Routine Change
Routine change refers to activities that are regularly occurring. For example, in an auto manufacturer or cell phone manufacturing firm, there is a need for annual new product launches. Thus, the new product development activity—while having large ramifications—is still a routine change. It happens every year, and the nature of the new product will differ from model year to model year, but the process, the people and departments impacted, and the resources required all generally follow the same script as the previous routine change.
For a service provider, such as an insurance company, a routine change might involve redesigning the forms that new clients fill out, or even a new policy being offered, much like offering life insurance when a firm had only dealt with auto insurance in the past.
Transactional Change
On the other hand, for insurance firms moving toward becoming Internet-based, a much larger impact is made on customers and could be considered transactional. No longer are the agents the heroes of the company, and no longer are selling skills and expense accounts topics of daily conversation. The well-entrenched process within the firm has been changed.
Examples of transactional (or continuous) change differ by industry, organization, and point in time. For example, in recent years, the Armed Forces changed from Theory X (autocratic management style), to one of the more participative management that may be considered transformational because it affects the entire culture of the services. Yet, most of the manufacturing had already begun this process by the same point in time. So, for a company that has already made this change in one division, implementing it elsewhere may be more routine.
Transformational Change
For traditional manufacturing companies—at least in the United States—the shift from the top-down, autocratic management style to a more participative, Theory Y environment was a transformational culture change. It required every management layer—most importantly at the chief executive officer (CEO) level—to adopt a wholly different approach to decision making. The same phenomenon in Japan's industry was not as transformational because their culture inherently promoted more groupthink team involvement and buy-in in all major decision making.
For the U.S. Post Office, a transformational change occurred when mail sorting became automated. This affected the design of post offices, the number and skill levels of post office employees, the required addressing of letters (zip codes for visual scanning machines), the layout and size of the physical post offices, and a list of other issues.
Years ago, President Carter promoted the idea of “zero-based budgeting” for the Federal government in an attempt to rein in the ever-escalating federal budgets, used toward their end of fiscal year mantra of “spend it or lose it.” This was a sea change for the federal bureaucracy, and if it had been implemented, it would have had consequences at every level and every part of the Federal government. The change would have clearly been transformational to the degree that it never received Congressional support.

