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hange Management scholars and organizational scientists 
have told us it takes years to shift the  way people in an 
organization think and behave.  “Corporate culture isn’t 

about the ‘soft stuff’, it’s about the ‘hard stuff’”, was how re-
engineering leaders Champy and Hammer framed the challenge 
in the 1990’s.  So, how did Canada’s largest private healthcare 
company achieve a dramatic change in corporate culture? 

 
The answer: through an 

accelerated change process that 
integrated a variety of best practice tools 
and processes used by learning 
organizations around the world over the 
past ten years. 
 

Incoming President of 
Extendicare (Canada) Inc., Shelly 
Jamieson explained the challenge: “The 
company had lost touch with 
understanding that corporate functions 
need to be in service to, not in control of 
the operating units.  We had become 
static while the marketplace became 

increasingly competitive.  We know that 
our people were not the problem, we had 
all these fabulous, smart and deeply 
caring people throughout the company. “ 
 

Dr. Edward W. Deming, the 
father of the quality movement had said 
that the root cause of problems in 
organizations are embedded in the 
design of the systems, structures and 
processes 93% of the time.  “While 
people are a problem 7% of the time, 
half of those are due to skill deficits”, 
Deming told us. 
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Learning Strategy 
 

e took a fully integrated 
approach that included 

changing the role of senior management 
from silo 
managers to 
strategic leaders 
for the whole 
company; and 
moving from 
command-and-
control systems, 
structures and  
processes to 
organizational  
designs that 
assume that the 
corporate centre is 
‘in service to’ our 
three operating 
business units”, 
says Jamieson. 
 

 
          Vice 
Presidents, 
directors, managers and front-line 
service providers at head office were 
engaged in an extensive process of 
dialogue workshops at which they 
learned and applied systems thinking-
based tools for determining strategy, 
designing systems, solving problems and 
managing complex change projects.  
“We learned how to listen to each other.  
We stopped blaming and started to work 
together co-operatively,” says Matt 
Drown, Project Facilitator. 
 

Tools & Concepts 
 

e still have a long-way to go”, 
says Jamieson at the two-year 

mark in her tenure as President, “but 
we’re greatly benefiting from skills like 
dialogue and reflection from Peter 
Senge; the Balanced Scorecard from 

Kaplan and Norton; stewardship from 
Peter Block; leveraged thinking, and 
tools for balancing accountability and 
empowerment from Quantum Solutions; 
Open Space Technology from Harrison 

Owens and 
leadership 

polarity from 
Peter 

Koestenbaum.” 
Accelerated 

change is about 
the art and 
science of 

organizational 
dynamics and 

organizational 
design. 

 
  “While 

we drew on the 
best thinking 
from companies 

and 
organizations 

that succeeded 
and failed to 

transform, lasting change and 
sustainability will only be achieved 
through the continuous alignment of our 
structures, culture and skills as set out in 
the Strategic Alignment Model  from 
Quantum Solutions,” says Shelly 
Jamieson.  “It’s about shifting and 
aligning all of these components all the 
time.” 
 

Accelerated Change 
 

people t
“Extendicare’s strategy was to 

build the internal capacity for 
o change themselves and their 

circumstances.  Look at these results 
from the first eight months of our culture 
shift strategy”, says Jamieson proudly. 

 
Extendicare’s culture shift survey 

results reveals significant shifts in  
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thinking and behaviour achieved 
at the company in just eight months. 
 

 “Today, instead of blaming, 
we’re focused more on learning from our 
best mistakes”, says Shelly.  “People 
throughout the company are acquiring 
the same common language and 
framework for talking about, planning 
for and implementing change.  We’ve 
changed the basic assumptions for 
managing and leading the company: we 
think people are brilliant; that we can 
solve problems by tapping into the 

collective intelligence of the people who 
work here; and, that we must balance 
accountability for outcomes with the 
empowerment of people.” 

 
Culture Shift Survey 

Extendicare Canada Results 
in Eight Months 

 
 
• Demonstrated teamwork went from 

17% to 54%. 
 
• Senior management abandoning top-

down command and control styles 
and shifting to more participative 
processes went from 13% to 30%. 

 
• Having a compelling vision of the 

future of the company went from 
11% to 48%. 

 
• Understanding the company’s 

Strategic Directions went from 6% 
to 41%. 

 
• The practice of skills for dialogue, 

systems thinking, visioning, team 
learning, cooperation and personal 
accountability went from 15% to 
55%. 

 
• People enjoying their work went 

from 28% to 55%. 
 
• Extendicare as “a great place to 

work” went from 32% to 61%. 
 

 
Liberating People 

 
iberating people in organizations 
from the shackles of command and 
control and facilitating the 

development of a fundamental shift in 
thinking and behaviour can produce 
significant benefits for companies and 
organizations that are experiencing 
declines in profitability, employee 
retention and market share. 
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“Over the years people were 

attracted to Extendicare because we 
really were the  best at providing care for 
the elderly and disabled.  Our people are 
now pushing us back up there -- both in 
terms of customer satisfaction ratings 
and profitability”, says Jamieson. 
“We’re a company on the move.  We’re 
now beginning to harness the full 
potential of our people to improve 
quality of care for our customers and 
return-on-investment for our 
shareholders.” 
 

What were the critical success 
factors that enabled Extendicare Canada 
to shift their corporate culture so 
quickly?  Gary Chatfield, the company’s 
retired President who got the whole 
transformation process going says, 
“Extendicare had the courage and vision 
to trust the wisdom of their people.  
Today, the company is improving on the 
quality of care it provides; job 
satisfaction rates are improving 
significantly, and the company’s 
Canadian division is experiencing 
double-digit growth. That’s a powerful 
return-on-investment for building the 
internal capacity that enables people to 
change and grow.”

Ted Ball, Partner 
Quantum Transformation Technologies  



 

 

 
“One of Quantum’s great 
strengths is that they get 
people to see the ‘whole 

system’ and the ‘big picture’ 
so we can better integrate 

the component parts 
of governance, 

management, and 
our service delivery 
systems.  They have 

raised the bar on both the 
science and art of systems 

thinking.” 
 

                                                            -Dennis D. Pointer 
                                Co-author of Board Work 
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