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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: More people with disabilities are living and working in the community than ever before, including
many who receive support from provider organizations and state agencies. These organizations play an important role in
facilitating community living and employment. Organizational change is necessary as our system continues to shift away
from segregating people with disabilities to a society in which people with disabilities are fully engaged and contributing
their strengths and talents in their communities. However, there are well-established patterns of thinking, practice, and policy
that make organizational change difficult to implement.
OBJECTIVE: This paper will describe lessons learned when working with a large agency to implement organization-wide
adoption of person-centered practices (PCPs) using a model of episodic and continuous change (Quinn, 1996). This includes
an overview of the episodic/continuous model of organizational change, with detailed information about how to implement
each type of change.
CONCLUSIONS: Implementing well-balanced organizational change activities and strategies, including elements of
episodic and continuous change, is an effective way to work toward lasting change within agencies that support people
with disabilities in fully inclusive setting. This can be a useful tool to support increased competitive, integrated employment
for people with disabilities.
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1. Introduction

Due to legislation, litigation, and a general social
movement working for civil rights for people with
disabilities, we are in a time when service organi-
zations and other agencies that support people with
disabilities (including intellectual and developmental
disabilities [IDD]) are progressively and increasingly
moving toward the adoption of person-centered prac-
tices (PCPs) and Employment First policies (Gunty,
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Dean, Nord, Hoff, & Nye-Lengerman, 2017).The
adoption of such policies and practices often require
significant changes in organizational culture and
structure, otherwise known as organizational trans-
formation.

Organizational transformation is a difficult under-
taking, as culture and structure are deeply embedded
aspects of the organization. Some organizations
struggle to value person-centered approaches to
enhancing inclusion as opposed to more system-
centered approaches. Others may be challenged to
change old ways of doing business, adjust staffing
investments, engage employers, or navigate complex
licensing systems. Valuing inclusion requires positive
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thinking, learning, creativity, innovation, and contin-
uous quality improvement (Inge, 2008). In addition,
organizations need to value supporting individuals
in the community and moving beyond facility-based
programs. Organizational change is made more com-
plicated by the long history the disability service
system has had in providing care and protection for
people with disabilities in segregated environments.
Relearning, reinvesting, and reinventing an organiza-
tion that prioritizes individualized, person-centered,
and inclusive services can take many years.

There are also other barriers to transformation,
including lack of strong internal and external com-
munication plans that include clear expectations
for competitive, integrated employment; the need
for organization-wide professional development on
person-centered practices; the failure to incorporate
wrap-around services into plans; and the failure to
engage with self-advocates, families, funders, and
other community partners (Sulewski et al., 2017).

While organizational transformation is an ardu-
ous task, it is not impossible, and there are certain
tools and techniques that can enhance efforts toward
organizational change. One framework that is use-
ful for organizing those tools and techniques is the
model of episodic and continuous change (Weick &
Quinn, 1999). In this framework, episodic change is
defined as a one-time change in policy, procedure,
training, or other organizational elements. This type
of change is focused on short-term adaptation within
an organization. The change process is intention-
ally planned and developed, usually with assistance
from experts from outside of the organization. In
contrast to episodic change, continuous change is on-
going, evolving change that is constantly occurring
and accumulating over time. This change process is
responsive to what is happening within the organiza-
tion and is led by individuals within the organization.
It is focused on long-term adaptability within the
organization.

Within the context of embracing PCPs and
Employment First policies, both types of change are
essential. Episodic change is necessary to introduce
a shift away from historical or system-focused prac-
tices toward the inclusion of PCPs or Employment
First policies. This requires instituting organization-
wide training and shifts in goals, language, processes,
and tools. These episodic changes can happen all
at once or at varying times. Regardless of how
the process unfolds, there is a clear demarcation
between how work was done before the change was
implemented and how it is done after the change

is implemented. This episodic change is necessary
because it introduces a turning point, in which the sig-
nificant, often practical, changes permeate the whole
organization.

If, however, the work stops with episodic change,
there will not be true organizational transformation,
rather, there will only be superficial change that does
not infiltrate the day-to-day work of the organiza-
tion. For true organizational transformation to take
place, in addition to changes within structures, poli-
cies, and procedures, each individual employee needs
to be able to change his or her mindset and approach
to the work of the organization.

In order to move the important work that started
with the episodic change forward, the organiza-
tion must shift to a model of continuous change.
Within continuous change, individual members come
together in small groups in order to examine
processes and practices within the organization, iden-
tifying small changes that will allow for further
adoption of PCPs or Employment First policies. One
way to pursue continuous change is through the devel-
opment of a community of practice (CoP). This CoP
can plan for and analyze different aspects of the orga-
nization’s operation in order to identify opportunities
for advancement.

