
Emergent Change: A Powerful Force for Innovation and Adaptation 

Emergent change challenges traditional 

notions of organisational change. It is a 

bottom-up, organic process that arises 

spontaneously within organisations, driven 

by the collective efforts and ideas of 

employees. Unlike planned change, which 

is top-down and often rigidly structured, 

emergent change is characterised by its 

unpredictability, adaptability, and 

employee-centric nature. While it may seem chaotic, emergent change can be a powerful 

force for innovation, adaptability, and employee engagement. 

In this article we look at how emergent change works, it is challenges and benefits, and how 

to foster emergent change within your organisation with reference to companies that have 

harnessed it successfully. 

 

Key Characteristics of Emergent Change 

• Unpredictable: The exact nature and timing of emergent change are difficult to 

foresee. 

• Organic: It develops naturally, often from the collective actions and ideas of 

individuals. 

• Adaptive: It responds to changing circumstances and adapts to latest information. 

• Bottom-Up: It is initiated by employees rather than imposed by management. 

 

A Step-by-Step Example of Emergent Change – The Rise of Remote Working 

Let's explore how a major tech company might have experienced emergent change step-by-

step, using the example of remote work. 

1. Innovation and Experimentation:  

• Individual Initiative: A few 

employees, perhaps due to personal 

circumstances or preferences, 

began working remotely. 

• Early Adopters: These early 

adopters experimented with remote 

work tools and techniques, finding 

ways to stay connected and 

productive. 

2. Collaboration and Networking: 

• Knowledge Sharing: These early remote workers shared their experiences and 

insights with colleagues, sparking discussions and debates about the potential 

benefits of remote work. 



• Informal Networks: Remote workers formed informal networks to support each other 

and share best practices. 

3. Self-Organisation: 

• Remote Teams: As more employees expressed interest in remote work, teams began 

to self-organise, with members working remotely or in a hybrid model. 

• New Workflows: These teams developed new workflows and communication tools to 

ensure seamless collaboration. 

4. Learning and Adaptation: 

• Organisational Learning: The company learned from the successes and challenges 

of remote work, adjusting policies and practices to accommodate remote work. 

• Continuous Improvement: The organisation continued to refine its remote work 

policies and technologies based on feedback and lessons learned. 

As a result of this emergent change, the company may have adopted a permanent 

remote or hybrid work model, significantly impacting its organisational culture, 

productivity, and employee satisfaction. This example demonstrates how a seemingly 

small, individual initiative can evolve into a major organisational shift through a 

process of experimentation, collaboration, and adaptation. 

 

The Importance of Emergent Change 

Emergent change offers numerous benefits for organisations: 

• Innovation: It can lead to innovative solutions and breakthroughs. 

• Agility: It enables organisations to respond quickly to changing circumstances. 

• Employee Engagement: It empowers employees and fosters a sense of ownership. 

• Organisational Learning: It promotes a culture of continuous learning and 

improvement. 

 

Fostering Emergent Change 

Organisations can take several steps to foster emergent change: 

1. Create a Culture of Innovation: 

o Encourage experimentation and risk-taking. 

o Celebrate failures as learning opportunities. 

o Provide employees with the resources and support they need to innovate. 

2. Empower Employees: 

o Delegate authority and responsibility to employees. 

o Encourage autonomy and self-direction. 

o Provide opportunities for professional development. 



3. Facilitate Collaboration: 

o Create opportunities for cross-functional collaboration. 

o Use collaboration tools and technologies to connect employees. 

o Foster a culture of open communication and trust. 

4. Encourage Learning and Development: 

o Invest in employee training and development. 

o Create opportunities for continuous learning. 

o Foster a culture of curiosity and inquiry. 

5. Embrace Ambiguity and Uncertainty: 

o Be willing to experiment and take risks. 

o Adapt to changing circumstances. 

o Avoid micromanagement and excessive control. 

 

The Challenges of Emergent Change 

While emergent change offers many benefits, it also presents several challenges: 

• Lack of Control and Direction: It can be difficult to predict and control the direction of 

emergent change. 

• Inefficiency: Without proper coordination, efforts may be duplicated or misaligned. 

• Resistance to Change: Employees may resist change, particularly if they feel 

uncertain about the future. 

• Difficulty in Measuring Success: It can be challenging to evaluate the impact of 

emergent change. 

 

Balancing Planned and Emergent Change 

A balanced approach, combining elements of both planned and emergent change, can be 

the most effective. By carefully selecting the right approach for different situations, 

organisations can maximise their chances of successful change initiatives. Key strategies for 

balancing both approaches include: 

• Creating a Culture of Innovation 

• Empowering Employees 

• Facilitating Collaboration 

• Setting Clear Boundaries 

• Monitoring and Adapting 

 



Examples of Organisations Harnessing Emergent Change 

Several organisations have embraced cultures that foster innovation and employee-driven 

initiatives, making them conducive to emergent change: 

1. Google: 

• 20% Time: This policy allows employees to spend 20% of their time on personal 

projects, leading to numerous innovative products and services. 

• Open Innovation: Google encourages collaboration and idea-sharing across teams 

and departments, fostering a culture of innovation. 

2. 3M: 

• Post-it Notes: This iconic product was a result of accidental discovery and 

experimentation. 

• Innovation Culture: 3M has a strong culture of innovation, encouraging employees to 

explore new ideas and take risks. 

3. IDEO: 

• Design Thinking: This design firm emphasises a human-centred approach to 

problem-solving, encouraging creativity and collaboration. 

• Rapid Prototyping: IDEO's focus on rapid prototyping allows for quick iteration and 

adaptation. 

4. Netflix: 

• Culture of Innovation: Netflix fosters a culture of experimentation and learning from 

failure. 

• Autonomous Teams: Netflix empowers teams to make their own decisions and take 

ownership of their projects. 

5. Spotify: 

• Agile Methodology: Spotify uses an agile approach to software development, 

enabling rapid iteration and adaptation. 

• Self-Organising Teams: The company empowers teams to self-organise and make 

decisions. 

It is important to note that while these companies have created environments conducive to 

emergent change, they also have formal structures and processes in place to guide and 

support innovation. A balance between structured and emergent approaches is often key to 

successful organisational change. 

By understanding and embracing emergent change, organisations can become more agile, 

innovative, and resilient, ultimately driving long-term success. 

 


