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Preface 

This book has been a long time in the writing, interrupted by a car accident, deaths in the family, writer’s block 

and many other factors. But all of a sudden, it became clear that I must finish it. I stopped asking whether the 

world needed another book about change management because I believe this book makes an important 

contribution to practitioners, managers and students of change. It takes a different perspective from most 

works – the same perspective I have taken throughout my career. It can be summarized in the following quote 

attributed to Albert Einstein: 

 Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.  

In this book I take the complex concepts and make them as simple as possible for the reader without robbing 

them of their inherent value. I try to boil down a wealth of research to its essence. I illustrate the important 

concepts and points with case studies and examples that will hopefully enable the reader to comprehend these 

concepts and apply them to their own change initiatives. I also provide an explanation for the astonishing lack 

of change success reported in the literature for over 50 years – the failure of change leaders to do the tough 

work of change.  

I hope you will find value in this work and will apply its lessons in your own organization. And I would very 

much enjoy hearing about what worked for you and how you were able to apply the lessons and tools in this 

book.  

Dr. Carol A. Beatty 

carol@warpspeedtraining.com   

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

April 4, 2016 
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Introduction 

Easy, Hard and Tough Work 

My husband, James Bulloch, is a very successful real estate salesman, broker and sales manager. He spent a lot 

of time working when it seemed the rest of the world was playing, especially on weekends. Eventually he 

decided to partner with another agent and was looking forward to time off for vacations and special holidays 

that he had not enjoyed previously. But soon he became disappointed and a bit puzzled. “I can’t understand 

it,” he told me. “My partner is not prospecting anymore, and most of the listings we have lately are the ones I 

have gotten. He works hard setting up viewings, showing properties and doing all sorts of paperwork, but he 

just isn’t bringing in the listings like he did before we partnered. What happened to him?” After discussing the 

issue at length, we hit upon the answer to his question: He wasn’t prospecting because it’s tough work. 

Prospecting, whether done over the phone or by knocking on doors, exposes you to rejection. And rejection is 

an emotional experience that most agents try to avoid, except for the very successful ones.  

Later in his career, when James became a real estate trainer, he taught those three concepts, the concepts of easy 

work, hard work and tough work. Most agents agreed with him and made a commitment at his seminars to do 

the tough work of real estate sales—the direct prospecting, such as knocking on doors and cold calling—but 

most of them didn’t follow through. The ones who did were very successful. I believe the same holds true for 

executives and managers trying to implement a change program. They are willing and able to do the easy work 

and hard work, but many shy away from doing the tough work of change—the work that involves messy and 

emotional people issues.  

Implementation is Tougher than Planning 

The literature on change management contains a lot of advice about formulating a change idea and planning it 

at a high level but much less on how to implement the idea once it has been created. For example, although 

strategy implementation is viewed as an integral part of the strategic management process, little has been 
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written or researched on it. Likewise, in the public sector there is a great deal of advice on how to formulate 

public policy, and many academic courses teach this. But try to find a course or a book on getting that policy 

implemented successfully, and you will find very little. Why should this be so? I believe that implementing a 

change is a lot tougher than planning it because you actually have to deal with people instead of just things 

and concepts. Concepts do not resist or argue back. But this is not accepted wisdom. Senior leaders often 

believe that a great change idea should be easy to implement, that anyone can do it. So it is less glamorous and 

attracts fewer accolades.  

Top management often backs the implementation effort in words but not in actions. When that happens, 

implementation problems occur that have not been anticipated or expected. For example, in one study the 

following problems occurred in over half of the firms studied during their implementation efforts:1  

1. Implementation took more time than originally allocated (occurred in 76% of the firms). 

2. Major problems surfaced during implementation that had not been identified beforehand (74% of the 

firms). 

3. Coordination of implementation activities (e.g. by task forces, committees, superiors) was not effective 

enough (66% of the firms). 

4. Competing activities and crises distracted attention from implementing decisions (64% of the firms). 

5. Capabilities of employees involved with the implementation were not sufficient (63% of the firms). 

6. Training and instruction given to lower level employees were not adequate (62% of the firms). 

7. Uncontrollable factors in the external environment (e.g. competitive, economic, governmental) had an 

adverse impact on implementation (60% of the firms). 

Change ideas, even brilliant ones, will not implement themselves. When a change has been developed in a 

vacuum by a few people, it should not come as a surprise that affected employees resist it during 

implementation. Furthermore, senior leaders should not be surprised if the change plan has major flaws in it 

because key employees and affected groups did not participate in its formulation. In fact, just the opposite may 

be true. You should be surprised if a change plan developed without key employee involvement is 

implemented successfully. 

The Tough Work of Change Implementation 

If the planners and implementers of change work together, implementation will be smoother and faster than if 

they do not, but it will not proceed without challenges. The easy and hard work will be accomplished better 

with this sort of collaboration, but tough work will remain tough. Let’s look at the three types of work during 

the implementation of a change.   

The easy work of change is largely the busy, but nonetheless important, work, such as scheduling meetings; 

writing and circulating memos and other materials; hiring consultants; gathering information; doing surveys; 

scheduling training; obtaining feedback; creating a change newsletter, hotline or website; forming change-

focused teams; and so forth. Most managers have no trouble seeing the necessity of this work and also have 

little trouble performing it.  

The hard work of change takes more effort, thought and detailed planning. Managers are usually good at 

performing this work, too, although they may forget some of the essential activities if they do not plan 

                                                           
1 Alexander, L.D. (1985). Successfully implementing strategic decisions. Long Range Planning, 18, 91-97. 
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meticulously. For example, hard work includes such activities as identifying the change drivers, creating a 

business case for the change, deciding who should lead a change initiative, who should be on the steering 

committee and implementation teams, putting change activities into a project management framework, 

conducting periodic reviews, and doing a stakeholder analysis. It also includes designing a communications 

plan, planning and managing meetings or retreats, preparing briefing packages, and making modifications to 

organizational systems to support the change, such as to evaluation, reward and compensation systems. All of 

these and more are essential to sound change management. 

But the tough work is often avoided. What I mean by “tough work” is dealing with people and their emotional 

reactions during change. Managers may avoid this work subconsciously or they may realize it is important but 

still neglect it. Many managers avoid dealing with emotional reactions, both their own and those of employees, 

because they are too stressful to handle. It takes courage and guts to confront resisters and deal with their 

concerns, and to expose oneself in person to criticism, hot debate and rejection. It is also tough work to manage 

disagreements on the change teams and among managers at all levels. It is even tougher to deal with sabotage 

and backstabbing, and to work with those who pretend to agree in formal meetings but who are naysayers 

afterwards. It’s also tough dealing with unions and union leaders who may have good reasons to resist change. 

Even more, it is tough to have to downsize people or fire persistent resisters and those who are impeding 

change. And to act as a visible role model for the change takes a level of self-analysis and self-knowledge some 

do not have. Finally, to persist in the face of defeat is tough, and even though they may be temporary, setbacks 

don’t seem temporary in real time. Perseverance may be the toughest work of all. 

Perhaps you are now thinking that this is all self-evident and that you would have no difficulty doing the 

tough work of change. But most managers would have trouble dealing with a transformation as difficult as the 

one highlighted in the following case.  

Doing the Tough Work at Canadian National Railway: E. Hunter 

Harrison
2

 

When E. Hunter Harrison joined the now-privatized Canadian National Railway (CNR) in 1998 as chief 

operating officer, the company was generally acknowledged as one of the worst railroad companies in North 

America. Fast forward to 2008 and CNR was then widely recognized as the most efficient railway company in 

North America. How did he accomplish this cultural transformation that was nothing short of miraculous? 

Largely by doing the tough work.  

A good change leader has to set an example to convert people, and Harrison was not afraid to put himself on 

the line to do this. One vivid incident occurred when he travelled to a CNR site badly affected by a flood to 

watch the reopening of the track. As they got ready to run the first train across a small lake that had formed on 

the track, an official reported that the engineer didn’t want to go because he thought it was unsafe. Harrison 

said, “That's understandable, it's fine. He doesn’t have to go.” Then the conductor said he wouldn’t go if the 

engineer didn’t. Who was going to take the train across? “I said, ‘John and I will take it (John was the operating 

vice president),’” says Harrison. ‘“We're capable of doing that. It's just two miles across.’ I was a little 

concerned about it. It wasn't just a slam dunk.” But as the two senior executives started off, the engineer 

changed his mind. “He said, ‘If you're going, I’m going,’ and so all four of us went.” Of course, this anecdote, 

complete with photographs, spread like wildfire around the company. Setting an example like this one is 

worth a thousand admonitions.   

                                                           
2 Information for this short case study comes from a personal interview with E. Hunter Harrison.  
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Another incident occurred when Harrison noticed that an employee was slowing down a switching operation. 

There were several officers and supervisors in the tower above the yard observing on a computer terminal, 

ignoring the issue. “They'd much rather deal with the tube than deal with people,” says Harrison. “They don't 

want to see those behavioural issues that have to become confrontational. So I stood watching what they were 

going to do. They saw me watching. They knew I was becoming upset, and they were getting nervous. Finally, 

one of them got on the radio and started calling the person and saying, ‘Pick it up a little bit or—.’ Out of 

frustration I finally said, ‘Wait a minute. You all stay here.’ And I went down the steps and walked out. It was a 

hot summer day in Memphis and ninety-five degrees. He was a heavyset switchman/brakeman, and I said, 

‘What is your problem?’ He said, ‘I don't have any problem.’ I said, ‘Sure you do. Do you understand how 

your performance is slowing down this whole operation and impacting our customers? . . . We have to go. You 

have to pick it up. You are going to have to do better. If you don't do better in the afternoon than you did in the 

morning, you're not going to be with us anymore.’ And he said, ‘You know, I've been here fifteen years and 

nobody has ever told me that.’ And I said, ‘Well, sorry, but you can't say that anymore.’ He picked it up, and 

that story was all over the railroad overnight.”  

Harrison did the tough work of confronting the employee when his supervisors avoided it. And these stories 

are just two among many showing how doing the tough work can change people’s behaviour and transform a 

substandard organizational culture.  

The Contents of This Book 

In this book I will deal with the easy, the hard but especially the tough work of change management. The book 

is based on more than twenty years of my research, teaching and consulting practice in both public and private 

sectors. In that time I have trained over fifteen hundred organizational leaders and managers, given countless 

seminars, researched the topic in approximately three hundred and fifty organizations and facilitated change 

initiatives in more than twenty-five organizations. This book is the distillation of what I have learned and 

experienced. I want to pass it on to you.  

Chapter One: The Who of Change 

Two groups are crucial to any change project: planners and implementers. The planners, typically more senior 

than the implementers, must answer some important questions before they hand over the initiative for 

implementation. When these questions are not dealt with adequately, the initiative can get off to a shaky start. 

In chapter one, I will give you those key questions and also advice for overcoming what I call the “iron curtain 

between planning and implementation.”  

Implementers have the more difficult task of the two groups. Until implementation begins, the change 

initiative is only an idea. The transition structure for implementation should definitely include a skilled change 

champion, but a steering committee, an executive sponsor and implementation teams are also associated with a 

successful change project. The tasks of implementation are numerous—communicating, scheduling, assigning 

responsibilities, thinking about details, dealing with resistance, assessing progress and so forth—and so getting 

the right people with the right skills focusing on the tasks of implementation is very important. Some of this 

work is easy, some hard and some tough. This chapter will highlight the tough work that you should not 

avoid. Plus, the skills and task lists will help you manage your transition structure wisely.  
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Chapter Two: The Why of Change 

This chapter addresses how to create a felt need and a sense of urgency for the change throughout the 

organization. The first thing people want to know when a change is proposed is why this change is necessary. 

If you don’t have a very good answer, then they will not support it. And the statistics show that having a good 

percentage of supporters at the outset of a change initiative is strongly associated with success. 

Don’t believe me? Then just think about the constant “why” questions your child may be plaguing you with. 

Children want to know why they should eat that vegetable, why making their bed is necessary, why they have 

to go to bed now, why they cannot watch that television show. Adults may be too sophisticated to ask why out 

loud, but rest assured that question is uppermost in their minds when a change that affects them is proposed. 

So your first task in change is to answer those “why” questions. This requires rigorous honesty, hard thinking 

and hard work, plus some very tough choices. 

Chapter Three: The What of Change  

The “what” of change means creating and communicating a post-change vision. I define this vision as a clear 

and compelling picture of the ideal future with a commentary on why it’s desirable. A vision is important to 

give meaning and direction to employees during turbulent times. Just as you wouldn’t set out on a major trip 

without an idea of where you are trying to travel, you shouldn’t set out on a change project without a vision of 

its final destination.   

A clear vision forces you to identify exactly what you are aiming for. During turbulent times, people’s 

uncertainty climbs, and they hunger for meaning and direction. They seek leaders who have a clear vision and 

communicate a clear message.  

In this chapter I explain how to create a change vision that will truly motivate people to buy in. It is tough work 

to construct and hard work to communicate a motivating vision statement, but a good statement can be a game 

changer in terms of getting people onboard. You should not just throw some words on a page and send them 

out to your stakeholders.  

In this chapter you will also learn how to do the tough work of subjecting your change vision to the five tests of 

an effective vision statement. Getting honest feedback about your vision is also tough, but I will give you 

advice to make this a bit easier to accomplish. 

Chapter Four: The How of Change 

The vision is the destination, but you won’t arrive there without creating a change implementation plan. This is 

the “how” of change, and it is highly correlated with the success of your initiative. In the last section of the 

book, the statistics from my multi-year survey show just how important it is to get this right.  

The change implementation plan contains goals, objectives, measures, deadlines, timelines, roles and 

responsibilities, key resources, pilots, training plans, and more. Answering the “how” questions is hard, 

meticulous and complex work, but doing it forces you to think through what you need to do to cross the 

change finish line and reach the desired future. Too often change projects fail when organizations try to 

implement change without creating a complete roadmap, resulting in gaps and panicky attempts to make up 

for those gaps. Don’t let that happen to your change project.  
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My framework and key questions will ensure that you do not neglect any of these important issues and will 

help you organize the many tasks of change into a manageable change plan.  

Chapter Five: A Closer Look at Resistance 

My research shows that change success is highly associated with managing resistance. Resistance is normal, 

but the research also shows that the more supporters and the fewer resisters present at the beginning of the 

change initiative, the more successful it will turn out to be. In this chapter I will look at the reasons for 

resistance and give advice on how to deal with these reasons, how to convert bystanders and potential 

resisters, and how to create a critical mass of supporters for the change. This is all tough work, but avoiding it 

can be fatal to your change initiative. 

Chapter Six: Communicating During the Change 

My research and that of many others points to the essential role of communication during change. 

Communication plans must be tailored to the individual or group you are trying to convince to buy into the 

change. They must answer the why, what and how questions, and deal with concerns. Communications efforts 

should continue right through to the end of a change project, and they should use many different methods, 

from face-to-face meetings to electronic messages.  The communications model proposed in this chapter will 

help you think about and plan an effective communications effort during change. Communicating during 

change is hard work, but there is tough work to do as well, such as getting honest feedback about what is 

helping and hindering the change, and ensuring all managers give the same consistent message and act as role 

models for the change during their communications. All of these activities have stressful emotional fallouts that 

many managers prefer to avoid. You should not be one of them. 

Chapter Seven: The Change Leader 

An effective change leader needs five skills which I call the five Ps: Passion/Vision, Plan, Persuasion, 

Partnership Skills and Perseverance, and in this chapter I illustrate these skills using a detailed case study. 

Change leaders need a passion for their organization and its mission or else their energy and commitment will 

wane when the change they are advocating faces daunting obstacles. But passion without a plan will go 

nowhere. The plan has to fit the circumstances, must be detailed and precise and must consider the entire 

system as a whole. Persuasion or the ability to convince others to support a change is a key skill and no 

successful change leader operates alone, so partnering with others to help implement the change is vital. 

Finally, many changes make it through the initial stages but fail when the organization reverts back to its old 

ways. That’s when perseverance is especially required.   

Chapter Eight: Summary and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I will summarize the contents of this book and give you some guidelines and checklists to help 

you implement your change initiative successfully. 

Chapter Nine: Key Success Factors of Planned Change Projects 

This chapter contains a review of the literature on planned change and gives a summary of my original 

research into the key success factors of planned change. This section is more academic in nature, but I consider 
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it very important to base advice on sound research as well as consulting experience. I hope this section will 

give you confidence that my advice is not pulled out of thin air but based on evidence.  
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Chapter 1  

The Who of Change 

Ideally, everyone in the organization should be working to make the change happen, but if that is not feasible, get as many 

involved as possible. – Dr. Carol A. Beatty 

The Work of Change Planners: Easy, Hard and Tough 

Both planners and implementers are essential players in change. Obviously, most organizational change 

initiatives are planned in advance before they are implemented, usually by a more senior group than the 

implementers. Normally they do the easy parts first, which consist of deciding on a needed change, defining 

the project that will result in the desired outcomes, creating a business case, and deciding which stakeholders 

will be impacted by the change. 

Then comes the hard work. It includes gathering the information needed to prove there is actually a need for 

this change, creating a vision of the desired future, deciding on how much involvement other levels of the 

organization will have during the change process, and setting up a transition structure to manage the change 

project through to completion. 

What is often neglected is the tough work. The tough work involves coming up with the right change, one that 

will really move the organization forward to success. Imitating other organizations’ strategies and ideas is not 

tough work and often leads to management fads so vehemently scorned by employees as more “flavours of the 

month.”  

Creative and strategic thinking is tough work. So is prioritizing changes and concentrating on the really 

important ones instead of setting up twenty change projects and expecting the organization to implement them 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 9 

 

all. And tough work also includes convincing a sufficient number of stakeholders to buy into the change being 

proposed—stakeholders who could include political masters, stock market analysts, the executive team, the 

board of directors, senior managers and union leaders. My research shows that beginning a change project 

without strong support from the outset makes it much more difficult to reach the desired outcomes. And just 

because planners may have the “right” change, does not automatically mean that others will agree. Convincing 

them is tough but necessary work. 

Furthermore, the senior level planners often work in isolation from the rest of the organization, so when they 

hand off the project for implementation, they may fail to understand that their change plan is not detailed 

enough for implementers to carry out. I call this the “iron curtain between planning and implementation.” This 

iron curtain effect is exacerbated if the planners arrogantly assume that they are the smart people who develop 

plans for employees lower down to execute. Then, if things go awry, the blame is often placed squarely at the 

feet of the implementers, who somehow couldn’t implement a “perfectly sound plan.” The tough work for 

planners includes admitting that change will not implement itself, convincing people of the need for the 

change, staying focused, and staying involved right through to the end—not moving on to the next bright idea.  

Change formulation and implementation are separate processes, but they are interdependent, and successful 

outcomes are best achieved when those responsible for implementation are also part of the planning. The 

greater the interaction between planners and implementers, and the greater the overlap of the two processes, 

the higher the probability of a successful implementation. Furthermore, planners should be thinking about 

implementation even as they are putting together their plans. This is why I recommend the person or persons 

responsible for implementation be part of the planning team or be brought in early to help answer the 

following questions of the planning phase: 

1. Why do we need this change?  

a. What is the rationale for this change? What proof do we have that the change is necessary?   

What data and information do we have to prove the need for change to the rest of the 

organization? What other information do we need to gather? Have we produced a sound business 

case? 

b. What are the internal and external drivers of the change? What are the implications of these 

drivers? How are we doing in comparison to our competitors and/or other model organizations?  

c. What is working well and why? What is not working well and why? 

d. How are we doing in key performance areas such as quality, client service, time to market, costs, 

revenues, profits, market share, innovation, employee perceptions, and so forth?  How do we 

measure up with respect to key measures (e.g., quality, client service, time to market, costs, 

revenues, profits, market share, innovation, employees)?  

e. Does the proposed change respond to an imperative from above? Is it problem focused or 

opportunity focused?  

f. How urgent is the change? How fast must we move and why? 

g. What will likely happen if we do not introduce this change? 

h. What type of change is involved? Will it be a change in organization structure? In clients or 

markets served? In general strategy? In organizational culture?   

i. How big will this change be? Will it involve a large part of the organization or just a small area? 

Will it change everything about the way we work or just a small proportion? Will it require a lot of 

new skills or just some retraining?   
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j. What outcomes do we hope to achieve with this change? What measures of success can we 

establish upfront? 

2. What is our vision?  

a. What is our vision of the future for the organization after this change is implemented? 

b. How much will stakeholders be involved in creating, testing and modifying the vision? 

c. Is it a motivating vision? Is it clear, well-communicated, desirable to those who must implement it 

and live with it, focused, vivid and inspirational? 

3. How will we implement the change? 

a. What type of change approach should we use? Command and control? Emergent? Planned? A 

combination?1 

b. What transition structure should we establish? How will we coordinate the work of various 

groups and individuals? 

c. Who are the key stakeholders and how will they react to the change? What can we do to get them 

on board early? 

If these questions are addressed in detail and shared with the rest of the organization, the answers should 

provide solid ground for the implementers to accomplish their work. If they are not dealt with adequately, the 

initiative may be off to a shaky start. However, let’s now assume that the planners have done their job well and 

turn our attention to the transition structure for change, namely those individuals and groups responsible for 

implementation. 

The Work of Change Implementers 

Until implementation begins, the change initiative is only an idea. And of the two groups, planners and 

implementers, the implementers have the more difficult work. Whereas planning may take months, 

implementation usually takes much longer, involves a lot more people and demands more work, especially the 

tough work.  

Implementers are often overwhelmed by the tasks confronting them, so an important place to start is reviewing 

and completing the transition structure for implementation, which is made up of the individuals and groups 

that will guide the change initiative all the way to the desired outcomes. This transition structure may be 

partially set up already by the planners but if not, it should be the first task of implementation. It is extremely 

important to the success of the change, as shown in the highlighted research below.  

                                                           
1 These approaches are described more fully in Chapter 9, in the section entitled: Three Approaches to Change and their Applicability. 
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Research Evidence on the Impact of Transition Structure on Change Success  

My first investigation into the impact of transition structures on change success was in 1992, when I 

studied the implementation of factory automation systems over three years.i  There were ten factory 

automation projects examined in this study; five of them were successful and five were not. The 

strongest finding: all of the successful projects had a skilled change champion, and all but one of the 

unsuccessful projects lacked such a person. (All had an assigned manager, but they didn’t all have what 

I defined as a skilled champion.) Furthermore, the study also highlighted the importance of having an 

executive sponsor and implementation teams working alongside the champion.  

Because this was a small sample study, I decided to do a larger study using a survey methodology to 

confirm or disprove these findings and to investigate other areas that may also be keys to successful 

change. Over the period of approximately five years, my colleagues at the Queen’s Industrial Relations 

Centre and I collected survey data about successful and unsuccessful change initiatives. The survey 

database now contains over four hundred and thirty different change projects. Respondents were asked 

a consistent set of questions about the details of a change project in their organization, and they were 

also asked to rate the project’s success in terms of meeting goals and overall satisfaction with the 

outcomes. Using correlation analysis we determined to what extent change success was associated with 

having a skilled change champion, executive sponsor, steering committee and implementation teams 

(among other factors). Table 1 presents the results of this analysis.  

Table 1: Correlations between transition structure and change success 

Change factor Correlation with change success 

  Entire sample a  Public sector b  

Skilled change champion 0.59 0.62 

Skilled executive sponsor 0.47 0.40 

Skilled steering committee 0.49 0.45 

Skilled implementation teams 0.49 0.48 

a N = 432   
b N = 164   

These correlations are similar to the findings of the first study described above: the champion, executive 

sponsor, steering committee and implementation teams all played significant roles in change project 

success. As well, this study showed that the change champion is the most important figure in the 

transition structure. As the late innovation guru, Donald Schon, once stated, “The new idea either finds 

a champion or dies.”ii  

And in the public sector, the positive correlation between success and the skilled change champion is 

even more important. Why? Because public sector leaders have certain challenges that are not always 

evident in the private sector. One is that many have short tenures in specific jobs and are moved 

around quite frequently. Another is that many have great technical competencies but are not as strong 

in change leadership competencies. A third big challenge is that they contend with more complex 

bureaucracies and outcomes that are difficult to measure because there is no bottom line. 
____________________ 
i Beatty, C.A. (1992). Implementing advanced manufacturing technologies: Rules of the road. MIT Sloan Management Review, 33, 49-

60. 
ii Schon, D. (1963). Displacement of concepts. (1st ed.). London: Tavistock Publications. p. 84. 
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A Model Transition Structure 

Figure 1 (see below) presents a model transition structure that has proven to be robust in many contexts. The 

size of the transition structure should fit the size of the initiative, so if the initiative is small or limited to one 

department, the transition structure may not need to be as complete as the model described below. The model 

is scalable in that you can add to it or take parts away from it depending on the size of the change initiative. 

However, the essentials are the change champion, the executive sponsor and the steering committee. 

Obviously it will not be difficult to decide on the overall responsibility structure for your change, but it will be 

harder deciding which organizational members should be invited or assigned to work on the change. In my 

experience, it takes careful thought and quite a bit of time to make these decisions. Don’t gloss over this work. 

If you get the right people, they will fulfill their change tasks with more skill and enthusiasm than those who 

aren’t right for the job. And the reverse is also true.  

Figure 1: A model transition structure. 

Note that any number of implementation teams and sub-teams can be added to the structure as well as other 

bodies, such as an advisory group, that report to the steering committee. The champion should be part of the 

steering committee, whereas the executive sponsor need not be and most often is not.  

To ensure maximum coordination among all parts of the transition structure, people should be cross-appointed 

or designated as liaisons between the levels. For example, one member of the steering committee should sit on 

an implementation team either as leader, member or liaison. Furthermore, meetings among team and group 

leaders ought to be held regularly to keep the whole project moving forward in a concerted manner. The 

question often arises of whether the champion should be the leader or the chair of the steering committee. This 

choice could be different for each change project depending on the circumstances, so there is no hard-and-fast 

answer. Another question is whether the executive sponsor and champion roles can be filled by a single 
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individual. The short answer is yes. Sometimes a senior leader involved in planning a change wants to lead the 

implementation phase, and this can work out very well indeed. But whether the executive sponsor also serves 

as the change champion often depends on the magnitude of the risks and rewards of the project. In smaller, 

more limited challenges implementation is often given to a champion at a lower level than the executive 

sponsor. 

Setting up a transition structure is relatively easy. The hard work is in coordinating this core network of 

individuals, teams and resources to promote extensive information sharing and ensuring continuing support of 

the change initiative. An effective transition structure requires each of its independent parts to come together 

and operate as one. Much like walking, the success of the transition structure will depend on the extent to 

which each of its parts are coordinated to move the organization towards its final destination. 

The Work of the Executive Sponsor: Easy, Hard and Tough 

The ideal transition structure has an executive sponsor. Some organizations call this person by another title but 

the role remains the same. Both executive sponsors and champions play leadership roles. The roles differ, 

although there is some overlap. In my observation, many executive sponsors become less involved and 

enthusiastic about a change project as the implementation proceeds and perhaps drags on. This can be a big 

pitfall. Getting and maintaining the involvement and commitment from the right executive sponsor is 

important to helping the champion and steering committee through the tough work of implementation.  

The executive sponsor is usually not involved in the day-to-day management of the change project. This person 

is typically more senior to the change champion and preferably has played a part in planning the change 

project. The ideal executive sponsor offers strong support for the change and should share a common change 

vision with the champion.  

In their enthusiasm, change champions can sometimes expand beyond their mandate, so the sponsor can play 

a helpful role in keeping the project within the agreed upon scope and boundaries. But if the change champion 

does take unauthorized risks—and that is certainly necessary at times—the sponsor can give permission or at 

least forgiveness after the fact. Furthermore, an important role of the sponsor is to help the champion when he 

or she is discouraged. Usually the sponsor has been through difficult organizational change before and can 

offer good advice. The change champion will probably bump up against resource constraints that were not 

anticipated in the planning phase as well, so the sponsor can help by securing the time, people and budget 

necessary to see the change project through to a successful outcome.  

The tough work of the executive sponsor entails protecting both the project and its champion. Powerful people 

who are enemies of the change may try to destroy the change champion’s credibility in order to stop the 

change from gaining momentum. The executive sponsor should be on the lookout for these forces and 

neutralize them. This is tough work and demands political acumen, courage and risk taking. 

So, in summary, an ideal executive sponsor works closely with the champion and offers: 

1. A shared vision of the change 

2. Scope and boundaries 

3. Permission or forgiveness 

4. Advice and mentoring 

5. Resources 

6. Protection of the champion 
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If you have taken on the role of executive sponsor, ask yourself if you are ready, willing and able to do the 

work described above. If not, implementation may proceed slowly or may stall completely. If you are the 

change champion, ask yourself if you have an executive sponsor able to fulfill the role well. If not, you may 

want to find one or more sponsors. Otherwise the project may be tough slogging. 

The Work of the Change Champion 

Although not the entire story, I believe much of change failure begins with the lack of a skilled and committed 

change champion, or what the late great management guru Peter Drucker called “a monomaniac with a 

mission.”2 It is extremely important that the organization choose this person carefully. Do not, under any 

circumstances, assign this role to someone who is about to be “put out to pasture” and so has time to fill. That 

is a recipe for failure. Also be careful about giving the crucial task of leading the implementation to a project 

manager unless this person has the skills we describe below. And please do not hire an external consultant to 

fill this role. Although a consultant may be able to give expert advice, he or she is no substitute for a skilled 

internal change champion and should be confined to an advisory role.  

The next question, then, is what skills and attributes does the change champion need? After studying a large 

number of change leaders, I believe that the following attributes and skills are essential to their success. I call 

these the “Five Ps.” 

Passion/Vision 

The champion should be passionate about both the organization and the type of change being planned. Passion 

is contagious and pulls people in the direction of the change. A vision of what the organization can achieve and 

become after the change is implemented helps to create commitment, inspiration and motivation by connecting 

and aligning people intellectually and emotionally to the organization.  

Plan 

A change leader must also create a detailed plan to reach the desired outcomes. Thinking about the why, what 

and how of the project; filling in the details; planning the sequencing; and so forth are all part of change 

implementation planning. If the champion doesn’t have these skills or is not detail oriented, a project manager 

can be a big help. And remember that initial plans will likely need revising along the way. Flexibility is 

important.  

Persuasion 

Leading change is largely about convincing people to buy into the future direction, so the champion must be 

persuasive and realize the role requires selling the change throughout the organization. The champion must 

sell, explain, motivate, educate and network—all the time.  

Partnership Skills 

No change leader operates alone. Support from the senior executive team is critical, so the first and most 

important group to get on board is the senior leadership group. Furthermore, the champion needs a cadre of 

“missionaries” and “disciples” deeper down in the organization, including supervisors, managers, employees 

and even union leaders. The ability to form alliances with individuals and groups—and to convert them into 

supporters of the change—is essential. 

                                                           
2 Drucker, P. (1979). Adventures of a bystander (1st ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.  
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Perseverance 

Many companies make it through the initial stages of change but falter when things revert back to the way 

things were. That’s when perseverance is especially required. One of the most difficult things for a passionate 

champion to do is persist until the rest of the organization catches up. Change always takes longer than people 

estimate, and so perseverance pays off.   

If the champion does not possess all of these skills and attributes, his or her subordinates, other members of the 

steering committee, external consultants, or secondments may help make up for this lack. For example, a 

champion who is not well versed in corporate communications may benefit from a communications expert 

seconded to the steering committee. If you are the change champion, think about your potential shortcomings 

and obtain the help you need. If you are the executive sponsor, use the Five Ps to guide your selection of a 

change champion, and offset any skill gaps by complementary appointments to the steering committee. The 

following stories of two champions illustrates what can happen when you have a skilled champion versus one 

who does not possess all of the Five Ps.  

Two Stories, Two Outcomes  

During one of my first research investigationsi, I met quite a few technology advocates. These 

individuals were trying to implement a CAD/CAM system, a technology that integrates the design 

and manufacturing of products through the use of computers. Although CAD/CAM is a widely 

accepted technology today, it was a relatively new concept when I first interviewed these individuals. 

Two of those individuals were Mark and Roy (not their real names). The contrast between them 

shows how the concepts of passion/vision, planning, persuasion, partnership skills and perseverance 

affect the adoption of CAD/CAM, but their stories apply equally to any organization trying to 

introduce new technology.  

Mark 

Mark was a believer. His passionate opinion was that an integrated CAD/CAM system was vital to his 

company’s health and that, in his words, “no one is going to be able to stop the introduction of 

CAD/CAM, just slow the tide.” Articulate and convincing, Mark used various strategies to convert the 

non-believers in his telecommunications equipment firm. For example, he invited the vice president of 

operations and the vice president of research and development to accompany him to a design 

automation conference to help convince them that the new technology would help them and the 

company. His goal was to make at least one good “conversion” per year. By this he meant somebody 

placed highly enough to effect change in their area.  

Mark had both a technology plan and a conversion plan. He became the resident CAD/CAM guru, 

and what he lacked in knowledge of computers and programming he made up for by hiring a 

subordinate with these skills. Even more importantly, he educated himself in all facets of 

manufacturing the product and was able to offer assistance in such micro matters as using CAD/CAM 

to aid in board assembly on the shop floor.  

He also had a conscious plan to convert different parts of the company, targeting one unit at a time 

and showing members how the technology could help them. After conversion, they helped him 

convince other units. This worked so well that in the end they almost believed it had been their idea in 

the first place. Realizing the research and development and manufacturing teams had differing 

perspectives, Mark spoke to each in terms and benefits they could relate to. He also sat on or chaired a 
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Two Stories, Two Outcomes (continued) 

number of committees working on technology issues and used every opportunity to sell his vision of 

CAD/CAM.   

But Mark needed perseverance as well. It took him six years from the time he started advocating for 

the new technology until his business plan was finally approved, and it took him another two years to 

get manufacturing on board. To some extent, this delay could be blamed on factors beyond his 

control—a turbulent period in the company’s history complete with frequent restructurings, a major 

downsizing, and the takeover of the company by a large international firm. He also lacked an 

executive sponsor. Nonetheless, Mark finally saw the project through to completion ten years after he 

first conceived the idea. As he summed up his experience, “You’ve gotta have faith.” 

Roy 

Roy was also a strong believer in CAD/CAM, but in contrast to Mark he was doomed to frustration. 

The initial driving force for the new technology came from the president of the company and a senior 

level steering committee—a good prognosis for success. Once a system was chosen, however, the 

steering committee was disbanded. Roy was elevated to the position of manager of engineering 

support and made responsible for implementation. That was a bad prognosis for success; the 

champion needs help and support, and a steering committee can offer both. Twelve terminals were 

purchased and allocated to two company sites.  

Roy’s strength was in planning. He did all of the implementation planning for the new system and 

issued monthly reports for over a year. These reports contained productivity information and covered 

all aspects of the rollout: facilities, training, operating procedures, standards, schedules and so forth. 

But because he was working alone, with no steering committee or implementation teams to help, and 

because he had virtually no contact with manufacturing, he made few converts. Perhaps that was also 

because he did not see it as his task to sell the new technology. This he left to the president. But when 

the latter was fired, support for the new technology left with him.  

Roy neglected to develop alliances with other potential supporters of CAD/CAM, such as the new 

director of management information services, who believed it was “an ideal tool for this company and 

this industry.” And so, no critical mass of converts emerged. The implementation efforts began to 

stumble a year after purchase of the terminals, and plans for phase two were put on hold, where they 

remained. And so Roy became a disappointed man, saddened that the technology was viewed by top 

management as a toy, little more than an electronic drafting pencil. 

Table 2: Contrasting skills and attributes of the two technology advocates 

Champion skills and attributes Mark Roy 

Passion and vision yes somewhat 

Persuasion yes no 

Partnership yes no 

Planning yes yes 

Perseverance yes no 

_____________________ 

i  Beatty, C., & Gordon, J. (1991). Preaching the Gospel: The Evangelists of New Technology. California Management Review, 33,  

73-94. 
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The Work of the Steering Committee: Easy, Hard and Tough  

The steering committee owns the change process (as opposed to the content) and makes sure that everyone 

stays on track. They must integrate all of the micro changes that make up the overall initiative and ensure they 

make sense for all areas of the organization. The steering committee is also responsible for overseeing and 

managing the change from start to finish. 

Many organizations have what they call a “steering committee” that is really an executive committee which 

may or may not be very involved in the change initiative. A real steering committee remains very engaged 

throughout implementation, preferably right to the end, and this body is important to implementation success 

because, as we see from the following list, it has a lot of work to do.  

To be effective, the steering committee should fulfill these vital tasks: 

 Coming together and putting effort into becoming a real team with a common understanding of their 

superordinate goals, mandate, deliverables and strategies for achieving the desired outcomes. 

 Helping plan the details of implementation and filling in the gaps that the change champion and 

executive sponsor may not have thought about.  

 Managing relationships with stakeholder groups, often because members are part of those groups.  

 Chartering and managing implementation teams (sub-groups reporting to the steering committee) that 

are created to assist with special tasks during the change effort.  

 Regularly reviewing the progress of the change project and of all the groups involved. If some aspects 

of the change plan are not working out as anticipated, the steering committee helps decide on course 

corrections.  

 Thinking of ways to build involvement, and therefore acceptance, among important stakeholder 

groups.  

Implementation teams are usually necessary in a large change effort; perhaps even a couple of levels of such 

teams are needed. Implementation teams do specialized tasks that the steering committee may not have the 

time or skill sets to perform. For example, during a merger of two companies, an implementation team could 

be set up to make recommendations about which IT system to adopt or how to harmonize HR systems. These 

teams may also delegate work to sub-teams, and then they will be responsible for monitoring progress on the 

delegated tasks. 

It is up to the steering committee to decide what implementation teams are necessary. These teams should be 

chartered by the steering committee and given a clear mandate to ensure the quality of their work remains 

high. We recommend that in any major change initiative, one of the important implementation teams should be 

a communications team. Good communication is a key success factor in change, so a team with either resident 

or outside expertise—or both—can help with this vital task.  

Another common task often given to an implementation team is researching trends, problems and 

opportunities that are occurring outside the organization but which may have implications for it. Others tasks 

could include internal researching, or working on supporting administrative and logistical teams, 

compensation revision teams, organizational alignment or monitoring teams. Still others: focusing on 

customers, advising unions and management, and supporting technology and departmental implementation 

teams. Each change initiative will need a different constellation of implementation teams, and they should be 
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added as needed. Don’t be afraid to delegate, as long as you build in coordination and progress review 

mechanisms. The more people are involved, the more likely they will become change supporters.  

It still might be somewhat difficult for the reader to see how the transition structure can be applied in an 

organization. So, in the next highlight we follow the story of the Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies 

in Health (CADTH) as it grapples with transition structure.  

Highlight: Transition Structure at CADTH  

The Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health (CADTH) is an Ottawa-based agency 

serving the needs of provincial health ministries. It evaluates drugs and technologies to help these 

ministries make adoption and funding decisions. In 2010, it was facing a major challenge. After a 

report was published that highlighted problems in the organization related to client satisfaction, 

CADTH realized that a major change effort would be needed to put it back on track for continued 

success. Competitors were springing up and picking off parts of its business, especially in areas where 

clients wanted speedy, as compared to thorough, evaluations. 

The organization was trying to address some of these concerns, but the effort needed more 

coordination. When I was contracted to advise the change effort, we decided to hold a senior level 

change planning meeting, and one of the first things we did after coming to an agreement on a new 

vision for the change was set up a sound transition structure.  

The first, and most important, decision was the selection of a champion or leader for the change 

initiative. All agreed that the new president of this small organization, Brian O’Rourke, was the right 

person for the job. He was deeply committed to CADTH, had comprehensive planning skills from his 

previous role in the military, was articulate and persuasive, and was able to collaborate with 

stakeholders within and outside the organization. Because he was the senior leader, he may not have 

needed an executive sponsor, but he recruited the chair of the board to act in this capacity. It was an 

astute move because she was an influential member of the client group that needed to support the 

new direction and could potentially sell it to other clients. 

Next, we decided who would be part of a steering committee for the project. The organization had 

been trying to achieve change without a proper steering committee, but the group attending the 

change planning meeting immediately recognized the advantages of this committee, and it was 

decided that the champion should be its leader. It did not take long to think through whom could best 

help with the tasks of the steering committee, and members were chosen to represent both a cross-

functional and a diagonal slice (i.e. various levels) of the organization. In addition, a member from 

both the communications department and the project management office were added to this 

committee. 

The change vision encompassed two big goals: exceeding client expectations and reorganizing the 

departments to better serve the clients. Thus, two implementation teams were created to focus on each 

of these goals. The teams were led by two senior level employees, each of whom also sat on the 

steering committee. Next, we thought through the appropriate membership for each of these teams, 

and members were appointed to each. Then we examined the mandates of the various committees 

that were already working on some aspect of organizational improvement and found that most of 

them were involved with some component of the major goal, and so they were reorganized to report 

to the two implementation teams. The organization had also set up a “guiding coalition,” a group of 

roughly thirty mid-level managers. It was originally thought that this group might act as the steering 
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The structure itself is important, but even more important are the skills and commitment of the people in it. As 

Jim Collins wrote in Good to Great, you must have the right people focused on a transformation effort. “The 

main point is to first get the right people on the bus (and the wrong people off the bus) before you figure out 

where to drive it.”3  In other words, recruit the right people first, then plan the implementation, not the other 

way around. Given the right people, they will create a good change implementation plan. 

The Tough Work of the Steering Committee  

As is evident from the list of tasks that the steering committee should perform, it is important that the 

committee functions well. That means it must come to a consensus about its mandate before trying to perform 

its work. Forcing the members to grapple with the mandate and build their team into a high-performing one is 

tough but necessary work. In my experience, steering committee members want to skip over this work and just 

jump to action. The problem with this is that all members will probably have different ideas about what their 

purpose is. Clarifying the mandate in advance puts all members on the same page, and the time spent up front 

doing this will mean the committee doesn’t get bogged down in conflict and confusion later on. The change 

champion (or “change leader,” as some prefer to call this person), along with the executive sponsor are in the 

best position to insist on this vital work, and engaging the services of a consultant or team facilitator will make 

it go faster. Beware: either build the steering committee as a team right away, or suffer the consequences later.  

Here are the important discussion questions we recommend asking to build the steering committee’s mandate: 

1. What is our purpose? What are our deliverables? What is our timeframe? 

2. Who do we report to? 

3. What is the scope of our authority? 

4. Who reports to us and how will we monitor their progress? 

                                                           
3 Collins, J. (2001). Good to great: Why some companies make the leap--and others don't. New York, NY: Harper Business. 

Highlight: Transition Structure at CADTH (continued) 

committee, but it was too large and not suited to some of the tasks. So it became an advisory 

community, and a very useful one. The steering committee ran many of its ideas by the advisory 

community before implementation and found their feedback and advice to be invaluable. 

Finally, we coordinated the efforts of all of the groups by doing several things. We made sure that 

leaders of each of the various committees and teams met together regularly to report on progress and 

to keep everyone moving in a consistent direction. Also, each committee was structured to ensure 

overlapping membership. For example, two members of the steering committee led the 

implementation teams, and members of these implementation teams were appointed to each of the 

sub-committees of these two teams. As the project progressed, everyone also realized that more 

coordination was needed in the areas of communications and project management. Therefore a 

communications expert and a project manager were appointed to each of the implementation teams. 

These individuals met regularly with their counterparts on the steering committee to ensure 

consistency of efforts and messaging. 

The change was off to a great start. There is more to tell about this successful change, but getting the 

transition structure right was an essential first step in CADTH’s change journey. 
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5. Who are our stakeholders? 

6. How will we work together? 

7. What are our ground rules? 

8. How often will we meet? 

9. What meeting guidelines should we adopt? 

With regard to stakeholders, the steering committee should think through who the stakeholders for the change 

initiative are and what relationships it needs to have with them. For instance, what sort of decision power does 

the steering committee have in relationship to senior management? How often should it meet with 

stakeholders and implementation teams to keep the project on track? A question also often arises regarding the 

size of the steering committee. It should not be large. If for political considerations you are forced to have a 

large steering committee—in other words, over twelve people—our advice is to have a smaller executive 

steering committee to make most decisions and a committee of the whole to vet them.  

The next case study shows how one public sector organization created a complete transition structure and then 

used it expertly to support an important organizational transformation.  

Case Study: The Sackerton District Catholic School Board i 

In November 2005, the Sackerton District Catholic School Board’s (SDCSB)ii director of education 

wrote a memo to the board of trustees to draw attention to some pressing issues: two well-respected 

and experienced superintendents of education would be retiring within approximately one year of 

each other, while the director of education was expected to retire by 2008. Suitable replacements 

existed within the board, but the director was hesitant to name replacements. He believed that the 

current organization structure might be impeding, rather than helping achieve excellence in 

education. The board of trustees and the director of education agreed that the anticipated retirements 

provided a unique opportunity to conduct a system-level review of how the school board could better 

serve its constituents—the thirteen thousand students; their parents; and over fourteen hundred 

teachers, principals and support staff. They set a twelve-month deadline for recommendations to the 

board of trustees.  

Establishing a Transition Structure for the Project 

Change will not manage itself, so a transition structure was set up immediately after the project 

started. The director, a change champion selected by the director, and a team of external consultants 

from Queen’s University met to consider an optimal transition structure.iii The change champion, 

Laura (not her real name), was a curriculum and staff development coordinator who reported to a 

superintendent of education. Because her schedule was relatively flexible, because she had excellent 

relationships with most central and school staff, and because she was well informed on many issues 

facing schools across the system, she was a good choice. While she was somewhat versed in change 

management theory and process, this was her first time leading a major change initiative, and she 

would need to call upon the external consultants for guidance frequently throughout the project.  

Many initial planning meetings were conducted between Laura and the consultants before a change 

steering committee was formed. This group was called the “Project Management Team” (PMT), and 

its job would be to oversee the review and recommend changes to the board of trustees. Laura 

presented a potential list of steering committee members that the director had proposed for 

consideration prior to meetings with the consultants. Individual team members were carefully  
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Case Study: The Sackerton District Catholic School Board (continued) 

selected for their skills and for a broad representation of the system. When the committee membership 

was finalized, it included two principals, the curriculum and professional development coordinator 

(Laura), the most senior superintendent, the finance superintendent, the accounting manager, the 

chairman of the board of trustees of education, the director of the Queen’s Industrial Relations Centre, 

a Queen’s facilitator and project lead, and the director of education. As well, the director of education 

was identified as the executive sponsor. Although he planned to retire in the next couple of years, he 

committed to seeing the change in the organizational structure through to its full implementation. As 

it turned out, this was a very important element in the success of the project, because a change of 

leadership during such a project often stops it cold. 