2. Case study

The Institute on Community Integration (ICI)
at the University of Minnesota supported a state-
wide agency that supports competitive, integrated
employment for people with disabilities in engag-
ing in organizational transformation that involved
the adoption of person-centered thinking (PCT) and
person-centered practices (PCP). In the episodic part
of this process, ICI staff provided PCT and PCP train-
ing for agency staff across the state. These trainings
aimed to convey that, in pursuit of a more person-
centered service system, services should ensure that
individuals with disabilities are treated with dig-
nity and respect, while supporting informed choice
and self-direction. Though the use of some person-
centered practices, such as Discovery, Individual
Placement and Support (IPS), and motivational inter-
viewing (MI) were already be used by certain staff,
this organization was aiming to integrate PCT and
PCP more thoroughly so that it would permeate all of
their interactions with job seekers. Thus, this project
provided the opportunity to facilitate the develop-
ment of the knowledge and skills required for this
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Fig. 1. Case study elements and activities of organizational transformation.

agency’s staff to provide robust person-centered ser-
vices to support job seekers in pursuing competitive,
integrated employment.

This project included virtual and in-person train-
ing, evaluation, and technical assistance for the
development of a CoP. Figure 1 demonstrates how
those activities fit within the model of organizational
change. These elements were customized for the
agency to enhance both organizational and individual
transformation toward the adoption of PCPs. Collec-
tively, project activities and deliverables provided the
organization with foundational knowledge, best prac-
tices, and evidenced-based approaches to incorporate
PCPs into the organization’s policies and procedures.
In addition, evaluation data provided insight into what
types of knowledge, skills, and support staff needed
to make PCPs part of their everyday approach.

2.1. Episodic change

The episodic change portion of the organizational
transformation began with a one-day, online introduc-
tory training on PCPs delivered via video-conference
attended by all organizational staff. This provided all
staff with foundational information and a common
language while setting the stage for further learning
tailored to their unique roles in the organization.

Another one-day training, in-person training was
delivered to the organization’s administrative team to
support them in exploring and developing an orga-
nizational culture built around the recognizing and
leveraging job seekers’ individual strengths and pref-
erences. This training introduced a suite of tools and
techniques that support person-centered approaches
to help administrative staff grow in their understand-
ing what it would take to support organization-wide
adoption of PCPs. This involvement of administrative
staff is an example of a central piece of organiza-
tional transformation: leadership and staff at all levels

within the organization must be invested in and sup-
portive of the necessary change.

Furthermore, ten, one-day, in-person field trainings
regarding the use of PCPs and MI in employment
and vocational settings were delivered to groups
of agency staff in various regions throughout the
state. These sessions were intended to support staff
in applying the information learned to their spe-
cific needs, target populations, and day-to-day work
activities.

2.2. Continuous change: Community of practice

At the end of the trainings that characterized
the preliminary phase of episodic change, contin-
uous change was introduced through the use of
an organization-wide CoP. While there are several
different ways to structure CoPs and to choose partici-
pants for them, this project was focused on promoting
the adoption of processes, procedures, language,
ongoing training, and policies that would bolster the
use of PCPs. As such, the participants in the CoP
included individuals throughout the organization who
most believed in and were on board with the shift
to the adoption of PCPs; these individuals actively
chose to be a part of this CoP. Organization leader-
ship invited all staff who were interested in being
a part of the CoP to complete an application that
included questions regarding their understanding of
what needed to be done for the organization to fully
adopt PCPs and their motivation to ensure that those
things happened. ICI staff provided consultation and
technical assistance to support leadership in identify-
ing which individual applicants were most likely to
further the effort of the organization to adopt PCPs.
In this, there was a particular effort to make sure that
the final CoP group included individuals who rep-
resented all roles within the organization in order to
allow the changes to permeate every level of practice.
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Furthermore, it also included individuals from all of
the major geographic locations within the state in
order to guarantee that experiences and input from
each location were included as the group was further
engaging in the process of transformation.

This community of practice had four major roles:
to work with response repertoires, engage in impro-
visation, provide translation, and enhance learning
(based on the model from Weick & Quinn, 1999).
By working with response repertoires, members of
the CoP worked to enlarge, strengthen, or shrink the
possible options for individual behavior within the
organization. For example, the CoP considered the
intake process, bringing their individual experiences
of engaging in the process or watching colleagues
engage in the process. They were then able to consider
whether there were certain changes to the process
that would make it more likely for individual staff
members to use PCPs during intake.

