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Figure A
When a college or university faces the challenges and opportunities to change in order to be more effective, the “Bell Curve of Change” (Figure A) can prove instructive.  Using informal process not only relies heavily on influence skills, but also on the identification of the positions individuals are likely to take when encountering a new idea.  Assume for a few moments, that there are four descriptors that characterize an individual’s reaction to a new idea: activists, collaborators, cynics, and skeptics.  
Activists are individuals who generally embrace new ideas, sometimes without conducting a critical review of the idea.  An activist is an individual who often thrives on change for change sake. They start from “yes.” However, activists’ predisposition to change can sometimes overshadow the need to distinguish change from development.  Change is not always positive, and it does not necessarily move in a forward direction.  Development, on the other hand, is intentional, progressive in that it builds on previous stages, and has clear goals.  

Activists are essential to organizational development, and they often provide the initiative and energy needed to examine and progress from the current state of affairs.  They are frequently newer members of the campus community, as well as those who are actively engaged with their campus and the broader educational community. Institutional development efforts focused primarily on activists can result in simplistic solutions to complex challenges.

Collaborators are individuals who embrace new ideas, but only after some thoughtful consideration.  For example, they are likely to be those who have internalized their campus’s commitment to student success and embrace the exchange of ideas in an open, caring community of learners and which recognize the critical importance of each individual’s contribution to the achievement of the college’s vision.  They share the institution’s vision and values, and they can be powerful contributors to change initiatives because they are living examples of what their college claims and seeks to be.

Cynics are individuals who generally reject new ideas without engaging in discussion or consideration.  A cynic can always be counted on for a negative response to a new idea. They start from “no.” The worst cases are hardcore cynics who are simply opposed to anything and everything, as they can be serious impediments to the development of community.  Focusing primarily on cynics when considering organizational change can produce a level of hopelessness that can lead to maintenance of the status quo.

Some campus cynics are long time employees who have been engaged in “The Long March” to bring institutional improvement and change, and whose unsuccessful, or negative, experiences have left them disillusioned, frustrated, and angry.  Their cynicism is heightened when previous initiatives have produced few meaningful results, or assessments and evaluations have been completed but their results ignored.  As a result, they often have little hope that things can improve. The challenge is to assist and support campus cynics to recognize that human organizations will never achieve perfection, and work with them to see where previous efforts have produced results.  While cynics tend to see the glass of change as half empty, some can bring tremendous energy and credibility to institutional development efforts—if they can be engaged.

Skeptics are individuals who are open and willing to support new initiatives, but have yet to be persuaded.  The skeptic, characterized by some as a “devil’s advocate,” is one who raises critical issues and engages in argumentation, not necessarily to oppose an idea, but simply to make people discuss and consider the idea more thoroughly.  They can be convinced if colleges can connect their personal visions, values, and goals to those of the institution.  For example, faculty members can be encouraged to become more involved in the college’s efforts to increase the success of underprepared students if they come to understand that under-preparedness is often the result of circumstances beyond students’ control, such as first generation/low socio-economic status, inadequate schools, etc.  Skeptics can also be engaged by providing them with evidence demonstrating a relationship between student success and students’ experiences in a campus community where they feel welcomed, valued, and respected.  Skeptics can be motivated if they can make a difference in meeting a significant challenge.  

Activists will support change but may need some reining in. Collaborators need no persuasion.  No amount of persuading, urging, or cajoling is likely to change the cynic.  We firmly believe that the majority of efforts and energy should be spent influencing the skeptics.  If one is successful in using informal processes to persuade the skeptics, a critical mass in support of a new concept, initiative, or program is far more likely to occur. 