One of the first tasks of the PMT was to clarify the purpose of the initiative and to identify the 

stakeholders. Effective change requires some level of involvement from everyone impacted by the 

change; in the case of the SDCSB, the PMT realized it had to create opportunities for participation by 

all stakeholders without unduly stalling the process. The PMT set a formidable challenge: to create a 

transparent and democratic process. A second and more important challenge was to make members 

of the entire stakeholder community feel like they were heard and listened to, all within the project’s 

aggressive timeframe.   

The PMT began by deciding on some important principles to guide the change process. Believing that 

the people within the system had important perspectives to offer, they decided to involve the many 

stakeholders, including the leadership team, teachers, parents, students and staff groups. The 

appreciative inquiryiv approach was chosen as the best way to elicit their ideas. Secondly, they took a 

whole systems approach, where people are brought together from across many boundaries so that 

they can see the entire system from many points of views. Finally, it was agreed that every decision 

made throughout the system should be based on the question, “What will serve students best?” The 

PMT’s conclusion was that their purpose would be to guide the initiative in creating a school board 

structure that supports achievement and development for all students.  

In addition to the PMT, an advisory community was established to offer input, feedback and advice 

throughout the initiative. It was composed of approximately sixty members, including principals, 

teachers, students, staff, trustees, parents and representatives from the ministry of education, unions 

and the local Catholic diocese. As a representative community of all stakeholders, the membership 

was an important go-to body for input and feedback throughout the process. This community was 

invited to give its views on four occasions, and it served as a “rudder,” holding the PMT on a course 

that most accurately reflected the wants, needs and hopes of the system. 

The PMT held over fifteen appreciative inquiry meetings with various stakeholders in their education 

community to engage them in the initiative. Findings from these meetings were summarized in a 

document that was used as the foundation for further inquiry and research. This process helped to 

identify the priorities for the change initiative, and from it ten design criteria were agreed upon to 

guide future decisions about structural changes to the system.   

At the same time, an external research sub-team of the PMT investigated best practices and ideas 

inspired by other school boards across North America. A literature review and benchmarking study 

were used to identify the design elements of exemplary high-performing school systems. Prior to 

developing and sharing structural models with stakeholders, the PMT discussed their ideas for major 

functional structuresv using the information collected through the internal and external research. 
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Parting Thoughts 

Change is difficult, and success rates have remained stubbornly low. I believe that part of the reason for this is 

an over-emphasis on high-level change planning and an under-emphasis on implementation. Many great ideas 

fail at implementation. Avoid failure by planning the implementation phase of a change carefully and in detail. 

The first thing to get right is the setup and membership of the transition structure, but even the best transition 

structure will not be sufficient to ensure success. In later chapters I will show you how to plan out the 

implementation in detail by answering a set of questions under the broad categories of “Why,” “What” and 

“How.” Answer these questions and you will dramatically increase the chances of your change initiative 

succeeding.  

  

Case Study: The Sackerton District Catholic School Board (continued)  

Then these functional structures were shared with stakeholders to elicit more feedback, and questions 

for clarification were asked, such as, “What skills would be required within this department?” and 

“Who would the department report to?”  

Next, three models representing alternative school board structures were presented to the advisory 

community. During this session, members of the advisory community had the opportunity to listen to 

a PMT member explain the rationale for each model. The advisory community members were invited 

to share their thoughts on each model’s benefits and disadvantages and were invited to indicate their 

preference through multi-voting. The PMT took into consideration both the voting and the verbal and 

written feedback provided by advisory community members, and they used this information as the 

primary guideline for their final design proposal. Happily, the process showed a clear convergence on 

one structural design.  

The final model was presented to school leaders and the advisory community as one last opportunity 

to make suggestions for fine tuning. Finally, the proposed changes were presented to the board of 

trustees before the deadline, and they were passed unanimously.  
_____________________ 
i From an unpublished case study prepared by Dr. Carol A. Beatty in 2005. (Contact the author to obtain a copy.) 
ii Not the real name of the school board. 
iii I would like to acknowledge the work of Brenda Barker Scott who led this project for the Queen’s University Industrial 

Relations Centre, and Christina Sutcliffe who also contributed greatly. 
iv For a brief overview of appreciative inquiry methodology, please refer to: Cooperrider, D., Whitney, D., & Stavros., J. (2008). 

Appreciative inquiry handbook for leaders of change (2nd ed.). Brunswick, OH: Crown Custom Publishing. 
v In a functional organizational structure, an organization's reporting relationships are grouped based on specialty or functional 

area.  
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Chapter 2  

The Why of Change 

He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.  – Friedrich Nietzsche  

When I was a child I drove my mother crazy asking “why” questions. Perhaps you did the same. Why did she 

make up stupid rules such as “brush your teeth” or “wash your hands before you eat”? I wouldn’t accept her 

standard response: “Because I said so.” These rules didn’t make sense to me and would have meant a change 

in behaviour. I needed to know and accept the reasons behind the rules before I was willing to change. 

The same applies if you are trying to change employee behaviour in the workplace. Underneath our grownup 

veneer, we are still children asking, “Why?” We resist a change unless we see a good reason for it. A manager’s 

equivalent of “because I said so” won’t get you very far. So the first question you must answer when proposing 

a change is: Why? And you better have some very good reasons or your change will be off to a bad start. The 

first place to look for answers to the question "why change" is in the external environment of the organization. 

Keeping Up With Change in the Organization 

But before dealing with the “why” questions in detail, let’s step back and acknowledge that organizations often 

seem unaware of important external events that will impact them greatly. Many organizations fail because they 

are blindsided by changes in their environment. Consider what happened in the retail industry in North 

America in the last few decades. Of the top 100 retail discounters in business in 1975, 76 were gone by 1994. 

What happened? Walmart blew them away. In 1983, Walmart sales were $4.8 billion with its existing 641 

stores. By 2001, Walmart was the world’s largest retailer with sales of $223 billion and an astounding 4,190 

stores. During that time many of Walmart’s existing competitors went bankrupt. They were victims of change. 
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Often, changes in the organization’s environment are screaming a warning that change is necessary, but the 

organization doesn’t hear that warning. Too much time is spent explaining and rationalizing current practices, 

policies, procedures and rules, when what is needed is time spent looking to the future. Looking at and dealing 

with the future is tough work and so is often avoided. A classic example of this occurred in the Swiss watch 

industry. In 1945, Swiss firms accounted for 80 percent of the world’s total watch production and 99 percent of 

all U.S. watch imports.1 Then at a 1967 watch fair, inventors from the Swiss Watch Institute exhibited an 

electronic quartz movement. But Swiss watchmakers did not adopt the invention because it didn’t fit their 

paradigm of what a watch should be. In their view, anyone could use the quartz movement, whereas only the 

Swiss had the skills to make little cogwheels and balance springs. This classic innovator’s dilemma almost 

killed the Swiss watch industry. Watchmakers in Japan eagerly grabbed the quartz movement, and in one year 

in the late 1960s the sales of Swiss watches dropped by 25 percent. By 1970, the Swiss share of the world watch 

market was down to about 40 percent and falling fast. 

Fortunately, the Swiss watch industry learned from this mistake and made a comeback. In 1983, the two largest 

watchmaking groups in the country decided to merge rather than go bankrupt, and they created the Swatch 

brand. Swatch decided it was not selling time so much as fun and costume jewelry, and it redefined the watch 

as a fashion accessory for the masses. By the end of 2003, the Swatch Group was the second-leading producer 

of watches in the world after Japan’s Citizen Watch Company, Ltd. 

The lesson from these examples is clear: you must keep up with changes in the external environment or you 

will struggle to survive. Or even worse, your organization could disappear. 

The Importance of Identifying External Change Drivers 

Today, most organizations face a dynamic and rapidly changing business environment. They must learn to 

adapt to a world of recessions, disruptive technologies, regulation and deregulation, changes in standards and 

in customer expectations, short product lifecycles, continual innovation, and so forth. 

Those who know how to cope with change will thrive, and those who have their heads in the sand will adapt 

too late or not at all. One of the best ways to avoid being blindsided by these changes is to engage in regular 

and frequent strategic reviews. Our advice is to survey the business environment thoroughly and often for 

what we call “change drivers”—the external factors and trends that the organization needs to deal with and 

respond to in order to remain viable. Examine what is occurring in the following categories: business and 

competitive environment; political and regulatory issues; economic conditions; social and demographic shifts; 

and technological developments. 

Business and Competitive Environment 

Organizations must change faster than their competitors to maintain a competitive advantage. How frequently 

they have to adapt depends on how rapidly their industry or markets are changing. 

If you are in a fast-moving industry, you can learn a lot from the Spanish fashion retailer Zara. Zara takes only 

two weeks from designing product to putting new stock in stores. Competitors typically take six to nine 

months. One fatal flaw in the fashion industry is the inability to forecast trends quickly and accurately, which 

                                                           
1 Excerpted from a case study by: Mudambi, R. (2005). Branding Time: Swatch and Global Brand Management. Philadelphia, PA: Temple 

University, The Richard J. Fox School of Business and Management.  
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guarantees there will be costly inventory buildups. Zara designers hang out in plazas, nightclubs and other 

trendy venues to see what “it people” are wearing. They watch popular films and the latest music videos. They 

make use of the latest technology, and all of the information gathered is sent to headquarters and Zara’s 1,160 

stores. Daily sales determine what is still in demand—and so needs restocking—and what is “out.” Twice a 

week, small shipments are sent from headquarters to stores around the world. If customers like the fashion, 

they must buy it now because it won’t be in the shops the following week. This attracts a trend-conscious 

crowd and creates a competitive advantage that is hard to imitate.2 

Even in more slowly-moving environments, such as the public sector, competition can gather steam and force 

large internal change. During the early eighties, political shifts in many countries, most notably in England and 

the U.S., caused a wave of public sector reforms. The assumption was that these reforms, many of which 

involved creating competition from private sector organizations, would encourage greater efficiency. 

Canada has not been as quick to adopt these approaches but is nonetheless proceeding along the same path. 

For example, many federal departments have been transformed into special operating agencies that are 

expected to function more like private sector companies. Two other common initiatives include developing 

public-private partnerships and contracting out to alternative service providers.3  In both the public and private 

sectors, competition has proven to be the single largest driver of cost reductions and quality improvements. 

Therefore, politicians and citizens alike should expect to keep on promoting competition in the public sector. 

One good Canadian public sector example of a partnership initiative is BizPaL, highlighted in the following 

case study. 

                                                           
2 Ghemawat, P., & Nueno, J.L. (2003). Zara: Fast fashion, Technical report, Harvard Business School Multimedia Case 9, 703-487. 
3 Dean, T. (2011, September). Why competition between civil servants, corporations and non-profits is good for everyone. Literary Review 

of Canada. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from http://reviewcanada.ca/magazine/2011/09/is-public-service-delivery- obsolete/. 

Case Study: BizPaL 

Canadians often complain about government red tape, which makes the Canadian business 

environment less competitive. One such irritant for business owners is finding out what permits and 

licenses they need to start and operate their businesses, which at one time required contacting many 

different departments of three levels of government. BizPaL was the solution. Launched in 2005, 

BizPaL is a partnership involving governments at the federal, provincial, territorial and municipal 

levels that provides web access to information about permits and licences. For the user, BizPaL 

generates a thorough, exhaustive and numbered list of all permits needed by a given entrepreneur, 

including costs, expected waiting periods, inspections, other requirements and downloadable forms. 

The award-winning initiative generated excellent results, as illustrated by the following: 

“One study in Yukon showed that before BizPaL, it took a knowledgeable territorial 

government employee five hours over three days to identify just the territorial permit and 

licence requirements for a single business sector. With BizPaL, however, any entrepreneur can 

find complete information applicable to his or her business at all levels of government in less 

than five minutes.”i  

_____________________ 
i 2006 C.I.P.A. Winners. (2006). Canadian Information Productivity Awards. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from 

http://www.cipa.ca/award_winners/winners_06/Bizpal.html. 
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Whether your organization is in the public or private sector, expect competitive forces to act as perpetual 

drivers of change. Don’t ignore them. Do the tough work and deal with the reality of a constantly changing 

competitive environment. Here is a list of the useful questions to answer to identify the important competitive 

forces that may affect your organization: 

• Who are our competitors? What have they been up to recently? Any new game-changing mergers, 

technologies, products, processes? Are there any potential sources of competition from unexpected 

quarters? How big of a threat do they pose? 

• How easy or difficult is it for new competitors to enter our industry? Are there, or can we develop, barriers 

to entry? 

• Are there currently any substitutes for the products/services we provide? If not, could there be in the near 

future? How much of a threat would they be? 

• How crowded is our industry? Are most of our competitors using the same types of competitive strategies, 

and if so, can we do something different? 

• What are the implications for us? What will happen if we don’t respond in the near future? 

Answering these questions should help your organization analyze present and future competitive forces and 

prepare a response well before a crisis threatens. 

Political and Regulatory Issues 

An organization exists within a political environment, which is constantly changing. The risk always exists that 

a change in laws and regulations will materially impact your organization, either by increasing the costs of 

operating a business or by changing the competitive landscape. In recent decades, many Canadian 

organizations have had to adapt to the North American Free Trade Agreement, the globalization of markets, 

deregulation, privatization of government agencies, the influence of interest groups, such as the environmental 

lobby, and the list goes on. Another political issue in Canada is the perceived or real political risk of Quebec 

separation, which has resulted in many private sector corporations moving their head offices out of the 

province. Managers must consider the implications of such developments and decide what changes, if any, 

must be made. 

Yet many surveys report the absence of any formal or systematic assessment of the political environment and 

its possible impact within the organization.4   That was not the approach taken by the company highlighted in 

the next case study. Syncrude assessed the political environment both formally and systematically and then 

responded in a timely and sophisticated way. 

Organizations should constantly assess the political and regulatory landscape for potential challenges and 

risks. Some organizations create special units to do this sort of analysis. Others hire lawyers or consultants to 

assist with this task. Conferences and special reports can also help. However you tackle this, you should ask: 

What changes in the political and regulatory environment must we respond to? How quickly? Which pose the 

most risk for us? 

 

  

                                                           
4 LaPalombara, J., & Blank, S. (1976). Multinational Corporations and National Elites: A Study in Tensions. New York, NY: The Conference 

Board. 
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Case Study: Syncrude—Partners in Development i 

Headquartered in Fort McMurray, Alberta, Syncrude was formed as a joint venture of several major 

oil exploration and production companies to mine northern Alberta’s Athabasca oil sands. This rather 

remote deposit is the largest petroleum resource in the world, covering an area larger than the state of 

Florida and containing more oil reserves than those in Saudi Arabia. But extraction is complex, and oil 

sands development is recognized as one of the top ten engineering achievements in Canada.ii 

In addition to tough operating and technical challenges, Syncrude faces daunting stakeholder and 

environmental issues. The company must interact with at least thirty-nine stakeholder groups, 

beginning with the nine different project owners who form the joint venture, each of whom has a 

separate lease agreement for the Athabasca oil sands. Because environmental assessments have 

estimated that oil sands produce four times more upstream gas emissions and six times more carbon 

dioxide than conventional oil production, environmental and local community groups are continually 

concerned about pollution from the mines. All company project plans have to pass a government 

public hearing process in which stakeholders are invited to give input. Preparation for these hearings 

is very expensive and can tie up technical and other resources for up to two years. To advance 

projects, the interests of government bodies at all levels, local residents, environment groups, 

employees and shareholders must be carefully balanced. One very important stakeholder in this mix 

is the Aboriginal community. 

At its inception in the 1970s, the Syncrude project was perceived by many as threatening to an 

Aboriginal way of life that depended on hunting and fishing. But a win-win outcome was possible. 

The Native population contained a pool of potential workers in a remote site where it is difficult to 

attract qualified employees. Furthermore, the local Aboriginal unemployment rate was hovering 

around 80 percent, so high-paying Syncrude jobs could have been attractive to them. Unfortunately, 

many Native people in the area lacked both the business and technical skills the company needed at 

the time. So Syncrude took the first step of establishing an “Action Plan for Native Training and 

Counselling” as well as a formal “Native Development Program.” These programs were designed to 

improve Aboriginal education levels and promote cultural awareness within the company’s non-

Aboriginal supervisors. 

Then in the 1980s, a formal Native Affairs Department was launched to help Aboriginal employees 

within Syncrude compete for company jobs. During the construction phase of the mines, Syncrude set 

goals to maximize the number of Native people in construction and in full-time company positions, 

and to encourage economic development in local Native communities. Three goals that Syncrude 

pursued throughout the plant’s construction and operations were: maximizing the number of Native 

people in construction; maximizing the number of Native people in full-time positions; and 

encouraging economic development in Native communities. 

A collaborative effort between committed leaders inside the company and in the Native community, 

both locally and provincially, began the process of realizing these goals. The company, in partnership 

with the local community college, put training programs in place and funded scholarships to those 

programs. But despite these efforts, the company could not seem to raise Aboriginal participation in 

the workforce above 5 to 6 percent—well below the company’s target. So Syncrude ramped up its  
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Case Study: Syncrude—Partners in Development (continued) 

efforts. Led by Chief Executive Officer Eric Newell and President and Chief Operating Officer Jim 

Carter, the company began a program of intensive partnership initiatives with the local Aboriginal 

population, which took place over the period of almost twenty years. Syncrude declined to 

compromise its high standards, so it had to assume a large role in developing Aboriginal employees’ 

skills and ensuring that they felt comfortable working with non-Native co-workers. 

In 1992, they also set a goal of purchasing at least $30 million in goods and services from businesses 

owned by Aboriginal people and created a policy to give preference to these businesses over other 

contractors and suppliers. These businesses specialized in equipment operation, construction, 

transportation, waste management and land reclamation, among other services. In addition, certain 

types of work were earmarked exclusively for Aboriginal businesses. To increase success, the 

company provided specialists to coach Aboriginal entrepreneurs in honing their business and 

technical skills and appointed a full-time Aboriginal business coordinator to help them apply and 

meet contract requirements. In some cases, Syncrude even helped create new Aboriginal companies. 

Finding and helping individual entrepreneurs is exhausting work, so in 1993 the company helped set 

up the Northeastern Alberta Aboriginal Business Association (NAABA) as a means of networking for 

Aboriginal entrepreneurs. And the company promoted internships, apprenticeship programs and 

career fairs to attract Aboriginal students to Syncrude jobs. Finally these programs began to bear fruit, 

and by 1994 the original goals of 13 percent Aboriginal employment and $30 million in Aboriginal 

business contracts were surpassed. 

Syncrude also participated in community cultural projects. To help preserve local traditions and 

increase awareness of Aboriginal history and culture, Syncrude partnered with the Provincial 

Museum of Alberta (now called the “Royal Alberta Museum”) and contributed a third of the costs to 

create the Syncrude Gallery of Aboriginal Culture. Syncrude also embarked on environmental 

projects to reclaim land from mining operations. One notable example: in 1993 they planned to 

introduce cattle onto reclaimed land, but a consultation with leaders at the Fort McKay First Nation 

led to a reintroduction of the more traditional wood bison instead. In addition, Syncrude helped build 

community infrastructure through the funding of community halls, schools, recreation centres and 

healthcare programs in the area. 

These programs, as excellent as they were, were mainly company initiated and driven. And although 

they generated goodwill, a true partnership between Syncrude and the community was not yet a 

reality. This point hit home during a contentious 1993 public hearing in front of the Alberta Energy 

and Utilities Board. Some felt that the company had tried to rush the consultation process and get a 

quick decision on a mine development project. It was a pivotal event. After all of their efforts to 

cooperate with and help the Aboriginal communities, Syncrude leaders could have been forgiven for 

becoming discouraged. Instead, they reassessed the program and concluded that their efforts to date 

had been largely top-down and one-way. So they recommitted to true partnership-building based on 

two-way dialogue and collaboration. 

One of the key changes in Syncrude’s new approach was to involve affected communities in the very 

design of the consultation process. This approach was so successful that after this point, Aboriginal 
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Case Study: Syncrude—Partners in Development (continued) 

stakeholders were almost always on side during the public hearings for large projects, which in turn 

made it easier for regulators to give the needed approvals. Even though some environmental groups 

remained hostile to oil sands development, the government was sufficiently confident in Syncrude’s 

plans that it cancelled extensive public hearings in 1997 and again in 1998. 

Now partnership with stakeholders appears to be part of the company’s DNA. Aboriginal 

employment is no longer managed through special programs but is integrated into the company’s 

business practices as part of the key results areas that the company requires its managers and 

employees to work towards. The company no longer needs a formal Native Affairs Department but it 

still provides key services through its Aboriginal steering committee. And it still employs a full-time 

Aboriginal business coordinator to help Aboriginal entrepreneurs work with Syncrude. 

By 1994, Syncrude had reached its target, and Aboriginal employment reached 13 percent of the 

company’s extended workforce of company and contractor employees. In 2001, it spent $92 million on 

goods and services from Aboriginal-owned businesses, more than 20 percent of the $425 million 

purchased in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo. And the effort continues. An “Aboriginal 

Human Resources Scorecard,” published in the company’s 2006 Aboriginal Review, showed this 

progress. 

Table 1: Syncrude “Aboriginal Human Resources Scorecard,” 2006 

  2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 

Syncrude Direct Workforce           

Total Aboriginal employees (#) 420 407 389 388 390 

Female Aboriginal (#) 125 116 112 111 115 

Male Aboriginal (#) 295 291 277 277 275 

Representation in total workforce (%) 9.2 9.1 9.2 9.4 9.6 

Recruitment and Retention           

Aboriginal new hires (% of all hired) 7.3 9 7 9.7 9.7 

Aboriginal attrition rate (%) 9.8 8 7 6.2 6.6 

Aboriginal employee service (average number of years) 10.6 11.2 11.2 11 10.1 

 

Developing excellent stakeholder relationships is part of what Syncrude terms its “social license to 

operate and grow.” Obtaining community support for new developments decreases costs and 

development time by expediting approvals in public hearings. It also helps maintain goodwill with 

regulators, who must look after stakeholder concerns. By committing to building true collaboration 

with stakeholders, Syncrude can serve as a model for those facing tough political and regulatory 

challenges. 

____________________ 
i From an unpublished case study prepared by Dr. Carol A. Beatty from publicly available documents. Contact the author to 

obtain a copy. 
ii Andrews, G. C. (2009). Canadian professional engineering and geoscience: Practice and ethics (4th ed.). Toronto, ON: Nelson 

Education. p. 3. 
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Economic Conditions 

Canada is an affluent, high-tech, industrial society with a market-oriented economic system and high living 

standards. Closer integration with the U.S. from the 1989 U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement (FTA) and the 

1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) means that our economy is very much influenced by 

economic conditions in the U.S., including boom and bust cycles, employment rates, consumer spending, 

interest rates, currency exchange rates and foreign investment. That being said, Canadian economic conditions 

are also subject to other factors, such as unique government policy, foreign investments, debt levels, rich 

natural resources, a strong human capital base and world economic developments. Managers need to be aware 

of developments in each of these areas and assess the implications for their organizations. 

Let’s consider the case of a recession and how it can impact a typical organization. A private sector firm will 

probably experience a decline in sales and profits, whereas a public sector organization will be put under 

pressure to reduce costs. Both may have to make some or all of the following adjustments: 

 Hiring freezes 

 Wage and/or benefits freezes 

 Layoffs,  perhaps resulting in more work for existing employees 

 Cancellations of new projects and new products 

 Cuts to research and development, marketing, training, etc. 

Each of these effects of the recession will entail changes within the organization that must be managed 

carefully if the organization is to remain healthy and survive the recession intact. A good public sector example 

of the radical changes brought about by a recession and the tough work of dealing with it is in the following 

case study. 

Case Study: Downsizing at the Ontario Ministry of Labour i 

 

The Project 

When Vic Pakalnis, eastern regional director of the Ontario Ministry of Labour (MOL), first heard the 

news that his organization had to be cut by 40 percent over a one-year period, he wasn’t daunted by 

the prospect of being among those to perform the risky surgery. After all, he’d be working as part of a 

close-knit, experienced team of executives that had successfully decentralized the MOL six years 

before. And although the outcome was non-negotiable, he felt confident that his team could add value 

by planning out the process. What troubled Pakalnis and his colleagues on this downsizing committee 

was whether so much could be cut so quickly without killing the organization. 

The Context 

It was 1995, and harsh fiscal realities were being faced throughout the Ontario Public Service (OPS). 

The province was reeling from the effects of a recession, and strong fiscal pressure on the newly 

elected Conservative government motivated it to begin downsizing the public service and privatizing 

non-core business. Each ministry was given its own target for spending cuts. The MOL’s task was to 

find a way to slice 40 percent out of its budget. 
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Case Study: Downsizing at the Ontario Ministry of Labour (continued)  

Clearly, the ministry’s comprehensive programs to promote safe, fair workplaces and practices would 

have to be radically reduced and some even cut. Many people would lose their jobs. If the cuts weren’t 

done judiciously, a damaging political backlash was inevitable. 

The Process 

The downsizing team began by examining every aspect of the MOL, from its mandate to its structure. 

The deputy had set out specific guidelines for the change strategy. For example, it was to be business 

driven, matching resources with core businesses; have realistic but aggressive timelines; include a 

comprehensive communications plan; preserve the regional structure and involve coordinated 

development and implementation within and between divisions (e.g., people being “surplused” 

would have a first shot at other OPS jobs according to seniority); and be linked to the other cost-

cutting initiatives in the OPS-wide administrative restructuring. 

Keeping these factors in mind, the downsizing committee decided to go back to basics and ultimately 

narrowed the ministry’s focus to enforcement. Next, all ministry activities were evaluated in terms of 

the core business. “We asked ourselves, for example: ‘Are we going to do health and safety 

inspections?’ The answer was yes, that’s a basic function of government,” says Pakalnis. “Then we 

asked: ‘Are we going to do mediation advisory services?’ We debated and debated, and eventually 

decided that the private sector and universities could offer this, and it was not part of MOL’s core 

business. It was a function we undertook that was useful but not essential.” Gradually, a clear picture 

of a restructured ministry emerged. 

Once the strategy of what, how and when to cut was hammered out, it was given to directors and 

managers in the field for fine tuning. Then the same directors who planned the change were 

responsible for implementing it. “I did the downsizing in the east and had to surplus people I’d 

known for years,” Pakalnis says. “It was difficult, no question about it.” 

Implementation: Quick cuts to get the pain over with 

The committee decided that the best approach was to get the pain over with, and it acted quickly. 

Project management techniques helped ensure key milestones were marked and reached. “Once we 

were into the implementation stage, we worked by the numbers—you can get sidetracked so easily 

otherwise,” recalls Pakalnis. Success was measured in terms of the milestones, and overall, by how 

well fiscal targets were met and by assessing the health of core services, such as workplace health and 

safety. 

The deputy minister worked tirelessly to keep directors, managers and employees onside, explaining 

the vision of a smaller, more focused ministry that monitored the system to ensure it was working. 

Managers, in particular, were kept well informed. “We knew if we lost the managers’ hearts and 

minds, we were in big trouble,” says Pakalnis. “There was a big investment there to make sure they 

knew what would be left at the end of the day and could communicate it to staff.” Managers were 
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Your organization cannot avoid the risks from economic challenges, such as a recession, but you can respond 

quickly and nimbly as was the case with the Ministry of Labour. Economic forecasts are notoriously inaccurate, 

so scenario planning is one tool that many organizations have used to their benefit. In scenario planning, a 

group of organizational members, most often executives, develops a small number of economic scenarios 

(stories about how the future might unfold) and then plans responses to each of them. 

Social and Demographic Shifts 

Society is continually changing. Analyzing demographic information such as age, gender, family structure, life 

cycles and stages of the population, location and migration patterns, and immigration statistics will enable you 

to predict demand for your products and/or services. For example, one such demographic trend in Canada is 

Case Study: Downsizing at the Ontario Ministry of Labour (continued) 

invited to frequent meetings in their regional offices and in Toronto with the division executive 

committee. Also, the directors held weekly team meetings with their managers, shared relevant 

correspondence and sent email updates on changes.   

Employees were kept up-to-date via open forums, regular meetings with their managers, timely 

memos, and Q&As and other written materials. Unions were kept informed about changes, centrally 

and locally, through employee relations committee meetings. Specific communications plans were 

prepared for stakeholders who would be affected. This was done to make sure staff were informed 

about the new core business and expenditure reductions, for example, or to tell clients about the new 

focus and services. 

As expected, the unions were vocal in criticizing the government, and there was a lot of internal stress. 

Managers and employees who lost their jobs were removed quickly, and human resources personnel 

provided support to ensure messaging and scripts and surplus letters were ready for directors, who 

were coached on how to deliver the bad news in a compassionate yet clear way. Also, employee 

assistance plans, training and reasonable severance packages were put in place to help people feel 

confident they could land on their feet. 

The Outcome 

So what happened? “It didn’t just survive, it thrived,” Pakalnis says. The MOL met its target to cut the 

program budget by 40 percent, and indicators of how well the MOL was doing actually improved. 

“Overall, the number of field inspections completed increased, and the accident rate went down. In 

the five years following the downsizing, we had a drop of 30 percent in lost-time injuries in this 

province.” ii 

_____________________ 
i Beatty, C. A. (2007) Downsizing success at the Ministry of Labour. Queen’s University IRC. Contact the author to obtain a 

copy. 

ii For advice on downsizing best practices, please see: Beatty, C. A. (2009). Downsizing your organization? Lessons from the 

trenches. Queen’s University IRC.  Retrieved February 20, 2015, from http://irc.queensu.ca/articles/downsizing-your-

organization-lessons-trenches. 
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an ageing population. In his blog post on the Forbes magazine website, Bill Conerly predicts: “The baby 

boomers are getting ready for retirement. As a result, the number of people between 20 and 65 will grow much 

more slowly than in past decades. In the present decade, growth will be just one third of what we are used to, 

and next decade will be even lower. So if your business, government agency or non-profit has a long-run plan 

that includes more workers, you’ll also need a plan to get those workers from somewhere other than routine 

population growth.”5  This means companies will need to prepare for a dramatically altered workforce. 

One adaptive strategy might be to employ more retired workers. However, to attract and retain older workers, 

organizations may have to make changes to human resources policies and offer more part-time work and 

flexible benefit packages. These older workers may also require additional training to keep up with new 

technologies. Or the organization may want to recruit workers from the large and youthful Canadian 

Aboriginal population. That would also necessitate adjustments to human resources policies. In other words, 

each change may lead to further adjustments. Forecasting all of these changes takes thinking and planning 

ahead. It is tough work. 

As well as demographic trends, tastes and fashions can also affect your organization, and they change 

constantly. For example, organic food is rising in importance and was forecast to account for 20 percent of all 

supermarket food purchases by 2010. Furthermore, celebrities, television shows and major films all have a big 

impact on what we consider fashionable and therefore on what we buy. How we buy is also changing. 

Shoppers use smartphones and tablets to buy things any time, night and day. Businesses need to monitor these 

changes and, whenever possible, anticipate them. 

Social values evolve more slowly than tastes and fashions. A social value typically lasts from twenty to fifty 

years. Changes in social values can occur because of changes in moral or religious values, scientific findings, 

media influences, economic conditions or technological innovations, to name a few. For example, consider the 

case of women working outside the home. One hundred years ago, women didn’t work outside the home, but 

eventually this idea evolved so that women could work and now must work outside the home—a 180 degree 

shift.6   One value shift that has taken some North American companies by surprise in recent years is the 

change in attitudes towards corporate corruption. The following case study offers a sobering example of what 

can happen if your organization does not adapt fast enough. 

                                                           
5 Conerly, B. (2014, January 12). Long-term Economic Forecast: Key Issues and Business Strategy Implications. Retrieved February 20, 

2015, from http://www.forbes.com/sites/billconerly/2014/01/12/long-term-economic-forecast-key-issues- and-business-strategy-

implications/. 
6 Masters, J. (2005, January 26). Social values and public policy: From opportunities to rights and back to opportunities. Center for 

Community Futures. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from http://www.cencomfut.com/social_values.htm. 

Case Study: Changing Attitudes About Corporate Corruption Causes Turmoil at Siemensi 

“The attitude toward foreign corruption, until recently, was, ‘Look, that’s the way they do it in China, 

in Italy, in Asia, in the Middle East. Who are we to tell them how to run their world? So when in 

Rome, do as the Romans do.’ That was the attitude. And that is now coming under pressure,” says 

Milos Barutciski, a partner at Bennett Jones who heads anti-corruption investigations.ii   But this may 

be changing as a result of high profile prosecutions against companies pursuing alleged corrupt 

business practices. Siemens is a case in point. 
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Don’t let your organization get blindsided by changing social and demographic trends. Ask: What social issues 

are most relevant to who we are and what we do? What social issues contain our growth or hurt our 

competitive position? What social issues pose the most risk to our organization if we don’t anticipate and deal 

with them now? 

Technological Developments 

One of the greatest jolts from the environment is the unprecedented pace of technological change. Think about 

the impact of computers and smartphones, of the internet, e-commerce, genetics, miniaturization and social 

media, to name a few. A new technology can confer competitive advantage to early adopters, but others must 

ultimately also adopt new technologies to keep up. Mobile communications, for example, have changed the 

way we think about almost everything. Your children, your co-workers and even your parents are using 

Case Study: Changing Attitudes About Corporate Corruption Causes Turmoil at Siemens 

(continued) 

In 2006, Siemens was facing a corruption scandal that ultimately resulted in over $4 billion in fines to 

the company. The company was accused of such practices as securing contracts for power generation 

equipment in Italy, telecommunications infrastructure in Nigeria and national identity cards in 

Argentina through bribes. 

What followed was radical change within the firm to try and establish what they called a “culture of 

integrity.” 

First of all, a new CEO, Peter Löscher, was appointed in 2007 after some of the board members had 

quit and a number of key executives were facing prosecution. In order to root out corrupt practices 

across the business, amnesty was offered to staff, excluding former directors. Those who came 

forward, admitted any involvement in bribery and offered related information could keep their job. 

Those who did not and who later might be implicated in wrongdoings would be fired. Fundamental 

changes were made to the overall corporate governance with amendments to the make-up and 

structure of the boards as well. Furthermore, to counter risk from the largely autonomous businesses 

at local levels, the company was restructured from seventy to fourteen “clusters” overseen by a 

steering group. 

This case shows how an organization can be blindsided by failing to take into account changing 

societal norms and their implications for business practices. No doubt the attitudes within Siemens up 

to that point reflected what Milos Barutciski characterized as: “‘Look, that’s the way they do it in 

China, in Italy, in Asia, in the Middle East. Who are we to tell them how to run their world?’” 

_____________________ 
i  Barman, T. (2014, May). Rethinking the value chain—Ethical cultural change at Siemens: A case study, Chartered Global 

Management Accountant. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from 

http://www.cgma.org/Resources/DownloadableDocuments/ethical-culture-change-at- siemens.pdf. 

ii  Brownell, C. (2014, June 11). One in five executives thinks corruption is widespread in Canada’s business world, EY 

report shows. Financial Post. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from http://business.financialpost.com/2014/06/11/ey-canada-

curruption/?lsa=0673-673a. 
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mobile phones in new ways to do everyday tasks like deposit cheques or board planes. This wave of change 

will continue to grow in the years to come according to the following laws of technological development: 

 Moore’s Law: Computer processing power will double every eighteen months. 

 Gilders’ Law: Bandwidth is growing three times faster than computing power. 

 Information Explosion: The volume of new data in the world is doubling every two years.7 

 Schumpeter’s Laws of Creative Destruction: Old companies and industries will be swept aside by 

outsiders using new technologies. 

 de Geus’s Law of Learning: The only sustainable competitive advantage is the ability to learn faster 

than your competitors. 

Make sure your organization keeps up with the relevant technological developments. Ask: What is the state of 

our technology infrastructure? What is our record with respect to technology adoption? Are we falling behind 

any of our competitors in the use of hardware, software, social media and so forth? Which technological 

developments will cause the most risk to our organization if we don’t anticipate and deal with them now? 

                                                           
7 EMC Press Release. (2011). Extracting Value from Chaos, IDC Digital Universe Study. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from 

http://www.emc.com/about/news/press/2011/20110628-01.htm.  

The Implications of a Technological Change: Driverless Cars i 

As reported by Dan Ovsey in the Financial Post on June 17, 2014, the automobile company Volvo is 

planning to introduce a pilot test of one hundred self-driving cars on fifty kilometers of public 

roadways in Gothenburg, Sweden. The impact of driverless vehicles on accident rates, energy use, 

urban planning and household dynamics, as well as other factors, is expected to be tremendous. For 

example, self-driving vehicles will allow for narrower lanes to be added to existing roadways, tunnels 

and bridges, and will influence how infrastructure dollars are spent. 

Marcus Rothoff, autonomous driving program director for Volvo in Sweden, foresees driverless cars 

dropping off individuals at their destinations in the city and driving themselves away to the city’s 

periphery, where they will await being wirelessly called back, thus saving valuable land now devoted 

to parking. Not only parking space, but traffic congestion could be reduced because drivers will no 

longer have to look for parking spots. 

Car ownership rates could also be affected, as well as the taxi industry. And beyond that, driverless 

cars could change the nature of jobs in sectors ranging from public transit to auto body repair, car 

sales and service, policing, and emergency medicine. 

Depending on the industry you serve, driverless cars could be a boon or the worst thing that has ever 

happened to your organization. 

_____________________ 
i  Ovsey, D. (2014, June 17). Driverless cars are only going to change just about everything. Financial Post. Retrieved 

February 20, 2015, from http://business.financialpost.com/2014/06/17/driverless-cars- are-only-going-to-change-just-about-

everything/?lsa=fd8d-6b18. 
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The Importance of Identifying Internal Change Drivers 

It is not only external factors which drive organizational change; managers must pay attention to important 

internal change drivers as well. Analyze the following internal change drivers regularly to identify important 

areas that need attention: 

1. Financial measures, such as revenues, costs, profits and ratios. Financial measures are tools used to track 

progress and success in achieving the objectives of the organization. They help the organization respond to 

changing circumstances, detect potential problems and take action before it is too late. However, if these 

measures are not taken regularly, are not used to benchmark the organization against its peers or are not 

interpreted correctly, they will be of little value in driving a change agenda. For example, there can be 

situations where the revenues of a company are going up but not as quickly as those of competitors, 

indicating a potential future problem. 

 

2. Competitive information, such as market share, customer satisfaction, competitor moves and responses. This type of 

information allows the organization to learn as much as possible about its industry and competitors in 

order to anticipate and respond to challenges, such as key competitors’ new strategies, new product 

introductions, entry into new markets, increases in market share and so forth. “Competitive intelligence” 

generally refers to more focused qualitative information, while “business intelligence” is the focused 

gathering, storing and analyzing of customer data, as well as in-depth analysis of business statistics, which 

is usually a quantitative exercise. Both allow the organization to respond with appropriate change 

initiatives. 

 

3. Quality data, such as defects, returns and complaints. If a benchmark analysis shows that the organization’s 

quality measures are inferior to those of relevant peers or competitors, a wide range of tools and 

techniques can be used for identifying, measuring, prioritizing and improving processes that are critical to 

quality. 

 

4. Innovation measures, such as new product or service introductions, time-to-market, patents and technology 

adoptions. These measures are especially important for organizations whose business models depend on 

product leadership or those in the high-tech industries. Companies that discourage or penalize risk taking 

will find that very few employees are willing to create or propose innovations. Even successful and 

venerable products need to be refreshed; otherwise the products will reach maturity and start to decline. 

 

5. Employee measures, such as satisfaction, productivity, complaints, turnover and absenteeism. These measures help 

predict employee engagement, and high levels of engagement are associated with various measures of 

organizational success. For example, accordingly to Aon Hewitt’s “2013 Trends in Global Employee 

Engagement” report, every 1 percent increase in employee engagement is associated with a 0.6 percent 

growth in sales.8 Furthermore, a 2013 employee engagement benchmark study conducted by the Temkin 

Group concluded that engaged employees work harder: 96 percent of highly engaged employees say they 

try their hardest at work, compared with only 71 percent of those who are disengaged.9 

 

6. Changes in the management team. Each new manager, especially the CEO, brings his or her own ideas and 

ways of working in the organization and often creates major change. At the very least, relationships 

                                                           
8 2013 Trends in Global Engagement. (2013). Aon Hewitt. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from http://www.aon.com/attachments/human-

capital-consulting/2013_Trends_in_Global_Employee_Engagement_Report.pdf. 
9 Employee Engagement Benchmark Study 2013. (2013, January). Temkin Group. 
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change, and the result is that an organization has to adapt accordingly. 

 

7. Unaligned organizational structures and/or policies. Sometimes changes are necessary because of deficiencies 

in the present organizational structure or processes. There may be a mismatch between a new strategy and 

the divisional structure or too many levels of management, a lack of coordination between various 

departments, obstacles in communication, a lack of cooperation between the line and staff, and so on. 

These alignment problems are difficult to diagnose but one good tool that will help is the Queen’s 

Industrial Relations Centre’s “Blueprint for Organizational Effectiveness.”10 The blueprint asks: Do we 

have the right form for the work that needs to be done? For the required integration to get the work done? 

For the development of required capabilities? For the required level of creativity, flexibility and 

standardization? And for the required level of accountability and responsibility for decision-making? 

 

8. Lack of fit between the workforce and the work of the organization. The nature of the workforce can change over 

time and become misaligned with new directions and priorities. For example, in an organization where 

there has been minimal turnover, older workers may not have the requisite skills and may need retraining 

or redeployment. Or it may be difficult to find employees with the right skill sets to replace retirees. Or 

there may be a “hole” in the managerial succession ranks because of previous layoffs. And so forth. 

 

9. Misaligned organizational strategy. It is critically important to identify strategic misalignment early. 

Uncorrected problems compound quickly and can lead to decline of the organization. Symptoms of 

misaligned strategy include missed projections, stalled growth, weakening financial measures, and 

deteriorating communications among departments and/or divisions. The Queen’s Industrial Relations 

Centre’s “Blueprint for Organizational Effectiveness” provides a helpful diagnostic tool here as well. The 

blueprint asks: Do we have the right strategy given the business we are in? Given what’s going on in our 

environment? Given our main strengths and capabilities? Given our customer needs and priorities? 

Constructing a Case for Change by Answering the Important “Why” 

Questions 

Although external and internal change drivers are the most frequent forces that cause organizations to embark 

upon change initiatives, they are not the only ones. Change leaders must understand all of these forces in order 

to explain them to the rest of the organization. This is part of building change readiness and getting people to 

accept that there is a need for change and that the status quo is no longer good enough. 

Answering the following questions will help you construct a solid case for change: 

 What are the internal and external drivers of change? What are the implications of these drivers? 

 Does the proposed change respond to an imperative from above? Or to the strategic plan? If not, what 

was its genesis? 

 What will likely happen if we do not introduce this change? 

 How fast do we need to change? 

 What data and information do we have that will prove the need for change to the rest of the 

organization? 

                                                           
10 Queen's IRC Blueprint for Organizational Effectiveness. (2011). Retrieved May 8, 2015, from http://irc.queensu.ca/articles/queens-irc-

blueprint-organizational-effectiveness. 
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 How do we stack up in comparison to other organizations with respect to key result areas (e.g., quality, 

client service, time to market, costs, revenues, profits, market share, innovation, employees)? A 

performance gap can create an urgent desire to catch up and surpass others within the organization. 

Other relevant questions to answer might include: 

 What is working well and why? 

 What is not working and why? 

 What needs are not being met? 

 What resources are not being fully used? 

 What opportunities are being ignored? 

 What are our competitors doing? 

 What are our key customers (or, in the case of public sector organizations, our client groups and 

political stakeholders) demanding? 

 What more is possible: With technology? With new methods? With new relationships? 

 What future scenarios do we predict for our organization? 

Change leaders sometimes make the mistake of answering these questions in isolation, but we recommend that 

you seek wider input, either through size-up teams or through gathering input in various ways. There are a 

number of useful tools that you can use to gather this information, which include mind maps; PEST analyses 

(political, economic, socio-demographic, technological); environmental scans; gap analysis tools; organizational 

reviews; SWOT analyses (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats); key stakeholder analyses; 

benchmarking initiatives; client, citizen or employee surveys; external reports; and focus groups. Remember, 

the more input you gather, and the more participation in this process, the more convincing your case for 

change will be. 

Communicate Why Change is Necessary  

Once this information has been gathered and analyzed, it should be summarized into a concise statement that 

explains why the organization needs this particular change and why the change is urgent. And then you must 

share the information with the wider organization. Keeping it confined to the executive and managerial ranks 

is a mistake. Communications during change will be covered in a subsequent chapter, but meanwhile think of 

the variety of ways you can communicate why the change is necessary: hold meetings and videoconferences; 

create interventions or study groups; take surveys; and so forth. An interesting study on this topic by well-

known academic Bert Spector is described in the next highlight.  
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One of the quickest and most effective ways to communicate and create the need for change is by holding large 

scale interventions (see Appendix A for brief descriptions of a few techniques). At the Queen’s Industrial 

Relations Centre, we used one of these techniques to help an Ontario company create the energy for a needed 

change. Our design is described in the case study that follows. 

Case Study: Creating the Need for Change at Peregrine
11

 

In the mid-1990s, General Motors of Canada (GM) spun off many non-profitable and non-core businesses. One 

of them was Peregrine, a plastics plant, which was sold to a turnaround company that intended to improve 

operations and then resell it in the future. One day the plant was part of the large GM machine, the next day 

the workforce was part of a relatively small supplier. Same employees, same union, same management, same 

plant—but a different owner. In short notice, it became apparent that the plant was losing millions of dollars 

each month. Their survival was at stake. However, the employees were still wedded to their old personal 

entitlements—a tradition of life-long employment and job security in exchange for showing up for work each 

day. They also believed that “mother GM” would always take care of them. But GM had no intention of 

providing that level of support. 