As the CoP met as a group, made decisions,
and brought up new ideas, the individual members
were then able to go back to their work to try
new things, use innovative methods, and then report
their experiences back to the group. Over time, this
type of improvisation allows for organization-wide
restructuring based on actual on-the-ground experi-
mentation and feedback. This leads to change through
exploration of ongoing variations in practice. For
example, members of the CoP who supervised a
group of individuals were able to experiment with
integrating PCPs into their supervision model, which
had a dual purpose of further integrating person-
centeredness into the fabric of the organization while
also allowing supervised staff to have a true experi-
ence of what it felt like to be on the receiving end of
PCPs. These supervisors were then able to bring their
experiences back to the CoP group, from which the
group was able to consider how to modify the practice
or how to integrate it more thoroughly throughout the
organization.

The CoP also had the ability to introduce new lan-
guage and dialogue, and through the adoption of new
language, to shift the identity of the organization to
have person-centeredness at its core. All experiences
and changes happen in the context of language, and
the language used can influence and structure that
experience. When attempting to make a change at a
deep level within the organization, one way to do so
is to examine the types of language available and the
ways that dialogue can support or inhibit that change.
Thus, the CoP had the opportunity to explore current
language, try out new ways of talking about things

that support a more person-centered view, and build
new types of dialogues to bolster that view.

Last, but not least, it is the role of the CoP as a
group and as individual members of the organiza-
tion to engage in learning. In this context, learning
is an exploration of how intentional changes can
be made in small ways. Within this learning, “each
shift in practice creates the conditions for further
breakdowns, unanticipated outcomes, and innova-
tions, which are in turn met with more variations”
(Orlikowski, 1995, p. 4-5). The CoP provides an
incubator in which multiple individuals from the
organization are able to work together to process
experiences in an effort to continue the organizational
transformation process in an ongoing way.

This state-wide agency engaged in a model of orga-
nizational transformation that included elements of
episodic and continuous change with the goal of cre-
ating a shift to a more person-centered culture along
with the adoption of PCPs. Throughout this process,
the staff at ICI learned important lessons that others
can consider when supporting or engaging in organi-
zational change.

3. Lessons learned

Episodic change is more dramatic than continu-
ous change, and, as such, it can be more difficult for
individuals within an organization to accept. Dur-
ing the course of this project, there was a wide
array of opinions of and reactions to the initial train-
ing activities, including a bit of resistance. This
project began with an organization-wide videocon-
ference, followed by in-person field trainings. In
that process, it became clear that initial engage-
ment in organizational transformation is best when
it occurs in a face-to-face environment. While virtual
training can be cost-effective, it is not necessarily con-
ducive for meaningful engagement, which is a critical
aspect of engaging learners in a topic such as PCPs.
Between technological difficulties and the imper-
sonal nature of videoconferencing, it was difficult
to gauge engagement, understanding, or concerns of
individuals within the organization. Were this process
to have started with the field trainings, it is possi-
ble that the trainers would have been more able to
connect directly with the dynamics occurring among
the agency’s staff. This would have provided a more
solid foundation from which to move forward in
the organizational change process. It is important to
note, however, that, regardless of the format, it is
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reasonable to expect some resistance to episodic
change given its abrupt nature.

One strategy that was extremely useful in connect-
ing the episodic and continuous change was to use
evaluations from the trainings (i.e., episodic change)
as fodder for the CoP group to consider (i.e., con-
tinuous change). In this process, ICI staff presented
comments from various participant evaluations to
the CoP and led a discussion regarding responses
to those comments and how to work with the atti-
tude embedded in the comment in a constructive way.
In order to enhance this conversation, ICI staff pre-
sented information regarding the stages of change
(i.e., The Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change
Prochaska, Norcross, & DiClemente, 2007) and aided
the members of the CoP in determining the stage of
change represented by the comment. This allowed
the members of the CoP to leverage strategies for
working with different stages of change in potential
responses to such attitudes within their organization.
Within this, CoP members recognized the diversity
of opinions, experiences, and perceptions within the
agency’s staff, which ultimately supported the use of
more flexible strategies used to support the continu-
ous adoption and integration of PCPs in the agency’s
work.

When considering organizational change, it is use-
ful to develop a plan that intentionally includes
elements of episodic change and elements of continu-
ous change. These two types of change processes can
enhance the likelihood of successful organizational
transformation, creating a shift within the orga-
nization while supporting ongoing organizational
adaptability within the context of that shift.

4. Conclusion

PCPs and employment-first policies can serve as
facilitators for increase the rates of competitive,
integrated employment for people with disabilities;
however, many local and state organizations find
it difficult to shift gears to focus on competitive,
integrated employment and individualized supports.
PCPs can provide a foundation from which to develop
and refine policies, procedures, and activities that
focus on the individual job seeker; however, the adop-
tion of PCPs can require a significant investment

in organizational transformation. With the an inten-
tional combination of episodic and continuous
change activities, organizations can effectively and
efficiently engage in this type of organizational trans-
formation to increase community participation and
employment for people with disabilities.
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