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Leading and managing change 
 
“It is not the strongest species that survive, nor the most intelligent: it is the one most adaptable to 
Change.” 

Charles Darwin 
 
 
Darwin’s quote is also true of organisations.  Quite simply, if our organisation fails to embrace change 
it will not survive.  Customers are demanding higher standards. Cheaper alternatives are continually 
being introduced and the competition is getting better. If customers don’t like what you offer, they can, 
and will go elsewhere. 
 
Most of these factors are external to our organisation and therefore out of our control. We must 
therefore continually adapt to the new environments we face. We must adapt to survive.  However, 
statistics show a staggering fact:  Over two-thirds of Change Initiatives fail! 
 
The carnage this produces in terms of lost opportunities, waste of money and resources and the impact 
on people’s livelihoods and health is incredible.  This is the challenge of Change Management. 
 
 

Defining Change 
 
Change defies simplistic definitions and easy explanations. However, scientists know one thing for sure: 
without Change, life on this planet ceases to exist.  So, what is Change? It is adjustments, 
transformations, transitions and revolutions. It is the never-ending cycle of Birth, Growth and Death. It 
can simultaneously bring joy and sorrow, gain and loss, satisfaction and disappointment, or all those 
experiences mixed together. 
 
Sometimes Change happens so gradually that you never notice the subtle shifts in your life. At another 
time, in one moment, your life, as you know it, is altered forever.  People have a love-hate relationship 
with Change because it gives them mixed results. 
It is neither all good nor all bad but contains the 
seeds of both. The same biological process that 
quickly heals a nasty cut can allow cancer cells to 
run amok.  
 
A new Manager who fixes long-standing problems 
also changes the way you work. Reorganising a 
company may provide efficiency and better 
customer service, but it also disrupts long-
standing support networks and friendships.  
Managing business Change means acknowledging 
that Change is the only constant. 
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Managing Change 
 
Managers who successfully lead Change don’t get too shocked or badly thrown off stride when the 
unexpected happens to them. Therefore, when the unforeseen happens they pick themselves up, 
figure out how to win with the new cards they have been dealt, and get on with winning.  They: 
 
Respond with logic. The faster you pass through the natural stage of righteous-indignation, innocent-
victim, or both, the sooner you move into the “what’s got to be done” and “how do we do it” stages.   
With freed-up energy, you focus your rational powers on analysing the issues as well as what you can 
and can’t do. 
 
Find a Solution. Time waits for no one – including those who feel unfairly treated. The sooner you 
harness your ingenuity and problem-solving skills, the sooner you create a plan of action, stop negative 
consequences from piling up, and start obtaining positive results. 
 
Feel less out of control. For some people, the loss of control can be more devastating than the Change 
itself. The more rapidly you develop a well-thought-out strategy for approaching a problem, the less 
overwhelming events appear, and the more in control you feel. 
 
Focus on what they can control. Face it, some things are totally out of your control. You can neither 
change the direction the wind blows nor stop your department’s reorganisation – so don’t toss away 
valuable time trying. Save your limited energy for those things that you can influence and that give you 
a return on your “investment.” 
 
Avoid getting derailed by Anger. Anger eats away at your health and your ability to think rationally. Even 
if you have valid reasons for feeling enraged, you are only making yourself sick, undermining your 
problem-solving skills, and slowing down a future success. 
 
Reduce employees’ resistance. If you are thrashing around in confusion and frustration, you won’t be 
much help to your employees. They don’t expect you to have all the answers (as much as they might 
wish it), but they do look to you for clear direction, for a logical strategy, and for a calm, unemotional 
focus.  
 
The quicker you regain control of yourself and the situation, the more confident your employees will 
feel in your leadership ability and the more willing they will be to follow you. 
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Successful changes – the key to success 
 
Pressure to change – having a clear reason, sometimes called a ‘burning platform’ is a crucial element 
to making change successful.  Without this it will be impossible to generate a sense of urgency required. 
 
Clear and shared vision – communicating a compelling and attractive vision is another key ingredient. 
Change programmes of any size require people to buy in to the concept and carry the programme 
forwards.  The bigger the transformation the more stakeholders will need connecting with and 
motivating. 
 
Capacity to change – all changes cost resources in the first place.  It is important that we resource plan 
any change before starting it.  Even if the change is a simple one-person incremental change it is 
important that the person has the time and space to complete the changes steps needed. 
 
Actionable first steps – People like to win, we like to see results of any change so as the leader of a 
change it is important you can demonstrate some early wins. This will usually generate motivation 
within the supporting community and normally it converts more ‘doubters’ into the tangible benefits 
the change will bring. 
 
 

Spotting enablers, and navigating barriers 
 
There are 5 “reasons” that cause people to resist change: 
 
Feeling Out of Control. People will wage war to keep control. Common things people say are “They are 
treating us like mushrooms.....”   “It is all moving too fast for me to know what to expect any more....” 
  