GM informed the new company that it would be awarded a five-year contract but that at the end of the five 

years GM may or may not continue to buy parts from them. Peregrine employees didn’t believe this, so they 

continued to operate as usual and didn’t pay much attention to the quality of their parts, which was not up to 

standard. It became clear they were in danger of failing the quality test after the five years. 

                                                           
11 I am indebted to Brenda Barker Scott, Don Heath, Rick Adkins and Allen Loyst who helped plan and implement this project. 

Organizational Leaders Do Not Change Organizations: An Academic Study 

Bert Spector, a well-known academic, studied six companies engaged in organizational change over a 

four-year period. i  What became clear from the study? Organizational leaders do not change 

organizations. Rather, they must diffuse the awareness of the need for change throughout the 

organization so that others will actually institute new ways of thinking and acting. 

Spector found the companies used the following strategies for creating change readiness: 

• Sharing competitive information, such as financial data or information from clients. 

• Using models and examples of other organizations that are doing better. 

• Using behavioral interventions, such as retreats, employee surveys and focus groups. 

• Mandating. Spector found that this method could be effective as long as it was not directed 

personally. Ordering people to change simply didn’t work, and threats may create compliance 

but not commitment. 

Other lessons from the study: No single intervention was sufficient to create readiness, and change 

leaders should use many different ways to sell the need for change. 

_____________________ 
i  Spector, B.A. (1989). From bogged down to fired up: Inspiring organizational change. MIT Sloan Management Review, 30(4), 

29. 
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That’s when the senior leaders, at both the management and union levels, turned to us to design an 

intervention to quickly put an end to the complacency that was impeding change. We designed a series of large 

group meetings with the staff in waves. The first wave was with the senior people, and then the meetings 

cascaded down to all employees in medium-sized groups. The meetings started with the union president and 

the human resources manager standing side by side and declaring that the company was in trouble and 

needed to rethink its quality. Next, the president outlined what he saw going on in the environment, which 

included the organization’s challenges, opportunities, strengths and weaknesses. 

Then an expert from the automotive industry association spoke about key industry developments. He reported 

that automobile assemblers such as GM were in the process of classifying automotive parts companies in 

Ontario into three tiers. Tier one included companies that were going to thrive because GM and other 

assemblers were going to keep on sourcing from them. Tier two companies were going to be the suppliers they 

would go to for overflow business. And tier three companies were those with substandard quality, high prices 

or both, and were going to be struck off the supplier list. Next, the financial officer showed several metrics that 

illustrated the cost of quality, how much money the company was losing every day because of poor quality, 

and so forth. 

But what really made the difference was that the manager from the nearby GM plant, the plant they had been 

counting on for business into the far future, gave a sobering assessment of the situation. He held up a part and 

said, “See this part? I pay ten dollars for this part, and the quality stinks. Next year I’m going to pay five 

dollars, and I want the quality improved. And the year after that I want to pay three dollars, and I want the 

quality improved by another 100 percent. And if you don’t do that, then I’m going to buy from someone else.” 

This was the first time they had ever heard it from the horse’s mouth, their customer. It was the first time the 

majority believed there was a need for change. They realized they had to pick up their socks and improve their 

quality. And they did. 

Summary 

The first question organization members have to ask when a change is proposed is: Why do we need to 

change? This chapter gave you advice on how to create a good case for change based on facts and data from 

both the internal and external business environments. Here are the steps I recommend: 

1. Examine the external change drivers by thinking about the trends currently happening in the following 

areas: 

a. Business or competitive environment 

b. Political and regulatory issues 

c. Economic conditions 

d. Social and demographic shifts 

e. Technological developments 

2. Look for possible internal change drivers, including: 

a. Financial measures 

b. Competitive information 

c. Quality data 
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d. Innovation measures 

e. Employee measures 

f. Changes in the management team 

g. Unaligned organizational structures and/or policies 

h. Lack of fit between the workforce and the work of the organization 

i. Misaligned organizational strategy 

3. Construct a solid case for change. 

4. Seek wider input from organizational members. 

5. Summarize the information into a concise statement that explains why the organization needs this 

particular change and why the change is urgent. 

6. Communicate your case for change widely and in a variety of ways.   



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 42 

 

 

Chapter 3  

The What of Change 

Writing a vision statement for change is hard work, but creating a motivating vision is much more difficult. It is tough 

work. – Dr. Carol A. Beatty 

Most experts advocate creating a vision as a necessary step in any change initiative. But managers have a tough 

time following this advice. Change vision statements are often too long, too confusing or too generic to 

motivate action in the direction of the change. It’s tough to condense the vision into a couple of sentences or 

paragraphs that sing, but it is worthwhile to try. For example, Google’s pithy vision statement has long 

provided a guiding star for employees to follow: “To make the world’s information universally accessible and 

useful.” Contrast it with the following vision statement from an actual Fortune 500 firm that shall remain 

nameless: “Our vision is to maximize shareholder value by enhancing financial performance and providing 

long-term profitable growth.”1 Very few employees are going to spring out of bed each morning full of 

enthusiasm to “maximize shareholder value.” 

A clear vision is important for change leaders to think through because it forces you to identify exactly what 

you are aiming for instead of some vague, fuzzy or rosy picture of the future. It is important for your 

employees, too. During times of change, they want leaders who have a clear vision and communicate a clear 

message. As John Kotter famously said: “Without a vision, change can dissolve into a list of confusing, 

incompatible, time-consuming projects that either go in the wrong direction or nowhere at all.”2 

                                                           
1 Kasowski, B., & Filion, L. J. (2010, April). A study of the 2005 fortune 500 vision statements. HEC Montreal working paper, 2010-04. 
2 Kotter, J. (1996). Leading change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.  

http://hollis.harvard.edu/?itemid=|library/m/aleph|007081333
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So I hope we can agree that a vision is important. Now let’s observe a vision in action and follow Cirque du 

Soleil through its growth into a large, successful, international arts organization.  

Introductory Case Study: Reinventing an Industry Through Vision3  

As Guy Laliberté sat on a sunny beach in Hawaii in 1984, the vision of a new kind of circus came to him. Did it 

appear entirely whole to him that day or did it take more time before he saw it clearly and completely? Perhaps 

that does not matter. What does matter is that Laliberté’s vision evolved into a harmonious melding of art, 

financial success and social responsibility. In this perfect circus, beauty would reign, but artists would not need 

to starve to produce great art. Furthermore, there would be no artistic angst about profits because part of those 

profits would be used to help the underprivileged. And underlying everything would be a reinvention of the 

circus without the tacky animal acts and sideshows—an artistic vision of a circus that married dazzling athletic 

performance with theatre and music to create an experience for all the senses and the emotions. No wonder so 

many ran away to join this circus. 

The new circus got its start later that year when Laliberté and Daniel Gauthier, a twenty-four-year-old youth 

hostel manager with business savvy who would be Laliberté’s partner for the next seventeen years, talked the 

Quebec government into giving them over $1 million for a show to celebrate the 450th anniversary of the 

discovery of Canada by Jacques Cartier. Back in 1984, there was no such thing as a corporate vision, but 

Laliberté and his passionate group of performers had a clear idea of the future they wanted to create. “Cirque 

du Soleil was born of the wild aspirations of a handful of individuals hungry for light, freedom, and the gifts of 

the imagination.”4  

Their confidence in the Cirque vision sustained the young troupe through early struggles for survival. In 1987, 

in a make-or-break gamble, Laliberté and Gauthier took their show We Reinvent the Circus to the Los Angeles 

Arts Festival. They knew if it flopped, there would be no money to bring the cast and equipment home to 

Canada. In a bold move, they bet everything on one opening night: in exchange for top billing and promotion, 

they agreed to do the show for a percentage of ticket sales. Only when the first performance was followed by a 

long, enthusiastic ovation did they know that their decision to perform without a safety net had paid off. Later 

that year, Cirque became a private company, and by the end of 1988 it was well into the black, touring and 

selling out shows in the U.S. 

The long-standing mission statement of Cirque du Soleil contains its bedrock values to this day. It reads: 

Cirque du Soleil is an international organization founded in Quebec and dedicated to the 

creation, production and performance of artistic works, whose mission is to invoke the 

imagination, provoke the senses and evoke the emotions of people around the world.5 

Cirque’s mission informs the vision in that the company must continually find new ways to “invoke the 

imagination, provoke the senses and evoke the emotions” of its audience. To accomplish this, its creative team, 

performers, designers and crew invent awe-inspiring experiences for audiences by mixing circus, theatre, 

                                                           
3 I am grateful to Kirsteen MacLeod, who helped conduct interviews within the company and who contributed a great deal to the 

writing of this case study. 
4 Babinski, T. (2004). Cirque du Soleil: 20 years under the sun. New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams. 
5 Cirque du Soleil Mission, Goal and Values. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from: https://www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/about/global-

citizenship/introduction/mission.aspx 
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dazzling acrobatics and live original music into something that unmistakably says, “Cirque.” The artistic vision 

at Cirque has often been expressed in the goal of “contaminating the world with beauty.”6  

Talented artists and their dazzling shows are the basis of Cirque’s magic, but shrewd business decisions are 

another element of the vision. This business vision is all about taking risks and artistic control. During the 

1990s, Cirque made a breathtaking transformation into a successful global brand that redefined its industry. 

Throughout this time, the company remained “dedicated to the creation, production and performance of 

artistic works,” but success also brought further challenges and temptations to dilute the vision. Would Cirque 

let go of its artistic control in order to grow and prosper? Not according to Marc Gagnon, senior vice president 

of corporate services: “One value that is totally non-negotiable is to uphold the integrity of our creative process. 

That is why it takes years and years to create partnerships—with Disney, for example, which is used to taking 

the lead, and also with Fuji in Japan and MGM.”7  

Cirque’s refusal to make creative compromises is well illustrated in its drawn-out deal making with The Walt 

Disney Company. “I was obsessed with Cirque du Soleil, obsessed to get it as part of the Disney entertainment 

complex,” said Michael Eisner, Disney’s former CEO.8  Yet it was ten years before his desire was even partially 

satisfied. Disney tried to convince Cirque to be acquired, but only when artistic control was ceded to the circus 

did the partnership become possible, and outright acquisition was never considered. 

In the 1990s, as Cirque shifted from survival mode and its resources and influence grew, it expanded activities 

related to building a better world. Its goal states: “Cirque du Soleil strives to position itself in the community as 

a responsible proponent of change.”9 Many companies espouse similar goals, but Cirque du Soleil’s vision of 

being a responsible proponent of social responsibility is truly exceptional.  

At the heart of this vision is a group that holds a special place in its heart: youth at risk, and in particular, street 

kids. In 1993, Cirque formed a partnership with Jeunesse du Monde to create Cirque du Monde. This 

intervention program holds circus workshops for marginalized youth around the world, giving them a way to 

forge new ties with society and build self-esteem. It is carried out with community-based partners in thirty-four 

communities on five continents around the world. “Cirque sees this global issue in the light of its own 

beginnings as a group of street performers and wants to help promote the great potential of young people.”10 

Cirque’s founders’ dreams came true in part because there were older people who believed in them, regardless 

of their age, image or status as street performers. Cirque’s VP of Public, Social and Cultural Affairs Gaétan 

Morency explained: “Arts, business and social responsibility: an important balance but fragile; there’s a tension 

among the three. Cirque is a balancing act.”11 

What is the secret of Cirque’s astonishing success? Ask its employees, and they won’t talk about strategy or 

point to a strong management structure. Rather, they will tell you that it’s the power of Guy Laliberté’s vision 

that has always held the company together. Even amid radical change, Cirque’s vision has kept artistic, 

business and social objectives aligned, and the organization in balance. Human Resources Director Richard 

Imbeau put it succinctly: “Guy is the ‘soleil’ in Cirque du Soleil. Without him, you’d have a circus but not the 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 M. Gagnon, from interview conducted by the author in 2005. 
8 Tessier, E. (2003). Run before you fly: a portrait of cirque du soleil. Montreal, QC: Creations Meandres Inc. 
9 Cirque du Soleil Mission, Goal and Values. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from: https://www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/about/global-

citizenship/introduction/mission.aspx 
10 Spotlight. (2004). Prepared by the planning and internal communications department of cirque du soleil, 33. 
11 G. Morency, from interview conducted by the author in 2005. 
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same light.”12 So Cirque spends a lot of energy keeping Laliberté’s vision alive—a big challenge in a company 

with over five thousand employees spread out around the world,13 half of whom who have been with the 

company less than three years.  

Vision, Mission and All That Jazz 

It is important to clarify what I mean by vision, mission and values because various experts use these terms 

differently and/or interchangeably. Collins and Porras presented one of the clearest, most cogent frameworks 

for understanding vision in their book, Built to Last.14 Their research determined that long-lasting organizations 

pay attention to vision, which they define as “core ideology”; in other words, their core purpose and values. 

But they also pay attention to the envisioned future, which they define as “BHAGs” (big, hairy, audacious 

goals), which are ten- to thirty-year stretch targets, as well as a vivid description of what the organization will 

look like when the BHAG has been achieved. 

Core Ideology: Core Purpose and Core Values 

The core ideology of an organization is composed of its core values and core purpose, which many call the 

“core mission” (from here on I will combine these terms to avoid confusion). The core purpose/mission of an 

organization should last at least one hundred years and really be its reason for existence. For example, Ben & 

Jerry’s Ice Cream states its core purpose/mission as follows:  

To make, distribute and sell the finest quality all natural ice cream and euphoric 

concoctions with a continued commitment to incorporating wholesome, natural 

ingredients and promoting business practices that respect the earth and the 

environment.15 

Typically, the organization’s core purpose/mission does not change unless the organization goes through a 

radical upheaval. But it inspires change because the organization must adapt to a constantly changing external 

environment. For example, the core purpose/mission of the 3M Company has not changed; it remains: “To 

solve unsolved problems innovatively.”16 But the product line has changed greatly over time as the company 

has continued to solve new problems presented by the marketplace. And the short purpose/mission statement 

of Walmart has remained “To give ordinary folks the chance to buy the same things as rich people,”17 although 

the merchandise it sells has evolved with changing customer tastes. 

In companies that are successful over the long term, Collins and Porras found that the core ideology is also 

supported by a set of core values. Core values are guiding principles that have intrinsic value and importance 

to those inside the organization. Companies that last tend to only have between three and five core values 

                                                           
12 R. Imbeau, from interview conducted by the author in 2005. 
13 Cirque du Soleil Sustainable Development. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from https://www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/about/global-

citizenship/sustainable-development/workplace.aspx. 
14 Collins, J., & Porras, J. (2002). Built to last: Successful habits of visionary companies. New York, NY: Harper Business. 
15 Farfan, B. (n.d.). Company mission statements - Complete list of world’s largest retail missions:  Ben & Jerry's mission statement - 

product, social, economic missions for change. Retrieved July 6, 2015, from: 

http://retailindustry.about.com/od/retailbestpractices/ig/Company-Mission-Statements/Ben-and-Jerry-s-Ice-Cream-Mission-

Statement.htm. 
16 Mission Statement. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015 from: http://www.businessplans.org/mission.html. 
17 Ibid. 
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because too many tend to confuse rather than illuminate, and only a few are necessary to describe how the 

organization carries out its purpose/mission.  

Envisioned Future: Vivid Description and BHAGs 

Now let’s turn to the future. In their research, Collins and Porras found that long-lasting companies adapted 

constantly by creating new visions in line with the requirements of the external environment—without 

changing the core ideology. They state:  

Once you are clear about the core ideology, you should feel free to change absolutely 

anything that is not part of it. From then on, whenever someone says something should 

not change because “it’s part of our culture” or “we’ve always done it that way” or any 

such excuse, mention this simple rule: If it’s not core, it’s up for change.18 

The envisioned future serves as the glue that holds the organization together during change. It motivates 

people to buy into the change direction, especially if the end destination is attractive to them.  

When thinking about the envisioned future, Collins and Porras recommend that organizational leaders set a 

BHAG or several of them. A BHAG is a bold stretch goal that is used as a powerful way to stimulate progress. 

Many vision statements do little to spur change forward because they do not contain the powerful mechanism 

of a BHAG.19  

A true BHAG: 

 acts as a unifying and focused point of effort 

 has a clear finish line so that the organization knows when it has been achieved 

 is tangible, energizing, highly focused  

 takes little or no explanation—people get it!20 

For example, the vision of the Susan G. Komen organization is to create “a world without breast cancer.”21 In 

very few words, this powerful vision statement exhibits all of the above characteristics. If you are embarking on 

a change journey, you may as well have stretch goals because little goals are not worth committing your 

organization’s time and resources to create.   

Vivid Description 

A vivid description of the envisioned future is a vibrant, engaging and specific description of what you will 

achieve with the end goal or BHAG. If it is tangible in the minds of your organization’s members, it creates 

alignment and understanding between them and helps build support for the change. As Collins and Porras 

wrote, “Think of it as translating the vision from words into pictures, of creating an image that people can carry 

around in their heads. It is a question of painting a picture with your words.”22   

                                                           
18 Collins, J., & Porras, J. (1996, September/October). Building your company’s vision. Harvard Business Review, 73. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Susan G. Komen National History. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from: http://komennorthwestnc.org/about-us/history/. 
22 Collins, J., & Porras, J. (1996, September/October). Building your company’s vision. Harvard Business Review, 74. 
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For example, Henry Ford brought to life the goal of democratizing the automobile with this vivid description: 

I will build a motor car for the great multitude . . . It will be so low in price that no man 

making a good salary will be unable to own one—and enjoy with his family the blessing 

of hours of pleasure in God’s great open space . . . everyone will have one. The horse will 

have disappeared from our highways, the automobile will be taken for granted . . . and 

we will give a large number of men employment at good wages.23 

The power of Henry Ford’s vision was such that all he imagined came true. 

                                                           
23 Sanders, M.M. (n.d.). Vision, Mission and Strategy. Retrieved July 6, 2015 from: 

https://seehearspeak.com/articles.php?action=art&aid=17.  

Example of the Interplay Between Core Purpose/Mission and Envisioned Futurei 

Although the short mission statement of The Walt Disney Company is “to make people happy,” ii 

there is a longer, more elaborate version:  

[To be] one of the world’s leading producers and providers of entertainment and 

information. Using our portfolio of brands to differentiate our content, services and 

consumer products, we seek to develop the most creative, innovative and profitable 

entertainment experiences and related products in the world. iii 

The company started with the birth of Mickey Mouse and his first cartoon Steamboat Willie, but it 

would have evolved very differently if Walt Disney had thought of his mission in terms of just 

making cartoons.   

In the 1930s, The Walt Disney Company fulfilled its mission statement, becoming “one of the world’s 

leading producers and providers of entertainment,” and continued its mission to develop the “most 

creative, innovative and profitable entertainment experiences.” But the vision had changed to take 

advantage of new technologies when it introduced feature-length animated films, such as in 1937, 

when Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs premiered in colour. 

In the 1940s, the mission still had not changed and the company continued to be “creative and 

innovative” and a “leading producer of entertainment.” For example, it released one of its highly-

regarded classics, Fantasia, and formed the Walt Disney Music Company.  

In the 1950s, a new vision incorporated live-action films, a television show and the beginning of its 

theme park franchise—all creative, innovative and profitable. For example, it released Treasure Island, 

Disney’s first completely live-action feature, and debuted The Mickey Mouse Club, its Emmy Award-

winning television show created by Walt Disney. Disneyland, the first Disney theme park, opened in 

Anaheim, California. 

The mission remained unchanged in the 60s and 70s, and the vision largely continued on the same 

path as well. The company continued releasing creative films, such as Mary Poppins, and opened 

Walt Disney World and Magic Kingdom near Orlando, Florida. It also ventured into retailing, 
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Creating a Motivating Vision 

Most organizations have a vision statement for change, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they have a true 

vision. Take the following vision statement as an example. Can you decipher it? Probably not. 

Our goal is to position ourselves at the conjunction of the physical communication and E-

commerce industries. Employing a paradigm shift strategy, we will empower our 

employees to better serve idiosyncratic customer requirements and facilitate increased 

mean ratings of staff and customer fulfillment on the national stage.24 

This was an initial statement of a telecommunications company as it embarked upon a new technology 

strategy. I was working with the executive team and had asked each member to write down his or her 

conception of the vision on a piece of paper. Then I asked them to read the statements aloud to each other. 

They were shocked to find out the statements were all different. What’s more, the statements were all 

                                                           
24 Initial vision statement for a strategic change in an unidentified company I consulted with. 

Example of the Interplay Between Core Purpose/Mission and Envisioned Future 

(continued) 

opening Walt Disney World Village, a large outdoor mall with specialty shops all built by Disney 

designers.  

In the 80s and 90s, however, the vision morphed again. The company began an international 

expansion effort and started creating a portfolio of brands. For example, Tokyo Disneyland, the first 

international Disney theme park, opened in Japan; The Disney Channel began broadcasting and then 

expanded to the UK; and Beauty and the Beast, the first Disney Broadway show, opened in New 

York. 

Since 2000, the vision has changed again to accommodate new technologies and new consumer tastes. 

Adapting to the internet age, High School Musical became the first full-length movie to be sold via 

digital download. The company also expanded its portfolio of brands beyond theme parks and resorts 

by venturing into cruise ships for families, and in 2011 the Disney Dream cruise ship made its maiden 

voyage. A year later, Disney acquired Lucasfilm, the entertainment company founded by George 

Lucas and the home of the legendary Star Wars franchise.  

These are just some of the highlights—there are many more—but this short description shows how 

the purpose/mission of a company can remain the same, while the envisioned future changes with the 

times.  

_____________________ 

i Information for this sidebar was retrieved largely from The Walt Disney Company’s website: 

https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/about-disney/disney-history.  
ii Mission Statement. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from http://www.businessplans.org/mission.html. 
iii Disney Company Profile. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from http://disneycompanyprofile.weebly.com/. 
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incomprehensible and full of jargon, like the one above. After a lot of work they finally clarified what they 

really meant:  

We will pull together IT and telecom into solutions our customers can afford, allowing 

them to grow their businesses by taking the complexity out of buying, managing and 

servicing their technology.25 

From this experience, we all learned that creating a motivating vision is tough and takes a lot of time and effort. 

Our lessons: 

 Vision creation is an exercise requiring both intellectual and emotional involvement. 

 A good vision is simple, but the process to get to it is not. It is tough work. 

 Taking the time to create a good vision is an investment in the future. 

 The process of vision construction is key—garbage in, garbage out. 

When organizational vision statements are long and confusing, they do not motivate change, much like the 

initial vision in the above example. They do not motivate because they lack the passion, emotion and 

conviction that are essential components of an effective vision. An excellent example of the power of vision is 

offered in Martin Luther King Jr’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech. The following excerpt shows the passion, 

emotion and conviction he communicated: 

Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my friends. 

And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. 

It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this 

nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal.” 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the 

sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. I 

have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of 

injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of 

freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will 

not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a 

dream today! 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor 

having his lips dripping with the words of “interposition” and “nullification”—one day 

right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little 

white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. I have a dream today!26 

                                                           
25 Reworked vision statement for the strategic change identified in previous footnote. 
26 American rhetoric: Top 100 speeches (n.d). Retrieved July 3, 2015, from http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/ 

mlkihaveadream.htm 
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Considered one of the most influential and memorable speeches in American history, it truly illustrates the 

point that a powerful vision can move the world forward.  

Five Rules to Create a Motivating Change Vision  

So now we know that it is tough work to create a motivating vision, but I offer the following rules to make that 

work somewhat less arduous. Use these rules to create your change vision and subject it to honest and rigorous 

scrutiny.  

1. Make it Clear and Easy to Understand  

The telecom company executives in the above example had to rework their vision until they were satisfied that 

both employees and customers could understand what they were trying to achieve with their new strategy. If 

the senior executives are the only group that understands the vision, then what hope do employees have when 

they try to implement it? 

2. Make it Appealing to Those Who Must Implement It  

Not like the following vision statement, which is from a Fortune 500 firm that shall remain nameless: “We will 

build long-term shareholder value through competitive returns and profitable growth.”27 Maximizing 

shareholder value is not a vision. It does not inspire people, and it provides little to no guidance.  

3. Make it Vivid 

A common flaw in corporate vision statements is that they are often flat and colourless. You need to paint a 

picture of the future, like Henry Ford or Martin Luther King Jr. in the above examples. Below is a typical flat 

and colourless vision statement of a real Fortune 500 firm, which I’ve renamed “XYZ.” It’s full of jargon and 

generalized goals. Employees would not get a vivid picture of the future this company is trying to create. 

At XYZ, our vision is to be recognized as a pacesetter in creating sustainable value growth 

through innovative energy solutions and unique partnerships. To realize this vision, we 

are applying a differentiated business model that takes us beyond a conventional 

integrated oil business.28 

In contrast, here is Microsoft’s 1980s vision, which certainly paints a clear picture and gives everyone a clear 

stretch target to aim for: “A personal computer in every home running Microsoft software.”29  

4. Arouse Positive Emotion  

One of the hardest things to do—but one of the most powerful—is arousing positive emotion with your vision 

statement. You can do this by invoking a higher purpose, a social good that you provide to society or to your 

                                                           
27 Kasowski, B., & Filion, L. J. (2010, April). A study of the 2005 fortune 500 vision statements. HEC Montreal working paper, 2010-04. 
28 Ibid.  
29 Creating a vision for your organization. (2010). Retrieved July 3, 2015, from 

sauk.uwex.edu/files/2010/06/CreatingaVisionforyourOrganization.doc. 
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customers and clients. Not like this one: “Our Vision: To establish ABC Energy as the premier regional 

integrated energy company by providing sustained earnings growth.”30 

There is no sense of a higher purpose in the above statement, and it would not arouse positive emotions or a 

sense of pride in employees and other stakeholders. It is almost entirely internally focused. On the other hand, 

this statement from Google does invoke a higher social purpose: “To make the world’s information universally 

accessible and useful.”31 

5. Include Big (but Achievable) Goals 

A great vision should include a BHAG, but it shouldn’t be so big that people have no hope of achieving it. 

Here’s a good example from Amazon; it certainly provides a big, hairy, audacious goal that the company is on 

its way to reaching: “To build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to 

buy online.”32 

Advice for Creating Your Vision Statement 

It is easier to criticize the shortcomings of a vision statement after the fact than to create one in the first place. 

Here is some process advice for creating your vision:  

1. Think about what your organization does, what, in an ideal world, you would like it to do, and how 

you would like to appear to the outside world. Imagine your organization at its very best.  

2. Write some brief goals and statements that capture these ideas. 

3. Write them into a coherent statement. 

4. Test out the statement with a representative sample of stakeholders using the five rules above and 

obtain their feedback. 

5. Rework the statement using the five rules until it sings! 

If you get stuck, consider using some of the following for stimulating your imagination and creating a vivid, 

motivating description: 

 Future article in your professional association magazine. Imagine and summarize a recent article that 

describes in glowing terms the implementation of the new vision, what it has done for your 

organization, the benefits to clients and other stakeholders, the wonderful results, etc. 

 Letter to our leader. Write a letter to a beloved leader of the organization (present or past) that describes 

how this vision extends and fulfills the original mission. 

 Voice of the client. Describe how the future has been improved for your clients as a result of this new 

vision. 

 A picture is worth a thousand words. Draw a picture that illustrates how the vision has enhanced your 

organization and has resulted in benefits for your stakeholders.  

 Then and now. Write a story that contrasts the present state with the (much better) future state after the 

vision has been achieved. 

                                                           
30 Kasowski, B., & Filion, L. J. (2010, April). A study of the 2005 fortune 500 vision statements. HEC Montreal working paper, 2010-04.  
31 Swayne, C. (2014). How to make great decisions. Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse. 46.  
32 Amazon.com (n.d.) In Facebook [About page]. Retrieved July 3, 2015, from https://www.facebook.com/Amazon/info?tab=page_info 
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Advice for Getting Stakeholder Input 

Before you publicize the vision, you would be well-advised to get some stakeholder input about whether or not 

it is motivational to them. Using the five rules, ask for feedback in one or more of the following ways: 

 Hold focus groups or café discussions with stakeholders to get feedback about the vision. 

 Send the vision to stakeholders or put it on your website and ask for feedback. 

 Talk to opinion leaders one-on-one and ask for complete frankness. 

 Take an anonymous survey of stakeholders with specific questions about the vision. 

Advice for Communicating Your Vision Statement 

A vision cannot motivate if nobody knows what it is. Don’t bury it in long corporate documents. Here are some 

proven methods for communicating the vision: 

 Enlist the senior leaders to sell the change vision within their areas or to commit to a “road show” to 

communicate it more widely. 

 Require each department and/or area to develop a business plan that describes how they will begin 

fulfilling the vision over the next year.  

 Have the organization’s leader meet one-on-one with each senior manager to ask for their buy-in and 

to set change-related targets.  

 Adjust performance measures (like the balanced scorecard, for example) and hold people accountable 

for specific results.  

If you follow this advice, you should be able to create a truly motivational change vision, but be prepared to do 

the hard and tough work necessary. It will be worth it. And if you want to try out your newfound knowledge 

on a hypothetical case before experimenting with your own change initiative, read the following case study 

and answer the accompanying questions. This exercise will give you some idea of how well you have absorbed 

this chapter’s lessons. 

Case Study: Developing a Change Vision at Grand Lakes 

Let’s follow a company and provide advice as it tries to develop a great change vision. This case study is a 

composite of several utilities that I have researched or provided consulting services to. 

Grand Lakes Power and Light is an electrical utility providing power to a large region comprised of several 

communities, large and small, concentrated in an urban area. Grand Lakes serves approximately five hundred 

and twenty-five thousand residences and business locations. It is managed by a private corporation owned by 

the communities that it serves, but it is regulated by a provincial energy board. The provincial energy board is 

charged with overseeing all electrical utility companies, ensuring marketplace fairness, network reliability and 

consumer protection.  

Recently, there has been a noticeable shift in social attitudes, and Grand Lakes is experiencing strong pressure 

to adopt more sustainable development and environmentally-friendly policies and procedures. Senior 

management knows it has to respond to these pressures in a timely manner, so it has set up a task force to 

make recommendations to move the utility towards sustainability.  
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The most important issue identified was energy consumption. The task force recommended initiatives to help 

customers reduce their energy usage as well as ideas for generating energy savings in Grand Lakes’ own 

facilities, vehicles and equipment. The task force also recommended ideas for reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions and environmental spills. The senior executive accepted these recommendations, and Grand Lakes is 

planning to roll out new sustainability initiatives as part of its strategy. Now Grand Lakes is asking for the task 

force’s advice on one part of that strategy—the new vision statement for the sustainability initiative.  

Below is a preliminary vision statement that the CEO sent to the task force. What we now have to do is give the 

executive feedback about the vision so the task force can improve it and make it sing. The executive will not be 

insulted by any negative feedback we give; she realizes it needs a lot of work. 

We will be recognised in the Grand Lakes community as the leader in sustainable 

development by ensuring the highest standards of environmental responsibility and 

energy efficiency are maintained, thereby delivering on our mandate of corporate social 

responsibility. 

Does the vision statement above follow the five rules for creating a great change vision (clear and easy to 

understand; appealing to those who must implement it; vivid; arouse positive emotion; include big, but 

achievable, goals)? Write down your answers and then check out Appendix B for my take and another exercise. 

You have already read how vision can help grow a private sector company at the beginning of this chapter. But 

a change vision can also save an organization in peril. The following case study shows how vision saved an 

entire community. 

Case Study: George Farkouh Translates Vision into Action and Saves 

Elliot Lake33 

The history of the City of Elliot Lake is one of great ups and downs. A single-industry town remotely located in 

northern Ontario, Elliot Lake almost died during its last downturn. Only the single-minded vision and passion 

of its mayor, George Farkouh, and the followers he inspired saved it from becoming a ghost town. 

Elliot Lake was founded in 1955 after a large ore body of uranium was discovered in the area. For the better 

part of the next forty years Elliot Lake produced much of the world’s supply of uranium, and so the local 

economy was almost completely dependent on the extraction, world demand and price of uranium. The 

expansion of the nuclear power industry in the late 1960s created a uranium boom that peaked in the 1980s. By 

the mid-1980s, the population had increased significantly to eighteen thousand.  

But storm clouds appeared on the horizon. Uranium of a higher grade and a lower extraction cost was 

discovered in Saskatchewan, and in short order Saskatchewan accounted for 48.3 percent of Canadian uranium 

output. The price of uranium began to float, and Elliot Lake’s mines could not continue to operate profitably at 

the lower price. At the time the Elliot Lake mines began to close, they were producing uranium at about $40 

per pound, while the Saskatchewan cost was about $6-$7 per pound and the world price had slumped to about 

$9 per pound.  

                                                           
33 Case study based on personal interviews with George Farkouh in 2006. (I am grateful to Kate MacKenzie for her help with this case 

study). 
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By 1991, unemployment had risen to 60 percent and the population had begun to decline significantly. The 

generous core services that the city had built up during prosperity were now threatening to bankrupt it as tax 

revenues declined with a shrinking population. Elliot Lake, as of 1994, faced the largest single industry collapse 

in Canadian history. There looked to be no future for the city, the residents were despondent, and something 

had to happen or Elliot Lake would soon become a ghost town. This major threat served as a catalyst for 

change. 

In the summer of 1985, George Farkouh, who had recently sold his interest in a successful car dealership, had 

time on his hands, and he used some of it examining the city’s financials. “I concluded it was bankrupt,” he 

recalls, and he went to the local newspaper to voice his opinion. “My good friend Mike [editor of the Elliot Lake 

Standard] told me to do something about it, so I ran for council, and I won.” He was subsequently elected 

mayor in 1988, but his celebrations were short lived. In January of 1990, the mines announced they would be 

closing operations.  

Farkouh had unique credentials for the task he undertook as mayor of Elliot Lake. Among them, an MBA from 

a prominent Canadian business school, a stint in the corporate finance department of a major bank in Toronto 

and a long entrepreneurial career running a successful car dealership. He had deep roots in the city, a desire to 

make a place for his family in the future and a wish to help citizens of his hometown. 

A Compelling Vision 

From the beginning, Farkouh had a mental picture of Elliot Lake’s transformation: “I saw a vision of Elliot Lake 

balanced and diversified, independent of mining, a ‘jewel in the wilderness’ . . . We needed to avoid the boom 

and bust, to take it in a new direction and keep it stable and healthy, economically and physically, a good place 

to raise a family and to retire.”  

But one person, no matter how passionate and committed, cannot achieve a feat like the turnaround of Elliot 

Lake alone. A vision must be compelling enough such that followers can embrace it and be motivated to work 

towards it, and the best way to create and communicate the vision is by involving people. Farkouh knew from 

the beginning that he needed both the community leaders and citizens to share in the vision. “I provided them 

with a roadmap for the process. I credit the process to the people themselves. Initially it was difficult to get 

through to people in crisis—they wanted an instant solution. But we followed a process. We recruited 

hundreds of volunteers who contributed their ideas. We worked them into our vision.” The vision of the future 

had to be based on the strength of the community, its environment and its strategic position in terms of 

transportation and proximity to major markets. “[We had to] look at all aspects of the community that might 

have been overlooked in the past . . . Empower the citizens to look toward the future with hope.” 

As part of this initiative, workshops were held with approximately one hundred and fifty local citizens to gain 

input on the advantages and disadvantages of various methods of attracting industries. The main themes that 

emerged from the workshops were:  

1. Development of training and support programs 

2. Creation of the Elliot Lake Retirement Living program 

3. Retention, expansion and attraction of business 

4. Initiatives to increase the role of tourism  

5. Environmental (Denison Environmental) 

6. Addiction Treatment & Rehabilitation Centre   
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Soon after, city council adopted the final report containing a strategic economic development plan with a 

mission statement and a series of big, hairy, audacious goals and objectives. The report also called for massive 

efforts from municipal, provincial and federal politicians, as well as local businessmen and organizations to 

attract new businesses to the area and widen the markets served by existing businesses. From that point, the 

plan was broken into components and each one given to a sub-committee. “I was their guide but gave them 

lots of independence,” says Farkouh. “I met with the chairs of these committees. It was almost like a pyramid 

consisting of a lot of volunteers.” With this independence came an inspired and passionate group of followers 

who were given the encouragement and freedom to engage in realizing the vision and strategy. “We had to 

create a plan of action with three pillars: financial, social and hope for the future,” says Farkouh. “I could write 

a book on each, but the social part was the most important.”  

The financial vision rested on restructuring the city’s finances, ensuring it could pay its bills, continue to 

provide services and get out of debt as soon as possible. To solve the problem, the city embarked on a cost-

cutting initiative and simultaneously started growing a reserve fund. The city tapped four sources of financing 

for this reserve fund: cost savings, government assistance, Ontario Hydro and the mining companies. To help 

ease the strain of the layoffs on the city’s operating budget, municipal officials prepared a cost profile of all city 

operations in order to make cost-cutting decisions easier as the local economy shrank. Luckily, Elliot Lake also 

had a relatively large commercial tax base mainly consisting of properties owned by the mining companies. By 

1993, the city became debt free, and by 2004, the city had $1 million in surplus and $13 million in reserves. Total 

employment income had reached $250 million, up from $230 million in 1990 near the beginning of the crisis. “I 

am immensely proud of that,” says Farkouh. 

The social pillar of the action plan anticipated the potential social crisis in the community as a result of the mine 

closures. Its goal was to maintain the social infrastructure and services after the closures began to impact the 

personal lives of some residents. The miners of Elliot Lake lost more than income; they lost a sense of identity, 

pride, colleagues, benefits and confidence in their ability to provide for a family. Many battled against 

substance abuse and a sense of hopelessness, and they faced pressures to change careers entirely, retire early or 

move away. “The social pillar was the most important,” says Farkouh. “We got the province to assist. For 

example, we placed a social worker in each school to help intercede if a family was in crisis and opened a teen 

drop-in centre.” There was also an active steering group whose mandate was to decide how to spread the 

resources obtained from various sources. Federal funds helped miners go back to school to get high school 

equivalency diplomas, and even if all of them did not secure jobs from retraining, it “helped with their 

attitudes,” says Farkouh. “We avoided a lot of suicides and family violence through these initiatives.” 

The final pillar was hope for the future. Throughout the difficult times, it was important to instill a sense of 

hope in the citizenry. Farkouh says the hardest part was to keep the community motivated and convinced there 

was a future for them in the community. Aware of the need to elicit trust and credibility, the message Farkouh 

sent out to the community was: “If you hold out with us on the strategy we are following, we will achieve 

success.” The city had to give hope to its citizens that there would be a future beyond the closure of the mines. 

“Community leaders have to project confidence that there is life after mining,” said Farkouh. To do this, the 

municipality created a tabloid every two months that shared with its citizens the various projects and the 

number of success stories that were happening throughout the adjustment period. And as time went by, there 

were more and more good stories to tell.  

Farkouh points out that from the very beginning they followed a process of developing a vision, mission 

statement, set of goals, and then revisiting and revising them for the next fifteen years. Between 1990 and 2006, 

Elliot Lake City Council passed eighty-four hundred resolutions, which averaged out to over five hundred per 
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year. It is estimated that at least five thousand of these resolutions were directly related to restructuring Elliot 

Lake’s economy by improving its infrastructure, encouraging venture tourism initiatives, aiding business 

development and securing better health, shopping and cultural services for its citizens. 

One of the fundamental and most successful and innovative parts of the strategic plan was the Retirement 

Living initiative. In 1987, Claire Dimock, a local councillor and a senior executive at Denison Mines, worked 

with a group of community leaders and came up with the idea of marketing the mines’ vacant housing stock to 

retirees. By 1991, an independent not-for-profit organization, Elliot Lake Retirement Living, was incorporated 

with the mandate to acquire and manage the unoccupied residences left by the miners.  

Having the units was one thing, selling them another. Elliot Lake already had the civic infrastructure for a city 

twice its size, with lavish amenities, such as arenas, tennis, schools, buses, etc., and it offered a higher level of 

municipal services than most other Ontario cities of its size. These were to serve as a selling advantage to 

potential new citizens. The city positioned itself to become Canada’s senior citizen capital, and by 1989 eight 

hundred and seventy new retirees had moved into the community. But that was just the beginning. By 1995, 

Retirement Living had become a $6 million business with seventeen full time employees and twenty-five 

additional workers. By 2006, Retirement Living was managing fifteen hundred housing units, a mall, a golf 

club and a hotel complex. And by 2006, more than four thousand people had retired to Elliot Lake from across 

Canada, the United States and Europe.  

Success came because of Farkouh’s vision for the City of Elliot Lake and because of the way he got massive 

participation and buy-in. The change leaders made sure all parts of the future vision were aligned and fit 

together, and then they proceeded to implement the change enthusiastically. They all transformed Elliot Lake 

from a troubled mining town into a successful retirement community and tourist destination with a bright 

future. It indeed became a “jewel in the wilderness.” 

Parting Thoughts 

Creating a motivating vision is an important step on the way to the successful implementation of a change 

initiative. It should not be taken lightly, so don’t throw together a bunch of words and hope they will resonate 

with stakeholders. Take the time to craft stretch goals and a vivid description of the desired future; use the five 

rules to make them clear and compelling for your stakeholders; get feedback; and revise them until they sing. 

Do all of this tough work before you roll out the change, and you will be delighted at how much more 

smoothly and quickly implementation proceeds.  

 

  



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 57 

 

 

Chapter 4  

The How of Change  

Change failures happen when planners do not anticipate the complexity and level of detail needed to ensure 

implementation goes smoothly. – Dr. Carol A Beatty  

Vision without execution is hallucination. – Thomas Edison   

After you know who will lead a change initiative, why the change is necessary and what future you are trying 

to create, you come to the “how”—the activities you must plan to implement the change successfully. This is 

tough work because of the countless details that must be thought through and included in a change rollout 

plan. Forget something crucial here, and your change may be in jeopardy, as is highlighted in the following 

case study.  

Case Study: Bad Form? The Introduction of a New Client Assessment 

Technology34 

To policymakers at the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (MOHLTC), introducing a common 

computerized form to assess people for long-term health care services must have seemed relatively 

straightforward. After all, there was widespread agreement about the need for a tool to standardize case 

management and assessment practices and to promote information-sharing as a way of reducing inefficiencies, 

duplication and regional disparities.  

                                                           
34 Excerpted from a teaching case study prepared by Laurie French (2003), under the supervision of Dr. Carol A. Beatty, with the 

assistance of Kirsteen MacLeod. Industrial Relations Centre, Queen’s University for use in the Queen’s Masters of Public 

Administration program. 
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Further, homecare workers had become experts at managing change: Since Ontario’s Community Care Access 

Centres (CCACs) were created in 1995, employees had weathered years of ongoing public reforms, 

culminating in the Community Care Access Corporations Act.  

The Act, passed in December 2001, radically altered the focus and administration of community healthcare 

services. When the first wave of reforms began to flow out of the new law in April 2002, the Resident 

Assessment Instrument–Home Care (RAI-HC) tool was among them. The MOHLTC, expecting smooth sailing 

and that CCACs would easily adapt, decided that within the year all case managers would be using the new 

tool to assess their clients for long-term care health services. 

To Ontario’s CCAC managers and employees—practised navigators of change—however, this prospect was 

overwhelming. For one thing, the RAI-HC was supposed to allow case managers with laptops to conduct 

interviews in clients’ homes and enter information about their needs for homecare and long-term care services 

directly into computerized forms. But case managers, with an average age of forty-five and minimal computer 

skills, were daunted by laptops, the complex forms and special client software. “How, within six months, are 

we to be confidently interviewing people by their bedsides and keying the information into the two hundred 

and fifty fields of the form using a laptop?” they wondered. They could picture ailing clients enduring 

needlessly long consultations, they became anxious about job security because they didn’t have the required 

computer skills, and they got more and more dispirited.  They felt they’d been given no opportunity to 

participate in planning for change and would be blamed for a mess mandated from above when things didn’t 

work out. 

In April and May 2002, the inevitable collision took place between the plans of the policymakers and the 

concerns of the CCACs. By June, just two months after the announcement of the RAI-HC’s introduction, the 

process was mired. The ministry was forced to stop and consider whether to proceed, and if so, what the best 

approach would be. Somehow the RAI-HC introduction had bogged down quickly and inspired resistance in 

the normally change-ready CCAC crew. 

Background on Community Care Access Centres 

CCACs, which receive $1.17 billion in provincial funding per year, serve as a single entry point for clients 

needing in-home health care, for coordinating access to long-term care facilities, and for sharing information 

and referrals to other services. They evolved over the past twenty-five to thirty years out of early homecare 

pilot projects, and over the years services grew with demand, expanding to include long-term support services 

for the elderly—such as homemaking, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech therapy, dietetics and 

social work—and later, school support services to disabled children.  

The impetus for reforms at Ontario’s forty-three CCACs came in mid-2001, when the MOHLTC commissioned 

a management consultancy to prepare a study identifying ways to improve accountability, fiscal practices and 

quality management. A standard assessment tool was seen as a way to help correct regional disparities in 

access to CCACs and services, as well as enable an integrated health-information sharing network. The 

introduction of the RAI-HC was intended to improve case management processes. Created by an international 

research group, the RAI-HC form was part of a software program designed for use with adults needing 

comprehensive assessment for long-term services.  
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Introduction of the RAI-HC 

In May 2002, the CCAC-Long-Term Care (CCAC-LTC) Priority Project was created to oversee the reforms, 

including the introduction of the RAI-HC across the province. The ministry did not provide a specific 

implementation plan for the tool, but instead delegated responsibility for developing specific strategies to each 

CCAC and directed the CCAC-LTC Priority Project to invest significant effort in keeping people informed. 

The CCAC-LTC Priority Project’s communications about the change focused on mandated reforms and 

associated timelines, usually provided days before they were to be enacted. This made CCACs and case 

managers feel that despite all the activity, they were not getting enough meaningful information and that their 

concerns were not being addressed. For one, they weren’t convinced about the urgency; why, for example, was 

there was such a rush to use forms that wouldn’t even be automated in the short-term and would have to be 

printed and re-entered by ministry clerks until a computer network was created? As well, they doubted that 

the in-home providers who were to receive the tool would even be able to understand it. CCACs were never 

given context about why the form was important and how it fit into the ministry’s long-term goal of an 

integrated, networked information system. They started to wonder what it was all for, whether the ministry 

would even follow through, and if their efforts to adopt the form would be wasted.  

