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by Robert “Jake” Jacobs 

 

In 1992 there was a potential worldwide epidemic of tuberculosis brewing in New York. Multiple drug 

resistant strains were beginning to show up – the kind that known medications could not treat 

effectively. TB is a disease of the poor and indigent. Patients regularly moved between the Public 

Hospitals, Shelter System, and Prisons. The Department of Health was in charge of leading the effort to 

combat the disease and the Office of Management and Budget needed to be involved to allocate 

financial resources. These five city agencies were required to create – and then rapidly implement -- a 

Blueprint for TB Control though they had no track record of partnering well in the past. The City was on 

its way to becoming the epicenter of a global TB epidemic. 

The facts were daunting1: 

 The number of cases of TB in the City had nearly tripled in 15 years. 

 In central Harlem the case rate exceeded that of many Third World countries. 

 Multiple drug-resistant (MDR) TB was found in more than half a dozen major hospitals, with 

case fatality rates greater than 80% 

 Health care workers were becoming ill and dying of this disease 

 In 1991 with. 3% of the country’s population, New York City accounted for a remarkable 61 

percent of cases of MDR TB 

In 1992, incidences started dropping and rapidly: 

 There was a 12% decline in Year one and another 9% decline in Year 2 

 The decrease in 1993 was the first substantial decline in New York City in 15 years, accounting 

for 42% of the decrease in the number of cases of TB in the nation that year. 

 

 

 



 
                                                        
 
 

10  The International Society for Organization Development and Change                   
 

 

 

Now, more than 20 years later, New York City 

has recorded a total 82% decline in TB cases in 

beating back this potentially life-threatening 

illness. The number of confirmed cases of TB in 

the City had dropped to 651, the lowest number 

since the disease became reportable in 1897.  

 

The City launched this effort using Real Time 
Strategic Change, a principle-based approach to 
creating your preferred future faster and more 

sustainably. These five city agencies that had no history of working together developed and then 
immediately began implementing this Blueprint for TB Control. Common treatment protocols were 
created, agreed to, and followed. Directly observed therapy was followed meaning that outreach 
workers traveled to patients’ homes and workplaces, as well as to street corners, bridges, subway 
stations, park benches and even “crack dens” in abandoned buildings to ensure that patients were 
appropriately treated. New combinations of drug therapies were approved and implemented. Expanded 

use of preventive therapy in high-risk groups such as HIV positive patients, and many other initiatives 
contributed to the decrease. Many things changed in the New York City TB story – and they changed 
quickly with the gains made increasing substantially over time. 

What is RTSC? 

Real Time Strategic Change creates far-reaching and deep systems change by bringing together a cross-

section of the organization to make decisions in real time about how to create their preferred future. It 

has been used to design meetings where real work occurs and important decisions are made with 

groups as large as 2000. But, unlike other large group processes, RTSC is not event driven. It is driven by 

six principles that are adapted to the needs of the organization. We like to say that “RTSC plays well with 

others.” 

The Six RTSC Principles guided the decisions and actions that launched this immediate and sustained 

turnaround of this pending pandemic of tuberculosis. With Real Time Strategic Change there are no 

fixed steps you have to follow. No list of tasks someone else has dreamt up for you to finish. These five 

city agencies created their own change effort. Together they decided their best path forward. Whose  

1 1Tuberculosis in New York City – Turning the Tide, THOMAS R. FRIEDEN, M.D., M.P.H., PAULA I. FUJIWARA, 
M.D., M.P.H., RITA M. WASHKO, M.D., And MARGARET A. HAMBURG, M.D, Special Article, New England 
Journal of Medicine, 1995, Volume 333, Number 4, 229-233 
Figure 1: New York City Department 
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voices needed to be heard? What were the important questions that needed to be answered? What was 

going to make this effort successful given the tough and seemingly insurmountable odds against it? 

How did they make these choices? The Six Real Time Strategic Change Principles were their guide. The 

more they lived them, the faster change happened and the longer gains made have been sustained over 

time. What are these Principles and how were they applied in New York City? 