Drowning in Change. Resistance is their self-protective mechanism when people feel overwhelmed and 
have nothing left to give. Common things people say are “How many times do we have to redesign 
ourselves? Enough is enough!...........”  “ People are so stressed out and we are taking it out on each 
other.......” 
 
It’s a Terrible Idea. We all see things from a different perspective. We can even look at exactly the same 
thing and see something totally different. 
 
Too many past failures. Become self-fulfilling prophecies. So why bother? Best to sit back, keep the 
powder dry, and see the Change Initiatives fade like all the others. 
 
Protecting Self-Worth. When the latest and greatest Change Initiative is announced people create 
firewalls to protect themselves from further attacks. Change challenges beliefs. Beliefs underpin self-
worth. 
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The manager as a barrier! 
 
Even managers aren’t immune to the following “traumas” of life: 

 Making mistakes in public 
 Appearing ignorant 
 Being wrong 
 Missing goals and deadlines 
 Appearing misinformed 
 Being unprepared 
 Losing power 
 Appearing weak and indecisive 

 
How do managers protect their credibility? 
 
Credibility comes down to being respected for the job you do. If you are a manager, that means inspiring 
trust in the employees who report to you, the people you work with and the person you report to.  To 
have credibility as a manager, individuals must appear strong and in control and they must get things 
done. The employees willingly follow them. Managers who don’t have credibility look weak and out of 
control. Nobody follows them. 
 
Managers live with a “Catch 22.” If they publicly “walk the talk” of the new Change they will look and 
feel just like everyone else – incompetent as they struggle to learn something new.  So “walking the 
talk” risks a blow to their self-worth, but not “walking the talk” risks losing their credibility.  But unlike 
most employees, manager’s success and failures play out on centre stage. Faced with this no-win 
situation, it is no wonder that manager’s find “logical” excuses for ‘Resisting’ the very Changes they are 
asking of everyone else. These excuses include: 
 

 “I don’t have time” 
 “I’ve got fires to put out” 
 “I’ve said I believe in this....That should be enough” 
 “There’s no rush, it’s something I can do later” 
 “That’s someone else’s responsibility” 
 “I made the decision, now they have to implement it” 

During times of organisational Change, life seems to conspire against managers. Not only must you 
protect your self-worth from the ravages of public scrutiny, but also you must do so while trying not to 
get ambushed by the 5 Resistance Traps. 

 
Encouraging your teams during change 
 
People need credible explanations to justify, to themselves and others, their Resistance. That is where 
excuses come in: 
 
Change is not consistent with the present culture. “The big push now is for team work. But the only 
people who get the big rewards are the heroes who ‘single-handedly’ save projects. We are still creating 
a company of lone-rangers, not team players. Why should I risk my bonus to help some-one else get 
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theirs?”  Do not underestimate the power of underlying culture. Just as our body rejects transplanted 
organs such as liver, kidney and heart – organs desperately needed to sustain life – so, too, does an 
organisation’s culture reject Changes needed for its survival. 
 
Employees do not understand why they need to Change.   “Don’t tell me to change how I’ve worked 
these past 17 years unless you can also tell me why it’s all of a sudden wrong. I haven’t heard my 
customers complaining.”  Employees feel demoralised if all those years of hard work were wrong. No 
one will buy into anything that makes them feel bad about themselves. 
 
This Change is poorly planned. “We are all running around like chickens with our heads cut off. 
Management doesn’t know what they are doing or what they should be doing. It’s one crisis after 
another and I’m beginning to feel like some paramedic.”  An implementation plan that covers all critical 
steps and issues demonstrates that you know what you are doing. 
 
There is no communication. “I feel like the proverbial mushroom – you know, kept in the dark, fed a lot 
of stuff and waiting to be canned. All we get are memos and newsletters telling us what we’ve already 
heard from the rumour mill. Nobody’s talking to us.”  Make sure your communication with employees 
is clear, informative and consistent and most importantly that it explains the ‘why’ behind the change. 
 
People don’t know what the Change means to them personally. “I’m willing, but my manager hasn’t 
told me yet what she wants me to do differently. I’m waiting to hear from her.”  Keep your employees 
informed, up to date and involved at all times.  
 
Policies and Procedures don’t support the Change. “Nobody’s ever appraised me on ‘delighting 
customers.’ I get paid for doing my own job. People who get paid for keeping customers happy can worry 
about that.”  Make sure your policies, procedures and behaviours match the Change vision. 
 
Nobody knows who’s supposed to do what. “This whole decentralisation’s a disaster. When I ask for 
help I’m told, ‘well I don’t really do that anymore – only when the sky is blue on the fourth day of the 
sixth month.’ And then the same person has the audacity to call and tell me that I’m doing his job!”  
Ensure that everyone is clear about their role, what is expected of them, when it’s expected by and the 
impact on others of them not delivering. 
 
Management is not serious about the Change. “We’re pushing to become a paperless company, but my 
boss only uses his computer for email and stock quotes. So, why should I change the way I’m working?”  
The employee believes the Change will ‘go away.’ It is particularly easy to reach that conclusion if the 
manager’s actions do not match his/her words… make sure your actions match your words. 

 