Immediately after its creation, the CCAC-LTC Priority Project planned a training program on using the RAI-

HC tool for a team of fourteen core educators. This core team then began training expert resource teams (ERTs) 

of two to five case managers in each CCAC, who would later help their colleagues. The training program was 

efficient and well-designed. However, the approach assumed that case managers and partner staff were 

computer literate and that they could easily integrate the tool into face-to-face client assessments in homes, 

which involved interviewing clients while filling out the complex form.  

In a second planning initiative, the CCAC-LTC Priority Project hired a consulting firm to identify local issues 

that might impact the project’s implementation. Their scan picked up various currents working against the 

successful introduction of the RAI-HC. For example, CCACs had a high degree of autonomy in their 

administration and approach to case management, and each had developed their own assessment tools. This 

meant that the initiatives and effort required to standardize operations varied significantly from site to site. 

Their scan also noted that CCAC employees faced tremendous challenges in implementing the RAI-HC: there 

were financial implications that hadn’t been considered—for example, ones relating to staff training and a 

shortage of laptops; the tight timeline was an issue; and there was a risk of inconsistent implementation 

strategies and processes due to a lack of specific direction from the ministry. 

Reassessing the RAI-HC 

By June 2002, it was clear that CCACs would be hard-pressed to introduce the tool successfully within the 

planned timeline and that there was a lot of resistance. For the MOHLTC, it was critical that the RAI-HC’s 

implementation go well for a few reasons: they needed to set the right tone and build support for other 

impending reforms; the form had to be in place to provide the foundation for the next segment of case 

management reform; and there was a risk that the quality of care could diminish if the RAI-HC 

implementation was done poorly. What should the ministry and the CCAC-LTC Priority Project have done? 
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What Went Wrong? 

In retrospect, it is easy to conclude that faulty implementation jeopardized a worthy idea, namely that of 

improving and standardizing case management within CCACs across the province. An assumption appears to 

have been made by the planners that they could “throw the program over the wall” for implementation at the 

various sites. That turned out to be a serious mistake. Each CCAC had a large measure of autonomy and had 

developed its own assessment tools. So at best, adoption would be uneven, and at worst, not happen at all.  

The CCAC-LTC Priority Project team also needed to provide a lot more guidance and should have considered 

incorporating some of the local level implementers into the implementation planning effort. Or at the very 

least, they could have consulted them and gotten their feedback in a meaningful way. By doing so, glitches, 

such as the case managers’ lack of basic computer skills, the shortage of laptops, the unrealistic timelines and so 

forth, could have been anticipated and addressed. The training provided, while good in and of itself, was in 

retrospect not sufficient. Communication of the why, what and how of the change should have been handled 

much more thoroughly than it was. Perhaps a pilot project or several pilots at willing CCACs could have 

helped identify some of these issues before the implementation problems threatened employee confidence in 

both the program and their leaders.  

Implementation is Tough Work 

Change failures happen when planners do not anticipate the complexity and level of detail needed to ensure 

implementation goes smoothly. Skillful implementation at the “how” stage of change makes a big difference. 

As the authors of a 2014 McKinsey & Company report note: 

Good implementers—defined as companies where respondents reported top-quartile 

scores for their implementation capabilities—are 4.7 times more likely than those at the 

bottom-quartile companies to say they ran successful change efforts over the past five 

years. Respondents at the good implementers also score their companies around 30 

percent higher on a series of financial-performance indexes . . . Perhaps most important, 

the good-implementer respondents say their companies sustained twice the value from 

their prioritized opportunities two years after the change efforts ended, compared with 

those at poor implementers.35 

Furthermore, in this report the authors cited the following as strong core capabilities in good implementer 

companies: clear organization-wide ownership and commitment to change across all levels of the organization; 

ability to focus on a prioritized set of changes; clear accountability for specific actions during implementation; 

effective program management and use of standard change processes; planning for the long-term sustainability 

of changes from day one; continuous improvements during implementation and rapid action to devise 

alternative plans if needed; and sufficient resources and capabilities to execute changes. I agree with these 

findings, and they are incorporated into my advice below.  

 

                                                           
35 Pustkowski, R., Scott, J., & Tesvic, J. (2014, August). Why implementation matters. McKinsey & Company. Retrieved April 5, 2015, 

from http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/operations/why_implementation_matters. 

 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 61 

 

The Change Rollout Plan 

Without a sound implementation plan, or what I call a “change rollout plan,” an organization’s vision is just a 

dream on the far horizon. The change rollout plan should be comprehensive without being rigid.36 To create 

your change rollout plan, I recommend thinking through and answering the following questions:  

1. What are the details of our change rollout plan (goals, objectives, milestones, measures, timelines, 

deadlines, roles and responsibilities, accountabilities, key resources, etc.)? 

2. How can we generate quick wins in carefully chosen areas? Should we run any pilot projects before 

full implementation?  

3. How can we remove obstacles and protect the risk takers? How can we anticipate potential resistance 

and turn it into support? 

4. How will we reinforce the change?  

5. What is our involvement plan? 

6. How can we develop the new competencies needed and provide coaching and mentoring? 

7. What will we do to embed the change?  

8. How will we monitor, review, evaluate and modify our plans as necessary in real time?  

9. How can we capture the lessons of change for the next time? 

10. What is our communications strategy, and how do we ensure strong communications efforts right to 

the end? 

11. How will we persist, persist, persist? 

Let’s take these questions one by one and provide more detail and advice about each. 

Question 1: What is our change rollout plan? 

The rollout plan should contain details about: 

 Goals  

 Objectives  

 Milestones  

 Measures  

 Timelines 

 Deadlines  

 Roles and responsibilities  

 Accountabilities  

 Key resources  

 Etc.  

These questions are crucial to implementation success because answering them will provide not only guidance 

to organizational members but also confidence that the change leaders are credible and competent. Make sure 

your change rollout plan follows a logical sequence and that the timing is appropriate. Even if the organization 

is undergoing huge changes, a clear and logical plan will add to everyone’s sense of stability. It is also 

important to ensure people have the time and ability to complete their change responsibilities as well as their 

                                                           
36 Mercer Delta Consulting. (2000). Transition leadership: A guide to leading change initiatives, 5. 
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ongoing workload. Imposing a lot of change on top of people’s workloads can slow down or even jeopardize 

your initiative, so plan time for them to realistically work on the change and complete their regular duties. 

Measuring change progress is an important issue that often gets lost in the shuffle. If you don’t measure 

progress, you will not know if you’re making any. Think of the key milestones on your change journey and 

when you hope to reach them. Then measure attainment of those milestones, and if you’re behind schedule or 

off track, you can modify your plan accordingly. In addition, if you don’t measure the end results, you won’t 

know whether or not your change initiative has been successful. Set up the appropriate baseline measures at 

the beginning, and make plans to measure progress throughout and final goals at the end.  

Think through people’s roles in the change and what they will be accountable for, and put those into your plan 

as well. In chapter one, I proposed a model transition structure to help you, but your implementation plan 

needs more detail because many more departments, managers, supervisors, teams and individuals will have to 

make the plan work. Who are they, and what do you expect from them by what date?  

Finally, pay attention to the resources required to make the change a reality. It will not magically happen just 

because the organization wants it to happen. Resources in the form of a budget, time, people devoted to the 

project and outside help from consultants may all be necessary. Put them into your plan. 

A person with project management expertise can help the implementation leaders put the answers to these 

questions into a framework. In one of the successful change implementations I helped facilitate, the steering 

committee and each of the change implementation teams included a project manager to help with this critical 

task.  

Another good piece of advice: Don’t keep the change rollout plan a secret—this is a crucial mistake I’ve 

observed many times. The more people understand the plan, the better. It will be impossible for your 

employees to help implement the plan if they don’t know what it is.  

The following case study illustrates the attention to detail, effort and resources that were devoted to making a 

cultural transformation work.  

Case Study: Large-scale Cultural Transformation at the City of Ottawa37 

Between 2007 and 2010, the City of Ottawa successfully implemented a service excellence (SE) initiative across 

its many functions and operations. Using the Heintzman and Marson framework,38 the City focused on 

engaging employees and improving operational performance in order to increase citizen satisfaction with its 

services, and thereby increasing confidence and trust in the City.  

The City’s executive council and senior management committee developed an eighteen-month “roadmap,” 

which broke the initiative down into concrete steps and key milestones. The roadmap document included a 

“timeline, a list of deliverables, and a preliminary division of responsibilities from mid-2008 through the end of 

2009.”39 The roadmap called for gathering data  to measure baseline performance; involving managers and 
                                                           
37 Patwell, B., Gray, D., & Kanellakos, S. (2012). Discovering the magic of culture shifts: A case study in large scale culture 

transformation. OD Practitioner, 44(1), 11-17. 
38 Heintzman, R., & Marson, B. (2000). People, service and trust: Is there a public sector service value chain? International Review of 

Administrative Sciences, 71(4), 549-575. 
39 Patwell, B., Gray, D., & Kanellakos, S. (2012). Discovering the magic of culture shifts: A case study in large scale culture 

transformation. OD Practitioner, 44(1), 11-17. 
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employees in assessing the data and generating SE goals in their own areas; hiring a large group of 

organizational development professionals to act as internal consultants; and coordinating a group to create a 

unified strategy and evaluation process.  

The initiative was widely shared with City employees using manager and supervisor forums, and by creating 

and training a cadre of “team leads” to help advance the program throughout the City. In the end, the SE 

initiative benefitted the City by creating “a highly engaged city government workforce that goes to great 

lengths to satisfy its citizens.”40 

This case study, only briefly summarized here, shows the value of thinking through and creating a detailed 

roadmap (i.e., a change rollout plan), making sure everyone is aware of its contents, and then implementing it 

carefully.  

Question 2: How can we generate quick wins in carefully chosen areas? Should we run any 

pilot projects before full implementation?  

As John Kotter once wrote:  

Real transformation takes time, and a renewal effort risks losing momentum if there are 

no short-term goals to meet and celebrate. Most people won’t go on the long march 

unless they see compelling evidence within 12 to 24 months that the journey is producing 

expected results. Without short-term wins, too many people give up or actively join the 

ranks of those people who have been resisting change.41 

If you anticipate difficulty getting your change adopted throughout the various divisions, departments or areas 

of the organization, it may be wise to select one or more receptive areas for initial implementation. Launching 

parallel initiatives in different parts of the organization can increase the chance that changes will survive. Not 

only will you build acceptance by showing that the change can work, but you will also be able to work out 

problems you may not have anticipated before full implementation. The following case study shows how a 

pilot project helped a large company assess and learn about a proposed introduction of lean manufacturing 

before full implementation.  

Case Study: Improving Construction Collaboration and Performance at Scania42 

Scania is a manufacturer of heavy vehicles that also engages in construction work, mainly industrial 

production facilities. The construction management role is outsourced to Scania’s subsidiary company 

DynaMate, which normally governs construction projects in a traditional manner. In 2008, Scania and 

DynaMate decided to initiate lean principles in their construction activities in order to reduce waste, costs and 

lead times from investment decision to finished project. 

                                                           
40 Ibid, 17. 
41 Kotter, J. (1995). Leading change: Why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business Review, 73(2), 59-67. 
42 Eriksson, P.E. (2010). Improving construction supply chain collaboration and performance: A lean construction pilot project. Supply 

Chain Management, 15(5), 394-403. 
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Scania and DynaMate chose a site for a lean construction pilot project mostly because of a tight schedule. 

DynaMate had realized that they would have never been able to deliver the project on time with traditional 

methods. Additionally, the relatively small size of the project was considered appropriate for a first effort.  

The pilot project finished successfully within the target price and time schedule. Many of the performance 

indicators were satisfactorily achieved, but some of them were not, partly because a few were unrealistic and 

others were difficult to measure. However, the manager at DynaMate who initiated the performance indicators 

stated: “This should not be seen as a failure since it is more important that we start measuring our performance 

than that we achieve all specific indicators at our first attempt.” The improved cooperation among the partner 

companies resulted in monetary savings from a few factors, including more efficient coordination and joint 

usage of equipment.  

The participants in the pilot project, on both the client and supply sides, were satisfied with 

the project’s execution and its results, and felt that it could serve as a starting point for continually improving 

supply chain performance. A DynaMate manager expressed this view: “The pilot project has been an exciting 

start on a long-term change journey.” 

Question 3: How can we remove obstacles and protect the risk takers? How can we anticipate 

potential resistance and turn it into support?   

In their enthusiasm, change leaders often underestimate the obstacles they will face when introducing change. 

As Machiavelli famously wrote: “There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or 

more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things.”43  

This quote is all about politics. So when creating your change rollout plan, be sensitive to the potential 

detrimental effects of organizational politics and plan for ways to deal with them. It’s also wise to take the time 

to anticipate and plan for other potential obstacles, such as obstructive or opposing senior team members, turf 

protection, internal rivalries, legacy systems, organizational silos, red tape and bureaucracy, lack of skills or 

knowledge, lack of resources, and unrealistic timelines.  

In addition, risk takers must be protected from those who try to discredit or even sabotage them in order to 

stop the change. The following case illustrates how sabotage jeopardized a merger of two organizations when a 

board of directors was unable or unwilling to protect their new executive director. 

A Case of Sabotage44  

The Sunshine Resource Centre (SRC) was formed in a small Ontario town in June of 1985 by Sandy Jones (not 

her real name) and two other women who felt their community needed a family support centre for local 

parents. With a $20,000 grant from the Children’s Aid Society, they set up in a storefront location. The focal 

point of the SRC was a volunteer-run, drop-in room where parents could bring their children to play while 

sharing stories and ideas with other parents. The part-time centre became a welcome respite from the solitude 

of rural life. 

                                                           
43 Machiavelli, N. (1532). The prince. Quote retrieved May 8, 2015, from http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/n/niccolo 

_machiavelli.html 
44 Excerpted from: Hunt, S. (1999). The future of the Northumberland Family Resource Programs—Successful merger or perpetual disaster? 

(Master’s essay). Queen’s University, Kingston, ON. Retrieved from Queen’s University School of Policy Studies. 
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In late 1985, the Ministry of Community and Social Services (MCSS) offered the SRC enough money to open 

full time if they merged with the Lakeview Resource Centre (LRC), a drop-in centre offering identical services 

sixty-five kilometres away. Neither centre particularly wanted the merger but the MCSS forced the issue by 

suggesting that only larger, multi-service centres would receive funding in the future. Fearing a loss of funding 

and wanting to offer their services full time, the SRC and the LRC agreed to the merger, and in February 1989 

they incorporated as the Northumberland Family Resource Programs (NFRP).   

After the merger, the two centres continued to operate independently of each other. Although they shared 

funding from the MCSS for core expenses, such as rent and salaries, almost all fundraising was done separately 

for each centre, and committees were set up at each location to develop programs and services with very little 

attempt to standardize any of them. By the mid-to-late 1990s, both centres were offering a drop-in centre and 

toy lending library. A preschool and a rural outreach program were also headquartered in the SRC.   

Traditionally, board members had been responsible for both the day-to-day operations and the governance of 

the organization, but as the centres grew, some board members felt a paid administrator was necessary and 

began a campaign to hire an executive director (ED). Despite opposition from other board members, including 

Sandy Jones, they finally hired an ED in 1996.   

Beth (not her real name), one of the early childcare educators from the LRC, was chosen as the ED. She had 

been well liked by the parents at the LRC because of her docile, kind nature and the exuberant way she dealt 

with children. She left her position and moved to the SRC, which had become the head office location.  

It soon became apparent that Beth faced insurmountable difficulties. Although the staff at the LRC knew and 

respected her, the staff at the SRC refused to accept her and disputed the number of hours she was paid to 

work. In May 1996, Sandy sent Beth a letter, stating:  

The staff at the SRC feel strongly that the available dollars need to go into direct service 

for women’s and children’s programs. The decision to continue to allocate additional 

funds to administration causes our concern. Increasing administration expenses makes us 

feel reluctant to work unscheduled hours . . . We would like to suggest that you 

voluntarily scale back to 17 paid hours per week. We would be inspired and re-energized 

by you giving whatever time is necessary over and above your paid hours to do the job. 

When her letter did not engender the response hoped for, Sandy and Nancy, another SRC staff member, began 

a campaign to oust Beth from the organization and separate the SRC from the NFRP.  

Unfortunately, Beth had almost no support from the board. Having fought so hard to have her appointed, they 

had little time or energy to fight to keep her there. Beth was continually attacked by board members who 

supported Sandy and who made it next to impossible for her to exercise any authority over her staff. Sandy’s 

campaign continued, and in late 1997, Beth was laid off for “budgetary” reasons. She had assumed that if the 

ED position were eliminated, she would be able to return to her old position at the LRC. She was shocked 

when the board told her she could not. Beth left the organization bitter and frustrated. 

Lessons Learned 

The risk takers, especially the change champion and others given responsibility for implementation, must 

indeed be protected from sabotage, but sabotage is not always as overt as in the above case. Be on the lookout 
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for covert sabotage, which can kill a change before you even realize it is happening. If your change initiative is 

stalled, ask yourself if sabotage is a factor. If so, you must deal with it swiftly. If you don’t have the power to do 

so, hopefully you will have the courage to bring the issue to the attention of the executive sponsor and others at 

the senior level.  

How can we anticipate potential resistance and turn it into support? 

In most change projects, outright sabotage is not a big problem, but resistance is. The next chapter, “A Closer 

Look at Resistance,” gives detailed advice on how to turn resistance into support. After you have considered 

this advice and consulted your own best instincts, think about how to reward helpers, turn bystanders into 

supporters and deal with resisters. 

Sometimes obstacles are not dealt with because they are “undiscussables,” the huge elephants in the room that 

are crowding out change success but that nobody will acknowledge and talk about. For example, at NASA, 

insulation foam falling off fuel tanks and hitting space shuttles became an undiscussable. At Kodak, digital 

photography was the elephant in the room, as was MP3 file-sharing in the music industry. In all of these 

examples, failure to acknowledge and deal with the elephant in the room led to bad outcomes. Moreover, if the 

elephant in the room is a culture of punishing risk takers, then it will be difficult to get anyone to step into a 

champion or supporter role. Think about whether there is an elephant impeding your change, and if so, deal 

with it—don’t let it become an undiscussable.  

Question 4: How will we reinforce the change?  

To implement a change successfully, you must first get things moving and then maintain momentum by 

reinforcing the change. There are a number of reinforcement methods you can use, including  

 activities, such as celebrations of milestones or progress along the way;  

 tangible rewards, such as monetary incentives;  

 social reinforcement methods, such as publicizing, praising and recognizing supporters.  

Celebrations  

Make sure your change roadmap contains milestones along the road to success, and when these milestones are 

reached, celebrate attaining them in some way, such as by holding a celebratory lunch, reception or even a 

simple meeting. Visible celebrations demonstrate that leaders are serious about the change and that the 

organization is on the correct path to achieving it. They also build confidence and keep up the motivation to 

continue. If you wait until the change marathon is entirely over to celebrate, the whole project will seem much 

more difficult and you’ll be more uncertain of success. The following case study illustrates how one group at 

AT&T used a unique celebration to mark the milestone of merging two units. 

Case Study: Merging Senior Management Teams at AT&T45 

Rhea Serpan was excited when he became head of the western region of AT&T’s Network Operating Group, a 

new unit created by the internal merger of the company’s communications and information systems divisions. 

The new unit would give AT&T customers “one-stop shopping” for their computer and communications 

                                                           
45 Excerpted from: Marks, M., & Mirvis, P. (1992). Rebuilding after the merger: Dealing with “survivor sickness.” Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 21(2), 18-32. 
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needs, as well as create economies of scale. However, making one team out of the two divisions would be 

challenging because of their different cultures and the distrust between the divisions.  

The communications group members came from the old Bell telephone companies and had a track record of 

providing high-quality products and service. Its management, however, was somewhat complacent. By 

contrast, the information systems group was a new venture, and its managers were seen as risk takers but 

somewhat insensitive to people and bottom-line concerns. 

There were strong antagonisms between the two sides, and each group felt that the other’s management style 

was inadequate for meeting the needs of the combined operations. Both were reluctant to abandon past 

practices. Serpan knew that his only hope of developing a spirit of cooperation throughout the ranks was to 

build cooperation at the top. Consequently, he worked with an organizational consultant to develop a training 

program that would prepare his top three layers of management to assume new positions and build their own 

new teams. 

A three-day retreat was scheduled. Day one was devoted to a series of show-and-tell exercises in which 

functional leaders from the two sides educated each other on their respective ways of doing business. The 

second day’s program aimed at preparing managers for action planning and the work of team building. The 

highlight of this day was a graduation ceremony intended to accelerate the “letting go” of the old process. 

After the managers in small groups discussed their ideas for successful integration, they were brought back 

together and asked to write down the three worst ways the integration could affect each of them personally. 

Each also received a sheet of stationery with his or her pre-integration letterhead and an old business card. 

Managers were then led outside, where a wooden coffin awaited. Off to the side, a marching band sounded a 

somber funeral march. 

One by one, the eighty managers stepped up to the coffin, crumpled their worst-case list, letterhead and 

business card, and tossed them in. As the last manager stepped back from the coffin, the group was startled to 

hear a low, grumbling noise. Slowly, a two-ton paver rolled around the corner and headed straight for the 

group! As the band broke into a rousing rendition of “On Wisconsin,” the paver flattened the coffin and its 

contents. Spontaneous cheering broke out as the paver rolled back and forth on top of the coffin. Then the 

managers were asked to return inside and to don academic caps and gowns. Ushers marched them into an 

auditorium where banners proclaiming, “Congratulation Graduates!” awaited them. Once all were seated, 

their regional director welcomed them and began a classic graduation speech: “The day has come for which we 

have all worked so hard to prepare you. It is now your turn: Our destiny lies in your generation’s hands!” The 

managers sat quietly, absorbed in the speech, understanding the meaning of these words for them. 

Then, the ushers brought one row of “graduates” at a time to their feet and marched them up to the stage. 

There, Rhea Serpan presented each one with a diploma, a “Masters of Merger Management,” and a graduation 

gift—a share of company stock. After all had crossed the stage, the group turned the tassels on their caps from 

left to right, proclaiming that they had graduated into their positions as leaders of the new merged teams. 
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Tangible Rewards 

Many managers consider tangible rewards the most effective reinforcement method, but before you reach for 

tangible rewards, keep the following excerpt in mind from a McKinsey Quarterly survey,46 in which the 

authors asked respondents to rate their top motivators:  

The respondents viewed three noncash motivators—praise from immediate managers, 

leadership attention (for example, one-on-one conversations), and a chance to lead 

projects or task forces—as no less or even more effective motivators than the three 

highest-rated financial incentives: cash bonuses, increased base pay, and stock or stock 

options . . . These themes recur constantly in most studies on ways to motivate and 

engage employees. 

Tangible rewards, such as incentive pay, bonuses and so forth may have a place in your change plan, but there 

are several caveats to using them. Research suggests that monetary rewards secure temporary compliance but 

may not produce commitment or any lasting change in attitudes and behaviours. Once the rewards stop, 

people may revert to their old behaviours.  

Moreover, using tangible rewards may demotivate some of those who do not get the rewards. This type of 

reward poses a catch-22. On the one hand, if a change program’s objectives are not somehow linked to 

compensation, this sends a message that the change program is not a priority. On the other hand, when the 

objectives are linked to compensation, motivation for change is rarely meaningfully enhanced, although 

temporary compliance may result.  

Furthermore, such rewards may actually reduce intrinsic motivation because they conflict with a more 

important social reward. For example, after enjoying a wonderful holiday dinner at your mother’s house, you 

would not offer to pay for it. Your mother might well be insulted if you did because what was an intrinsic 

motivation to cook the dinner (enhancing your relationship) might seem degraded by a commercial exchange.  

The good news is that small, unexpected rewards can have disproportionate effects on employees’ satisfaction 

with a change program. For example, while helping turn around Continental Airlines, CEO Gordon M. 

Bethune sent an unexpected $65 check to every employee when Continental became one of the top five on-time 

airlines. John McFarlane of ANZ Bank sent a bottle of champagne to every employee for Christmas with a card 

thanking them for their work on the company’s “Perform, Grow and Breakout” change program.47 While you 

might think these are merely token gestures with short-lived impacts, recipients of these small tokens 

consistently report back that the rewards have a disproportionately positive impact on change motivation that 

lasts for months, if not years.  

When designing incentives for change, be aware of “perverse incentives,” however, which are incentives that 

motivate people for the wrong reasons or in the wrong direction. One example is that of people attending 

conferences, meetings or training courses not because of their interest in the subject but because of time off 

work or other perquisites that go with travel to attractive destinations. Perverse incentives need to be 

                                                           
46 Dewhurst, M., Guthridge, M., & Mohr, E. (2009, November). Motivating people: Getting beyond money. McKinsey Quarterly. 

Retrieved April 5, 2015, from http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/organization/motivating_people_getting_beyond_money. 
47 Keller, S., & Aiken, C. (2000). The inconvenient truth about change management. McKinsey Quarterly. Retrieved March 5, 2015, from 

http://www.mckinsey.com/app_media/reports/financial_services/the_inconvenient_truth_about_change_management.pdf. 
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considered carefully when designing an incentive structure so that you’re aware of any potential negative 

consequences of what might be put in place. A perfect example of this effect comes from the following 

insightful analysis of the U.S. legislative act, No Child Left Behind. 

Analysis: The Perverse Incentives of the No Child Left Behind Act48 

Supported by an overwhelming majority in the United States Congress and signed into law by President Bush 

in 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLBA) is remarkably ambitious and unusually intrusive. This act is 

supposed to increase academic achievement in schools across the nation, raise the performance of 

disadvantaged students to the level of their more affluent counterparts, and attract qualified professionals to 

teach in every classroom. These goals are obviously laudable. However, the act creates incentives that actually 

work against their achievement. Here’s how.  

Test scores are the fuel that makes the NCLBA run. Scores are tabulated for schools in the aggregate and must 

be disaggregated for a number of subgroups, including migrant students, disabled students, English-language 

learners and students from all major racial, ethnic and income groups. All of these scores are then used to 

determine whether schools are making “adequate yearly progress.” For a school to make adequate yearly 

progress, the student population as a whole, as well as each identified subgroup of students, must meet the 

same proficiency goal. In other words, the test scores of a particular school or subgroup of students are not 

compared on a year-over-year basis, but are assessed with respect to a standardized and “objective” level of 

performance. Adequate yearly progress is thus less about yearly achievement gains than it is about hitting 

uniform benchmarks.  

Those schools that receive federal funding and fail to make adequate yearly progress are identified as in need 

of improvement and are subject to a range of progressively more serious actions. After four consecutive years 

of failure, schools must take one of several measures, including replacing school staff or instituting a new 

curriculum, and those that fail for five years in a row must essentially surrender control to the state 

government, which can reopen the school as a charter school, turn over management to a private company or 

take over the school itself. 

Although the act is quite strict in defining adequate yearly progress, it is remarkably loose with regard to state 

standards and tests. States are free to determine their own standards, to create their own tests and to determine 

for themselves the scores that individual students must receive in order to be deemed “proficient.” The act thus 

creates counterproductive incentives by establishing overly ambitious achievement goals and imposing 

significant sanctions for failing to meet those goals. It compounds these errors by allowing states wide leeway 

in creating testing and scoring systems. This odd combination of regulatory stringency and laxity could well 

prove disastrous. It encourages states to lower their standards, make their tests easier or lower the scores 

needed to be deemed proficient.  

Focusing on absolute achievement levels rather than achievement gains also will generate incentives for 

parents, teachers and administrators to shun disadvantaged children and the schools that educate them. The 

reason is fairly simple: Disadvantaged students tend to do worse on standardized tests than do their more 

affluent counterparts. An accountability system that rewards and punishes schools based on absolute 

achievement levels will thus reward relatively affluent schools and punish relatively poor ones. Moreover, 

given that minorities are disproportionately poor, and that all schools are held responsible for the performance 

of their minority and poor students, this accountability system will tend to punish those schools that are 

                                                           
48 Excerpted from: Ryan, J. E. (2004). The perverse incentives of the No Child Left Behind Act. N.Y.U. Law Review, 79, 932-989. 
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racially and economically diverse. All of this will make racial and socioeconomic integration even more 

difficult to achieve than it is already, and it will provide even more incentives for good teachers to choose 

relatively affluent schools. These trends, in turn, make it possible that a law designed to narrow the 

achievement gap will help widen it. It will promote greater segregation by class and race. And, finally, it will 

help push talented teachers away from schools likely to be deemed failing, or from teaching altogether. 

In summary, perverse incentives turned a law intended to raise academic standards into one that may lower 

them. 

Social Reinforcement  

Social reinforcement includes thanking helpers by publicizing, recognizing and praising their efforts and 

successes, which can be done via newsletters, personal recognition and acknowledgement in meetings, to name 

just a few ways. To be appreciated is a fundamental human need. Employees respond to appreciation because 

it confirms that their contributions are valued. When they feel valued, their satisfaction and productivity rises, 

and they are motivated to maintain their support of the change. 

A little recognition goes a long way. Take, for example, the CEO of a large multi-regional bank who sent out 

personal thank-you notes to all employees working directly on the company’s change program to mark its 

first-year anniversary. Everyone appreciates a pat on the back like this, and it is inexpensive to incorporate into 

your change plan. Too often, such gestures are forgotten in the chaos of change.  

Spontaneous praise is highly effective. To many employees, receiving sincere thanks is more important than 

receiving something tangible. Encourage your change leaders to recognize the efforts of helpers through 

personal, written, electronic and public praise in a timely and sincere way. This type of day-to-day recognition 

acts as an immediate and powerful reinforcement of desired behavior and sets an example to other employees.  

Praise, recognition and other rewards for those helping implement the change will keep the momentum going 

forward and will also send a clear message to others who may be sitting on the fence. For example, after the 

terrorist attack on the twin towers in New York City in September 2001, Mayor Rudy Giuliani’s leadership was 

credited with rallying the citizens and bringing calm during the crisis. He approached his situation as a change 

management challenge, and one of the things he did was lavish public praise on those who made positive 

contributions.  

As Dr. Lawrence Hrebiniak, professor of management in the Wharton School at the University of 

Pennsylvania, wrote: “What’s absolutely critical . . . is that the organization celebrates success. Those who 

perform must be recognized. Their behavior and its results must be reinforced . . . Managers have emphasized 

this point to me time and time again, suggesting that, as basic as it is, it is violated often enough to become an 

execution problem . . . Give positive feedback to those responsible for execution success and making strategy 

work.”49 

Celebrate your progress, praise your helpers and champions, publicize their successes, and watch the energy 

for change grow, as it did in the Scotiabank example below.  

                                                           
49 Hrebiniak, L. (2005). Making strategy work: Leading effective execution and change. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, Inc. 200-

201. 
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Case Study: Improving Customer Service at Scotiabank50 

In 2007, Scotiabank, a leading Canadian financial organization, received significant acknowledgement when it 

won the 2007 Best in Practice award from Recognition Professionals International. 

Scotiabank, working with a marketing services firm, developed the “Scotia Applause” program with the intent 

of recognizing and rewarding their best employees and, at the same, increasing the strength of customer 

relationships. The program was initially implemented in the division with the most customer interaction, the 

bank’s retail branch network. Instead of consisting of many separate programs, each with a different focus, 

Scotia Applause is a web-based program integrated across all job levels—and with the single focus of 

improving customer service by recognizing and rewarding relationship-building behaviours. 

The new program does not take the place of, or duplicate, performance-based compensation programs. 

Instead, it uses a different set of quantitative and qualitative metrics to measure how well the company builds a 

better customer service environment. These metrics include the following participation measures: 

 Program participation and registration percentages 

 Program website traffic 

 Reward ordering 

 Redemption analysis 

 Behavioral analysis of engaged and disengaged program participants at specific periods of time 

This last participation metric, conducted in part through employee surveys, is the most important, and is 

linked to customer satisfaction surveys, which, for a program designed to improve customer relations, is the 

bottom-line measurement of program success.  

A 2005 Scotiabank study showed a strong positive correlation between high levels of participation in the 

recognition program, high employee satisfaction scores and high customer loyalty scores. 

Question 5: What is our involvement plan?  

Employee involvement in change is perhaps the most powerful lever management can use to gain acceptance 

for two reasons: people are generally inclined to support what they help to create, and they usually resist what 

is forced on them. In a 1996 interview with The Wall Street Journal, Michael Hammer, author of Reengineering the 

Corporation, admitted that during many high visibility reengineering projects, he didn’t take into account 

employee involvement. “I wasn’t smart enough about that [people],” he said. “I was reflecting my engineering 

background and was insufficiently appreciative of the human dimension. I’ve learned that’s critical.51” There is 

plenty of research pointing to the benefits of participation in various organizational contexts, but only a few 

deal with change scenarios. One exception is a study by researcher Runes Lines that investigated the influence 

of participation in the successful implementation of strategic change.52 He wrote: 

                                                           
50 Human Capital Institute (2009). The value and ROI in employee recognition: Linking recognition to improved job performance and 

increased business value—The current state and future needs. 
51 The coming age of organizational resilience. (n.d.) The Free Library. (2014). Retrieved May 08 2015 from 

http://www.thefreelibrary.com/The+coming+age+of+organizational+resilience.-a020853564. 
52 Lines, R. (2004). Influence of participation in strategic change: Resistance, organizational commitment and change goal achievement. 

Journal of Change Management, 4(3), 193-215. 
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Findings indicate a strong positive relationship between participation and goal 

achievement and organizational commitment, and a strong negative relationship with 

resistance . . . 

Overall the results from this research have provided support for a positive relationship 

between participation and a number of outcome variables that are relevant for judging 

the successfulness of implementing strategic change. At the general level it can be 

concluded that the use of participation seems to be related to successful implementation 

of strategic change. 

In another study, Sagie and Kolowsky found that subordinate participation in tactical decisions predicted an 

increase in change acceptance, work satisfaction, effectiveness and time allotted to work.53 Coyle-Shapiro 

surveyed employees in a U.K. manufacturing setting, with three measurement occasions: six months before the 

introduction of a total quality management (TQM) program, and nine and thirty-two months after. Her 

findings suggest that the greater employee participation in a TQM, the more likely the intervention will be 

judged to be beneficial.54 Finally, in a healthcare setting, researchers studied the factors contributing to change 

acceptance among professional staff.55 They concluded: 

Non-physicians (nurses, medical assistants, administrative staff) reporting a high level of 

engagement (e.g., “My ideas and suggestions are valued by my department”) and 

ownership (e.g., “I am willing to put in a great deal of effort to help my department 

succeed”) scored significantly high on four dimensions of readiness to change, including 

perceived appropriateness of the change, anticipated benefit from changes, perceived 

support for change among peers and leaders, and capability to implement changes. 

In light of these findings, my advice is to beware of outsourcing your change plan to an external consultant. 

Consider this typical scenario: In an important change effort, an external consultant is hired to develop a 

detailed change plan, with little input from the organization, except for requirements prescribed by the 

executives. The consultant then hands over the process design and documentation to the team responsible for 

implementing it. This team passively accepts the consultant’s recommendations, but then ignores them. In fact, 

at the project post-mortem, team members tell executives that they actively sabotaged the new process because 

“the consultants developed the process, even though we are the experts.”  

As well, beware of asking for input if there is no intention to incorporate it into your plan. Participation can 

backfire if it is just for show or if change leaders are not open-minded to listening or considering the possibility 

of alternative approaches. Furthermore, because many middle managers feel their status rests heavily on their 

power to tell others what to do, it can be difficult to persuade them to try participative approaches. 

Participation requires both a willingness by managers to share decision making with lower level employees 

and a willingness by employees to share responsibility. Participation will not work with people who are 

passive or apathetic. These considerations aside, participative approaches to change implementation can create 

powerful forward momentum. 

                                                           
53 Sagie, A., & Koslowsky, M. (1994). Organizational attitudes and behaviors as a function of participation in strategic and tactical 

decisions: An application of path-goal theory. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 15(1), 37-47. 
54 Coyle-Shapiro, J. (1999). Employee participation and assessment of an organizational change intervention: A three-wave study of total 

quality management. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 35(4), 439-456. 
55 Hung, D., Wong, E., Anderson, K., & Hereford, J. (2013). Ready to change? The role of employee engagement, ownership, and 

participation in managing change. Clinical Medicine & Research, 11(3), 159. 
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General George Patton of the U.S. Army was once quoted as saying, “Never tell people how to do things. Tell 

them what to do, and they will surprise you with their ingenuity.” Trust in the innate intelligence, skills and 

creativity of your employees, and they will not disappoint you. By involving staff whenever possible in the 

early stages of planning a change, you can save time later, which is commonly taken up by reacting to 

resistance. Rather than guessing at how staff may view a proposed change, encourage staff to voice opinions 

and suggest ideas so you can plan change with a much clearer picture of the road ahead. The general principle: 

try to involve as many people as possible, as early as possible.  

Some suggestions for participation and involvement:  

 Invite employees to serve on ad-hoc committees to examine competitors’ products and/or services. Ask 

for a report concerning the pros and cons of these competitive products/services and their 

recommendations for improvements to your own. Have them present their report at organizational 

meetings.  

 Get a team of employees together to visit selected sites of the organization to gather responses to the 

change. Have them present their findings in an oral or written report. 

 Get a group of employees to review the literature on best practices on the topic of the change initiative. 

 Schedule employee focus groups to get their feedback about various aspects of the change initiative 

(the vision, the business case, etc.) as it progresses.  

 Have employees form problem-solving groups and suggest solutions to some of the challenges posed 

by the change initiative. Make plans to gather their suggestions and act on them wherever possible. 

Wherever their suggestions cannot be acted upon, be sure to give them the reasons why. 

 Hold large-scale interventions in which groups of employees participate. (See Appendix A for 

methods and objectives.) Ask managers of specific units to speak with their employees about setting 

targets for adjusting to the change. Ask for a report of these discussions.  

Participation can be a powerful force in organizational success. The following case study tells how a group of 

employees got together and saved their company by participating in an employee buyout. 

Case Study: Employee Participation Saves the Great Western Brewing Company56 

The Great Western Brewing Company traces its history back to the 1920s, when the two-and-a-half-city-block 

facility was built in Saskatoon. Since provinces control liquor and beer distribution, beer brewed beyond 

Saskatchewan’s borders was traditionally kept out, ensuring the brewery had a reasonable market. But in the 

late 1980s, it was clear that would change, as inter-provincial and Canada-U.S. barriers to trade started to 

evaporate. Canadian breweries were grossly inefficient compared to their American competitors, which could 

count on large production runs since they served huge markets. The Canadian industry became preoccupied 

with consolidation and economies of scale, although a successful counter-trend also emerged, in the form of 

premium-oriented microbreweries. 

When the Molson and Carling-O’Keefe breweries announced a merger in July 1989, it was inevitable they’d 

restructure their operations across the country. One casualty was their Saskatoon brewery, which was to be 

shut down and production consolidated in Regina. Even before the announcement, there had been unease at 

the brewery. At one point, Greg Kitz, the vice president of the union, took to wandering about the plant on his 

spare time during the night shift, photographing all the machinery and recording their power ratings and 

                                                           
56 Excerpted from: Beatty, C.A., & Schachter, H. (2002). Employee ownership: The new source of competitive advantage. Etobicoke, ON: John 

Wiley & Sons. 
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capacity. In effect, he was taking an inventory of the plant—but unsure of the reason. “It was a feeling I wanted 

to take stock of things. I didn’t know why,” he says.  

Kitz was caught in a dilemma. He was inclined to consider moving to Regina, but his wife, Brenda, told him 

that he would be going without her. Then one day, as they were at a gas station waiting for the car to be filled 

up and brooding about the situation, she said, “Why don’t you buy the plant yourself?” 

Since the union insisted on not being involved in any buyout attempt, an employees’ association was formed to 

investigate the possibility. Then one evening, on the spur of the moment, the couple wandered over to Peter 

McCann, who lived two blocks away, to see if he would help. McCann, who had been plant manager a few 

years earlier, had transferred to Calgary before quitting Carling-O’Keefe to become president of Prairie Malt.  

As it turned out, he had just finished his mandate there and agreed to conduct a feasibility study—for free. 

With lots of government contacts, McCann quickly rounded up some cash for the study. To the surprise of 

many employees, this study suggested that employee ownership was a viable opportunity. With McCann 

willing to serve as president and veteran Gib Henderson recruited as the all-important brewmaster, the 

Saskatchewan Economic Development Corporation agreed to put up 75 percent of the estimated $3 million 

required to purchase the plant and start up the new company. The twenty-nine employees agreed to take a 15 

percent wage cut so the operation would be more economic. And sixteen employees invested between $50,000 

and $100,000 apiece in their new company, supplying the other 25 percent of financing in return for 100 percent 

ownership. “It was all used equipment, and it took a lot of work and effort,” McCann said. “But it’s working.”  

There were unsettling moments at first, as everyone acclimatized to the situation. The sixteen shareholders 

would meet once a week to check how they were doing. And they had a difficult balancing act on the shop 

floor: trying to preserve their equality with long-time colleagues who hadn’t invested and acceding to the day-

to-day authority of managers, while still having that special responsibility and concern—and fear—that comes 

from being an owner. But if it was a balancing act, they also knew which way they had to lean: the managers 

had to be in charge on a daily basis. That had been a basic organizing principle from the outset. That strategy 

helped the company turn the corner. Sales improved and market share increased slowly but also steadily. That 

was not the end of the story. The brewery went through management changes and several crises after the 

employee buyout took place, but it has survived, and several of its beer varieties have received international 

awards of excellence.  

Much of Great Western’s success, including its growth across Saskatchewan and in Manitoba, British Columbia 

and Alberta, can be attributed to it being largely an employee-owned company, said Michael Micovcin, Great 

Western’s president and chief executive, in a 2013 interview published in the Financial Post:57 

If they’re shareholders, they obviously have a vested interest. They’ve made an 

investment in us and we have a special obligation to them. The transparency and 

communication are very important. In the past, we had some product quality challenges. 

We sat down with our employees, shared the history of some of those challenges and 

some of the things we were trying to address. We were effectively asking for their 

support in solving these challenges, because sometimes they can see things with a 

                                                           
57 Lopez-Pacheco, A. (2013, December 23). How Great Western Brewing has benefited from its employee-owned business model. 

Financial Post. Retrieved April 5, 2015, from http://business.financialpost.com/2013/12/23/how-great-western-brewing-has-benefited-

from-its-employee-owned-business-model/. 
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different lens than we can. And they came through. We want our employees to say, “I 

understand this problem and I want to be part of the solution.” 

Our employees are our brand ambassadors. When one of our employees takes a case of 

new beer home, shares it with friends and family and they absolutely love it, and they tell 

them how exciting the organization is, all of a sudden, they’re getting their friends and 

family excited and becoming ambassadors too. To me, that is more powerful than an ad 

or a communication campaign. 

Interesting Facts About Employee Ownership 

Studies have generally shown that employee ownership has a positive impact on profitability, revenue growth 

and productivity. Indeed, one Canadian study by the Toronto Stock Exchange found that companies with 

employee share ownership plans had a 95 percent higher profit and a 123 percent higher growth in profits over 

five years. Studies in the U.S. have concluded that employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) companies grow 

faster than non-ESOP firms by about 2.3 percent and that those that also use participative management along 

with an ESOP can grow 8-10 percent faster than those without either.58 

Why is this so? Companies compete by processing information and acting on it intelligently. In ESOP 

companies, information gathering and decision making are undertaken not only by managers, but by a wider 

group of employees who have more daily contact with customers and are closer to the day-to-day processes 

that make the company efficient. 

Convinced that participation can make a difference to the outcomes of your change initiative? I hope so. There 

are literally thousands of ways to involve employees during a change, so my best advice is to be creative and 

think of the ways that suit your change and your organization.  

Question 6: How can we develop the new competencies needed and provide coaching and 

mentoring? 

The most successful organizations spend more time and money on education and training than unsuccessful 

ones, and that is one reason why they attain superior performance levels. At no point is this time and money 

better spent than when preparing for and implementing change. Furthermore, the design and the sequencing 

of training during change is crucial. Most adults cannot learn merely by listening to instructions, so ideally 

training should incorporate time to absorb new information, use it experimentally and integrate it with their 

existing knowledge.   

Furthermore, after three months, most adults retain only 10 percent of what they have heard in lecture-based 

training sessions (e.g., presentations, demonstrations, discussions). Even when trainees are asked to make a 

commitment to practice what they’ve learned back in the workplace, very few keep these commitments. Their 

attention is taken up by more pressing issues, including catching up on the work they couldn’t do while in 

training sessions. However, when they learn by doing (e.g., exercises, simulations, case studies), they retain 65 

percent of the learning. And when they practice what they have learned in the workplace for a number of 

weeks, they retain almost everything.59  

                                                           
58 Beatty, C.A., & Coates, M.L. (1997). Employee ownership: How do you spell success? Kingston, ON: IRC Press.  
59 Whitmore, J. (2001). Coaching for performance (3rd ed.). London, UK: Nicholas Brealey Publishing. 
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The low retention rates from lecture-based training, which is widespread in corporate settings, has profound 

implications for the training you design to support a change initiative. For one, people assimilate information 

more thoroughly if they go on to describe to others how they will apply what they have learned to their own 

circumstances. The reason, in part, is that human beings use different areas of the brain for learning and for 

teaching. 

You can implement a number of practices to improve training for change. First, ensure training isn’t a one-off 

event. And to be effective, it should be designed to be experiential, using simulations, exercises and case 

studies, as well as presentations and discussions. Classroom training can be spread over a series of sessions, 

with fieldwork assigned in between to apply the learning in the workplace. These fieldwork assignments 

should require participants to put into practice the new skills in their daily work. To further enhance the 

learning, the fieldwork should have quantifiable measures to show how much competence was gained. 

Recognizing the skills attained through certification is also a good idea, as is having participants teach what 

they have learned to others, which will reinforce and deepen their knowledge. The sidebar case study 

illustrates these principles in action. 