 

 

Making Reality a Key Driver 

Know the inside of your organization and also know the outside too. Put together what you learn and 

you’ll make informed decisions and take strategic actions. For example, Real Time Strategic Change 

ensured that the health workers’ fears about contracting TB were given equal attention as information 

about treatment best practices from the National Institute of Health. The reality of the poor, indigent 

patients cycling between the public hospitals, shelters and prisons became a key element of The 

Blueprint’s design. 

Engaging and Including 

Provide clear direction and invite participation. Lead in both ways and you’ll make smarter choices and 

create the commitment needed for fast and lasting change. For example, we encouraged the agencies to 

include the widest possible range of stakeholders in this work. Emergency Medical Technicians 

partnered with the Commissioner of the Department of Homeless Services, research doctors, prison 

guards, and hospital orderlies shared their best ideas on how to turn the tide of TB in the City. At the 

same time an initial Blueprint had been drafted by a Blue Ribbon Committee to provide needed 

direction to the overall effort. 
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Preferred Futuring 

Combine the best of your past and present and compelling visions for your future. Build this picture and 

you’ll create your best future. 

For example, there were competing and conflicting interests about how this problem should be solved 

at the onset of this work. Aligning all of these stakeholders around a common vision of their preferred 

future – a City free from TB – compelled them to see possibilities beyond their own self-interest and to 

take responsibility for their part in making that future a reality. 

Creating Community 

Ensure you focus on both the organization as a whole achieving its full potential while at the same time 

finding ways for each part of the organization and people in it to achieve their full potential. Do this and 

people achieve peak performance by becoming part of something larger than themselves that they have 

created and believe in. 

For example, people throughout these organizations cared deeply about the City and the health of these 

patients suffering from TB. It was important to channel this energy into a “we’re all in this together” 

approach that built trust and energized people to move forward in unison. RTSC is known for connecting 

people’s heads, hearts and hands so they can bring their best selves to the important work to be done. 

Thinking and Acting in Real Time 

Be in your future and plan for it at the same time. Learn to do them equally well and your desired future 

will happen faster. 

For example, people in these agencies began to work together in new and better ways immediately 

during the 400 person interactive working session that launched this effort. For the first time in history 

they agreed to create joint budgets, common treatment protocols, and their roles called for in The 

Blueprint – all within the three days of the first RTSC event. The Blueprint was their plan. Immediately 

implementing elements of it was evidence of them beginning to live their preferred future now. 

Building Understanding 

Stand up for what you believe in and be curious about what others think. Support both interests and you 

will continue to learn and develop – individually, in your teams and as an entire organization. 

For example, people from all of these agencies and levels within them had different points of view on 

the problem and how it could best be solved. It was just as important for the epidemiologic experts who 

had tracking numbers for where, how and when the disease was most likely to spread to listen to the 

ambulance drivers as it was for the ambulance drivers to learn from these experts. No one person – or 

even group of people – could turn the tide of TB in the City. Real Time Strategic Change ensured all 

stakeholders shared their diverse perspectives so that decisions and actions came from the broadest and 

deepest possible understanding of the issues. 
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This success in New York City, along with implementing quality tools and practices at Marriott hotels 

around the world, reversing what they called a “death spiral” of failures into a major positive 

turnaround to the bottom line in Mobil’s Gulf of Mexico business unit and dozens of other companies, 

communities, and countries around the world have “turbo-charged” their improvement efforts by 

applying the Six Real Time Strategic Change Principles. They provide you guidance and insight into where 

the greatest leverage is in helping your organization create its preferred future faster and more 

sustainably. 

 

 

Robert “Jake” Jacobs is President of Real Time Strategic Change specializing 

in integrating Real Time Strategic Change with Polarity Thinking in the 

Polarity Assessment for Continuity and Transformation Process. He helped 

pioneer the field of large group interventions, and has regularly worked with 

groups of 500-1,000 or more to gain alignment and traction in translating 

strategy into action and values into daily guides to decision making. 

Getting the Most out of your Executive Team-Building – Realizing what holds 

your Executive Team Back and What can bring out the Most in terms of 

energy and Results 

 

  


