
beliefs and a new set of agreed behaviours. For instance, a new belief
that “Talking on mobile phones is distracting and leads to an increased
chance of an accident at work”, and new, agreed behaviours that “We
will only talk on mobile phones in the office or off site.”
Reinforcement: Implement measures to solidify the new beliefs and
behaviours, such as providing visual reminders and holding regular

safety meetings.

By following these strategies, organisations can foster a culture of continuous

improvement and achieve significant results through the power of shifting beliefs.
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Why Beliefs are So Hard to Shift? (A Deeper Dive)

This section delves deeper into the biological and psychological reasons why beliefs

are resistant to change:

e Energy-Saving Shortcuts: Beliefs evolved as energy-saving shortcuts for

our brains. Restructuring them requires effortful cognitive work.

e Seeing is Believing: Our brains prioritise familiar conclusions and struggle to
accept that our senses can be subjective and misleading. We explain away
evidence that contradicts our beliefs rather than fundamentally revising them.

e Homeostasis: Primitive nervous systems evolved to maintain a stable
internal state. Similarly, our brains resist change to maintain cognitive
homeostasis — a familiar way of processing information about the world.
Radically restructuring our beliefs requires significant energy expenditure.

o Self-Concept: Beliefs are often intertwined with our sense of self. Changing
them can feel like challenging our identity and can feel embarrassing.

e Social Dimension: We learn many beliefs from authority figures and our
social groups. We are naturally inclined to believe authorities and be swayed

by persuasive individuals or social movements.

The Power of Science and a Growth Mindset

Science thrives on challenging beliefs and changing minds with new evidence.
Cultivating a scientific attitude of critical thinking and curiosity can be transformative.
Embracing a growth mindset, where we believe our abilities can be developed,

allows us to see challenges as opportunities for learning and improvement.

Conclusion

Beliefs are powerful forces shaping our behaviour and organisational outcomes.:By
understanding the reasons why beliefs are resistant to change and by employing
practical strategies to help people shift their own unhelpful beliefs, we can achieve

ground-breaking organisational change.

To learn more about transformational change see www.5forcesofchange.com
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