The IRC Trains an Organization in Transitioning to a Team-based Culturei  

The subject of this case study is an independent, non-profit organization known as the Canadian 

Council on Health Services Accreditation (CCHSA), for which my colleague Brenda Barker Scott and I 

helped implement a cultural transition. A small- to mid-sized organization in the healthcare industry, 

CCHSA employs about sixty people, a large majority of whom are women. This organization’s 

mission is “to promote excellence in the provision of quality health care and the efficient use of 

resources in health organizations.” CCHSA develops voluntary accreditation programs for healthcare 

organizations across the country. By participating in CCHSA’s accreditation programs, Canada’s 

healthcare organizations can monitor their performance using various performance indicators.  

In 1996, the combination of several factors provided the impetus for CCHSA to make the transition 

from a hierarchical and functionally-organized company to a team-based structure. One important 

factor was the need for CCHSA to improve the services offered to clients. Prior to 1997, CCHSA’s 

employees were organized around functions, such as education or surveying. In this functional setup, 

a given client of CCHSA would have to contact different people in different parts of the organization 

depending on the nature of the query, and in the process of solving the query they could be 

transferred several times. This was confusing, an inefficient use of time and was an area of CCHSA’s 

service delivery that needed improvement.   

The other major environmental influence that encouraged CCHSA to re-evaluate their structure was 

financial: the budget for 1997 had been cut significantly. Increasingly scarce resources, combined with 

the desire to avoid layoffs and avoid any increases in the cost of services provided to Canada’s health 

organizations, made flattening the organization a logical step. The transition to a team-based structure 

was an adaptation to CCHSA’s changing environment. 
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The IRC Trains an Organization in Transitioning to a Team-based Culture (continued) 

In the summer of 1996, CCHSA’s executive team went on a retreat, where they decided to move to a 

team-based structure. The executives drew up a new organizational chart that illustrated a flatter 

structure and a number of work teams that focused on one of CCHSA’s client markets. CCHSA was 

flattened from the original six layers to a much leaner three layers. At the top of the new 

organizational chart was the executive team, called the “priority and planning team” (colloquially 

referred to as P&P). The next layer was the operations committee, which was comprised of five team 

leaders, followed by five work teams.   

This major decision was shared with the entire organization at a general staff meeting just prior to the 

Christmas holiday in December 1996. There, the executives announced the plan for CCHSA’s 

transition to a team-based structure and reviewed the environmental circumstances that made the 

change necessary. When employees returned from the Christmas holiday, they were members of a 

team tasked with providing services to a particular market and no longer part of a department with a 

particular function. The top two layers of the organization, the P&P group and the operations 

committee received a day of training from the Industrial Relations Centre (IRC) at Queen’s University. 

During this one-day workshop, participants were educated on the team effectiveness modelii and 

learned about the organizational support, processes and skills important for team performance.  

During the spring of 1997, each of CCHSA’s teams received one-and-a-half days of team training from 

the IRC team, which combined lectures and team exercises focused on team management practices, 

problem-solving skills and the conflict-handling skills that are important for teams to master to 

improve performance.  

I administered a team survey at three different times, the last of which was done in December 1998. 

The survey addressed the three skill sets important for teams: team management practices, problem-

solving skills and conflict-handling skills. The survey showed that by the end of 1998, teams had 

reported significant progress with respect to the three critical skill sets and that performance and 

satisfaction had increased from the second to the third administrations of the survey. The results also 

identified areas that needed improvement, such as communication between teams.  

Team training continued during the early months of 2000. The research and development, acute care, 

health systems, primary and continuing care, and corporate support teams all participated in team-

building exercises with Brenda Barker Scott from the IRC. During these team-building sessions, 

Barker Scott and the groups explored two important concepts for the management of teams: team 

charters and team values. Then in April 2000, the P&P and operations committee members 

participated in a session with me that focused on the organization’s values. There was also a lecture 

on change management and the success factors that the literature and my own research identify as 

important in the process of managing change projects. 

The change to a team-based structure was considered a general success by the CCHSA’s executive 

members, and both the teams themselves and their clients have noted an improvement in the 

provision of services.  
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Coaching and Mentoring 

Coaching and mentoring, as opposed to training, is also important during change but often is ignored or 

neglected. Perhaps this is because it demands that managers develop a set of skills not usually required of 

them, although some believe the best managers constantly coach their employees. Coaching differs from 

training in that it is a day-to-day, hands-on process of helping employees improve their performance and 

capabilities. 

 Before effective coaching can take place, however, an explicit set of expectations between a supervisor or an 

organization and an employee should be developed. These mutually agreed-upon expectations lead to specific 

performance goals, enabling the coach to observe actual performance and provide helpful feedback when 

performance does not meet the goals. To play the role of coach, managers must temporarily suspend judgment, 

listen empathetically, probe for concerns, and be ready to offer specific suggestions about development and 

performance improvement. For the coaching process to be effective, the coach must create an open climate that 

encourages a free exchange of ideas and is perceived by both as a growth environment.60 

                                                           
60 The Industrial Relations Centre at Queen’s University offers an excellent program on coaching skills. Go to http://irc.queensu.ca/ for 

more information. 

The IRC Trains an Organization in Transitioning to a Team-based Culture (continued) 

Table 1: IRC training schedule for CCHSA 

Date  Training Initiative 

1996 Lecture on moving to a team-based 

organization  

Early 1997 1-day workshop on the team effectiveness 

model with the P&P group and operations 

committee 

Spring 1997 1.5-day team effectiveness workshop with all 

teams 

January – April 2000  Charter and values exercises with corporate 

support, research and development, and 

service delivery teams  

April 2000 Change management lecture and values 

exercise with the P&P and operations 

committee 

May 2000 Transition structure session with P&P and the 

operations committee 

_____________________ 
i From notes compiled by Dr. Carol A. Beatty and excerpts from Thackray, Y. S. (2000). The management of change: The 

movement from a functional hierarchy to a team-based Structure. MIR Research Essay. Queen’s University School of 

Graduate Studies—Industrial Relations, Kingston, ON. 
ii Beatty, C., & Barker Scott, B. (2005). Building Smart Teams: A Roadmap to High Performance. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 
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Question 7: What will we do to embed the change?  

After communicating the vision and proceeding to the implementation of a change initiative, change leaders 

often forget the important task of alignment. The structure, systems, processes, policies, people, capabilities, 

resources, leadership, culture, and so forth must all be examined for alignment with the change.61 If not, they 

may pose insurmountable hurdles to achieving the desired outcomes, and even worse, people may not 

understand the subtle workings of misalignment during change. 

Take, for example, the energy company that wanted to ensure it attracted the best employees to work in remote 

Fort McMurray, Alberta. One way it tried to do so was by offering a $3200 rent allowance to new employees. It 

worked at first; the company was able to attract the workforce it needed. Average apartment rents were around 

$1600 at the time, so the employees were able to put the difference in their pockets. Everyone in the company 

was happy. But the landlords soon caught on. Housing was scarce, so landlords raised the rents to $3200. Then 

other companies had to up their allowances to $3200 as well. This meant that rents were out of the range of 

service workers, and as a result, places like Tim Hortons and McDonalds’ closed. Among other unfortunate 

outcomes, restaurant service took hours because there was a shortage of servers. What started out as an idea to 

attract employees ended in unanticipated, negative consequences for the company and the community. The 

situation only resolved itself in a recession that followed, but the question remains as to whether the companies 

will repeat the same mistakes when the good times return.  

The following example shows just how out of control things can get when you don’t think of the system as a 

whole. 

The Yellowstone Syndrome62 

In the late 1800s, Yellowstone National Park’s game population (elk, bison, antelope and deer) began to 

disappear. So in 1886, the U.S. Cavalry took over management of the park. And its first order of business was 

to help bring back the game population. 

After a few years of protection and special feeding, the game population started to come back strong. But what 

the government didn’t understand was that it was dealing with a complex ecosystem. You can’t just change 

one thing and think that it won’t also lead to cascading changes elsewhere. 

The surging elk and deer populations ate a lot more. This caused the plant life to diminish. Aspen trees, for 

instance, started to disappear, eaten by the numerous elks. This hurt the beaver population, which depended 

on the aspen tree. The beavers built fewer dams. The beaver dams were important in helping prevent soil 

erosion by slowing the flow of water from the spring melt. Now the trout population took a hit, because it 

didn’t spawn in the increasingly silted water. And so on and so on . . . 

The entire ecosystem started to break down because of man’s desire to boost the elk population. It got worse. In 

the winter of 1919-1920, more than half of the elk population died—with most of them starving to death. But 

the National Park Service chalked it up to predators. So it began killing wolves, mountain lions and coyotes—

                                                           
61 The Queen’s IRC “Blueprint for Organizational Effectiveness” is an excellent tool for examining alignment. It can be retrieved from 

http://irc.queensu.ca/articles/queens-irc-blueprint-organizational-effectiveness. 
62 Excerpted from: Mauboussin, M. J. (2009). Think twice: Harnessing the power of counterintuition. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School 

Press.  
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all of which only made the problems worse. By the mid-1900s, the park service managed to kill off nearly all of 

the predators. In 1926, it shot the last wolf. 

Lessons Learned 

The experiences of Yellowstone Park and Fort McMurray are similar to what can happen in organizations that 

introduce change without thinking about its effects on the entire organizational system. What are the 

implications of the change for the HR systems and policies, for the organization’s structure, for reporting 

relationships, for internal communications, for resources, and so forth? Must you alter any to make them work 

for the change and not against it?  

A whole-systems approach is necessary when assessing the impacts of change on the organization. Failure to 

understand the impacts of change on the entire organization will result in isolated and disjointed decision 

making, conflict and disconnected projects.  

Question 8: How will we monitor, review, evaluate and modify our plans as necessary in real 

time?  

It’s common knowledge in the aviation industry that airplanes fly off course 90 percent of the time. They reach 

their final destination by nearly incessant course corrections throughout the duration of the flight. The same 

will be true of your change rollout plan; reviewing and adjusting it will be necessary. The first iteration will not 

be perfect. And the longer the project implementation, the more course corrections you should expect. 

Fluctuations, errors, bad planning and incorrect assumptions about what is needed all come into play when the 

implementation process occurs. So given the unpredictability of most large-scale changes, make sure you 

review progress on a regular basis and make the necessary adjustments to your plan. Also, make people aware 

that modifications to the plan are normal so that they don’t get upset or aren’t caught off guard.  

Your change rollout plan should have an estimated start and end date for each activity and statements about 

who is responsible for which activities. It can, however, be difficult to estimate how long individual tasks will 

take. The classic mistake is to be optimistic about how quickly the activities can be accomplished. So be sure to 

hold frequent review meetings to assess how you are doing.  

There are two different types of review meetings: the project status meeting and the resolution meeting. In the 

project status meeting, you identify project-related problems and opportunities; in the resolution meeting, you 

identify the right people, gather the right information, and resolve the issues identified in the project status 

meeting. Project status meetings should be held regularly, while project resolution meetings should be held on 

an as-needed basis.  

In a project status meeting, you may wish to discuss and review:  

 Updates on progress 

 What’s gone well? What’s not gone so well?  

 What are the priorities for going forward? 

 Are there any issues we need to resolve going forward? 

 If there are important issues, what information is required, who should participate in resolving the 

issues and when should they be resolved? 
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In a project resolution meeting, you should: 

 Discuss and analyze the information gathered 

 Decide on the best possible response 

 Act, if you have the authority, or recommend action to others for their approval 

 Update an outstanding issues log 

Taking the time to hold these review meetings will greatly decrease the normal confusion of the 

implementation process and will enable you to respond swiftly to issues that, if left unaddressed, may 

jeopardize success. The next case study is a cautionary tale about what can happen if an organization doesn’t 

use a disciplined review process.  

The Columbia Space Shuttle Disaster63 

On February 1, 2003, the space shuttle Columbia disintegrated over Texas during re-entry into the Earth’s 

atmosphere on its twenty-eighth mission. The entire seven-member crew died. There have now been two such 

losses of a space shuttle and crew. The first was the Challenger disaster in 1986, but it appears that the lessons of 

Challenger were not used to improve the organization’s review and problem-solving processes. 

During Columbia’s launch, a piece of foam insulation broke off from the shuttle’s external tank and struck the 

left wing. A thermal protection system panel on the wing was damaged, which allowed the hot gasses of re-

entry to penetrate and weaken the wing structure, ultimately causing it to fail. The vehicle became 

uncontrollable and was destroyed by the extreme heat of re-entry. Most previous shuttle launches had seen 

minor damage from foam shedding, but some engineers suspected that this time the damage to Columbia was 

more serious. Engineers made three separate requests for Department of Defense (DOD) imaging of the shuttle 

in orbit to more precisely determine damage. While the images were not guaranteed to show the damage, they 

would be sufficient to allow a meaningful examination.  

NASA management did not honour the requests and in some cases intervened to stop the DOD from assisting. 

NASA managers limited the investigation, reasoning that the crew could not have fixed the problem if it had 

been confirmed. They decided to conduct a what-if scenario study more suited to determine risk probabilities 

of future events, instead of inspecting and assessing the actual damage.  

In 2013, retired NASA official Wayne Hale recalled that Director of Mission Operations John Harpold told him 

before Columbia 's destruction: 

You know, there is nothing we can do about damage to the TPS [thermal protection 

system]. If it has been damaged it’s probably better not to know. I think the crew would 

rather not know. Don’t you think it would be better for them to have a happy successful 

flight and die unexpectedly during entry than to stay on orbit, knowing that there was 

nothing to be done, until the air ran out? 

                                                           
63 Information for this case study is from: The Columbia accident (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.century-of-

flight.net/Aviation%20history/space/Columbia%20accident.htm; Space shuttle Columbia disaster (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space_Shuttle_Columbia_disaster; Woods, D. (2004, December 14); Creating Foresight: Lessons for 

enhancing resilience from Columbia. Retrieved from http://csel.eng.ohio-state.edu/woods/space/Create%20foresight%20Col-draft.pdf  
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When the Columbia Accident Investigation Board (CAIB) later issued its report on the accident, one of the 

issues the agency delved into was the underlying organizational and cultural issues that led to the accident. 

The report was highly critical of NASA’s decision-making and risk-assessment processes. CAIB’s investigation 

revealed how NASA failed to balance safety risks with intense production pressure.  

It concluded the organizational structure and processes were sufficiently flawed and that a compromise of 

safety was expected no matter who was in the key decision-making positions. Under pressure to perform, 

burdened with a fragmented problem-solving process and lacking a system of cross-checks, NASA was unable 

to see the big picture and was blind to the risks it was running. Based on the evidence the CAIB gathered, the 

organization undertook no contingency analysis and lacked effective overlap across different organizational 

units, so it remained inside the chain of command mentality. 

Partly as a result of this incident, U.S.-manned space flights did not resume until over two years later, and the 

International Space Station had to operate with a skeleton crew transported and supplied by Russian space 

vehicles. 

Obviously, most failed change programs do not have such tragic outcomes, but all failures have consequences. 

Anticipating the unexpected and building in review processes can make failures less likely. Objective formal 

reviews of progress can help change leaders spot problems before they become acute.  

Question 9: How can we capture the lessons of change for the next time? 

If NASA had learned the lessons from the Challenger disaster, perhaps the Columbia tragedy would not have 

happened. However, very few organizations build formal learning programs to capture the lessons of change. 

Taking the time to gather lessons learned from one change initiative can help the next one proceed more 

effectively and efficiently. The next highlight outlines a methodology for capturing lessons learned that was 

pioneered by the U.S. Army and widely adapted for use elsewhere. 

Highlight: After-Action Review64 

Called by some “one of the most successful organizational learning methods yet devised,” the after-action 

review (AAR) was developed by the United States Army in the 1970s to help its soldiers learn from both their 

mistakes and achievements. Since then, the AAR has been used by many companies for capturing lessons 

learned, and has extended to the business world as a knowledge management tool and a way to build a culture 

of accountability. 

An AAR is a structured review or debrief process in which the participants and those responsible for a project 

analyze what happened, why it happened and how it can be done better. An AAR is distinct from a typical 

debrief, however, in that it begins with a clear comparison of intended versus actual results achieved. An AAR 

is also distinct from a post-mortem in its tight focus on each participant’s own role in the project rather than 

others’. AARs in larger operations can be cascaded so that those at each level of the organization remain 

focused on their own performance within a particular event or project. 

                                                           
64 Partially based on: After-action review. (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved April 4, 2015, from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/After-

action_review. 
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Formal AAR meetings are normally run by a facilitator and can consist of chronological reviews or be tightly 

focused on a few key issues selected by the team leader. Short-cycle, informal AARs are typically run by the 

team leader or assistant and are very quick. 

To apply an AAR, discuss these questions: 

 What did we intend to accomplish? 

 What actually happened? 

 Why were there differences? 

 What worked and what didn’t work? Why? 

 What would you do differently next time? 

 How can we repeat our successes? 

An effective AAR depends on a climate of transparency, frankness and selflessness so that participants can 

challenge current ways of thinking and perform without fear of blame or reprisal. Everyone, including leaders, 

must openly share where their own performance may have contributed to team failure and acknowledge the 

people and practices that helped create success. When key learnings from AARs are shared, the experiences of 

one team can benefit the entire organization. 

Question 10: What is our communications strategy, and how do we ensure strong 

communications efforts right to the end?  

Effective communications during a change initiative is a key success factor. It is so important that I have 

devoted the entire chapter six to this topic. In it you will learn: 

 A robust communications model to use for change initiatives; 

 How to tailor communications to the individual or group you are trying to convince to buy into the 

change; 

 How to answer the why, what and how questions, and deal with concerns; and 

 How to use many different methods, from face-to-face meetings to electronic messaging, among other 

topics.  

Question 11: How will we persist, persist, persist? 

As former U.S. President Calvin Coolidge once said, “Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence . . . 

Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”65 You might try to remember this famous quote when 

implementing your own change project. 

Many so-called change failures are actually projects that have been partially installed, rather than fully 

implemented. It takes persistence and patience to see a project through to completion. Take your eye off the 

ball, and people will readily slip back into their old ways of working. 

                                                           
65 Coolidge, C. (n.d.). Quote retrieved July 2, 2015 from http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Calvin_Coolidge.  
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Another reason why some corporate transformations fail is because, as John Kotter identifies, victory is 

declared too soon.66 Changes must become part of the corporate culture, which he comments is “a process that 

can take five to ten years; new approaches are fragile and subject to regression.”67 Kotter also suggests that 

management succession must be taken into account so that “the next generation of management really does 

personify the new approach.”68 Successors need to continue to champion the changes of their predecessors, or 

the change effort degrades. The following case illustrates how persistence over a twenty-year period was 

necessary to reform the education system in El Salvador. 

Persistence Pays Off in El Salvador Education69 

In the early 1990s, El Salvador emerged from more than a decade of civil war. Prior to the war, education was 

concentrated largely on the elites and the capital city, San Salvador. The new Salvadoran Ministry of Education 

(MINED) was responsible for resuscitating a public education system that had been neglected for years, 

resulting in low levels of access, enrollment, attainment, equity and literacy. In 1992, MINED was not only 

organizationally and administratively disorganized, but also physically fragmented as offices were relocated 

throughout San Salvador. Their relationship with the teachers’ union was tense, and both sides often ignored 

the principle constituents: students. 

Consequently, MINED modernized itself early in the reform process. This resulted in organizational changes 

within MINED, as well as the creation of new mechanisms for delivering educational services. New budgeting 

procedures were introduced, and communication and information systems were installed. Operations were 

decentralized in order to improve day-to-day support to schools through a single conduit—school 

supervisors—whose selection criteria and position descriptions were rewritten. The minister of education 

recognized that ownership needed to lie with the general public, so MINED employed a strategy of building 

broad public consensus to implement its reforms. The ultimate objective was expanding access to primary 

education, especially for populations in rural areas.  

MINED proactively identified and addressed many challenges. In many areas of reform, including student 

assessment, school management, curriculum reform, decentralization and teacher professional development, 

the programs MINED developed in the early 1990s proved to be essential building blocks for future reform.  

One critical tool established during the process was a strong management information system, which gave 

MINED informed reviews and allowed them to track progress. But more importantly, MINED established an 

unusual degree of continuity in its leadership and vision. The first minister of education served for almost a 

decade and was succeeded by others from her core team. In fact, most of MINED’s national leadership over the 

next twenty years shared a common vision, priorities and commitment to the reform processes.  

The results: Enrollment increased, and dropout and repetition rates decreased. Primary net enrollment rates 

increased to above 90 percent by 2010, secondary net enrollment has improved to 50 percent and adult literacy 

is reported to be 80 percent. 

                                                           
66 Kotter, J. (1995). Leading change: Why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business Review, 73(2), 59-67. 
67 Ibid., 66. 
68 Ibid., 67. 
69 Gillies, J. (2010). The Power of Persistence: Education System Reform and Aid Effectiveness: Case Studies in Long-Term Education Reform. 

USAid. Retrieved May 8, 2015, from http://www.equip123.net/docs/E2-Power_of_Persistence.pdf. 
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Persistence and patience are necessary ingredients in change programs because they invariably take longer to 

implement than optimistic organizational leaders estimate. Just as it takes patience to master a new skill, it 

takes patience for an organization to adopt new ways. If you realize this fact, you will not be so discouraged 

when things do not proceed briskly.  

In summary, by planning in advance as much as possible and by paying attention to all eleven of the important 

parts of your change rollout plan, you will increase your chances of a smooth and successful implementation. 

The summary case study that follows illustrates how one organization meticulously planned an acquisition, 

one of the most difficult change initiatives, and achieved excellent results.  

Case Study: CGI Plans an Acquisition for Success
70

 

CGI Background 

Founded in June 1976 by Serge Godin, CGI grew from a tiny office with one telephone into an international 

powerhouse with offices throughout Canada, the U.S. and Western Europe.  

The company provides a full scope of IT (information technology) services, including systems integration, 

consulting and “managed services” (outsourcing). Clients delegate entire or partial responsibility for IT or 

business process functions to CGI, which promises significant savings and access to the best information 

technology while allowing the client to keep control of strategic IT and business functions. Over three decades, 

CGI evolved to become the largest Canadian independent IT services firm and one of the largest in North 

America.  

Throughout its existence, CGI has grown by expanding its internal operations and developing a targeted 

acquisition program. Acquisitions are risky change projects, and synergies, integrations and financial results 

are hard to achieve. However, CGI has had an exceptional record of acquisition success, demonstrating 

expertise in integration rarely seen in the corporate world. CGI assimilated twenty-nine companies between 

1998 and 2004 alone. This blistering pace was the result of its goal to reach $4 billion in revenue through equal 

parts internal growth and acquisitions, and growth has continued since then. Its acquisition of AMS (American 

Management Systems) shows the depth of implementation planning needed to achieve a successful outcome. 

CGI Acquires AMS 

CGI acquired AMS in May 2004, paying $600 million cash for $925 million in annual revenues. AMS was 

focused on proprietary business solutions, mainly in government, banking and telecom sectors, so it offered a 

complementary business and client base that would also double CGI’s footprint in the U.S. and Europe. In 

addition, the cultural fit was considered good, and AMS had some intellectual property that was attractive to 

CGI.  

Prior to the AMS acquisition, CGI had four business units in the U.S., two in Europe and none in Australia. 

After, it had seven business units in the U.S., four in Europe and one in Australia. True to form, CGI had 

carefully examined AMS for two years before proceeding, but once the decision was made, CGI quickly did its 

due diligence, which took about four weeks. CGI used a large check list to study the key points. AMS was a 

                                                           
70 Information for this case study was gathered by Dr. Carol Beatty and research assistants Lisa Kohlmeier and Kate McKenzie from 

public documents and from interviews with company officials. 
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leader in the U.S., with five large units compared to CGI’s two smaller units. The acquisition was complex 

because CGI was acquiring the whole organization, and so the entire AMS organization had to be redesigned 

and put in place. Despite the careful due diligence, this was not so obvious going in. 

AMS had been in business for thirty years at the time of the acquisition. It was a publicly-traded company but 

it was not making any money, so the previous management had an incentive to sell. Five years older than CGI, 

AMS was a proven (if not fully profitable) company with a strong culture, so there was a delicate cultural 

balance to strike, especially because it was being acquired by a foreign company. It was very important to use 

principles and values to guide the process going forward. CGI had to be careful not to destroy morale within 

AMS because the majority of its employees were proud of belonging to the company even though they were 

not entirely supportive of the recent management team, which CGI subsequently replaced. An important part 

of the integration strategy or “game plan” was encouraging AMS members to focus on the future - growth, 

business development and doing the right job for the clients - rather than on the past. 

Economies of scale were evident in the merged entity. For example, AMS had eight hundred employees in 

their corporate services division to look after five thousand people in client organizations, whereas CGI had 

only 400 employees to service 20,000 people. CGI considered AMS to be overstaffed, but the key was to keep 

the relevant expertise. In general, CGI kept most AMS employees, and in the end, forty-five hundred out of five 

thousand were offered positions. 

The Integration Strategy for Change 

On March 10, 2004, the acquisition was announced, and it was completed on May 1, 2004. Senior VP Paul Biron 

was appointed to manage the transition project team. According to Biron, CGI follows a game plan for every 

acquisition—one that is created ahead of time during the due diligence process and that drives towards a 

“target end state,” which involves the acquired company’s adoption of the “CGI Management Foundation” 

(See Appendix C for a description of the CGI Management Foundation.) In his opinion, you should start 

planning integration from day one. 

“Acquisitions are complex, so we do them for specific, sound reasons,” says Biron71. “Sometimes the target 

company complements what you do and sometimes it has something better than you do. The reasons for an 

acquisition need to be very well known, and you must stick to those reasons.” So once the game plan is created, 

the transition team sticks to it almost religiously and monitors it afterwards to make sure those reasons 

materialize. “The whole world will attempt to change your game plan,” adds Biron. “Sometimes we can make 

subtle adjustments, but we stick to it more or less.” CGI has completed about seventy acquisitions during its 

thirty-three year history, and has learned that the recipe for success includes this game plan. The details of this 

game plan are illustrated in Figure 1. 

To ensure that operations are not adversely affected after the acquisition and to retain clients, CGI paid a lot of 

attention to picking the right business unit managers during the acquisition process. In many acquisition 

scenarios, clients can be forgotten and will leave if they think the acquiring company doesn’t know what it’s 

doing. “The last thing you need is to lose business during mergers and acquisitions,” explains Biron. During 

the AMS acquisition, CGI picked four business unit leaders from the original AMS, including the president, 

Donna Morea, and appointed just two from CGI to run the acquired business. There will always be tensions 

between the heads of the continuing operations and the transition leaders because they focus on different goals, 

                                                           
71 Quotes from Paul Biron were taken from interviews conducted in March 2010. 
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so it is important that the transition leaders have interpersonal and negotiating skills. As Biron puts it: “I was 

the shock absorber.”  

While the new business unit leaders manage continuing operations, the transition project team is responsible 

for migration (organization, frameworks); transition (legal, administration, harmonization); transformation 

(cost reductions); and communications and coordination. They ensure the newly-acquired business migrates to 

using the company’s common templates for reporting and its common way of doing business. Biron: “The CGI 

Management Foundation is our recipe for success, it’s our cookbook, there’s only one in all of CGI.  Some of it 

is very technical. I wouldn’t say that it’s a strong cultural emphasis because when you grow as we do from 

acquisitions and outsourcing contracts or people join you from a client company, you can’t hope to have a 

homogeneous culture. What you can hope for is to have homogeneous values and homogeneous processes.” 

Here, the emphasis is on coaching. “We help them. We said, ‘Here’s how we plan and budget, here’s how we 

run the business, here are the templates, the model, and all that’- . . . and we coached them every step of the 

way.” 

However, business leaders at CGI do have a lot of leeway and local empowerment outside of these rules of 

engagement. “The common end state is a way of doing things,” says Biron. “It is not culture—that takes a long 

time to change. Besides, the acquired company usually has a lot of good things that we try to leverage and 

incorporate—what I call ‘gems.’” During the due diligence process, Biron kept a notepad and jotted down the 

AMS “gems,” be they people, processes or other things that CGI should have kept, discussed them with 

colleagues and came to a common list. This flexibility honours the acquired company and creates goodwill. 

Focusing on the good things in AMS created a lot of positive energy for the merger.   

Transition, transformation, communications and coordination take place concurrently, and each was planned 

meticulously by the AMS transition project team. The goal was (and is for all of CGI’s transitions) for the team 

to complete all of their duties within twelve to eighteen months, and they were freed 100% from other duties to 

Initial State Target End State 

• Continuing Operations (Delivery, Quality) 

• Migration (Organization, Frameworks) 

• Transition (Legal, Administration, Harmonization) 

• Transformation (Cost Reductions) 

• Communications and Coordination 

Transition 

Project 

Team 

Figure 1: CGI’s game plan for acquisition. 
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devote themselves to these crucial activities. The CEO takes acquisitions, especially large ones, very seriously 

and typically holds reviews on a weekly basis to ensure things are on track. There are a lot of things to plan and 

monitor. For example, in this case, there were time zone differences between Canada, the U.S., Europe and 

Australia to deal with for the official announcement, so a video tape of CGI senior leaders was sent to 

Australia, while teams were put together to make the announcement in the other areas. Timing was very 

important.  

Each area also had to figure out how long it needed to accomplish the integration work and then set out the 

timeline. As it turned out, Europe saw the benefits of the harmonized package, so the European leaders helped 

to orchestrate buy-in. This was crucial, as the integration had to contend with different legislation. 

CGI used a newsletter format to address the major questions and answers, putting out ten newsletters in the 

first three months. There was a need to answer the “why” question very quickly.  

Almost immediately, work started on preparing compensation packages and selecting the executive team, all 

in consultation with AMS’s current management team, who were recruited to help deliver the change message. 

By the end of May, key management structures were in place, and on June 1, the road shows started with the 

purpose of communicating to new members. These were finished at the end of July. There were fourteen road 

shows in the U.S., the format of which was a one-hour presentation with cocktails and discussion afterwards.  

Almost concurrently, the company began holding information meetings, called “Harmonization” sessions, and 

they held sixty in all. (“Harmonization” generally means that the total CGI HR benefits package will be equal 

to or better than the package from the acquired company.) These sessions laid out the general benefits packages 

to smaller groups, and included more details and lots of answers to the “me” questions. For example, CGI’s 

work week, vacations, number of holidays, schedules and so forth could be different from those of the acquired 

firm, so those differences were explained in the sessions. The last of the Harmonization sessions were held at 

the end of July. After each session, new members got a personal letter with a summary of the new conditions of 

employment, benefits, salary, etc. It was also considered important to thank the new members for their 

previous hard work and commitment.  

As Biron explains: “The integration across so many jurisdictions was a big challenge.” The top AMS executives 

needed to be oriented immediately, so a two-day seminar for the top eighty leaders took place directly after the 

closing. Serge Godin and senior management from CGI were all present at these orientation sessions to give the 

“what, how and why” of the integration, including a review of the complete management system, guidelines, 

ratios, financials and the human resources systems of CGI. This program sped up the change integration 

process and allowed time for new members to ask questions, which enabled the newly-acquired AMS 

managers to become informed ambassadors for the integration. This seminar also reviewed the complete 

management system, guidelines, ratios, financials and Human Resources systems of CGI (the CGI 

Management Foundation).   

One of the benefits of the new merged entity—less travel—was a good selling point. Many AMS people did a 

great deal of travelling throughout the U.S., which had caused retention problems. With CGI’s organizational 

model, however, there was far less travelling, and members’ business units were close to home. 

Cost reductions via downsizing also played a role in the acquisition. The company dealt with any downsizing 

quickly, gave those being downsized a severance package and ensured they were treated well. They were 

informed individually or in very small groups by both their supervisor and a CGI official.  
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Monitoring the transition to the end state was also an important part of the game plan. For a period of twenty-

four weeks, conference calls were held to give status reports. A “dashboard” measured the synergy levels 

achieved each week until completion. Finally, about one hundred people, half from each organization, received 

a framed plaque as a memento and thank you for their efforts at making the integration successful. “We call it a 

merger, not an integration, and it was team work, team accomplishment.72”  

Systems often pose difficult challenges, and that was true in this case. In response, CGI used temporary 

systems until CGI’s own system could be implemented. They also thought it was important to get signage up 

quickly so that they could quickly change daily reminders. Early on, the two marketing areas got together to 

investigate the strengths each predecessor had in the various industry sectors so that the integrated marketing 

department had an idea of what each area offered. This allowed them to cross-sell their now-expanded 

repertoire of services. 

Near the end, the transition team interviewed thirty top senior people, fifteen from CGI and fifteen from AMS, 

to learn what worked well and what could be improved for the next time. The suggestions formed part of the 

merger’s post mortem (see “Lessons Learned” below). The entire AMS transition took roughly six months.  

 The results speak for themselves: Revenues grew from $3.7 billion in 2005 to $3.83 billion in 2009, and in the 

same time period, profits grew from $219 million to $315 million and earnings per share from $0.5 to $1.02. 

Since the acquisition of AMS in 2004, CGI has made two more very large acquisitions, both integrated 

successfully using exactly the same approach: Stanley Inc. in 2010 and Logica plc in 2012, bringing the total 

number of CGI members to over 68,000 worldwide. 

Lessons Learned 

CGI tries to learn from past acquisition mistakes so that they aren’t repeated. One of the biggest lessons learned 

has been how important it is to integrate people into the merged company, and this has become a core 

competency of the company.  

Integrate the Leaders  

One early mistake in a previous acquisition was keeping a senior leader of an acquired company around who 

had his own business model. When he continued to operate as in the past, which did not align with the CGI 

Management Foundation, the company did not confront the issue. As a result, CGI lost business, lost people 

and eventually lost the leader as well. To add insult to injury, the situation also created conflicts with CGI 

members, and some left when it affected them. The company stated that it would never allow this to happen 

again. 

Use Appropriate Evaluation Criteria  

Because CGI aims to deepen its business in all of its geographic areas and in all five of its chosen vertical areas, 

it seeks out acquisitions in these areas on a regular basis. Nonetheless, CGI evaluates each potential acquisition 

candidate from several other key perspectives: cultural fit, contribution to the bottom line and synergy with 

CGI’s existing business.  

                                                           
72 Paul Biron, personal communication 
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Speed 

CGI’s rule is the sooner the better when it comes to integration. After the announcement of the acquisition has 

been made, CGI puts its change plan into immediate action. The objective is to communicate with the new 

members and clients within the first week of implementation.  

Understand and Involve Key Players from the Target Company  

The acquiring company must understand the complexity of the target organization and involve the right 

players. Then it needs to establish a global timeline focussing on the interdependencies between the two 

organizations. It is like building a business case—the functional leaders and operations work towards an end 

goal. As well, different areas of the world need to be treated individually. For example, in Europe the benefit 

and compensation models are very different from the North American ones, and working conditions are part 

of European contracts. This was a steep learning curve for CGI, and the lessons were to meet with the new 

leadership team, discuss and adapt the offer, and to work in cross-functional teams, not silos. 

Explain Patiently 

The acquiring company must be committed to anticipating potential questions and patiently explaining 

answers. The message should be that all questions will be answered in time, and then it must honour that 

commitment. Surveys should be given to get feedback about the change process and its progress. At three 

months, a comment might be, “I would say it is not going well,” but at six months, the feedback is often, “Now 

I can say this is a process that worked.” Patience is essential. 

Pay Attention to the People  

The cultural differences can be great, especially in foreign acquisitions, so the acquiring company must be 

dedicated to listening and understanding issues on the people side. For instance, attitudes can be very different 

in northern and southern Europe. You might often hear, “No, that won’t fly” from northern Europeans, but 

from southern Europeans, the attitude is more along the lines of: “Well, you have to appreciate this issue is 

difficult for us, but we will make it work.” The new members need to share their experiences. The acquiring 

company must figure out if these issues are just resistance (noise) or real, potential problems. 

Treat People as a Valuable Resource 

A key danger in the IT outsourcing industry is that the personnel taken in from client companies may feel 

betrayed by their home company. But CGI explains to these new members that they had been considered a cost 

at their previous company, whereas with CGI they are core; they are CGI’s business and are made to feel 

appreciated. The attitude is that new people add value in terms of skill sets, client bases and complementary 

competencies. It becomes a win-win situation. The same holds just as true for acquisitions.  

Use a Documented Process   

Keep striving to codify the integration process, and aim at generating a transformation framework that is fully 

documented and available in hardcopy. Something new is learned with every new acquisition, and so the 

framework must be continually refreshed. For example, ask how quickly you should provide email addresses 

and access to the intranet for new members. These types of questions can seem mundane in the larger 
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integration effort, but they are important to new members. The acquisitions should be treated like projects and 

managed just as carefully. This means more measures, more rigour and discipline, and strict adherence to 

integration goals. But on the other hand, remember that cultural change is slow and cannot be forced.  

In Summary  

The implementation phase of this acquisition was planned meticulously, and those involved concentrated 

intensely on the people dimension, specifically on their new employees’ questions and needs. The acquisition 

leaders tried to anticipate every issue and prepared answers for each. Of course, while planning is important in 

all types of change projects, it is crucial in mergers and acquisitions, which are notorious for their failure rates. 

A joint study by Businessweek and The Boston Consulting Group of three hundred and two major acquisitions 

made between 1995 and 2001 found that 61 percent destroyed shareholder value. The average return was 4.3 

percent below industry peers and 9.2 percent below the S&P 500 the year after the deal.73  

Since the acquisition of AMS in 2004, CGI has made two more very large acquisitions, both integrated 

successfully using exactly the same approach: Stanley Inc. in 2010 and Logica plc in 2012, bringing the total 

number of CGI members to over 68,000 worldwide. 

Conclusion 

Based on research, we know that the “how” stage of a change implementation is highly associated with 

achieving success, yet because there are so many details to take care of, managing the “how” of change is both 

hard and tough work. Tough because of the attention to detail that is necessary, but also because of the intense 

level of human interaction that is part of a rollout plan. Those involved with formal project planning may 

assume easy human compliance with the change, but those dedicated to sophisticated change rollout planning 

will never make such assumptions. Plan the rollout meticulously, deal with each of the eleven questions in 

detail, and exponentially increase your chances of change success.  

  

                                                           
73 Henry, D. (2002, October 13). Mergers: Why most big deals don’t pay off. Businessweek. Retrieved May 8, 2015, from 

http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/stories/2002-10-13/mergers-why-most-big-deals-dont-pay-off. 
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Chapter 5  

A Closer Look at Resistance 

Dealing with resistance is tough work, but avoiding this work only makes change more difficult. When facing major 

change, management tends to view the new direction as an opportunity, while employees face the change with feelings of 

uncertainty, fear and disruption. – Dr. Carol A Beatty 

The only person who likes change is a wet baby. – attributed to Mark Twain 

Introductory Case Study: Transition to a Flexible Work Environment1 

In 2001, all non-computer products and services of the Ottawa branch of Hewlett-Packard were grouped into a 

new company called “Agilant” and moved out of the existing branch office. The remaining one hundred 

employees at the Ottawa branch office were solely responsible for the sales and servicing of Hewlett-Packard’s 

latest computer systems and software programs. At the same time, those at the Ottawa branch embarked upon 

a change initiative called “New Generation Workplace” (NGW), whose objectives were to reduce fixed office 

space costs by significantly reducing the number of desks and at the same time to move from a traditional to a 

flexible work environment. These changes had been mandated by headquarters in the United States. After 

these two changes, the size of the physical office was reduced by 35 percent and employees were encouraged to 

spend less time in the office by working from home.  

Effective in March 2001, the majority of employees in the sales, servicing and marketing departments were no 

longer entitled to a designated desk space. In exchange, they were offered a choice between two drawers or 

space in a filing cabinet. A reduced number of workstations were made available by a reservation for a period 

                                                           
1 Excerpted from: Fleming, C. (2001). Managing change at Hewlett Packard: From a traditional to a flexible workplace (Master’s dissertation). 

Queen’s University, Kingston, ON. Available from Queen’s University Master of Industrial Relations office. 
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of one to three days at a time. When they had not reserved a desk, employees were expected to work from 

home or out of a client’s office.  

Initially, this initiative was met with skepticism. As one employee said: “We’ve lost the privilege of calling a 

certain desk our own, but the whole project hasn’t changed things all that much. I’m not sure if they’ll be 

getting rid of more desks in the future or not. For the time being, for all the hype there are still just as many 

people in the office as ever.” Sales members whose quotas were dependent upon team performance were also 

skeptical of the new approach. One sales employee stated: “By nature, sales people require high affiliation, so it 

won’t work.”  

Catch phrases such as “flavour of the month” were frequently uttered. Senior managers questioned the 

suitability of a “hot-desking” approach for such a highly interdependent office. One senior executive stated: 

“This new system causes a breakdown in communication. It destroys our basic ability to communicate 

interpersonally. Managers don’t know where their people are. The poor performers are giving up.” Another 

senior manager stated: “You have to look at the idea generation process. Why did they think this would 

work?” 

Across the board, the anticipation of reduced interpersonal communication and reduced teamwork caused 

anxiety for both management and employees. Members of the service department felt isolated and discouraged 

that they could no longer brainstorm ideas together. One service employee complained: “Before, when a 

customer would call with a problem with their equipment, we would work together to come up with the best 

way to fix it. Now when a problem comes in, I’m often the only one in the office, so I have to come up with 

something on my own. I think the customer is getting less of a service.” 

The timing of the launch of the NGW approach also amplified resistance levels among the sales team. The 

change initiative officially began in March 2001, which was a quarter-end for business results. Half of the sales 

department operated on commissions earned from attaining quarterly quotas, and they were focused on 

bringing in revenue.  

In summary, the majority of the organization was highly resistant to the NGW approach when it was launched. 

Amidst such dramatic resistance levels, one might assume that the NGW approach was doomed to fail. But 

that was not the case.  

This change came amidst a dramatic crash in the high-tech industry. Nortel, JDS Uniphase and numerous other 

high-tech competitors were all undergoing extensive layoffs and closures. Thus, to the employees at HP, 

anything to save costs that avoided layoffs was more acceptable. This sentiment was clearly expressed by an 

employee: “Nobody liked the idea of losing their desk. There is something fundamental about coming to work 

and having your own space to operate out of. This also made communication with my co-workers strained and 

limited. But you know what? I’m still here, I have a job, and if this is what HP needs to do to keep us all 

working, I’ll do it gladly.”  

Another declared: “Times are tough. If putting up with reduced office spacing means that I still have a job, I’m 

willing to adjust. I certainly do not prefer this method, but I understand the company’s need to reduce costs. 

The very fact that HP has not had layoffs makes me even more willing to make these changes. It shows that the 

company is concerned for its employees.” Had the NGW approach been introduced when the industry was 

stronger, many employees stated that they would have been more resistant to the changes. 
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Clearly, the turbulent external market conditions increased willingness to accept the change. Employees were 

well aware of the difficulties in the high-tech sector, especially in the Ottawa region, which had been labelled 

“Silicone Valley of the North.” Amidst the economic downturn, the majority of employees were cognizant of 

the need to cut costs. Despite being unhappy about losing their personal desk space, they were willing to make 

the change. Many stated that change is a daily reality in the high-tech industry. In fact, many individuals were 

aware of several other major competitors who had also adopted similar practices. To remain competitive, 

clearly HP employees were willing to make some sacrifices. 

Employees in high-tech industries have to be relatively change-resilient. HP operates in an industry where 

survival depends on constant innovation, adaptation and change. In many organizations, a change as 

significant as the move to the NGW approach would lead to strong resistance, stress and fear, but at HP, 

change is ongoing. As one employee said: “In most companies, this much change would lead to an extreme 

amount of stress. We’re so used to change that it doesn’t stress us out anymore. We know that the company 

will take care of us. So we just carry on.”  

The context of this change obviously reduced resistance. However, the skillful way resistance was handled also 

increased acceptance at the Hewlett-Packard office. Being frank with employees was one factor. One senior 

manager stated: “We had to be up-front with the employees. This was a mandated change from head office. It 

had already been implemented in other major offices, and we had no choice to follow suit. There was no hiding 

the fact that this was done as a pure cost savings measure to remain competitive. This is the way the industry is 

moving. It was time HP got a face lift.” By revealing the financial demand for the change and focusing on other 

HP branches and other competitors that had already implemented this model, skepticism was reduced.  

Also, the change leaders intentionally managed resistance. Emails from the head office were continually sent 

around to the employees affected by the change. The emails offered encouragement for those adjusting to the 

new system. Further, time management training was provided to those who wished to attend. Key resistors 

were confronted and were given the opportunity to voice their concerns. Further explanation of the need to 

reduce costs was provided, and all were encouraged to abide by the new policy. Most employees were not 

eager to lose their dedicated office space, and yet, after attending time management training, the freedom and 

flexibility of the new office environment became more evident.  

The majority came to accept the NGW approach, but not everyone did. One manager who was expressing 

resistance was directed by senior executives to express his support to his employees. This individual quickly 

and willingly modified his behaviour. There was only one key employee who presented a serious problem. 

Under the new approach, employees were told they could only reserve a desk for a period of one to three days, 

and this individual found a glitch in the reservation system and attempted to reserve his desk for a year-long 

period. He then proceeded to send boastful emails throughout the office. Each morning he would arrive at the 

office and place pictures of his family on “his” desk. This worker had a reputation for creating problems in the 

office. The technical support team quickly fixed the glitch in the computer program and he was dispossessed of 

“his” desk. Eventually, he modified his behaviour and complied with the policy after being spoken to by senior 

management. 

The final factor in the acceptance of the change was the company culture. “HP is a company that is rooted in 

trust” was a belief repeated on numerous occasions by employees. When the decision was made to move to the 

NGW approach, senior executives were honest and straightforward about their intentions to reduce costs. The 

majority of managers were not concerned with how the flexible work environment would affect their ability to 

supervise the office. Rather, they expressed concern over maintaining sufficient interpersonal contact for 
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support. An overwhelming sense of trust, pride and respect was evident from both employees and 

management. Overall, Hewlett-Packard is a company that employees enjoy working for, and as such, they 

were willing to face some constraints to allow for cost cutting. Despite initial resistance, the NGW change 

initiative was a successful one, and the results were excellent.2 

Lessons Learned  

Dealing with resistance is tough work, but avoiding this work only makes change more difficult. When facing 

major change, management tends to view the new direction as an opportunity, while employees face the 

change with feelings of uncertainty, fear and disruption. Furthermore, most change leaders underestimate the 

amount of resistance they will face. However, as this case shows, external conditions, trust in the organization, 

and skillful handling of resistance can all contribute to lessening resistance and increasing support for a change 

initiative.  

Hard Habits to Break 

In chapter two, I discussed the importance of establishing the case for change, the “why,” but even with strong 

reasons for change, success is not guaranteed. Wanting to change does not lead automatically to a 

transformation in behaviour. As proof of this, many studies suggest that even in a life-threatening situation, the 

number of people who can successfully alter an established habit is very low. For example, at IBM’s Global 

Innovation Outlook conference in 2004, Dr. Edward Miller, the dean of the medical school and CEO of the 

hospital at The Johns Hopkins University, recounted this astonishing fact: “If you look at people after coronary-

artery bypass grafting two years later, 90 percent of them have not changed their lifestyle, and that’s been 

studied over and over and over again.”3 

 Old habits are hard to break, and experts estimate that that more than 40 percent of the actions people perform 

every day are not decisions but habits.4 We may try to change a habit if we have a convincing reason to do so 

and if we understand the consequences of not changing. Even so, it will be difficult. But without a good reason, 

the old habit will persist. Count on this.  

The Difficulty of Changing the Personal Habit of Smoking 

Consider the case of regular smokers. Although up to 70 percent of smokers would like to quit, only a minority 

succeed.5 Indeed, a 2008 survey found that roughly 40 percent of smokers are unable to quit for even one day, 

and fewer than 20 percent of those are able to quit for six months or more.6 Most people try to quit smoking for 

                                                           
2 As reported on FMLink.com: “The net results for HP have been nothing short of amazing. A project example demonstrated space 

savings in excess of 60 percent and energy cost savings close to 50 percent.” Brennan, R. J. (n.d.) A paradigm in transition: the next 

generation of real estate and workplace. Retrieved July 2, 2015 from http://www.fmlink.com/article.cgi?type=Magazine&title 

=A%20Paradigm%20in%20Transition%3A%20The%20Next%20Generation%20of%20Real%20Estate%20and%20Workplace%20&pub=C

oreNet%20Global:%20The%20LEADER&id=30760&mode=source 
3 Deutschman, A. (2005, May 1). Change or die. Fast Company, 53. 
4 Verplanken, B., & Wood, W. (2006). Interventions to break and create consumer habits. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 25(1), 90-

103.  
5 Hymowitz et al. (1997). Predictors of smoking cessation in a cohort of adult smokers followed for five years. Tobacco Control, 6(2), S57-

S62. 
6 Messer et al. (2008). Smoking cessation rates in the United States: A comparison of young adult and older smokers. American Journal of 

Public Health, 98(2), 317-322. 
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one of three major reasons: health concerns, social pressures or cost savings.7 However, until these reasons 

become salient and urgent, most won’t even try, much less succeed. 

Contemplate the situation of people who have developed smoking-related cancers, ostensibly an urgent reason 

to stop smoking. In a study of these cancer patients, researchers reported that abstinence rates were 71 percent 

at three months but declined to 52 percent at six months.8 This astonishing fact bears repetition: only 52 percent 

of people who knew they had cancer from smoking were able to change their life-threatening habit after six 

months. Changing a long-established habit is tough work for an individual.  

Not only must initial motivation to change be strong, but it must persist over a long time period. One reason 

that smokers without immediate life-threatening consequences may relapse is that they notice few big 

improvements from quitting in terms of instant health benefits. Some symptoms, such as coughing, may lessen, 

but the major risks of smoking, such as cancer or emphysema, may seem far away, while the pain of quitting is 

immediate.9  

So let’s agree that changing a habit is tough. And most work behaviours are well-established habits. When 

people have difficulty changing these habits, or if they don’t even want to try, we call this “resistance.” Let’s 

explore how you can turn this resistance into support.  

William Bridges Transition Model 

Building on the work of Kurt Lewin, but at the level of the individual instead of the group, William Bridges 

proposed his model of adaptation to change.10 According to this model, change is defined as an external event 

that happens to a person. In a work setting this could be a new boss, a new team, a new role, a restructuring, 

and so forth. On the other hand, transition is the internal psychological process people go through to come to 

terms with the change. It is a three-phase process whereby people gradually accept the new situation and the 

changes that come with it. Unless transition occurs, the individual will not adapt and the change will not work 

for him or her. Transition is tough work and Bridges maintains: “It isn’t the changes that do you in, it’s the 

transitions.”11 Let’s look at the three stages of adaptation in this model. 

 

Figure 1: Overlap between the William Bridges and Kurt Lewin models 

                                                           
7 McCaul et al. (2006). Motivation to quit using cigarettes: A review. Addictive Behaviors, 31, 42-56. 
8 Cooley et al. (2012). Factors associated with smoking abstinence among smokers and recent-quitters with lung and head and neck 

cancer. Lung Cancer, 76(2), 144-149. 
9 McCaul et al., (2006). Motivation to quit using cigarettes: A review. Addictive Behaviors, 31, 42-56. 
10 Bridges, W. (2004). Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes. Boston, MA: Da Capo Press.  

11 Bridges, W. (1992). Managing transitions: Making the most of change. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.  
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Ending 

Any change, major or minor, good or bad, can cause an emotional reaction in an individual. Before the 

individual can move on and adapt, he or she has to let go of the past and separate from old but familiar habits 

and identity. This is tough and often painful work. For example, if a person loses her job, she might also feel 

she is losing her group of colleagues, a familiar place to go every morning, a way to structure her time, her 

income, and so forth. Furthermore, she would also lose an important identity.  

In the Ending phase, emotions are strong. Typical feelings in this stage can include fear, bargaining, shock, 

anger, sadness, depression, and outright rejection of the change.  It is important to pay attention to the Ending 

phase because people can get stuck here. They already have the facts about why the change is necessary, but 

are not yet ready to deal with those facts. Instead, they defend the old ways and validate their emotions by 

denying the change is necessary. Bridges maintains that many change projects fail because organizations want 

to proceed fast and jump directly into the Beginning phase, instead of recognizing and allowing time and space 

for the transition to occur. 

When we are confronted with changes that threaten to introduce an Ending, many of us will deny reality to 

some degree. You hear things such as: “I don’t need to eat a healthier diet; it’s just my genes that are making 

me gain weight and there’s nothing I can do about it.” Or: “We don’t need to improve our service levels; our 

customers are nit-picky but they will adjust because our products are so good.” What people need in the 

Ending phase is information about the reasons for the change and especially time to absorb it. Helpful factors 

include support, a safe place to express opinions and permission to “feel,” to be heard and to have our past 

honoured. Being pushed, commanded or prescribed does not help. Cheerleading for the change can also 

backfire. People adjust at their own rate.  

When executives or even whole organizations stay in the Ending phase too long and refuse to move ahead, 

disastrous things can happen. A common situation occurs when past successes create complacency and denial 

that any proposed change is necessary. People may try to convince themselves that “it’s just a temporary drop 

in sales” or that “that competitor can’t continue to charge that price—they’ll either be out of business in a year 

or they’ll raise their prices” or that “our customer service makes up for our quality” and so forth. The sidebar 

case study tells the sad tale of Kodak, a once proud company that remained stuck in the Ending phase until it 

was too late.  

Case Study: Stuck in Ending Drives Kodak into Bankruptcyi 

On January 19, 2012, Kodak, the once dominant U.S. camera company, filed for bankruptcy, pushed 

over the edge by Japanese competition. This was a sad ending to an American icon. And it didn’t have 

to happen. I believe that Kodak remained stuck in the Ending phase, where denial played a major role 

in its demise.  

The problem was not that Kodak lacked the technological know-how to master digital photography. 

After all, Kodak engineer Steve Sasson had invented the first digital camera in 1975. But it weighed 

over eight pounds and projected images onto a screen rather than saving them. Kodak executives 

believed it would not appeal to its mainstream customers and ignored the invention. Sasson tried 

desperately to convince senior executives of the potential of his discovery, but he and other believers 

were met with scorn, derision and denial. Kodak assumed that its high-profit film business would 

continue to dominate the market. 
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Neutral Zone 

Even after people have faced reality and let go of their old ways, they often find themselves unable to move 

ahead. They are entering the second difficult phase of transition, the Neutral Zone - the limbo between the old 

sense of identity and the new. Here we may understand the need for change, but we may not know the 

“what,” “how” and “when” of change. The old identities, thinking, behaviours, systems, processes and 

standards don’t necessarily apply, but we haven’t created the new ones yet. It is a time of great ambiguity, and 

generally speaking, people don’t like ambiguity.  

Case Study: Stuck in Ending Drives Kodak into Bankruptcy (continued) 

Then, after Sony introduced the first electronic camera around 1981, the company asked Vince 

Barabba, head of marketing intelligence, to conduct research into the likely adoption rate of silver 

halide film versus digital photography. There was both good and bad news. Although the bad news 

was that digital photography had the potential to replace Kodak’s established film-based business, the 

good news was that Kodak had roughly ten years to prepare for the transition. 

But during this ten-year window of opportunity, Kodak did little to adapt to digital photography. In 

1989, the company had a chance to change course with a new CEO. The choices came down to Phil 

Samper and Kay R. Whitmore. Whitmore represented the traditional film business, where he had 

moved up the ranks for three decades. Samper had a deep appreciation for digital technology. The 

board chose Whitmore.  

Whitmore, who served as CEO from 1990-1993, was a company veteran and a strong believer in 

Kodak’s traditional film business. When Fuji began selling film similar to Kodak’s for 20 percent less, 

he failed to respond to this competitive threat, assuming that Kodak’s brand name would trump Fuji’s 

lower price. He was wrong. And rather than prepare for the time when digital photography would 

replace film, Kodak chose to improve the quality of its film. This strategy continued even though in 

1986 Kodak’s research labs developed the first megapixel camera, an invention that Barraba’s study 

had identified as a tipping point for the viability of digital photography. 

Three years later, the board fired Whitmore and then went on to hire a string of CEOs who failed one 

after the other. George Fisher, who succeeded Whitmore in 1993, captured the core issue when he told 

The New York Times that Kodak regarded digital photography as the enemy, an evil force that would 

kill the chemical-based film and paper business that had fed Kodak’s sales and profits for decades. 

As Kodak remained mired in the Ending phase and refused to transition to the digital photography, 

Japanese firms like Sony leapfrogged its technology, establishing a lasting reputation for inexpensive 

digital cameras. And the rest is history.  

_____________________ 
i This case study has been informed by: Sarkar, C. (2013, May 18). The Kodak moment: A failure of imagination? Retrieved 

July 3, 2015, from http://www.christiansarkar.com/2013/05/the-kodak-moment-a-failure-of.htm;  Mui, C. (2012, January 18). 

How Kodak failed. Forbes. Retrieved July 3, 2015, from http://www.forbes.com/sites/chunkamui/2012/01/18/how-kodak-

failed/; 24/7 Wall St. (2010, May 4). The 15 worst CEOs in American history. Business Insider. Retrieved July 3, 2015 from 

http://www.businessinsider.com/the-worst-ceos-in-american-history-2010-5 
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In the Neutral Zone, we feel confused, disoriented and anxious. We may experience a profound sense of 

nostalgia and become less motivated and productive. Yet however uncomfortable it is to feel confusion and 

anxiety, some is essential. If there’s too much anxiety, we may become paralyzed by fear; too little and we will 

not feel compelled to move forward. Some may try to rush ahead, while others try to back-pedal and retreat 

into the past. Successful transition, however, requires that we spend some time in the Neutral Zone. 

What we need here is direction and leadership. It is especially important to clarify the vision of the change and 

the strategy to realize that vision. People want some ground rules, the change roadmap, involvement and a 

chance to develop the capabilities necessary to succeed after the change initiative is fully implemented. It is a 

mistake to ignore people in the Neutral Zone and let them try and work things out for themselves. Here people 

need help, clear directions and coaching. If not, the initial energy from trying to make the change work can turn 

destructive. If things aren’t working as expected or not going fast enough, people can turn on each other and 

start fighting.  

Far from a state to be avoided, the Neutral Zone signifies a readiness to learn and take constructive action. The 

seeds of success are sown in the Neutral Zone and sprout in the New Beginning. 

New Beginning  

We stay in the Neutral Zone until we figure out what we must do to meet the new challenge. Then we can 

move ahead into a New Beginning. This stage involves new understanding, new attitudes, and most of all- 

new identities. Here we feel relief, optimism and even excitement. We are open and willing to take risks and 

try out new practices and ideas. In the New Beginning phase, the energy shifts dramatically to a positive 

commitment to making the change goals happen. Here’s where we can really make progress and feel good 

about it. What people need in the New Beginning phase is support and reinforcement, training, and further 

opportunity. It would be a mistake to block further development.  

Some people fail to get through these transitions because they do not let go of the old ways and make an 

ending; others fail because they become frightened and confused by the Neutral Zone, don't stay in it long 

enough for to figure out the change and retreat to the past. Some, however, do get through these first two 

phases of transition, but then freeze when they face the New Beginning phase. Especially in organizations that 

have a history of punishing mistakes, people hang back during the final phase of transition, waiting to see how 

others are going to adapt. 

As a manager you should be trying to achieve a critical mass of energized people moving towards the New 

Beginning who are committed to making the change goals happen. But be forewarned: the journey doesn’t 

follow a simple path. Participation is without a doubt the most important factor in moving people ahead. Take 

more time up front to ensure that everyone is on board rather than trying to rush change and ride roughshod 

over resisters. If you don’t, it’s like pushing a boat sideways through the water. You are far better off to stop, 

right the boat, get everyone rowing in unison and then move ahead.  

Hopefully your employees are not stuck in the Ending. But many people, and even whole organizations, do get 

stuck here for various reasons. The following framework, adapted from Rick Maurer’s work, helps us 

understand why.12 

                                                           
12 Maurer, R. (1996). Beyond the wall of resistance: Unconventional strategies that build support for change. Austin, TX: Bard Press. 
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Three Categories of Resistance 

People can get stuck in the Ending phase for intellectual, personal or cultural reasons. Intellectual resistance is 

related to the “why” questions, and it happens when people simply do not understand enough about the 

change. Personal resistance is related to the “what about me” questions, which come about when people do not 

believe that the change is in their best interests. With cultural resistance, they are wondering: “Can we really 

pull this off?” and “Are they really serious this time?” In other words, people are concerned that ingrained 

cultural elements will make the change virtually impossible to carry out.  

 

Figure 2: The three categories of resistance.  

This model provides a diagnostic tool to help fine tune your responses to resistance. With a deeper 

appreciation of the causes of resistance, you can respond in a more thoughtful and effective way. In the next 

section, I explore each type of resistance and the strategies for addressing them more fully. 

Intellectual Resistance 

With intellectual resistance, employees feel no need for the change because of one or more of the following 

reasons:  

 They don’t see the benefits of the change and are satisfied with the way things are now.  

 They do not understand what you are trying to accomplish or why it is important.  

 They do not think management realizes what this change will cost in money or time.  

 They don’t perceive enough benefits for the effort expended.  

 They could be fuzzy on the end goals, or they just have a general lack of awareness of the change 

program.  

 They simply do not have enough information, and as a result there are too many unanswered 

questions. 
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If you bugged the water cooler and listened to employees discussing the change, this is what intellectual 

resistance could sound like:  

“I don’t understand. Why are we doing this?” 

“How will it help or solve the problem?” 

“What’s the big deal?” 

“We don’t need to do this now” 

“Who? What? How?” 

“Where is the strategy supposed to get us?” 

“What’s that again?” 

“This is the wrong thing to do because. . .” 

To deal with intellectual resistance you need to build awareness and understanding of the change through 

consultation, participation, collaboration and opportunities for two-way communications. Intellectual 

resistance is highlighted in the following situation. See if you can offer good advice to address it.  

Intellectual Resistance Stops a Change Cold 

The president of a business association had facilities maintenance as part of his overall responsibilities. The 

association included multiple businesses that each had condominiums in a single large office complex. The 

president of the association decided that the parking lot needed resurfacing and new striping. He arranged for 

a local contractor to do the work.  

Soon the construction company showed up at the office complex and started blocking off the parking lot. The 

contractor was getting his equipment ready and trying to clear the lot of cars when disgruntled business 

owners confronted his workers. The business owners wanted to know what was happening, why it was 

happening and who authorized the work.  

Not happy with the uninformed answers from the contractor or his demand to remove the cars from the lot, 

the business owners instructed the contractor to pack up his equipment and leave. Since the president was not 

on site to resolve the conflict, the contractor had no choice but to abandon the job.  

When the president finally intervened later in the day, enough business owners were upset about the unknown 

financial impact and the disruptive process that the contractor never returned to resurface the parking lot. 

What do you think the president should have done differently? Before reading on, think about this question 

and jot down some of your answers. 
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Here is some advice for the president of the association: 

 The president should have made the business owners aware that the lot needed resurfacing as part of 

normal maintenance. 

 He should have communicated the financial benefits to the association and therefore the financial 

benefits to each business owner.  

 The president should have informed the business owners about how and when the work would be 

done and what the business owners needed to do to support the project.  

Generic Advice for Lowering Intellectual Resistance 

 Repeatedly explain why the change is necessary and desirable. Use objective data from surveys, 

benchmarking, financial measures, etc., to bolster the case for change. 

 Making a change involves risk, so be sure to set out in truthful terms why you believe the risk is worth 

it. Don’t promise rewards that are tenuous or exaggerated. 

 Explain, persuade, educate, inform and consult. 

 Communicate, communicate, communicate—and in various ways. Initial communications could 

include hosting town hall-type events, presenting the rationale and plan for change, specifying the 

next steps, outlining future communications channels for questions, etc. Tell people how and when 

they will learn the details of the change. What will be required of them, from whom and when?   

 Plan as many opportunities for two-way dialogue as possible. 

 Invite participation, investigation, information-gathering and discussion. 

 Listen to your skeptics. Few worthwhile changes are conceived in their final, best form at the outset. 

Healthy skeptics can help vet the change idea so it can be improved upon before full implementation. 

Personal Resistance 

Personal resistance is harder to overcome than intellectual resistance and is related to the “what about me” 

questions. With personal resistance, people are struggling with a sense of personal loss for the way things were 

and anxiety about how they will fare in the future. It may result from changes in familiar work patterns and 

relationships; it may be the result of fear of failure or looking silly. It may be anticipation of a loss of power, 

control or of competence. Expect personal resistance when people’s working conditions—their job duties, work 

location, roles, status, skill sets and so forth—are changing. The greater the change to the working conditions, 

the more intense the personal resistance will be. In a downsizing situation, personal resistance can escalate to 

very high levels indeed.13  

There are essentially six questions that people have when they learn about a planned change. They are: This is 

very interesting, but what’s going to happen to me? The second question: What’s going to happen to me? The 

third: What’s going to happen to me? The fourth, fifth and sixth questions: What about me? What about me? 

What about me? Those questions must be answered to address personal reasons for resistance.  

                                                           
13 For advice and best practices about handling change from downsizing, consult my paper, “Downsizing your organization? Lessons 

from the trenches,” which can be downloaded from the Queen’s University IRC website at http://irc.queensu.ca/articles/downsizing-

your-organization-lessons-trenches. 
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Again, if you bugged the water cooler and listened to employees discussing the change, this is what intellectual 

resistance might sound like:  

“What about me? What’s the upside for me? For us?” 

“How will my job change? Will my working conditions be different?” 

“What will be expected of me? Who will I report to? What group will I be working with?” 

“How is management going to help me? What development will I receive? How much time will I have to get 

up to speed?” 

“Why won’t they listen? If they only asked us, we would tell them that it won’t work because. . .” 

The following is a case of personal resistance that I observed first hand. The names have been changed to 

protect both the innocent and the guilty. See if you can give good advice to Susan and help her address the 

personal resistance of her assistant.  

Case Study: Can Persistence Overcome Resistance?14 

Director Kingsley Picard called his assistant, Susan Riker, into his office one day and said: “It’s about time we 

consider implementing an accounting system for our centre. As you well know, we cannot track our revenues 

and expenses by program or by initiative with the university’s system. This is just no way to run a growing 

centre with so many new business lines. I want you to research and recommend a solution for us.” 

So Susan did her homework and found a relatively inexpensive but robust accounting package called “APack,” 

which she had had familiarity with in a previous job. To add to her confidence in the system, she discovered 

that the school of business at a nearby university also used APack and thought it was perfect. To top it off, 

APack included an optional customer relations management module, which was not too expensive and which 

would fulfill most of the centre’s needs for the foreseeable future. She was very happy the next month when 

she presented her findings to the director. 

“Make it so,” he said in his characteristic delegation style, which meant that Susan now had the job of 

implementation. But contrary to her expectations, Susan found that implementation was not easy. There was 

one person in particular who was resisting this change—Karen Crusher, the registrar. 

Karen had several reasons for not wanting to use APack. The current system had been designed exclusively for 

her use, whereas the new system involved several different procedures and steps, and was not customized to 

her way of looking at the world.  

Susan tried everything to help Karen—training, checklists, coaching, partial customization of APack, etc.—but 

to no avail. Every weekend, it seemed, Karen would forget everything she had learned the previous week and 

revert back to square one. So Susan hired students to re-enter the information from Karen’s system into APack.  

                                                           
14 Beatty, C.A. (2004). Will persistence overcome resistance?  Case study prepared for discussion at the Conference on Management and 

Executive Development, St. Petersburg, Florida. 
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After a couple of months of this, Susan finally set a deadline for Karen. The new system would go live in three 

months and the old system would be taken down. This provoked a tantrum from Karen: “I cannot do my job 

with APack. And I will not. I’ll have to quit.”  

Although Susan was tempted to take Karen up on this offer, she realized that her quitting would be bad for 

morale, as Karen was a long-time employee who was highly regarded by several key employees. Finally, Susan 

had to hire someone else to do Karen’s work and re-assigned her to other duties. Karen went on stress leave 

and quit soon afterwards.  

What more could Susan have done to address Karen’s personal resistance to this change? Before reading on, 

think about this question and jot down some of your answers. 

Here is what Susan could have done: 

 Asked Karen what she could do to address her objections to the new system, listened carefully, and 

tried to respond and solve them. However, she should have also emphasized that the new system was 

mandatory for everyone, not just her.  

 Explained what was in it for Karen after she learned the new system, such as easier recovery of 

information, less paper filing, etc.  

 Explained what was in it for the centre as a whole. What would the entire organization be able to do in 

the present and in the future that they couldn’t do with the old system?  

 Found a good trainer to teach Karen how to use the new system and then follow up with coaching. 

 Created incentives, motivators and rewards that appealed to Karen personally.  

 Tried to find another position for Karen within the broader organization if all else failed. Or offer her a 

severance package. 

Generic Advice for Lowering Personal Resistance 

 Make the emotional argument for change. Explain WIIFM (What’s in it for me?). Remember that not 

understanding what will happen to people personally is the major reason for personal resistance. 

 Explain WIIFO (What’s in it for the organization?). This will appeal to those who have an emotional 

connection to the organization, and it may even sway those for whom there will be some personal loss. 

 Make the change process transparent. Explain the principles for decision making, who is representing 

their interests, and how they will be involved and/or consulted. Define how input is sought and used. 

 Give people real voice, and listen and respond to them. Involve people in planning and implementing 

the change as much as possible. It is much easier to support something you have had a stake in 

creating.  

 Create incentives, motivators and rewards. Try to work out a win-win situation for all parties 

involved, and match the personal goals of employees to the objectives of the change. In unionized 

environments, negotiating some degree of win-win, or at least mitigation of harm, will probably be 

necessary. 

 Schedule appropriate training programs and evaluate their effectiveness. Minimize the fear of personal 

incompetence from the change and expand people’s comfort zones.  

 Be prepared to spend extra time with members who have difficulty accepting the change.  
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Cultural Resistance 

With cultural resistance, people are asking themselves, “Can we really pull this off?” and “Are they really 

serious this time?” Employees may simply not believe that the change is possible. Either the culture firmly 

supports the status quo and/or people do not believe that the leadership is capable of or committed to 

following through. This sentiment is particularly strong when past change efforts have failed, often miserably. 

Sometimes the change leaders are not perceived as credible or trustworthy. Employees suspect ulterior motives 

that the leaders are not sharing, so there is a lot of distrust. Or people don’t see management “walking the 

talk.” A common refrain might be, “If they’re not doing it, then why should we?” Cultural resistance also 

applies when the change appears to violate long-standing norms and the values of the organization.  

So let’s go back to our water cooler and listen in. If employees are showing cultural resistance, you might hear 

them saying things like:  

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” 

“That’s just the latest flavor of the month.” 

“That won’t fly here.” 

“We tried that before and it didn’t work.” 

“Mark my words: they’ve got something fishy up their sleeves.” 

“That’s not the way we do things around here.” 

“I’ll believe it when I see them doing it, and I’m not seeing it.” 

The next case study is an example of the sometimes puzzling outcomes of cultural resistance. 

Case Study: Great Balls of Fire! 

At one time, the New York City Fire Department’s rulebook stated: “Upon arriving at the scene of a fire, 

immediately place a ladder against the front of the building.” One day, a brigade arrived at the scene of a fire. 

Its lieutenant said that the fire was raging at the back and ordered everyone around to the back without putting 

a ladder against the front. The crew put out the blaze quickly, minimizing damage.  

But one of the fire department inspectors noted the absence of the requisite ladder and began disciplinary 

action. The union got involved and a court case ensued. In court, the defense lawyer asked why the department 

had this rule.  

No one knew. Even the chief couldn’t answer. But the defense lawyer had done his research. He brought in an 

eighty-nine-year old historian who testified that nearly a century earlier all the brigades were voluntary and 

that the insurance companies paid only one brigade, the first one at the scene of a fire. How did the insurance 

firms determine which brigade was first? Whichever had its ladder against the front of the building. 
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Sometimes norms and values are outdated, as in this case, but they can persist nonetheless. 

Generic Advice for Lowering Cultural Resistance 

 Ensure that change leaders are seen as trustworthy and credible and that they act with integrity. 

 Identify the credible opinion leaders or ambassadors and define their role specifically. Educate, coach 

them and start two-way communications about the change. Encourage them to act as role models for 

the change. 

 Use trials or pilot projects with supportive people or departments to demonstrate that the new way 

can work well. Generate some early successes. 

 Celebrate milestones and small wins to keep up the energy and momentum for the change. If you wait 

until the very end of the change initiative to celebrate, you’ll probably be waiting a long time, and 

confidence may wane. 

 Similarly, publicize success and praise those who help make change happen to keep momentum and 

energy up. 

 Use cultural change levers, such as rituals, stories, myths and physical environment changes, to 

reinforce the new ways of doing things. 

 Use cross-functional teams and structures composed of people from different departments and areas to 

promote flexibility and integration throughout the change. 

 Persist. Actions speak louder than words.  

 Accept that in every real organizational change effort, some people either choose to leave the 

organization or are asked to leave, and sometimes that’s best for all concerned. 

Two Case Studies in Resistance15 

The following case studies illustrate intellectual, personal and cultural resistance. The contexts, contents and 

some of the details of the changes implemented in these cases were similar, but the outcomes were 

dramatically different. Read them and answer the questions following each one to see how well you’ve 

understood this chapter. 

Case Study 1: A New Patient Record System for Southwood Hospital16 

Southwood is a prestigious university teaching hospital, where physicians are partly salaried and partly 

remunerated on a fee-for-service basis. At a strategic planning retreat, both medical and administrative 

personnel decided that their hospital should implement a new electronic patient records system to increase 

efficiency and save time and errors when handling paper documents. A multidisciplinary committee of 

physicians, nurses and other professionals was formed to evaluate systems in the market and identify the one 

best suited to meeting the hospital’s needs.  

Sensing that physicians’ cooperation would be essential to the project’s success, the committee consulted with 

them, both individually and through departments. To the committee’s delight, the physicians were enthusiastic 

about the project. As one physician stated: “The real reason my colleagues . . . bought into the idea was that . . . 

in the hospital, we do a lot of research and teaching in addition to tertiary care, and we often have to do 

                                                           
15 Based on cases reported in: Lapointe, L., & Rivard, S. (2005). A multilevel model of resistance to information technology 

implementation. MIS Quarterly, 29(3), 461-491. 
16 Not the real name of the hospital. 
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retrospective and prospective analyses and manage spreadsheets on a daily basis. It is endless. . . Once we have 

the system, everything will be on it; we’ll just press a button and it’ll be incredible.” 

The first implemented module handled admissions, transfers and discharges. It was followed by a test 

requisitions and test results module. At first, most physicians adopted the system without any major incidents. 

However, with time they realized it was going to change how their work was organized. They now had to 

enter prescriptions themselves rather than giving the information to a nurse as they had done in the past. They 

complained that it also slowed them down because the system had a slow response time.  

Some physicians reacted to this threat with passive resistance expressed through humour. For example, the 

hospital had a system where an x-ray was requested by completing a form that listed possible justifications for 

the x-ray. The justifications were ordered with the most frequently-used reasons first. The first item on the new 

system’s list was “bullet wound.” The hospital served a small community where such a case might occur once 

a year, so some physicians responded to what they saw as the ridiculous prominence of “bullet wound” by 

checking it off as the reason for every x-ray request. 

The subsequent implementation of the pharmacy module led to major problems. The module was not only 

perceived as an inefficient way for prescribing medication, but it also lengthened a response time that was 

already drawing criticism. The physicians now considered the system a threat to patients’ safety and their 

ability to deliver quality care, values they considered nonnegotiable. For this reason, they organized a formal 

protest. The residents sent a letter to the management in which they demanded a resolution to the response 

time issue and a withdrawal of the pharmacy module. They also threatened to return their keys. This action 

would have meant a return to paper files. 

Questions 

1. What intellectual, personal and cultural reasons for resistance did the physicians have?  

2. What should the change leaders have done? 

Answers  

1. What intellectual, personal and cultural reasons for resistance did the physicians have?  

 They didn’t perceive enough benefits for the effort they had to expend (intellectual and personal 

reasons). 

 They did not think management realized what this change would cost in money or time 

(intellectual reasons). 

 They feared a loss of income because of the extra time it took to use the system (personal reasons). 

 The system conflicted with their strongly felt social values of quality care and patient safety 

(personal and cultural reasons). 

2. What should the change leaders have done? 

 Found out why the system was not working efficiently for the physicians. 

 Listened and responded. 

 Addressed their concerns. 
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What Happened? 

The change leaders at Southwood Hospital were smart. After a lot of consultation, they modified the system to 

respond to the physicians’ complaints. It was made simpler and faster to navigate. The schedule of system 

implementation was relaxed and the pharmacy module was withdrawn until the necessary improvements 

could be made. After a few months, the complaints died down and the physicians were using the system 

regularly and competently. 

Case Study 2: Implementing an Electronic Medical Records System at Eastwood General 

Hospital17 

When Eastwood General Hospital was built, it was intended to serve as a model paperless hospital. Upon 

recruitment, nurses and physicians were told that they would be using an electronic medical records (EMR) 

system, but the actual implementation of the system began two years after opening. To choose an optimal EMR 

system, a multidisciplinary committee of physicians, nurses and other professionals was formed, and after an 

exhaustive review the committee selected Medcharts (not its real name). Many hospital members travelled to 

Medcharts’ headquarters to try the system, and all enthusiastically endorsed the decision to purchase it. But 

choosing the system proved easier than implementing it. 

With phase one of the project, paper files were replaced by digital files. Most physicians were thoroughly 

familiar and comfortable with the paper filing system, so the new system represented a significant change in 

practice. Despite this, the physicians did not participate in training sessions and put little effort into learning 

the system. With the new EMR system, they had to navigate from one window to another on the computer 

rather than locating different parts of the record through color-coded tabs and documents. Furthermore, the 

new system required medical personnel to spend more time managing records, and it added between one and 

a half and two hours of work every day. Given that doctors were paid by procedure, slowing down the process 

of carrying out medical procedures threatened to either reduce their compensation or increase their work 

hours. Resistance was building but was not addressed by management. 

Phase two, introduced eighteen months later, produced new problems. Traditionally, doctors prescribed care 

and treatment by giving verbal instructions to nurses, but from this point on prescriptions had to be entered 

into the EMR system, and only doctors were allowed to do so. Several physicians rejected these new 

responsibilities, arguing that they were not secretaries and that caring for the patients was more important than 

entering data. They considered these tasks a threat to their professional status. Nurses, however, liked the fact 

that phase two computerized a plan of care and made it possible to produce many reports with little effort. 

Eventually, physicians started to feel that the system was undermining their power vis-a-vis the nurses. Nurses 

began refusing to perform procedures unless the physicians had entered them in the system rather than giving 

verbal instructions. Physicians quickly joined forces and informed the hospital’s CEO that they could not 

accept this outcome.  

Questions 

1. What intellectual, personal and cultural reasons for resistance did the physicians have?  

2. What should the change leaders have done? 

                                                           
17 Not the real name of the hospital. 
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Answers 

1. What intellectual, personal and cultural reasons for resistance did the physicians have?  

 The change threatened to reduce their compensation (personal reasons). 

 The change threatened to increase their work load (personal reasons). 

 The change threatened their professional status (personal reasons). 

 The change threatened the traditional power balance between physicians and nurses (personal and 

cultural reasons). 

2. What should the change leaders have done? 

 Not used force. 

 Listened and responded as much as possible. 

 Made necessary modifications to the system and its implementation. 

What happened? 

At Eastwood, the change leaders were not as skillful as those at Southwood. They responded to the physicians’ 

demands by telling them to continue using the system while attempts were made to modify some features. At 

the same time, six physicians identified as champions of the resistance were to be denied the right to admit 

patients. At this point, the power balance between physicians and hospital administrators was threatened. The 

physicians rebelled and threatened to terminate their association with the hospital. Some doctors resigned, and 

as a result of the resignations, the emergency room could no longer function. The department of health 

intervened, dismissing the CEO and putting the hospital under trusteeship. The system was dramatically 

downsized, with a mere 25 percent of its functionality remaining in operation. 

So a new technology with much promise to improve the hospital’s efficiency ended up largely in the trash bin, 

a victim of careless implementation and a dreadful way of handling resistance.  

Don’t make similar mistakes in your change initiative. Anticipate and manage resistance carefully and 

sensitively. 

What Not to Do to Reduce Resistance 

Although it is tough work to manage the emotional fallout of resistance to change, it is normal and you should 

expect it. Sometimes our first reaction to resistance is to apply force to the resister. It seems easier and more 

emotionally satisfying, but it is much less likely to work. Do the tough work—and think it through before you 

act. 

Change is more easily accepted by decreasing the forces of resistance rather than by increasing the forces for 

change. An adult may attempt to force a child to eat vegetables by threats or force-feeding, but the likely result 

is the food being spit out. Better to find out what the source of the resistance is and remove it. For example, if 

the child does not like the taste of vegetables, you might try making them more palatable with a cheese sauce.  

Here is a list of common mistakes you should avoid: 
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 Don’t vilify resisters either to others or in your own mind. Often these are the very people who are 

engaged with your organization and care deeply about its future, and they may well have good ideas 

for improving the change program. 

 Don’t rely exclusively on rational arguments for the change; they will fall on deaf ears for many 

employees because they are going through emotional reactions. Reason will not touch them.  

 Don’t ignore resistance and hope it will go away. It rarely does. It just goes underground and gets 

stronger. 

 Don’t make side deals, especially ones that exempt certain people or groups from implementing the 

change; they will come back to haunt you. 

 Don’t kill the messenger when he or she tells you about resistance. That will only shut down 

communications. Besides, you need to know the reasons for the resistance, and you need to know who 

and where your resisters are if you are going to deal with them. 

 Don’t give up too soon. Change takes at least two to three times longer than you think it will. You have 

to outlast resistance. 

 Don’t confine yourself to one way of communicating; people take in information in different ways.  

 Don’t forget to monitor progress, because you won’t know if things are going well or, even more 

importantly, if they are going off the rails. Don’t let yourself be unpleasantly surprised by obstacles. 

Find out about them early and fix them. 

 Don’t discount the effect of fatigue as a factor in keeping people from moving forward, even if they 

believe in the change. If an organization has been through a lot of upheaval, people may resist change 

just because they are tired and overwhelmed.  

 Don’t beat yourself up if some employees never buy in. Some people will, in part, be aligned against 

change because they view the change as being contrary to their interests. The short answer for dealing 

with this problem is to do what you can to present the inevitability of the change and offer to help 

people to adjust. If all else fails, persistent resisters may need to leave the organization or be 

reassigned. 
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Chapter 6 

Communicating During the Change 

Just because change leaders are thoroughly familiar with the why, what and how of a change initiative, they should not 

assume that everyone else knows about it too. – Dr. Carol A. Beatty 

 The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place. – George Bernard Shaw 

Most experts would agree that communication is a vital ingredient in successful change initiatives, and there is 

much research to support this assertion. My own research, as reported in chapter nine, revealed a very high 

correlation between change success and communications efforts (Pearson correlation r = 0.567, significant at the 

0.01 level). Furthermore, it has also been shown that ineffective internal communication is a major contributor 

to the failure of change initiatives.1 For example, Sally Woodward and Chris Hendry surveyed 198 employees 

in U.K. financial services institutions undergoing change and asked them to specify the barriers to change.2 

Two of the six barriers identified were: lack of adequate communications (not being kept informed, receiving 

conflicting messages, wanting to understand but not being given explanations) and lack of consultation. In my 

view, expert communication is indispensable when persuading people to support change. Some researchers 

even claim that the essence of change is communication; that is, that communication produces change rather 

than merely serving as one tool in its implementation.3 

                                                           
1 Coulson-Thomas, C. (1998). Strategic vision or strategic con? Rhetoric or reality? In C.A. Carnall (Ed.), Strategic Change, Work Study 

1998 47(2), 67-68. 
2 Woodward, S., & Hendry, C. (2004). Leading and coping with change. Journal of Change Management, 4(2), 155–183. 
3 Ford, J., & Ford, L. (1995). The role of conversations in producing intentional change in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 

20(3), 541-570. 
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Communication efforts during a large change project attempt to persuade stakeholders to adopt a new view of 

the future, but before they can arrive at this new conviction, three things must be absolutely clear to them: the 

“why,” “what” and “how” of the change.  

The importance of answering the “why” questions is backed by much empirical research. For example, Paul 

Nutt, in his study of major change at a hospital setting, found that employees were more likely to accept the 

change if they felt it was justified.4  

The vision of the preferred future, or the answer to the “what we are striving to become?” question, must be 

clear and motivating as well, and it must answer the most important question: “What’s in it for me?” Backing 

this up is Brian Niehoff and associates, who reported that communicating a shared vision through various 

media was a significant factor in developing organizational commitment to change.5  

Third, you must explain the “how,” or the change rollout plan, that will allow the organization to reach the 

final destination. Just because change leaders are thoroughly familiar with the “why,” “what” and “how” of a 

change initiative, doesn’t mean they should assume that everyone else knows too. A memo is not enough, a big 

organizational meeting is not enough, and certainly an email blast is not enough. Making sure everyone 

understands and accepts the change is a tough job, and a change leader without the required communications 

expertise would be well-advised to have an expert consultant or communications committee to help with this 

vital task. Furthermore, communications must start at the very beginning of the change and continue right 

through to the end. If not, your change will be in jeopardy, like it was in the following case study. 

Office Relocation at Coastal Petroleum6 

Coastal Petroleum is a relatively small but rapidly growing regional distributor of gasoline, lubricating oils and 

other petroleum products that also has a number of gasoline stations in the local market. Its expertise in 

negotiating contracts with bulk-station operators and independently-owned chains of gasoline stations 

contributes to its success. The company attracts many of its employees away from competitors, and employees 

regard a job with Coastal as very prestigious. To date, employee turnover at all levels has been low. Senior 

management is beginning to worry, however. Over the years, revenues have grown rapidly but profits have 

not increased in equal proportion. And costs have risen significantly. The senior leaders recently set a goal of 

containing costs, and soon after, an opportunity presented itself to do just that.  

The current headquarters of Coastal is in a luxury office building in the centre of the regional capital city near 

shops, hotels, restaurants and theatres. The rent is expensive, but renewal of the lease, which is about to expire, 

would mean a substantial increase in the rent. In addition to leasing costs, the office pays high monthly sums 

for several direct telephone lines to the company’s refinery and bulk-storage terminal.  

So, to save costs, management has decided to relocate about 80 percent of its offices to the refinery and bulk-

storage complex, where Coastal owns the land and buildings. This complex is located in a general area of docks 

and shipyards, warehouses, factories, and other oil terminals, which are all rather closely grouped together 

along the waterfront. A large frame building at the plant once housed the company headquarters, but it has sat 

vacant since the offices relocated to the city centre. Now the company is planning to move many departments 

                                                           
4 Nutt, P. C. (1986). Tactics of implementation. Academy of Management Journal, 29(2), 230–261. 
5 Niehoff, B. P., Enz, C., & Grover, R. A. (1990). The impact of top-management actions on employee attitudes and perceptions. Group & 

Organization Studies, 15(3), 337–352. 
6 This case study is largely fictional, but it is informed by my reading of similar situations and by my consulting experience. 
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back to this building. To prepare for the move, the building was painted, soundproofed and renovated to bring 

it up to modern standards.  

Although the move is several months away, considerable unrest has developed among office employees. The 

usual banter and kidding has disappeared, performance has deteriorated, and the group is unenthusiastic 

about the move, to say the least.  

Now senior management is worried because they’ve heard some wildly exaggerated rumours about various 

aspects of the move. Employees are complaining about the time they will waste driving to work, about the 

noise and the dirt of the new location, and about the inconvenience of having to remain around the plant 

during the lunch period to eat at nearby lunch counters. They are used to eating at the better restaurants 

uptown, where they do not mingle with factory labourers, truck drivers and other industrial workers. Some are 

talking about the company “going to the dogs” and losing its competitive spirit. Others are grumbling about 

the “penny-pinching” attitude of the company, and one of the best salesmen was overheard commenting, “The 

company is on the down-grade; we are no longer pushing ahead; it’s all ‘retrenchment.’” 

What should management do? Some have suggested giving employees a raise to compensate for the move. 

Others believe that the employees’ anxieties will disappear after the move and are advocating taking a “wait 

and see” approach. Still others are in favour of trying to anticipate employees’ real concerns and taking action 

to respond to them. For example, by opening and closing a half-hour earlier than the main shift at the 

shipyards, employees could have at least an hour to shop and do errands in the city before the stores close.  

What would you recommend? Think about this question. For my take, go to Appendix D.   

Communication Failures Can Cause Change Failures 

Researchers working on a 2005 study for the Bridges Business Consultancy asked CEOs about the 

implementation of a new strategy in their organization.7 After analyzing results from five years’ worth of 

research (between 2000 and 2005) within government bodies and energy and utilities businesses in Southeast 

Asia and North America, the study revealed that 90 percent of these strategic initiatives were not carried out 

successfully. Of the one hundred fifty line managers questioned, 97 percent agreed with the statement 

“Implementation fails because of bad execution, not bad strategy.” When asked why, they gave their top ten 

reasons. The top two reasons were related to communications: 

1. Gaining support and action 

2. Communicating the change 

According to the survey, the most common way for communicating change initiatives to staff was via email (25 

percent of the time), followed by briefings and newsletters. The survey also revealed that most communication 

was front-loaded—there was too much information and activity at the start, but less and less as time went on. 

Another interesting finding from this research was that the greatest resistance to change within organizations 

comes from middle managers: 54 percent, versus 13 percent from the executive level and 23 percent from front-

line workers. 

                                                           
7 Speculand, R. (2005). Bricks to bridges: Make your strategy come alive. Singapore: Bridges Business Consultancy Int. 
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FEEDBACK 

Many lessons can be drawn from this study. The most important are that change leaders must have a coherent 

communication strategy, use appropriate communication vehicles (and not rely on email), ensure middle 

managers are supportive of the change, and persist in communication efforts right to the end of the initiative.  

The study’s findings are discouraging—almost enough to make you give up on communicating altogether. But 

what happens when you don’t communicate during change? For one, people start making up their own 

information. They challenge the goals you have set for the change and criticize the change process, and they 

imagine the worst that can happen and then start to believe their own exaggerated assumptions. Rumours then 

run rampant, are amplified and made worse. And they spread like wildfire. People start believing the rumours 

and become angry and mistrustful of their leaders. Don’t let that happen. You must communicate early, often 

and right through to the end of the change initiative. My communications model, presented in Figure 1, can 

help.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The communications model 

The breadth and detail of this model show that communicating change is tough work and should not be an 

afterthought in your change initiative. Think through the issues in advance to ensure that stakeholders will 

listen to difficult messages, question old assumptions and consider new ways of accomplishing things. Before 

you communicate one word about the change, create your communications plan by answering the key 

questions of the change communications model: 

1. What roles and responsibilities will people have in the communications plan? 

2. What guidelines should you put in place, and what objective is each communication intended to 

achieve?  

3. Which stakeholders have an interest in this change? How much communication is necessary for 

each stakeholder group?  
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4. How will you create effective messages tailored to the needs and interests of each stakeholder 

group? What are the contents of effective change messages? 

5. What are the best media to use for each communication and each stakeholder?  

6. Who should communicate with each stakeholder group, and how can you ensure they 

communicate consistently and effectively?  

7. How will the effectiveness of the communications be assessed and improved?  

Let’s take these questions one by one.  

Question 1: What roles and responsibilities will people have in the 

communications plan? 

Steering committee members and even change leaders often fail to realize the need for effective 

communications during change, and they may let communications activities fall by the wayside when 

timelines get tight. Avoid these pitfalls by making sure you have communications expertise on the steering 

committee and project teams. Don’t make the mistake of giving the vital task of communications to amateurs. If 

you have an internal communications function, consider forming a communications team that reports to the 

change project steering committee, or at the very least, assign a communications professional to the committee. 

If you do not have this internal expertise, consider hiring a communications consultant to help. If you have no 

budget for external consultants, then my best advice is to give responsibility for communications to members 

of the steering committee, and have them go through and answer the questions in my communications model. 

A complete communications plan should be created, and the steering committee and change leaders should 

give their input and feedback before it is carried out.  

Those responsible for change project communications should plan formal messages and when they’ll be 

communicated, but the change leaders should have the opportunity to give input and authorize the 

transmission of messages. One cautionary note: change leaders are busy people. Don’t let that fact delay 

communications, because timeliness is crucial, as the following story illustrates. 

When the Queen’s Industrial Relations Centre consulted in a schoolboard change project, we formed a 

communications team composed of an internal expert and our own external communications consultant. This 

team planned stakeholder messages and passed them to the director of education for authorization. The 

director was a beloved figure, and he believed the messages would have more influence if he rewrote them in 

his own unique style. But he travelled constantly and never got around to this task. After one embarrassing 

incident, we proposed and he agreed to us sending him the messages forty-eight hours before distributing 

them. He could revise them as he wished and send them back within that timeframe. If not, we would send 

them out as they were. Can you guess how many times he rewrote those messages? Zero. He didn’t have the 

time, the task wasn’t high on his agenda and the messages were good enough.  

 

Question 2: What guidelines should you put in place, and what 

objective is each communication intended to achieve? 

A sound communication should have a set of objectives. In other words, you need to be specific about what 

you hope to accomplish with your messages to each stakeholder. Do you want them to gain knowledge about 
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something or interpret the change in a certain way? Or do you want them to act differently in the future? 

Thinking through your objectives will help you to avoid scatter-shot communications that may or may not hit 

the right target.  

Also, an effective communications plan should incorporate some fundamental principles, or norms, that guide 

all communications. For example, when some colleagues and I helped an organization with its change 

planning, we came up with the following principles:  

• Each communication initiative will use more than one communication medium. 

• We will share information openly. 

• We will not rely on “say,” we will rely on “do”, (meaning that the leaders would set an example.) 

I believe one of the principles you should establish is timely communications, and by timely, I mean quick. 

Often, leaders justify not communicating change quickly because they don’t know all the details yet. Don’t wait 

until you know all the details. Tell people what you know now and promise to fill in the missing details as they 

become available. Otherwise your employees may come to believe you are hiding something—something 

sinister.  

Another often heard justification for delaying communications is that the information is confidential. This 

poses a big problem because even though a proposed change is confidential, such as a merger or 

reorganization, it will probably be leaked long before the official announcement is made. Leaked information 

will no doubt spread throughout the organization and probably be exaggerated beyond recognition, again as 

something sinister. So you must communicate quickly. The next case study shows how quickly you must act in 

this era of instant communications.  

Case Study: Domino’s Pizza8  

Domino’s Pizza suddenly faced a communications crisis when two bored employees posted videos of 

deliberately contaminated food on YouTube on Easter Sunday, April 2009. An estimated one million people 

viewed these videos before they were pulled two days later. During the first twenty-four hours, Tim McIntyre, 

vice president of corporate communications, examined the situation and determined that the videos were not a 

hoax. He then began to consult with the company’s social media experts, head of security and senior 

management team.  

By Tuesday, according to McIntyre, the company was responding to customers’ queries on Twitter about 

whether the company knew about the situation, what the company was doing, and why the company had not 

issued an official statement. By Wednesday, Patrick Doyle, president of Domino’s Pizza, recorded an apology 

that was then uploaded onto YouTube. 

McIntyre wanted to convey the message that this incident was “a rogue act of two individuals who thought 

they were being funny. That they do not represent this brand. That they do not represent the 100,000 people 

                                                           
8 Excerpted from: Young, C., & Flowers, A. (2012). Fight viral with viral: A case study of Domino’s Pizza’s crisis communication 

strategies. Case Studies in Strategic Communication, 1(6), 93-106.  
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who work every day at Domino’s Pizza all over the world.”9 Doyle wanted to express an apology: “We didn’t 

do this. We’re sorry. And we want to earn your trust back.”10 

However, in wanting to be truthful and taking responsibility, the company was exposing itself to potential 

lawsuits and other legal vulnerabilities. So to mitigate the consequences of being truthful and minimize the 

damage to the organization’s reputation, the company collaborated and coordinated with credible sources (the 

watchdog organizations and local authorities) and partnered with the public to observe and interpret the 

events, so as to not “act too hastily and alert more consumers to the situation it was attempting to contain.” 

Unfortunately, these deliberations caused a lag in communications.  

Because Domino’s hesitated, customers began tweeting about whether the company actually knew what was 

happening and questioning what it was going to do about the videos. Ironically, meanwhile the company was 

attempting to implement a social media crisis plan that it had previously created. McIntyre: “We didn’t want to 

just jump in without a strategy. We wanted to do it right. So the irony for us was that we have a plan and we 

were going to implement it only a week later.”11 

However, because of the public online chatter Domino’s decided to speed up the implementation of the social 

media plan. The company president apologized. He thanked the online community for bringing the issue to his 

attention. He separated the company from wrongdoers and announced their prosecution. And he outlined 

steps that Domino’s was taking to deal with the issue to make sure it never happened again.12 

This strategy and decision to fight the crisis’ viral nature using YouTube was the tipping point in the crisis. 

According to communications expert Richard Levick, “Domino’s not only demonstrated concern for its 

customers, but also an understanding of the critical importance of reaching out to a target audience on its own 

terms and in its own preferred space.”13 The crisis happened online and had to be dealt with online.  

If Domino’s had followed its original communications plan, the crisis may not have been averted, and 

permanent damage to its reputation may have resulted. Even if there is not an immediate crisis, in a change 

situation people are talking and forming opinions. For example, at a recent industrial relations seminar in 

Alberta, one participant revealed during the break that she had just received a text message announcing the 

identity of her new deputy minister. She then proceeded to look up this individual on the internet, found a 

photo and declared: “He looks pretty grouchy!” Before even meeting her new boss, her first impression of him 

was negative. In today’s climate of instant communications, you cannot keep things secret for long. If you do 

not get in front of change communications, you cannot influence employee and other stakeholder opinions. So 

communicate as early as possible.  

                                                           
9 Flandez, R. (2009, April 20). Domino’s response offers lessons in crisis management. The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved April 7, 2015, 

from http://blogs.wsj.com/independentstreet/2009/04/20/dominos-response-offers-lessons-in-crisis-management/. 
10 Peeples, A., & Vaughn, C. (2010). Domino’s “special” delivery: Going viral through social media (Parts A & B). Arthur W. Page 

Society case study competition in corporate communications. Retrieved April 7, 2015, from 

http://www.awpagesociety.com/insights/winning-case-studies/2010. 
11 Jacques, A. (2009, August 17). Domino’s delivers during crisis: The company’s step-by-step response after a vulgar video goes viral. 

The Public Relations Strategist. Retrieved April 7, 2015, from 

http://www.prsa.org/Intelligence/TheStrategist/Articles/view/8226/102/Domino_s_delivers_during_crisis_The_company_s_step. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Levick, R. S. (2009, April 21). Domino’s discovers social media. Bloomberg Business. Retrieved April 7, 2015, from 

http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/stories/2009-04-21/dominos-discovers-social-mediabusinessweek-business-news-stock-market-and-

financial-advice. 
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Question 3: Which stakeholders have an interest in this change? What 

are their issues? How much communication is necessary for each 

stakeholder group? 

Effective communications depend partly on knowing who the stakeholders are and how they should be 

included in communications initiatives. Most of the research shows that organizations should err on the side of 

more involvement and two-way communications rather than less14. To make these important decisions, I 

recommend a structured approach that involves several steps: 

1. Identifying the stakeholders with whom you need to communicate about the change 

2. Mapping the degree of influence and impact for each stakeholder 

3. Defining what their interests in the change initiative are likely to be 

4. Deciding on the communication and involvement approach you will take with each stakeholder 

Identify the Stakeholders 

The first task in stakeholder analysis is to decide who the main stakeholders in this change will be. In other 

words, who will be most and least impacted by it? Many could be affected, including: 

• senior leadership groups 

• certain senior executives  

• management groups 

• certain managers 

• supervisors 

• specific departments or divisions 

• employees 

• union(s) or union officers 

• clients 

• suppliers 

• competitors 

• partner organizations 

• community partners 

• regulatory bodies 

Stakeholder Map 

The second task is to segment these stakeholders into groups by degree of influence and degree of impact. This 

will help you tailor communications and involvement approaches to each group. Figure 2 presents a 

stakeholder map that has proven to be a useful tool for this task. 

Filling in this stakeholder map is a very intensive process if done well, and I recommend that the steering 

committee undertake this task. One good method is to write the name of each stakeholder on a Post-it note and 

then to discuss where to put that stakeholder on the map. That way you can move the Post-it notes around 

before you decide on a final placement. The first decision criterion for placement is the degree of impact. In 

                                                           
14 Woodward, S., & Hendry, C. (2004). Leading and coping with change. Journal of Change Management, 4(2), 155–183. 
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other words, how much will the proposed change project impact each stakeholder’s daily work life? A lot? A 

little? Then discuss the degree of influence. How much influence should you allow each stakeholder to have 

over this change? A lot? A little? How much should they contribute? Should they have a veto over certain 

decisions? After grouping the stakeholders, you can more easily decide on a communication approach for each.  

 

 

Figure 2: Stakeholder map 

Quadrant A 

Stakeholders in quadrant A, those who will be highly impacted by the change and who will exercise a lot of 

influence over the project, will have important roles as decision makers, planners and doers. You’ll get the best 

results by working closely with these stakeholders, so a high level of communication and involvement is 

required for them. 

 Quadrant B 

Stakeholders in quadrant B will have to adapt to the change but will have minimal influence on decisions about 

planning and implementation. Employee groups are often found here. The stakeholder map recommends that 

you inform and instruct groups in quadrant B about the change. You tell them what’s happening and explain 

in detail how the move is going to affect them. The objective is to develop their understanding of the change, 

but it’s always wise to go beyond merely informing and instructing if you can. The research is clear: If you 

want cooperation, then consulting the employees about their needs and interests will definitely help. Solicit 

their feedback on important aspects of the change that will be relevant to them. Furthermore, you may want to 

involve them in some aspects of the change. Of course, this has to be done within parameters set by the steering 

committee. 

Quadrant C  

Who do you think will exercise a high degree of influence over the change project but will not be as highly 

impacted by it as those in quadrant A? These stakeholders will be in quadrant C. I often find senior 
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management in this quadrant if the change is not a large strategic initiative. Seek help from stakeholders in 

quadrant C by informing, involving and consulting them at crucial times and by getting their commitment to 

action. They can also be influential experts and role models. Enlist their help. 

Quadrant D  

Quadrant D stakeholders will not be highly impacted by the change and will have a low degree of impact on 

the design of the change project. These stakeholders will have the least communication needs, but your 

objective should be to make them aware of the change. Your approach will be to merely inform them about the 

change initiative and what you are trying to achieve with it.  

The stakeholder map raises the much-discussed issue of how stakeholders should be involved during a change 

initiative. Rune Lines addressed this issue when studying data from a major strategic reorientation of a 

national telecommunications firm in order to assess the outcomes of participation in strategic change.15 The 

study showed that there was a strong positive relationship between participation of stakeholders and goal 

achievement and a strong negative relationship between participation and resistance. But what level of 

participation is optimal and in what types of change decisions? Here, Abraham Sagie and Meni Koslowski 

found that subordinate participation in tactical decisions, as opposed to strategic decisions, was a better 

predictor of an increase in change acceptance.16  

Stakeholder Issues 

The third task in stakeholder analysis is to find out what each stakeholder’s issues are likely to be, which will 

help you address their concerns in your communications to them. Do not guess what their issues are. Online, 

telephone and mail surveys are the most efficient method to uncover them, especially when there are a lot of 

stakeholders to contact. Focus groups of representative groups of stakeholders can be used to drill down and 

also to create content for survey questions. Interviews are effective but time-consuming and best used to 

discover as much information as possible from highly influential stakeholders. Remember: this is an iterative 

process, not a one-time action, and it is very important. One respected researcher found that fully half of the 

decisions studied failed because the decision makers did not consider the interests and information held by 

stakeholders sufficiently.17 

Tailor Communications to the Stakeholder 

The fourth and final task is to design communications that address each stakeholder’s issues. One size does not 

fit all. For example, during a reorganization initiative, some departments may be affected more than others. 

The highly affected groups will need much more information and details about how their jobs will change, if 

group membership will change, if they will be relocated and if so, where, etc. Departments that will be affected 

less will not be interested in this level of detail. Each stakeholder group is unique, so communications should 

be tailored to each group’s specific interests even though the message must remain consistent across groups. 

                                                           
15 Lines, R. (2004). Influence of participation in strategic change: Resistance, organizational commitment and change goal achievement. 

Journal of Change Management, 4(3), 193-215. 
16 Sagie, A., & Koslowsky, M. (1994). Organizational attitudes and behaviors as a function of participation in strategic and tactical 

decisions: An application of path-goal theory. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 15(1), 37-47. 
17 Nutt, P. (2002). Why Decisions Fail: Avoiding the Blunders and Traps That Lead to Debacles, San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers. 
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Follow these steps and avoid the mistakes highlighted in the following case study.  

Case Study: Failure to Consult Stakeholders Leads to Project Failure18 

In 1993, the National Society for French Railroads (SNCF) introduced the Official Computerised Reservation 

System for European Tourism (SOCRATE) as the official reservation system for all European train travel. The 

system was an adaptation of Sabre, the successful American airline reservation system used by United Airlines. 

Before implementation, management consulted a few representative stakeholder groups but manipulated the 

data to serve the overarching objective of a set installation date. When the system was initiated, chaos ensued 

immediately. It took much longer to buy a ticket than with the old system and staff could not understand how 

to use the ticketing system, much of which was caused by the poorly designed user interface. The system 

implementation was of equally poor quality, with frequent system crashes happening daily. Ticket orders 

could be entered several times both automatically and manually, which resulted in double bookings as well as 

empty seats because the system showed them as occupied. The automatic ticket dispensing machines were 

difficult to use, so commuters generally avoided them. Many trains travelled empty because people were 

waiting in line to buy tickets. Some staff refused to use the new system or gave out free fares in protest. In 

error, the system often produced tickets where the fare cost was zero. Some tickets were even provided for 

non-existent trains.  

All of the chaos could have been avoided if management had been willing to consult and involve stakeholders 

appropriately. Remember the old adage: If you don’t have time to do it right the first time, how will you find 

the time to do it over? 

Question 4: How will you create effective messages tailored to the 

needs and interests of each stakeholder group? What are the contents 

of effective change messages? 

Communication efforts during a large change initiative attempt to persuade stakeholders to adopt a new view 

of the future, and to help them arrive at this new conviction, three things must be absolutely clear. First, 

answers to the “why” and “why now” questions—what is the compelling reason for the change and why can it 

not be postponed?  Second, the vision of the preferred future, or the answer to the “what we are striving to 

become?” question, must be clear, motivating and address the most important question: “What’s in it for me?” 

Third, the “how,” or the change rollout plan that will allow the organization to reach the final destination, must 

be well-defined.  

Good change communications also reduce anxiety by explaining what is not changing and how the 

organization will act to minimize the perceived downsides of the change. And to inspire genuine belief and 

confidence, change communications must withstand harsh scrutiny right from the start.  

Furthermore, communications often rely heavily on rational arguments, but emotional appeals can be just as or 

even more effective than rational ones. Take, for example, the communication efforts of management at a large 

U.S. financial services company during a cost reduction program.19 Initially, they communicated a rational 

                                                           
18 Excerpted from: Price, J., & Cybulski, J. (2006). The importance of IS stakeholder perspectives and perceptions to requirements 

negotiation. Australian Workshop on Requirements Engineering. Retrieved April 8, 2015, from  

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.95.1706&rep=rep1&type=pdf. 
19 Keller, S., & Aiken, C. (2000). The inconvenient truth about change management. McKinsey Quarterly. Retrieved March 5, 2015, from 

http://www.mckinsey.com/app_media/reports/financial_services/the_inconvenient_truth_about_change_management.pdf. 
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change story that “ticked all the boxes” of conventional change management wisdom, but three months into 

the program, they were frustrated with employee resistance inhibiting implementation. In response, 

management rewrote the cost program’s story to include emotional elements related to society (to deliver 

affordable housing, services must be affordable), customers (increased simplicity, flexibility, fewer errors, more 

competitive prices), the company (expenses are growing faster than revenues, which is not sustainable), 

working teams (less duplication, more delegation, increased accountability, faster pace), and individuals 

(bigger, more attractive jobs create a great opportunity to “make your own” institution). This relatively simple 

shift in approach lifted employee motivation measures from 35.4 percent to 57.1 percent in a month, and the 

program went on to achieve 10 percent efficiency improvements in the first year—a run rate far above initial 

expectations. 

The Change Communications Grid 

One tool that will help you plan these crucial communications is the Change Communications Grid. It is 

adapted from Barry Johnson’s book, Polarity Management.20  

Figure 3: Change Polarity Map  

Often, when change leaders communicate their change messages, they discuss the disadvantages of the status 

quo and the advantages of the change initiative. But their audience is mostly thinking about the disadvantages 

of the change and the advantages of the status quo. The two groups are like ships passing in the night. A 

complete change message deals with both groups’ issues, because until the audience hears that you know and 

                                                           
20 Johnson, B. (1994). Polarity management: Identifying and managing unsolvable problems. Amherst, MA: HRD Press.  
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will respond to their concerns—and that not everything will be changing—they won’t accept the change 

message.  

The first questions people want answered are: Why are we making this change? Why now? How will this 

change improve things? What’s wrong with the status quo? Advocating change implies insult. When you say 

you need to change things, many will take this as criticism of the way things currently are, so you must phrase 

this message carefully with no blame attributed to people, present or past.   

Then they need to have an overall picture of what the organization is trying to achieve with the change. In 

other words, what’s the vision of the bright future after the change is accomplished? What are you changing 

to? What will it look like when the change is fully implemented? What are the goals? How will this change 

move the organization forward? Within this step, be sure to answer the “what’s in it for me?” question from 

the stakeholder’s point of view.  

And then they want to know how you are going to accomplish the change. What is the change plan or 

roadmap? Who is leading the change effort?  What is their role in this change? What is expected of them?  

But that’s not enough. They also need to know you understand their concerns and have thought about how to 

address them. This is a key part of an effective message. You’ll hopefully already know these concerns because 

you have already discovered them when completing your stakeholder map from question three. 

And finally, address what will be staying the same. There is a tendency for people to see a change as bigger 

and more disruptive than it really is. Tell them that not everything they know and love will be changing, that 

you won’t be throwing the baby out with the bathwater. Communicate how much of your organization and 

culture already supports the vision and can therefore remain as part of the status quo. Keep as much as 

possible, and carry forward the best of what works. 

It is important to remember that each of these messages must be tailored to each stakeholder’s point of view. 

The messages you send out must not be contradictory, but they should be adapted to appeal to every interested 

party. Communicate openly and honestly throughout this process. Employees may not like the message, but 

they will never forgive you for hiding the truth or for outright lies.  

One final caveat about this is that organizations will often send two different kinds of messages about change. 

One is the formal kind: speeches, newsletters, corporate videos, memos, meetings, etc. The other is the informal 

kind, delivered through off-the-record remarks and inconsistent behaviour. Skeptical employees are on alert 

for these informal messages, which may convey empty rhetoric and company propaganda. What change 

leaders do and say in the hallways is more powerful than any formal communications. 

In order to develop the right message tracks, and to know what needs to be measured during a change process, 

it’s best to start with qualitative employee research. Conduct some focus groups to get employees talking 

about: 

• How they see the company’s current position 

• What they think the company should be doing differently 

• What it would take for them to make changes in their own jobs that would be consistent with the 

company’s new direction 
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Question 5: What are the best media to use for each communication 

and each stakeholder? 

There are many channels and mechanisms to choose from when delivering messages, including face-to-face 

meetings and written and electronic communications. To complicate things even more, the choice has been 

expanded recently by the rise of social media. Each medium has advantages and disadvantages. But a key 

finding from my research and that of others is that you should use many different channels and that you 

should over-communicate. However, change leaders should choose the best delivery mechanisms given the 

audience, the group size and location, the message complexity, message frequency, and the stage in the change 

process. People take in information in different ways, so communicate the same messages in different ways for 

maximum impact. Furthermore, research has also highlighted the importance of informal communication or 

social networks, such as well-connected individuals, subgroups, close colleagues and friends, during change 

initiatives.21  

And make sure you keep up your communications efforts right to the end of the project—don’t let them tail off 

and disappear. Thinking about how often you will deliver each message using each type of medium will help 

you sustain those efforts.  

Let’s now take a closer look at the different types of communication media, their advantages and their 

disadvantages. 

Print Media 

Print media can be effective for conveying routine information or when large numbers of people must be 

reached quickly and at the same time. They can also be used effectively when formal communication is 

appropriate, when people are not receiving the message for the first time and when a record of the information 

is needed. But they don’t promote two-way communication, so it’s hard to convey empathy. It can be time-

consuming to prepare them as well, and so sometimes they can be distributed too late to be effective. Be aware 

that without two-way dialogue, people may filter the message through their own biases, which means you 

cannot be sure whether the message received is the same as the message intended. Backing up these cautions is 

a 2004 study that showed employees prefer face-to-face communication in focus groups, teams or staff 

meetings over memos, bulletins on notice boards, staff newsletters, individual emails and telephone calls.22  

 

 

  

                                                           
21 Kitchen, P, J. & Daly. F. (2002). Internal communication during change management. Corporate Communications: An International 

Journal, 15(2), 169-83. 
22 Goodman, J., & Truss, C. (2004). The medium and the message: Communicating effectively during a major change initiative. Journal of 

Change Management, 4(3), 217-228. 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 125 

 

Table 1: Print media examples and their advantages and disadvantages when used to communicate 

change 

Print media examples Advantages  Disadvantages 

Newsletters 

Information kits 

FAQ or fact sheets 

Reports 

Business unit publication 

Memos 

Surveys  

Learning maps 

Storyboards 

Newsflashes 

 High portability 

 Ease of mass distribution 

 Relatively low cost 

 Low technology production 

 Supports and reinforces face-

to-face communication 

 Preparation can be time-

consuming 

 Potential lack of timeliness 

 Empathy not conveyed 

 One-way communication 

 Must use language all can 

understand 

 Potential for filtering or 

screening 

Face-to-Face Communications 

Face-to-face communications are most powerful if used right, although many organizations minimize their use 

because of the effort involved. Face-to-face communications allow you to get messages out in a more timely 

fashion, and you can build in opportunities for two-way communication, which helps convey empathy. When 

the message is complex, which is the case in most change initiatives, face-to-face communications enable you to 

obtain important feedback. They also allow you to tailor the messages to the audience much better than other 

media.  

There are disadvantages, however. It’s difficult to control a face-to-face meeting; you never know what 

employees will say or ask. So you’ll have to prepare and coach whoever is talking with them. Also, it’s not 

always possible to get employees to attend the important meetings, and even when they do, they often filter 

and screen the messages in ways you won’t anticipate. 

Some experts believe that the essence of change is communication; that is, that communication produces 

change rather than merely serving as one tool in its implementation.23 Shel Holtz goes so far as to suggest that 

“any communication that is not face-to-face is a corruption of face-to-face communication,” because people are 

not able to interpret the nonverbal features of the message, such as body language and voice tone.24 Holtz also 

argues that despite the superiority of face-to-face communication, it has fallen into disuse because of the 

proliferation of online communication tools: “It is easier to send everybody an e-mail message than to convene 

a group meeting. It is less confrontational to chastise a colleague from the isolation of a keyboard than it is to 

articulate a problem with him or her face-to-face.”25 

 

                                                           
23 Ford, J., & Ford, L. (1995). The role of conversations in producing intentional change in organizations. Academy of Management Review, 

20(3), 541-570. 
24 Holtz, S. (2004). Corporate conversations: A guide to crafting effective and appropriate internal communications. New York, NY: AMACOM. 

68. 
25 Ibid. 
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Table 2: Face-to-face media examples and their advantages and disadvantages when used to 

communicate change 

Face-to-face examples Advantages  Disadvantages  

Open panels  

Forums 

Brown bags 

Video conferencing 

Meetings of all types: 

· Town halls 

· Staff  

· Departmental 

 Timely 

 Empathy can be conveyed 

 Allow for two-way dialogue 

 Ease of access for employees 

 Possible to assess understanding, 

response, issues and concerns 

 Language can be tailored to 

audience 

 Limited portability  

 Onus on employee to participate 

 Can be difficult to control 

 High potential for filtering, 

screening 

 Key communicators may require 

coaching and skills in handling 

conflict 

Electronic Media 

Electronic media can be fast and timely, and organizations can get messages out to everyone quickly using this 

method. They can also be enhanced by adding visual spice. However, electronic media don’t usually allow for 

much dialogue, and it’s hard to convey empathy with email. If you’re using video, that will add richness but 

will require scripting, rehearsing and adopting new technologies. 

Table 3: Electronic media examples and their advantages and disadvantages when used to 

communicate change 

Electronic media examples Advantages  Disadvantages   

Intranet 

Email 

Voicemail, Podcasts 

Distributed video, Internal 

TV Broadcasts 

Video conferencing 

Internet forum 

 Rapid, broad reach 

 Low potential for filtering or 

screening 

 Some dialogue possible 

 Suitable for repetitive delivery 

 Permits sharing by end users 

 Can be visually exciting 

 Primarily one-way 

 Limited potential for conveying 

empathy 

 Audio requires scripting and 

rehearsal 

 Video requires significant time 

and cost to produce 

 Limited portability of messages 

for future reference 

 Requires changes in technology 

to support distribution of some 

media 

Beware of relying heavily on email. Studies have shown that most people lie at least once during a ten-minute 

conversation—and new research reveals that when communication takes place by computer, the incidence of 

deception rises. In an experiment involving fifteen-minute conversations between 110 pairs of undergraduate 

students, Mattitiyahu Zimbler and Robert Feldman found that people conversing by email told five times as 

many lies as people speaking face-to-face.26 The relative impersonality of email decreases self-restraint, the 

                                                           
26 Zimbler, M., & Feldman, R. (2011). Liar, liar, hard drive on fire: How media context affects lying behavior. Journal of Applied Social 

Psychology, 41(10), 2492–2507. 
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researchers say; it also affects the kinds of deceptions, with emailed lies typically being more self-serving than 

those told in person. Savvy employees and other stakeholders may well discount email communications in 

light of these findings.  

Social Media 

Social media can be fast, timely and up-to-date with the latest information. They can also allow your employees 

to contribute their opinions, diffuse the rumour mill, allow you to take the pulse of the organization, and 

promote dialogue across all levels instead of just up and down the hierarchy. But social media can be time-

consuming to manage, and you will need expertise and resources to use them effectively. As well, protecting 

proprietary information has been a concern at many organizations that use social media. You will have to make 

sure that you don’t let employees post negative and hurtful messages about others. And be careful, too, about 

the potential for wasted time when using social media; many organizations have found that employee 

productivity can go down when they spend too much time on social media. 

Table 4: Social media examples and their advantages and disadvantages when used to communicate 

change 

Social media examples Advantages  Disadvantages   

Intranet 

Blogs 

Micro-blogging 

Podcasts 

Wikis 

Facebook 

 

 Fast, timely, up-to-date 

 Can take the pulse of 

employees 

 Promotes dialogue across 

levels 

 Allow employees to 

contribute their own ideas 

 Can diffuse the rumour mill 

 Adding voice can humanize 

the message 

 Can lower productivity 

 Negative messages may harm 

relationships  

 Time-consuming 

 Need expertise and resources 

 Must protect proprietary 

information 

 Requires changes in 

technology to support 

distribution of some media 

Obviously, there are many communications media choices to be made, and those choices can seem daunting. 

The following case study may help you think through these issues. 

Case Study: Using Communications Media at Royal Bank of Canada27 

Royal Bank of Canada (RBC) recently implemented a major restructuring known as the “Client First Initiative.” 

The strategy resulted in a new management structure, an aggressive plan to grow revenues, and an increased 

focus on a more collaborative and accountable culture to put the customer first. In such a large change 

initiative, the communication strategy was of vital importance. David Moorcroft, then senior vice-president of 

corporate communications, told what he and his team did to communicate this major change. 

                                                           
27 Excerpted from: Moorcroft, D. (2006). Realizing RBC’s new vision for employee communication. Strategic Communication Management. 

10(6).   
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In advance of the communications strategy, ten thousand employees (out of a worldwide base of seventy 

thousand) were invited to participate in a survey. Key findings:  

• 91 percent said online communication was their primary source of information. 

• 88 percent said they wanted more information that impacted their clients. 

• 79 percent said they wanted more information about corporate strategies and goals and how it 

connected to their jobs. 

• 33 percent said they wanted better context and understanding of how events and information 

affect them as employees. 

• In addition, the expensive feature magazine for employees failed to rank in the top five sources of 

information valued by employees. 

After the above information was gathered, the company set four objectives to guide its communications plan: 

1. Help employees develop a better understanding of how their roles relate to the organization’s 

vision, strategies and goals. 

2. Create a more dynamic and interactive communication environment that involves employees in 

thinking about and understanding how they can influence business results. 

3. Ensure employees are getting the information they need to help frame and guide their day-to-day 

decisions.  

4. Promote and recognize the desired behaviors and outcomes in the communication plan. 

The company eliminated the flagship employee magazine and developed a number of vehicles in its place, 

including a state-of the-art online newsletter site, to which employee volunteers contributed story ideas and 

suggestions on a regular basis. Also taking the place of the employee magazine: 

• “FYI,” an online site that provided employees with one-stop shopping for information about the 

company’s history, culture, policies, issues, organization and more.  

• “Take 5,” a weekly showcase for interesting or new facts about a business or function that 

employees could learn about in only five minutes.  

• “New and Notable,” a section of the landing page that provided breaking news and important 

information about the organization on a global basis. 

Online communications were balanced with print and face-to-face opportunities. The flagship employee 

magazine was replaced with a print piece, sent to all employees twice a year, which focused on storytelling. 

The CEO’s quarterly conference call with employees was revamped to make it more useful and engaging. 

Employees were able to connect with the CEO every financial quarter by telephone or webcast, submit 

questions orally or in writing, follow the supporting slides on paper or over the internet, rate the usefulness of 

the call electronically, and view a transcript or listen to a replay of the call for up to a month. Expanding the 

ways employees could access the call, most notably by webcast, created a significant increase in participation, 

questions and satisfaction ratings overall. 

The company also created a process to help employees build a stronger line of sight between their day-to-day 

efforts and the organizational goals. This process was called the “RBC Leader Led Dialogues,” and it involved 

a series of cascading meetings in which managers and their direct reports discussed the relationship between 

their personal contribution, their unit’s priorities, the goals of their business or function, and the overall vision 

of RBC. Prior to engaging in the Leader Led Dialogues, one business line’s employees rated their 
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understanding of business strategy and its connection to their work as 5.9 out of a possible 10 points. After the 

dialogues, they rated their understanding at 8.2 out of 10—a significant improvement with positive bottom line 

implications. 

Question 6: Who should communicate with each stakeholder group, 

and how can you ensure they communicate consistently and 

effectively? 

Part of the communications plan is deciding who should be responsible for communicating with each 

stakeholder group. Credible messengers are needed to deliver messages that will be believed. Think of who has 

credibility with each group, and ensure that your messenger communicates effectively. Make sure that 

messengers know what they can and cannot say, coach them if necessary and provide materials, details, 

resources, tools and talking points as needed.  

In this chapter, we deal mainly with the communications roles played by senior leaders and first-line 

supervisors because the research suggests that these change messengers are the most important. For example, 

James Allen and his associates examined the impact that different sources of communication play on 

employees’ change-related uncertainty in a large government department.28 They found that direct supervisors 

were the preferred sources of implementation-related and job-relevant information during change, while senior 

managers were preferred for delivering more strategic information. Furthermore, the results indicated that 

trust influences which sources employees seek information from and how they appraise the information they 

receive.  

While the organization’s senior leaders should communicate the big picture, supervisors have an even more 

important communication role to play. Much research (for example, Holt and associates29 and Larkin & 

Larkin30) shows that managers and supervisors may have more impact on shaping employees’ reactions to a 

transition than senior executives. As suggested by Larkin & Larkin,31 for any type of change, the first 

information about it should be communicated to the employees from the person with whom they are closest, 

their supervisors. Unfortunately, because change communications are often sparse and guarded, supervisors 

are often not adequately informed, and so cannot play as positive a role in the change as would otherwise be 

the case. As Patricia Witherspoon and Kathy Wohlert reported, change information is often treated as a scarce 

resource to be guarded rather than shared, and so communications may freeze at the middle level before 

reaching front line supervisors.32  

Ironically, employees turn to their supervisors for answers to the most important questions about the change: 

“What does this have to do with me?” “How does it affect the work I do?” “Why should I care?” “What’s in it 

for me and this department if we take the trouble to try and implement this change?” “What do you think of 

this change?” The fact that supervisors represent the front lines of communication means that they should also 

be the focus of significant communication efforts. They need the resources, information, tools and training to 

                                                           
28 Allen, J., Jimmieson, N., Bordia, P., & Irmer, B. (2007). Uncertainty during organizational change: Managing perceptions through 

communication. Journal of Change Management, 7(2), 187-210. 
29 Holt, D. T., Self, D. R., Thal, A. E. Jr., & Lo, S. W. (2003). Facilitating organizational change: A test of leadership strategies. Leadership 

and Organizational Development Journal, 24(5), 262-272. 
30 Larkin, T., & Larkin, S. (1996). Reaching and changing frontline employees. Harvard Business Review, May-June, 95-104. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Witherspoon, P. D., & Wohlert, K. L. (1996). An approach to developing communication strategies for enhancing organizational 

diversity. The Journal of Business Communication, 33(4), 375-387. 
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ensure they’re able to translate messages, answer questions, and build employee trust and commitment. That is 

no easy task! Some organizations prepare briefing notes for managers and supervisors to make sure they’re not 

out to sea when employees ask questions. The following case study shows how one organization prepared 

messengers to deliver the right change messages effectively. 

Case Study: Preparing a Change Information Toolkit33 

An under-resourced communication team at the Provincial Health Services Authority of British Columbia 

shifted communications responsibility from themselves to organizational managers by developing a 

communications toolkit to guide their efforts. Before designing it, the team conducted in-depth research 

through interviews and an online survey, and they identified where the managers needed help with 

communication. Some of their concerns included managing the volume of information, passing on inaccurate 

or incomplete information, packaging information in a way that was relevant, communicating wrong or too 

much information, and not having enough time to “absorb and turn around information.” 

This investigation confirmed that the toolkit should include: checklists, project and change summaries, a 

stakeholder identification process, key message development, and sample communication plans. The majority 

also wanted some training on how to use the toolkit. In addition, most wanted it available in electronic format, 

but 30 percent wanted a print version as well. Focus groups were used to review the draft materials to confirm 

their usefulness. From these efforts, ten templates were designed to walk managers through communication 

planning, delivery, follow-up and measurement for each initiative. This process was deemed an unqualified 

success by both the communications team and the organizational leaders. 

Question 7: How will the effectiveness of the communications be 

assessed and improved?  

It is important to revisit your communications plan throughout the change initiative and get feedback about 

whether or not your communications are having the desired effect. Don’t wait until the end, when it’s too late. 

Get the feedback in a variety of ways, such as through focus groups, surveys and communications liaisons, and 

then use the feedback to improve the communications plan.  

Unfortunately, management’s key messages often don’t work towards achieving the goals they’re striving to 

reach—or management is simply unaware of some of the messages that really need to be communicated.34 To 

avoid these pitfalls, find out how stakeholders react to the change and the organization’s current state, as well 

as what it would take for them to make the required changes in their own behaviour. This information will 

help you identify the key messages that employees need to buy into to adopt the change initiative. And further 

feedback will help you track the uptake of those messages once they have been disseminated.  

Chapter Summary 

In summary, effective communications are essential to change success, and change leaders need to think 

through a comprehensive communications strategy before implementation begins. If they lack communications 

expertise, then they would be well advised to put together a communications committee, perhaps with a hired 

                                                           
33 Dunn-Roy, D. (2006). Shifting the role of communicator to leaders and managers at PHSA. Strategic Communication Management, 11(1), 

30. 
34 Sinickas, A. (2009). Measuring the right change issues. Strategic Communication Management, 13(5), 11. 
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consultant to help. By answering the seven key questions in detail, change leaders will put themselves on track 

to a successful change communications plan. One final caveat: don't do all of the hard work of communication 

and ignore the tough work, namely trying to persuade those skeptics whose cooperation is necessary for 

change success.  

Case Study: Harold Kenny and the Transformation of Moncton Shops
35 

In the following case study, we examine how Harold Kenny, the General Manager of the Canada Lands 

Company used his formidable communications skills to lead an award-winning remediation project which 

transformed a contaminated piece of land in downtown Moncton New Brunswick into a vibrant and useful 

community neighbourhood.  

The Challenge  

The remediation of contaminated land is a challenging change initiative that often creates conflict and political 

controversy. Such was the case of the former Canadian National Railway (CNR) site, known to Moncton city 

residents as the “Moncton Shops.” This site, the original repair site for CNR in Atlantic Canada for 80 years, 

had been closed since the early 1980s. Surrounded by a barbed-wire topped fence and adorned with “No 

Trespassing” signs, it was both an eyesore and constant worry to the local citizens. During the privatization of 

CNR, the federal government took over ownership and responsibility for this property, and the Canada Lands 

Corporation (CLC), a self-financing federal crown corporation, was created to purchase and remediate this and 

other properties formally owned by government departments and agencies. 

Harold Kenny, the newly appointed General Manager Atlantic Region for the CLC, was given the task of 

transforming this site into a piece of property valued by its community and its owners and used for 

recreational, commercial and residential developments. At the project’s inception, many believed that the land 

would never be safe again due to the cumulative contamination. A press release identified the most significant 

environmental issues, which included: 

1. Perchloroethylene (degreasing solvent used in the dry-cleaning process) used to clean the diesel 

locomotives before being repaired, which had been discharged into the groundwater. 

2. Metal (copper, lead, zinc and iron) contamination of soils concentrated in southeast corner of property.  

This is where the gondola cars used by Brunswick Mines to transport ore concentrate were cleaned 

prior to receiving maintenance. 

3. Foundry sand containing various metals including brass were found in the western sector soils  

4. Construction and operations debris such as scrap metal from rail cars, bridge building timbers and 

metal rods and other rail related solid waste were found in the western sector. 

5. Building debris residue from the demolition of the various shop buildings were found buried in the 

Eastern sector. 

6. Petroleum hydrocarbon contamination was found mainly along the rail network servicing the shops 

and rail equipment storage before and after maintenance. 

It was projected that remediation would cost between $60 and $75 million and require at least ten years to 

complete. But in reality the project was completed for $14 million, and all environmental remediation was 

                                                           
35 This case study was written from materials and interviews provided by Mr. Harold Kenny, as well as information from: Barker Scott, 

B. & Sutcliffe, C. (2004). Moncton Shops turn Green. Kingston, ON: IRC Press. 
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finished in only four years. The credit goes to the Canada Lands Company senior executive, particularly 

Roman Winnicki VP, Harold Kenny GM, and his team. Let’s find out how Harold used his formidable powers 

of leadership and communication in the transformation of Moncton Shops into an award-winning Greenfield 

community.  

Harold planned for a year in advance how to tackle this mammoth challenge.  The initial task was to organize 

the project and figure out the best ways to manage and communicate problems regarding the clean-up.  He 

started by finding out what the ordinary people of Moncton were thinking about the Moncton Shops site. 

Surmising that the general population might believe the property badly contaminated with dangerous 

chemicals, he hired a facilitator who organized a focus group of community members. Questions included: 

What perceptions did they have of the property? Whose information would they trust? Did they blame anyone 

for the property’s contamination?  This information would be critical to creating a stakeholder communication 

plan that would have impact and gain stakeholders’ trust. 

Recognizing that time was of the essence, Harold needed to initiate multiple steps all at once. He explained: 

“Parallel processing; this was extremely critical, to get all the key stakeholders involved at the same time, in the 

same place.  A huge part of the process was actually implementing the remedial clean-up while all of the 

stakeholder relations were going on.”  Three parallel processes were important to manage: an environmental 

process, a municipal zoning approval process, and the process to communicate to, and involve the public. In 

reality, all three of these processes would involve the public. Rezoning of the land would take nine months and 

require public consultation by law. While the pathway through the zoning process was well understood, the 

environmental remediation process would have to be created from scratch. This process needed to include the 

identification of the contaminants, a remediation plan to return the site to an acceptable standard based on its 

projected uses and an environmental management plan to deal with all of the issues raised.  The entire 

remediation process would have to be documented and submitted in a plan to the Ministry of Environment.  

Harold gathered his team right from the outset. Don MacCallum, P. Eng. was to be the environmental site 

engineer and as such he was the team leader of Loran Speiran (site engineering technician) and Beverly 

Golding (CLC office manager). Dr. Scott McKnight and Dr. Torgny Vigerstad, both accredited university 

professors and scientists with OCL Group Environmental Management Consultants, were contracted to 

become the lead environmental scientists.   Dr. Jacques Allard, a mathematics professor at the University of 

Moncton with a specialty in statistics, was retained to keep track of and report on the laboratory soil and 

groundwater test results.  In addition, CLC contracted with a maritime based environment company, Jacques 

Whitford Environment Limited, led by Robert Smith, P. Eng.  All of the above were on contract except for Don, 

Loren, and Beverly.  To round out the team Julia Bray (formerly Chadwick), a communications specialist with 

Info-Plexus, was contracted to provide the necessary project communications.  

After this core team of engineers, scientists and communication professionals was contracted, an 

Environmental Management Advisory Team (EMAT) was established, and approved by the CLC executive 

and Board of Directors.  Under Harold’s guidance, the team was determined that they would solve the 

Moncton Shops contamination issues. The team started by dividing the site into twelve property development 

units. For each, a remediation plan would be prepared and submitted to the regulatory authorities so that they 

could work their way across the site systematically.  A geographic information system (GIS) contractor, Dan 

Harper, was hired to establish a GIS grid over the entire site so that the test results for all twelve property 

development units could be entered into a database.   
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The GIS turned out to be a very significant tool. For example, it helped the team discover a way to save over 

$50 million in project costs. Here’s how. A part of the Moncton Shops site had been used to wash rail cars from 

Brunswick Mines during regular maintenance. Lead, copper, zinc and iron ore from this washing seeped into 

the soil. Originally the suggestion had been to transport this contaminated soil 1,662 km, 17.5 hours to 

Sudbury, Ontario for storage in a containment cell. This would have cost $33 million ($275.00 per ton x 120,000 

tons) plus another $18 million in transportation, (4000 truckloads x $4500.00 per trip) for a grand total of $50 

million plus. But after comprehensive consultation with stakeholders, in particular the Provincial Department 

of the Environment and the Department of Natural Resources, the EMAT worked with Brunswick Mines to 

show stakeholders that this soil, although contaminated with metals, could be considered ore concentrate. The 

DOE and DNR agreed to reclassify the 120,000 tons of soil to ore inventory that could be transported back to 

Brunswick Mines for processing.  Trucking the soil to the mines cost CLC $2.5 million a saving of $50 million.  

Brunswick Mines also benefitted two-fold: first by obtaining this ore at minimal costs and second because the 

mine could use the processed soil to secure their tailing pond as required by the Department of Natural 

Resources. So it became a win-win scenario for CLC and Brunswick Mines.  Now let’s turn our attention to 

Harold’s communications plan. 

Harold’s communications plan answered all seven of our 

recommended questions: 

1. What roles and responsibilities will people have in the communications plan?  

As champion of the project and senior leader of CLC Atlantic Region, Harold served as a visible spokesperson 

and role model for the project. The community needed to see a leader who was committed and accountable for 

the project and who could hold others accountable. He communicated personally through various community 

associations; made himself available to respond to inquiries, concerns and complaints; and soon became a 

frequently requested speaker at many community groups, including the real estate association, ratepayers 

association, local developers, Chamber of Commerce, and City council. His goal at these events was to educate 

people on the more complex details of the project. He also encouraged EMAT project members to do as many 

presentations as possible and to be available to address technical inquiries made by members of the 

community, professional groups, university and community colleges. Emphasis was always to keep the 

process transparent and consistent. Informal communications occurred throughout continual open houses on 

the site, town hall meetings, community schools, Tim Horton’s coffee shops, local pubs, the Royal Canadian 

Legions, and so forth. 

The other chief communicator was the site manager, Don MacCallum, who wrote and distributed the “Site 

Manager’s Report” every Monday morning. His report was posted it on the CLC website, and hard copies 

were mailed to selected stakeholders who might not have had access to the internet. Among other things, it 

outlined the week’s progress, including site health and safety, volume of soils moved off site, test results, 

contaminants identified and actions taken to remediate, site visitors and their queries,  etc.  His detailed report 

also included many weekly site pictures to reach people who didn’t have a lot of time for reading reports. 

Anyone could look at the website and find out what had taken place on at the site the previous week and what 

the upcoming work would be.  

As mentioned earlier, Harold recruited a communications professional, Julia Bray, owner of “Info Plexus” to 

help create a complete communications plan, including setting up a website. This plan was based on reaching 

out to citizens, groups and associations to inform education and seek feedback. Armed with knowledge from 

focus groups about stakeholder interests and needs, Julia developed and implemented a multi-channel public 
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outreach, education and consultation program and prepared a final report. Other parts of the communications 

strategy included: arranging site visits for a variety of stakeholder and interest groups, planning and preparing 

materials for public open houses and town hall meetings, preparation of advertising, newsletters, factsheets 

and reports on technical issues. Julia also reviewed all French translations, was a key member of EMAT and 

reported directly to the General Manager on all communications matters.  

Julia developed script and participated in the post-production of two very important bilingual videos entitled 

"Brownfield to Greenfield - Closing the Loop".  Worthy of note was their ability to illustrate and highlight all 

the facets of the project in detail.  All details were explained by members of EMAT and other participants of the 

project.  The first video was information for the initial steps taken on the project. The second video was about 

the complete operations and ongoing activities on the site. The video was formatted in the various world video 

formats and distributed globally to interested parties. 

2. What guidelines should you put in place, and what objective is each communication intended 

to achieve? 

Early on, Harold realized the need for developing and holding to positive communications principles—

principles designed to cultivate trust and a comprehensive understanding of the remediation process. 

Negativity regarding the state of the site was not to be tolerated, not even in jest. The underlying message was 

there was that nothing on the site that couldn’t be resolved.  

“When people have complete, clear and quality information, they make good decisions,” he says. “They ask 

better questions and reach a level of understanding that leads to acceptance of the project and methods used.”  

The following communications principles guided the project:  

 Trust: We need to create trust with the Department of Environment, City Councils, CLC senior 

management, the media and especially with the citizens of Moncton.  

 Integrity: The team steadfastly adhere to high moral principles and professional standards.   We need 

to behave with integrity; do what we say we would, show tangible results and use common sense.  

 Confidence: By involving the right technical professionals and decision makers, we can instill 

confidence that we are proceeding in a healthy, safe and effective way. 

 Commitment: We need to model commitment to this project. We will show the building blocks for 

what we are learning along the way and how it is influencing decisions.  We will have a successful and 

completed safe property for the use of the citizens of Moncton. 

 Brand: Our branding from "Brownfield to Greenfield" will provide a visual map of our progress. As 

the project progresses and milestones are met, all communication vehicles from presentations to 

pamphlets will become greener. 

 Objectives: Removal of the barbwire-topped fence surrounding the property more than 10 years and 

“No Trespassing” signs to prove to the people of Moncton that we are serious. 

These communications principles imposed discipline on the communications efforts and suggested the need to 

involve trusted community experts and professionals who played important roles as decision makers, 

community representatives and spokespersons. Open access to comprehensive information was also necessary 

to uphold the principles of integrity and trust. Harold and his team ensured that the information was 

consistent and constantly available, conveyed in plain language and delivered in all available communications 

channels.  
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3.  Which stakeholders have an interest in this change? What are their issues? How much 

communication is necessary for each stakeholder group?  

Harold identified the key stakeholders as the citizens of Moncton, local business groups, City politicians, 

provincial government, and youth of the community who inherited the problem, former workers of the 

Moncton shops, media, and many others. In particular the New Brunswick Department of Environment and 

the CLC’s board of directors and senior managers were extremely important stakeholders.  

While all stakeholders had a vested interest in supporting the project and ensuring its success, most were 

skeptical that the project was possible due to its scope and complexity. Focus groups were used to discover 

stakeholder and citizen concerns and fears. Residents and local politicians were not convinced that the 

property could be remediated for community use. Environmentalists believed that all of the dirt needed to be 

removed and trucked away, and they did not see this as being feasible or cost-effective. Community builders 

and real estate developers didn’t believe that they would be able to safely build homes on the property. And 

business people were concerned that if the project was a resounding success by creating a new “hub” in 

downtown Moncton, their current businesses might be devalued and they might not be able to compete with 

the proposed development.   

The focus group conversations with stakeholder groups also produced intelligence to help communicate 

effectively with each. Trained professionals organized the focus groups, leaving Harold free to observe behind 

a two-way glass. What he learned was invaluable. In essence, people revealed that they did not trust 

politicians, especially those from outside of Moncton. They preferred to hear information directly from 

scientists or university professors (whose objectivity and integrity they respected), even better if the messenger 

was a woman. Harold also found out that participants had no idea what was wrong with the property (not 

surprising because nobody had spoken to them about it for 10 years), but that they were scared because they 

feared their children would be adversely affected by it. The focus groups also uncovered that people wanted 

input on how the land would be used and on any proposed development. They wanted first-hand information 

to allay their fears about safety. Finally, Harold noted a strong undercurrent of guilt; a large percentage of the 

population had earned their living from the Moncton Shops site and felt responsible for creating the 

contamination.  

Having gathered this intelligence, the project team discussed how to convert these stakeholders into believers 

that the site could be cleaned up. Dr. Scott McKnight (chemistry) and Dr. Torgny Vigerstad, (human toxicology 

and risk assessment) led environmental scientists for the project and suggested giving a community roundtable 

a try. First introduced by Environment Canada to vet and explore solutions for environmental issues, the 

roundtable’s purpose was to make recommendations, not decisions. While untried in this setting, Harold 

thought it could serve as a model of consensus building, and given good facilitators, it could be the effective 

vehicle to communicate to a broad segment of the stakeholder community. “What’s important about this new 

roundtable, and what will make it a critical contributor to the project, is the fact that it is from the community 

and will function for the community.” 

The roundtable was made up of ten representative stakeholders and two co-chairs, Dr. Louis LaPierre, a 

professor from the University of Moncton and Aldea Landry, a well-known community development 

consultant. It was no accident that these two were approached to act as co-chairs. The focus groups had 

revealed they would likely be trusted: both were bilingual Acadians and highly respected community leaders. 

LaPierre worked with Environment Canada’s first roundtable on the “Environment and the Economy” and 

frequently acted as advisor to governments on the environment. Landry was a woman, a former minister of the 
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provincial cabinet who had served as deputy premier. Landry’s ability to facilitate groups and her Acadian 

background complemented Louis’s academic credibility and experience. 

While the CLC established the roundtable, they were careful to remain at an arms-length from the group so 

that the stakeholders would trust both the process and its autonomy from political influence. Thus, LaPierre 

and Landry were given full responsibility for selecting the volunteer members. Together the ten members 

represented the entire community. Meeting bi-weekly over four months, the members included a high school 

teacher, a student in environmental studies, a real estate developer, two Moncton residents, a representative of 

the downtown business association, two local business people, two former CNR employees and a 

representative of the Midtown Resident’s Association. Each member was an unpaid volunteer, including the 

two co-chairs, although the CLC paid for everything related to the group’s activities. McKnight and Vigerstad 

attended every meeting, gave project updates and answered questions from the members.  

The roundtable was an important bridge between the citizens of Moncton and the technical experts on the 

project. They translated complex scientific data to help ordinary citizens understand and participate in the 

project. But the communication was also two-way. As citizens brought up issues, the roundtable was expected 

to investigate and make recommendations for resolving them. Therefore, the roundtable was given full access 

to CLC staff, City staff, the regional planning commission and the New Brunswick Department of 

Environment. A good example of this two-way communication happened when citizens raised questions about 

oil levels in a pond that flowed into the Petticodiac River. In response, the team dug test pits to the source 

depth to discover that there was very little contaminant and the source was easily cleaned up to the satisfaction 

of the regional authority.  EMAT Chair Don MacCallum commented: “When deciding critical issues, we 

always made sure to go back to include and test the concerns of the roundtable.” In the end, the roundtable 

made nineteen recommendations that were included in the remediation plan, and the CLC received a 

unanimous sign-off from all community roundtable members on the plan.  

How did Harold feel when he empowered the roundtable to begin its mission? It went something like this: 

“This is like when my son, who turned sixteen the day after I bought a brand new Oldsmobile. The next day, 

my son came to me for the keys to the new car to go downtown, and I handed them over and hoped for the 

best. When he returned, I took the keys and checked the car and all was fine.” Harold hoped that like his son, 

the Roundtable would do its job well, without bumps, dents and bruises.   

Although a relatively risky approach, the roundtable facilitated transparency in the process and offered 

stakeholders an opportunity to become intimately involved. The EMAT also created opportunities for 

community involvement beyond the roundtable. For example, a series of four town hall meetings enabled 

Moncton citizens to question experts involved in the remediation process. At the end of each town hall 

meeting, citizens were surveyed to determine what other information they wanted. Other open public 

meetings were held and during the day, bus tours were made available of the Moncton Shops land so that all 

citizens could see first-hand what was happening on the property. 

4.  How will you create effective messages tailored to the needs and interests of each 

stakeholder group? What are the contents of effective change messages?  

“You can’t go wrong with a proper budget and plenty of information,” says Harold. “Once you get it going, 

keep up the momentum. If you think communication and public participation programs are expensive, try 

doing a project like the Moncton Shops without a proper budget.”  
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His favorite phrase when asked for information was “you can fill your back pack,” and he made sure people 

had more than enough. Everyone was encouraged to visit the CLC offices, and when there could have full 

access to all reports. Very few people actually took advantage of this opportunity with the exception of an ace 

reporter who, having conducted his own research, moved from being a skeptic to an enthusiastic supporter. In 

fact, the reporter ended up writing a glowing article about the project.   

As suggested above, the content of change messages should focus on the “why,” “what” and “how” of a 

change initiative, plus it should reduce anxiety by explaining how stakeholder concerns will be addressed. 

Also, rational arguments should be supplemented by emotional appeals. A video about the project will serve 

as an example of how the team structured its messages and incorporated important content. Approximately 

five hundred copies of this video were distributed to various community groups and public libraries. The 

video was also played on televisions in the local pub, schools, community centres and so forth. So it was 

important to make it effective. Drawing upon the intelligence from the focus groups, the video incorporated 

narration by a woman; lots of pictures, graphs and charts; and professors and scientists to establish trust and 

credibility.   

The Why: The video clearly showed why the site needed to be remediated. Ugly pictures and movies of the 

contaminated site, sound bites of citizens’ questions, and scenes of young people talking about their 

environmental concerns and their hopes for future employment once the site supported business again, 

demonstrated why the status quo was not acceptable. The What: The video also gave a vision of the 

remediated site including a business park, a residential area and a recreation area with football, soccer and 

baseball fields. Claudette Bradshaw, the local MP, was shown talking about how the remediated site would 

ensure the safety of youth and the city. 

 By far, however, the video paid the most attention to the “How” of the project, simultaneously addressing the 

community’s concerns as revealed in the focus groups. Environmental consultants McKnight and Vigerstad 

and professor LaPierre described the surveys and the findings of the scientific examination of the site, and how 

each source of contamination was being addressed, such as trucking away vast amounts of soil. They described 

the extraordinary efforts taken to clean even small pockets of contamination. The Geographic Information 

System (GIS) was used to help analyze every square meter of the site and demonstrated that a thorough job 

was being done and that everything was being documented for all to examine and judge. This part of the video 

went into great detail describing every last source of contamination and how it was being handled to ensure 

the highest level of safety for the community and its inhabitants. Near the end of the video, Aldea Landry and 

others described the high level of community communication and consultation that would serve as a 

cornerstone of the project. These consultations went a long way to show that the citizens’ concerns would be 

taken care of. 

The video used the principles of neuro-linguistic programming, a set of “techniques or strategies for enhancing 

communication and personal influence,” which have been based on the study of human language patterns.36 

Harold used his knowledge of these techniques to incorporate appeals to:  

 Visuals: The video used lots of pictures, captions, graphs, etc. 

 Auditories: It used great answers to questions from the focus groups, included conversations and solid 

verbal answers.  

                                                           
36 Neuro-linguistic programming. (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved April 9, 2015, from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuro-

linguistic_programming. 
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 Kinesthetics: It used appeals to personal feelings and sensations, such as shots of trucks taking away 

contaminated soil.  

5. What are the best media to use for each communication and each stakeholder? 

The communications plan tapped into every medium available. The EMAT detailed its communications plan 

in a binder that grew to be several inches thick. The first step taken in reaching out to stakeholders was to 

create the video described above to build awareness and sensitize the community.  

The project team also made sure members of the press had whatever information they needed. In addition, 

flyers were sent out every quarter during the site remediation to the residents physically closest to the site. 

During the project, the stakeholders were informed through the website, printed reports, a telephone hotline, 

flyers, the video, other media such as TV and radio, face-to-face activities such as roundtable meetings, open 

houses and town hall sessions. 

Face-to-face meetings played an important role throughout the project. The roundtable hosted a series of open 

houses to provide community members with information on accomplishments to date, key findings and next 

steps. Scientists were present to answer specific technical questions. Bus tours of the site were offered, and key 

technical information was displayed in simple yet effective posters showing, in some cases, aerial photographs 

of work in progress. As the project progressed, the scientists were able to show an actual mapping of the type 

and location of contaminants via the use of a Geographic Information System (GIS). The GIS was a critical tool 

in helping people track how the cleanup was progressing.  The GIS was also invaluable for budget and 

projection presentations to CLC senior executives who had to approve the project expenditures. Data sheets 

with key facts were available, and feedback sheets were collected to assess the level of understanding and 

support of the progress to date. Several of the open houses were followed by town hall meetings to give 

stakeholders an opportunity to ask important questions and publicly offer opinions. These meetings were 

extremely effective in showing all stakeholders that the CLC and EMAT were working in their best interests.  

Another communication vehicle used was the weekly site manager’s report. The report was distributed to City 

officials, the province, CLC senior management, EMAT, and the roundtable, and it was also available to the 

public via the website. Described as the “National Geographic” of reports, it was filled with pictures and 

graphs to appeal to people who needed the information but did not have the time to sift through a technical 

manifesto each week. As MacCallum recalled, they knew the report was useful when they slipped on getting it 

out on time one week. The following morning they received calls asking for it.  

Throughout the project, Harold and his team used various vehicles to get the messages out and to keep people 

informed and educated. Wherever possible, the vehicles had an audio, visual and emotional component so that 

they would appeal to and match the preferred learning styles of his audience. Moreover, all written 

communications used a friendly, non-technical tone, as if they were “speaking to a neighbour across the 

street.”  Knowing that Moncton Shops was the hot topic for the citizens of Moncton, communications 

consultant Julia Bray spent much time thinking about how to shape the information so that people could refer 

to it and discuss it in a meaningful way whether they were at the local Tim Horton’s, the schools, the Legion, or 

the neighbourhood tavern.  

Harold and his team were masterful at matching the communication mechanisms with the complexity of the 

messaging. They made sure that all messages were conveyed by the right people (respected technical experts) 

in the right forums (face-to-face delivery backed up by written documentation) and via vehicles that appealed 
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to the audience. Following the principals of neuro-linguistic programming, Harold ensured each important 

message contained appeals to visual, auditory and kinesthetic learners, thereby maximizing effective message 

reception.  

In summary, the following communications media and methods were used:  

 Site visits 

 Town hall meetings 

 Video  

 Open houses 

 Regular presentations and reports to senior CLC management 

 Site manager’s weekly report to the City, province, senior CLC management and the roundtable (also 

available to the public on the project website) 

 Fact sheets sent out to the project mailing list and distributed at public events 

 Newsletter distributed every two to three months to five thousand households and mailed to 250 

principal stakeholders 

 For transparency, the original technical contaminant analysis was sent from the independent lab 

directly to the Department of Environment and all the scientists involved in the project 

 Media tours and formal meetings, press releases 

 “Student Days” for Dalhousie University School of Architecture and the New Brunswick Community 

College on the topics of architecture, urban planning, sustainable development, and environmental 

science and engineering 

 “Sustainable City Conference” held in May 1997. During the conference more than twenty-five 

presentations were given and additional meetings were held afterwards with twelve local community 

groups. Upwards of four hundred people participated in the sessions.  

6. Who should communicate with each stakeholder group, and how can you ensure they 

communicate consistently and effectively? 

In this case, the main change messenger included Harold Kenny, who communicated with all of the relevant 

stakeholders at one time or other. He was a skilled communicator, but even so, he put a lot of thought into each 

message. Don MacCallum was responsible for the weekly written reports to the community and presentations 

with a variety of stakeholder groups, while Julia Bray designed the overall communications strategy. Several 

others contributed as well, including Louis LaPierre and Aldea Landry, who co-chaired the roundtable, and 

media experts, who helped create the video and other materials. Site manager Don MacCallum held many 

meetings to communicate and enforce a rigorous site health and safety program. As a result there were no 

accidents or loss of time, not even a broken finger nail. Harold assembled a group of communicators who were 

experts in their fields and who needed minimal coaching or supervision. He made sure they understood their 

roles as communicators in the change initiative and emphasized that using common sense was a paramount 

consideration before communicating anything.  

As well, Harold considered the contractors, sub-contractors and their workers stakeholders and informal 

communicators. They participated directly in site activities and were encouraged to share them with friends 

and families. Many of them became great ambassadors for the project, along with local taxi drivers and police 

who were served free coffee and doughnuts on occasion. 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 140 

 

7. How will the effectiveness of the communications be assessed and improved? 

Public opinion tracking began early in the project with the focus groups and continued via three formal 

surveys and four hundred telephone surveys. The telephone surveys confirmed the high level of awareness of 

the project, support for the cleanup and that the newspaper was the main source of information for the 

community.   

Successes and Outcomes 

“It seemed like all of a sudden we arrived at a point where all of the different stakeholders had a vested interest 

in the positive end result,” Harold reported. 

The Moncton Shops Brownfield initiative was responsible for transforming a 265 acre contaminated property 

into a Crown Jewel of eastern Canada. Today, the site is home to:  

 The CN Sportplex (121 acres), which includes 16 professional quality softball, baseball, football, and 

soccer fields, a two-ice surface skating and hockey arena.  

 The Emmerson Business and Technology Park (60 acres), a technology park consisting of two 55,000 

square-foot buildings and another under construction. There are plans to build another eight buildings 

as market demands grows that will provide for thousands of new full time jobs. 

 Franklin Yard (61 acres), a proposed site for a residential development. 

 The former DND-CFB Moncton 23 acre site now has two new apartment buildings, a new YMCA 

facility, and a Veterans Special Care Facility, with plans for a community shopping mall.  

Awards 

In 2003, the Moncton CN Shops project was presented with the international Environmental Phoenix Award by 

the USA Environmental Protections Agency (EPA).  The Phoenix award is presented to a local government or 

private sector company or consortium which has demonstrated outstanding leadership in transforming a 

Brownfield site into a thriving, revitalized community or business area (Greenfield). There were 52 projects in 

contention from around the world for this Award, with the Sydney Australian Olympic site being the runner 

up meaning the Moncton Shops project was judged best in the world for that year.   

Closer to home, the project received recognition from the Globe Foundation, a private, non-profit foundation a 

wholly owned subsidiary of the Asia pacific Foundation of Canada. This award was presented to CLC by the 

Federal Minister of Environment, for excellence in redevelopment of a Brownfield.  

In 2002 The Canadian Urban Institute at their National Conference in Toronto for the first time Awarded Two 

Brownie awards to the same winners in a year. It presented the first Brownie award in the category of 

Sustainability in Community Building to the Canada Lands Company for the Moncton Properties at their 

national conference in Toronto. The Brownie recognizes outstanding efforts in promoting sustainability 

through the use or communication of innovative benchmarking techniques, community participation, 

stakeholder collaboration or public-private partnerships. The awards committee stated it was impressed by 

CLC’s active outreach program to the Moncton public and by the innovative use of a GIS to communicate 

complex data regarding the cleanup of contaminants, by the use of community representatives to develop 

potential ideas for redevelopment and by the company's partnerships with several local universities to provide 

students with hands-on experience with issues of sustainability. 
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The Canadian Urban Institute awarded a second Brownie to the Moncton Shops project in the category of Best 

Overall Project, commending the individuals responsible for their role in helping to establish and then follow 

through on implementing a vision for rejuvenating an important site. The committee also declared the project 

as a true community achievement, involving the full participation and commitment of the local citizens and 

stated that the project was a text book example of how to marry extensive multi-disciplinary professional 

expertise with human ingenuity to create a mixed use development that promised to make a major 

contribution to the future of Moncton.  
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Chapter 7 

The Change Champion  

 The new idea either finds a champion or dies. – Donald Schon1 

The Change Champion 

Most experts agree that change efforts get their impetus from a problem, or less frequently, from an 

opportunity perceived by an individual or group. Change can happen spontaneously, but organizational 

change is more often a conscious effort on the part of organizational leaders to transform something. A 

wealth of research has found strong support for the claim that change success is closely linked with the 

presence of a champion.2 Indeed, according to an American Management Association survey of 259 senior 

executives in U.S. Fortune 500 companies3 the most important key to successful change is leadership. My 

own research has also provided strong evidence that change success is highly correlated with the presence of 

a skilled change leader (See Chapter 9).  

Although not the entire story, I believe much of change failure begins with the lack of a skilled and 

committed change leader, or what the late great management guru, Peter Drucker, called “a monomaniac 

with a mission”. The next question is then, what do these leaders do and what attributes do they need when 

embarking on a change journey? After studying a large number of change leaders, I believe that the 

following five factors are essential to their success.  

                                                           
1 Schon, D. A. (1963). Champions for radical new inventions. Harvard Business Review, 41, 77-86. 
2 For example, see: Burgelman, R. A. (1983). A process model of internal corporate venturing in the diversified major firm. 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 28, 223-244; Higgs, M. J., & Rowland, D. (2001). Developing change leadership capability. The impact of 

a development intervention, Henley Working Paper Series, HWP 2001/004.; Higgs, M. J. (2003). Developments in leadership thinking. 

Journal of Organisational Development and Leadership, 24(5), 273–284. 
3 American Management Association. (1994). Survey on Change Management. AMA. New York. 
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Passion/Vision 

The champion should be enthusiastic about the vision for the change being planned to the point of passion. 

Indeed, the history of innovation in all kinds of organizations, from nations to businesses, is full of stories of 

individuals and small groups who, through extreme focus, resolve, and passion, have had an impact out of 

all proportion to their numbers. This passion is contagious and based on a vision of what could be. The 

vision acts as a guiding star, providing a direction for the change. It helps to create commitment, inspiration 

and motivation by connecting and aligning people intellectually and emotionally to the organization.  

Many change researchers and experts point to the importance of vision in successful change.4 For example, 

Hayman points out that a leader “has to develop an alignment toward a vision and give employees room to 

allow their energy to engage the vision.  Because true passion comes from the heart and soul it has to evolve 

from within an individual and cannot be forced upon someone.”5   

Plan 

Change leaders need a change plan that includes goals and steps to achieve the goals, ideas for involving 

and converting organizational members and built-in opportunities to exercise creativity and flexibility as 

needed. Without such a plan, the change vision can remain a mere pipe dream. Even in the face of massive 

change, a clear and logical process plan will bring some stability and comfort to the organization as it 

grapples with implementation.  

Include the why, what and how of the project, fill in the details, and plan the timelines and sequencing. Your 

change can be in jeopardy if you make mistakes such as poor planning, monitoring and control, focusing too 

many objectives, failing to set milestones along the way, failing to provide the necessary resources, 

forgetting to monitor progress and to take the necessary corrective action.6 If the champion doesn’t have 

planning skills or is not detail oriented, a project manager can be a big help. And remember that initial plans 

will likely need revising along the way. Flexibility is important.  

Persuasion 

The champion should also possess or develop persuasion and selling skills. Think of it this way. Leading 

change is largely about convincing people to buy into the future direction, so the champion must be 

persuasive. Much research shows that ineffective internal communication is a major contributor to the 

failure of change initiatives.7 Effective communication on the other hand helps to reduce confusion and 

resistance, to motivate action, to obtain valuable feedback and to gain involvement and commitment for the 

                                                           
4 See for example: Kotter, J. (1996). Leading change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press; Kanter, R.M., Stein, B., & Jick, T. (1992). 

The challenge of organizational change. New York, NY: Free Press; Leucke, R. (2003). Managing change and transition. Boston, MA: Harvard 

Business School Press.  
5 Hayman, P. (2006). Unleashing the passion toward the vision. Franchising World, 38(2), 50-52. 
6 Gill, R. (2003). Change management--or change leadership? Journal of Change Management, 3(4), 307-318. 
7 For example, see: Coulson-Thomas, C. (1998). Strategic vision or strategic con? Rhetoric or reality? In C.A. Carnall (Ed.), Strategic 

Change, Work Study 1998, 47(2), 67-68; Woodward, S., & Hendry, C. (2004). Leading and coping with change. Journal of Change 

Management, 4(2), 155–183. 
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change.8 Some researchers even assert that the essence of change is communication, that communication 

produces change rather than merely serving as one tool in its implementation.9   

Persuasion as we define it goes well beyond merely communicating during change. It involves selling, 

motivating, educating, networking – all the time. The champion must “sell” the change to get buy-in and to 

show how the change will help both the organization and individuals in their roles. Political savvy is the 

final part of the art of persuasion, the secret weapon of successful change leaders. This skill becomes crucial 

when there are important stakeholders over whom the change leader has little to no influence, whether they 

are peers, outside influencers, superiors or political masters. 

There are multiple audiences to convince and a change leader who neglects even one audience may find the 

change blindsided. It is the job of the change leaders to convert bystanders to supporters, to create a critical 

mass of people aligned behind the change initiative. And once the critical mass is achieved, the change can 

happen very quickly. It can almost seem like magic. 

Partnership Skills 

No change leader operates alone. Indeed employees at every level must make committed contributions, so it 

would be a mistake to lay the responsibility for success on the shoulders of one person, no matter how 

skilled or passionate. The change champion, with the support of a skilled steering committee, choreographs 

and guides the initiative from the centre but must ultimately rely on the efforts and cooperation of many 

organizational members. 

Support from the senior executive team is critical, so the first and most important group to get on board is 

the senior leadership group. Furthermore, the champion needs a cadre of “missionaries” and “disciples” 

deeper down in the organization, including supervisors, managers, employees and even unions. Most big 

changes involve more than one part of the organization, so the champion must have collaboration skills to 

work across the organizational silos. The ability to form alliances with individuals and groups and to 

convert them into supporters of the change is essential. 

The goal is to empower these individuals and groups by involving them in the change process. People are 

much more inclined to support what they help to create (and they resist what is forced on them). Myers10 

writes: “Study after study finds that when workers have more control — when they can help define their 

own goals . . . and when they participate in decision making — their job satisfaction rises.” 

Perseverance 

Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than 

unsuccessful men of talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will 

not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination are omnipotent. - Calvin 

Coolidge 

                                                           
8 Bordia, P., Hobnman, E., Jones, E., Gallois, C., & Callan, J. (2004). Uncertainty during Organizational Change: Types, Consequences, 

and Management Strategies, Journal of Business Psychology, 18(4), 507-532. 
9 Ford, J., & Ford, L (1995). The Role of Conversations in Producing Intentional Change in Organizations. Academy of Management Review, 

20(3), 541-570. 
10 Myers, D. G. (1993). The Pursuit of Happiness. London: The Aquarian Press. 
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Many companies make it through the initial stages of change but falter when things revert back to the mean. 

That’s when perseverance is especially required. One of the most difficult things for a passionate champion 

to do is to persist until the rest of the organization catches up. Change always takes longer than people 

estimate and so perseverance pays off. “Realistic patience involves knowing when and how to slow the pace 

to allow time and space for people to copy and adapt. This means recognizing that people need differing 

amounts of time and effort to understand and adapt to change. Failure to have patience with people can 

actually increase their resistance and thereby hinder their process of adapting.”11 

Now let’s see how a skilled change champion successfully transforms a large organization, thereby 

illustrating these five factors.  

E. Hunter Harrison and the Transformation of Canadian National 

Railway: The Change Champion and the Five Ps of Change 

When E. Hunter Harrison joined the recently-privatized Canadian National Railway (CNR) in 1998 as Chief 

Operating Officer, the company was generally acknowledged as one of the worst railroads in North America, 

highly indebted, perpetually in the red, and losing market share to the more efficient, flexible and newly 

deregulated U.S. railway and trucking industries. Recruited by Chief Executive Officer, Paul Tellier, for his 

skills and experience at Illinois Central, Harrison along with Tellier moved swiftly to transform CNR into a 

“scheduled precision railway” and to introduce needed efficiencies. Soon thereafter the company shed over 

11,000 employees and thousands of miles of track.  

After Tellier left the company in 2003, Harrison was appointed as his successor. The challenge was enormous. 

A cultural overhang still existed from the railway’s public sector days when it was more of an employment 

generation device than a business, complete with regionalism, isolation from commercial pressures, formal 

chains of command, hostile unions and a culture of entitlement. Would Harrison be able to complete the 

transformation or would the company sink back into mediocrity?  Fast forward to 2008 and CNR was then 

widely recognized as the most efficient railway in North America. How he accomplished this cultural 

transformation is nothing short of miraculous. 

An effective change leader needs five skills which I call the five Ps: Passion/Vision, Plan, Persuasion, 

Partnership Skills and Perseverance, and Harrison had all of them in abundance.   

Passion/Vision 

Change leaders need a passion for their organization and its mission or else their energy and commitment will 

wane when the change they are advocating faces daunting obstacles, as it almost inevitably will.  

Harrison got his passion for railroading honestly, starting as a laborer, oiling railcars in Memphis while 

working his way through school. By 1998 his career had culminated at Illinois Central Railway, where he 

served as President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO). It was at Illinois Central that he perfected the details for 

a scheduled precision railway and in the process drove down the railroad's operating ratio to the best in the 

                                                           
11 Ettorre, B. (l997). What’s the Next Business Buzzword? Management Review, 86(8), 33-35. 

 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 146 

 

industry. Not afraid to get his hands dirty, witness his first job, Harrison loved railways and loved to spread 

the gospel of scheduled railroading.  

After CNR acquired Illinois Central in 1998, Harrison was recruited by CEO Paul Tellier as his second in 

command. Harrison had one pre-condition – that he be allowed to fix the railroad’s operations without 

interference while Tellier took care of the external relations and the political issues leading up to the company’s 

privatization. Tellier agreed to give Harrison a lot of leeway to implement his vision. "I told Tellier I only know 

one way to railroad," Harrison said. "And I told him that if he was willing to go along, I'd stay and work my ass 

off."12 What Harrison would be working on was the transformation of CNR into a scheduled precision railroad 

– the business model he had ultimate faith in.  

Harrison knew he was asking a lot of the CNR employees and had a lot of persuading to do. His passion for 

railroading helped. “I was asking people to make changes overnight in operating style, the operating model 

and so forth,” changes as stark as day and night. Right from the beginning, he gave his enthusiasm free reign. 

“I got the top 100 people together across the street at the Bonaventure (a hotel in Montreal) and I talked to them 

all day.” When he returned to Headquarters, Tellier came running into his office and said, "Heard you had a 

great day over there... I understood you talked for 10 hours in front of those people without a note."   Hunter 

said, “Paul, I can talk about railroading for hundreds of hours without a note."13   

Passion is contagious. As Les Dakens, then Senior Vice President of People explained: “I can honestly say that 

we've had a lot of younger people come to a Hunter Camp (an offsite meeting at Harrison’s hunting camp) and 

they see this 60 year-old with passion for three full days.  They come out saying, ‘He's got more passion than I 

do and I'm 40 years younger than him.  I have to step up my game.’”  After the Hunter Camp experience, this 

passion also spread to older employees who had worked at CNR for 30 or 35 years, and they committed to 

making their last years at CNR more passionate than they’d ever done.  “It really turned into a pretty 

inspirational three days for these people.  Most have never been with a CEO for a minute let alone for three 

days.”  

Plan 

But passion without a plan is not enough. The plan has to fit the circumstances, and it must be detailed and 

precise if the organization is undergoing a large transformation like CNR was facing. Furthermore, the plan 

must consider the entire system as a whole and ensure that all the parts work together. Harrison had the plan 

that had worked so well at Illinois Central – the scheduled precision railway plan. At that time, most 

commercial trains in North America moved out of the railway yard only when a full complement of cars was 

assembled. That meant that customers often had to wait days or even weeks before their merchandise arrived 

at its destination. No wonder they turned to trucking as a more flexible and timely shipping method.  

Harrison wanted to change the industry dynamics by establishing a definite schedule, just like passenger rail, 

just like trucking, just like parcel delivery. He wanted CNR to be able to quote delivery times in a matter of 

hours not five to ten days and to offer its customers a fully integrated electronic process to manage rail 

shipments. The objective of the plan was to generate growth by attracting service-sensitive customers from 

truckers and other rail companies by improving price, speed and reliability all at once. It is one thing for the 

                                                           
12 Watson, T. (2003). On Track, Canadian Business. May 12, 24-30. 
13 Quotes and information are from interviews conducted by the author in 2005 with E. Hunter Harrison, Peter Edwards, and Les Dakens. 
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CEO to understand the plan, but the rest of the organization has to execute it, so they must understand it as 

well. 

As he explained: "Most of us who have spent a lot of time in this industry were not taught scheduled 

railroading concepts. We were taught old, conventional wisdom: When you get a big train together, run it. In a 

regulated industry, everything is cost-driven. We talked about service but didn't do anything about it. Moving 

to a concept that said good service is going to drive costs down and improve asset utilization caused people 

who for years had been taught otherwise to start shaking their heads. It was a difficult task to get the message 

out and have people understand it."14  

The first part of the plan rested on cutting costs and controlling margins. For example, Harrison cut the number 

of locomotives, a heresy at the time. “To make a long story short, we went from 1900 locomotives to 1300 in 

about 14 months. That’s huge and each locomotive costs $2 million. And people went, ‘Wow. Maybe there is 

something to this (scheduled precision model).” Of course, the plan went far beyond reducing the number of 

locomotives. It rested on a web of interconnecting factors targeted at simultaneous improvements in cost, 

reliability and service. The “intermodal” improvement is another example of the integrated nature of 

Harrison’s plan. 

The old intermodal model, whereby terminals served as de facto storage yards, resulted in excess cost and slow 

service. Loads were picked up by truckers whenever it was convenient for them. Transforming this interface 

into more of a “just-in-time” system saved a lot of costs. Plus the system improved delivery times for 

customers, who now had to book reservations on trains and pay for either delivery or storage if they didn’t 

arrange to pick their merchandise up on time. Of course, CNR needed to invest in information technology to 

support this precise scheduling. "It's not just scheduling trains and cars," said Harrison. "It's a whole operating 

philosophy of balancing assets and costs. It involves scheduling all the processes that lead up to the movement 

of trains and cars. If trains are running on schedule, you can predict where they're going to meet. You can look 

at line capacity issues. It's far more involved than a lot of people give it credit for."15  

But improved efficiency and service by themselves will not necessarily translate into growth. For growth, the 

plan meant further expansion of the railway all over North America and this was accomplished by a series of 

mergers and acquisitions and partnerships. 

CNR needed to control costs, reliability and service from point of entry to final destination; in essence it had to 

create a rail network that served the North American Free Trade Agreement geographical area—Canada, the 

United States and Mexico.  

Partnership Skills 

Passion and a plan are necessary for transformation, but no successful change leader operates alone. "You can 

have vision, but if you don't have strong people from top to bottom to actually execute on that vision and 

strategy, you don't succeed."16  

Support from the senior executive team is critical and so is developing a cadre of “missionaries” and 

“disciples” deeper down in the organization, including supervisors, managers, employees and even unions. 

                                                           
14 As quoted in Vantuono, W.C. (2001). How CN does it. Railway Age. May, 202(5) 27-30. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Quote from Dzinkowski, R. (2005). Canada's CFO of the Year Talks Privatization. Financial Executive. July-August, 21(6) 24. 
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Harrison reached out to each of these stakeholder groups in an attempt to make them partners in change. Some 

attempts were more successful than others, but in the end a critical mass of supporters formed and tipped the 

balance in favour of the change. 

The first and most important group to get on board was the senior leadership group. Indeed, John Kotter 

asserts that a change leader must convince 75% of the organization’s managers to support the change or it will 

not succeed17. Harrison knew that support from the senior executive could not be taken for granted, so he 

carefully structured and developed this group. First of all, he brought some senior managers with him from 

Illinois Central after the merger with CNR. Coming into a potentially hostile organization and trying to change 

the culture is tricky, so it was important to bring along some people who believed in both the plan and its 

leader. Also as an integrated North American railroad, the new CNR needed American as well as Canadian 

leadership. As unpleasant as it was, Harrison also had to move aside some of the senior executives who could 

not or would not climb aboard. And he promoted some of the best people from within – those who embraced 

the change agenda and who demonstrated a passion for the organization.  In all, there was not a wholesale 

change at the top of the house, but the necessary changes were done quickly.  

With the new group on board, Harrison wanted to turn them into a real “railroader” team.  VP Dakins and 

Assistant VP Peter Edwards helped create an internal railroader ‘MBA’ for senior leaders and high potential 

middle managers. This two-year intensive educational program trained a significant number of managers in 

all the details of running a railroad. And what Harrison was trying to create, according to Edwards, was a 

“new kind of PhD – passionate hungry driven people who really wanted to make a difference in the 

company.” 

Harrison enthused about the benefits of the Railroader MBA. As an example, the Senior VP of Labour 

Relations learned to run engines, switch cars, work in the shops and in dispatching. “Now when she comes 

back and sits down with the labour people, she knows the language. She understands about the business. 

Our Chief Financial Officer, Claude Mongeaux just became a qualified conductor. Our General Counsel is a 

qualified engineer. I don't think you'll find any other railroad in North America where the General Counsel 

is qualified to run an engine and to actually pull a train. It makes them have an appreciation for what we 

do.”  

And they didn’t stop there. Harrison explained: “Another thing that we've done is all the senior leaders -- 10, 

12 of them -- have an external coach…  He sits in on their meetings.  Some of them were very uncomfortable 

with that.  He just sits there and observes and watches as they maybe reprimand someone or recognize 

someone, or deal with a problem.” The purpose of these programs was to turn the senior executive group 

into a team that could act as partners in change. “Keeping this team together with the right chemistry is 

important -- you don't need to get the best five railroaders. That's not a recipe to success.  You need to get the 

best five railroaders that interact well together.” A side benefit of the Railroad MBA was evident in 2004 

during a month-long strike by the Canadian Auto Workers Union, when CNR was able to maintain "near-

normal" service after replacing 5,000 striking workers with 2,000 managers.  

The next group to get on board was the employees. Employees will not generally join a change effort unless 

they have confidence in the competence of management. So Harrison took his message directly to employees 

in various personal appearances, including both large town hall meetings and small interactive sessions. His 

goal was to make them believe in the scheduled precision railway and a lot of it involved personal contact 

                                                           
17 Kotter, J. (1995). Leading change: Why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business Review, 73(2), 59-67. 
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and building trust: “I know this. There's no substitute for getting with people on their level and having an 

exchange and explaining to people why (we need to make the change)...  At first, they didn't understand it.  I 

would have dialogue with them and I would say, "What would you do if you were me? Think about if you 

were in my shoes. I'm trying to think about if I was in your shoes. Would I expect to work four hours, but get 

paid for eight? ... And I've seen people that we thought were "bad boys" make huge turnarounds and 

become productive and you look back and you say, ‘When was that change? When did it take place?’  Never 

can I say, well, it was because we had a corporate magazine or we put out a story or we did this.  But when 

you sit down there with them, sometimes, if you do have a significant emotional event, they change.” 

The middle managers, supervisors and first-line managers were also crucial partners, but this group was 

more challenging. Harrison commented: “I can communicate with my direct reports and we probably do a 

pretty good job getting through to the next level.  But somewhere around middle management ‘mud’ sets in 

and you can't get through it. One of the things we've done, to attack that mud in several different ways, is 

we've tried to start from the bottom and the top and meet in the middle. If you can spend time with the 

people, it's so important.  And if you can convert one, they become a disciple and they convert two more.”   

Some, a small minority of supervisors who could not make the necessary adjustments, had to be replaced. 

Others needed help in putting plain old management principles in place. Harrison had to intervene 

personally in the yards. “We had to dismiss officers, for example, and leaders that just couldn't do it. It's very 

difficult if you've been a part of something for 10 or 12 or 15 years and an agent of change comes in and says, 

‘Now, we're going to do it this way.’ …  I can tell you it's not a high percentage, but several of them said, ‘I 

just can't do this.’   And you say, ‘Well, why can't you do it?’  ‘These are my friends.’ ‘Well, it's okay to ask 

your friends to do the right thing.’  ‘I can't do that.’ So we said, ‘Okay, we need to work with you. You need 

to go back to tools or we need to train you for something else, or you need to leave the organization.’”  

Harrison and his human resources (HR) team concentrated on coaching supervisors in how to manage 

employees through what they called the ABC technique, or Antecedents, Behaviour and Consequences. He 

explained: “If there are no consequences, you can't make change with people. If you ask somebody to come 

to work on time and they don't and there's no consequences, they're probably going to continue to be late. 

It's both positive and negative.  It's not all on the negative side.” Every supervisor in the entire company had 

ABC training and it made an enormous impact on their managerial skills. If ABC sounds like Skinnerian 

reinforcement theory, that’s because it is based on Skinner’s principles. And although it is simple to 

understand, it is difficult to apply because it demands that the supervisor pay close attention to employees, 

find the time to reward good and the courage to confront bad behaviour.   

Finally, making sure that the right people were selected for managerial positions created a more cohesive 

middle management team, one that acted in partnership with the senior executive and with the change. 

Harrison and the HR team discussed every high potential employee that they identified through training 

events. As Harrison commented: “I'll come back and I'll say, ‘You know, we had a bright young lady, 32 

years old, and she's doing this and she's done all these things. When are we going to do something with 

her?’ ‘Well, when Bob retires.’ ‘When is that?’  ‘Well, I don't know, 12 years.’ I say, ‘She won't be here.’ You 

have to make spots. When we find those exceptions to the rules, what we call really the high potential, high 

performers -- I don't know what it is, eight  percent of the population, six or eight percent -- you have to 

make spots for them.”  

Harrison’s final word of wisdom about building partnerships for change: “The first thing I do when I go 

somewhere is assess the team. What have I got in the way of talent, where are the weaknesses? That’s 
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number one.  Number two is to simultaneously let them know what's expected. ‘Things are going to change. 

We're going to do it this way or that way. I hope you buy in. We want you to be here.’ That's the first thing 

you have to do. And when I have had bumps along the way, it's when I forgot that about people.” 

Attempts to build a better relationship with the unions at CNR had more uneven results than other 

partnership initiatives. Dakens explained one of the successful aspects: “None of the other railroads in the 

U.S. negotiate with their unions directly. They are all part of industry-wide pattern negotiations and they're 

all on the mileage basis. One of the advantages of having them on an hourly rate deal is you don't need as 

many of them because you're working them on an hourly basis versus a miles basis, and in theory, you can 

have them work twice as many miles on a regular hourly basis than on a pure mileage basis… We shared the 

savings … Once you get a few of them, pockets of them, on an hourly basis, they make more money, they 

have better work-life balance, then this (message) spreads like wild fire.”  

Still the relationship was testy with some of the unions, although Harrison saw a cause for optimism.  

“Things are swinging back. I've seen it with labour and engagement. It goes too far one way and 

management gets the upper hand and they abuse things and then the pendulum swings back and labour 

gets it and they go too far. We are working very, very hard there. We have made some huge breakthroughs 

with labour relations.” 

Harrison even saw potential in convincing his competitors to adopt the scheduled railway model. The goal 

was to work together to make railways more competitive with trucking. “We have no pride of authorship, 

but we think we have something here," he said. "We're trying to influence our railroad partners to work with 

us. If we can all schedule, cut down congestion at gateways, we'll gain market share. We'll all benefit."18  

Persuasion 

My research into the key success factors of change initiatives strongly supports the importance of persuasive 

communications and many other experts agree. But merely recommending that change leaders communicate 

is not helpful enough. What is needed is more detailed descriptions of how change leaders’ communicate, 

and Harrison provides an excellent example. Throughout the transformation of CNR he had to convince 

multiple audiences to accept the scheduled railway with all the big, difficult changes it entailed. Think about 

it: he was surrounded by skeptical executives, complacent employees and hostile unions. Communicating 

well required a lot of hard work and skill. 

For example, soon after his arrival at CNR he uncovered widespread “early quits”, a sloppy work practice 

that was totally at odds with the vision of an efficient railway that CNR was trying to reach. “I walked up 

into a control tower in Battle Creek Michigan where I saw five or six engines sitting at 2:00 pm which meant 

the daylight shift had already gone home and the afternoon hadn't come. …There were a lot of them who 

turned in 12 hours (for pay purposes) but only worked six.  … I said, ‘We're not going to do this on my 

watch. So stop, today.  That's grounds for dismissal.’  As we were leaving the tower, one of the officers came 

up behind me and said, ‘It's worse than this in Canada.’ They began to see my reaction and I stopped in my 

tracks and I said, ‘Where in Canada?’  They said, ‘Everywhere.’   So I said, ‘Look, this is where we're going to 

start.’….  We started everywhere overnight.” Leaders cannot get this sort of on-the-ground intelligence 

sitting in their offices and Harrison’s willingness to go into the field, to observe, explain and fix problems 

meant his communications efforts were on target.  

                                                           
18 Vantuono, W.C. (2001). How CN does it. Railway Age. May, 202(5) 27-30. 
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Harrison started by stopping the bleeding from practices like the “early quits” and safety violations, but he 

knew that wouldn’t be enough to change the inefficient culture. It took a campaign of communication using 

various devices – training, town halls, frank discussions, discipline, among others. One of the most original 

and effective was the previously mentioned “Hunter Camp”. Harrison invited a cross-section of employees 

below the VP level to a three-day retreat, originally held at his camp, thus the name. He used this 

opportunity to get across all facets of the railway business to the retreat participants. It was so effective with 

the first group that he and his HR executives increased the number of retreats from four in 2003 to 18 in 2006. 

In the end over 2000 people attended the Hunter Camps. "If I can take 20 leaders and influence those 20 I'm 

actually going to impact maybe 400 to 600 people because those leaders are going to reflect and do what we 

want to get done.” Once enough of these company leaders became precision railway disciples, they in turn 

convinced others until there were enough converts to create a critical mass of support. And then he began to 

experiment with inviting selected union leaders to the camps as well.  

Hunter camps were key to getting people together from all over the system and the camps became a team-

building exercise. Thus they overcame the common weakness today that organizations have talented leaders 

but they don’t function as a cohesive team. 

A good change leader has to set an example to convert people and Harrison was not afraid to put himself on 

the line to do this. One vivid incident occurred when he travelled to a CNR site badly affected by a flood to 

watch the reopening of the track. As they got ready to run the first train across, an official reported that the 

engineer didn’t want to go because he thought it was unsafe. Harrison said, “That's understandable, it's fine. 

He doesn’t have to go.” Then the conductor said he wouldn’t go if the engineer didn’t. Who was going to 

take the train across? “I said, ‘John and I will take it (John was the operating vice president). We're capable of 

doing that. It's just two miles across.’ I was a little concerned about it. It wasn't just a slam dunk.” But as the 

two senior executives started off, the engineer changed his mind. “He said if you're going, I’m going, and so 

all four of us went.” Of course, this anecdote complete with photographs, spread like wildfire around the 

company. A story like this can be worth a thousand admonitions.   

Another similar incident occurred when Harrison noticed that an employee was slowing down a switching 

operation. There were several officers and supervisors in the tower above the yard, observing on a computer 

terminal, ignoring the issue. “They'd much rather deal with the tube than deal with people. They don't want 

to see those behavioural issues that have to become confrontational. So I stood watching what they were 

going to do. They saw me watching. They knew I was becoming upset and they were getting nervous. 

Finally, one of them got on the radio and started calling the person and saying, ‘Pick it up a little bit or --’. 

Out of frustration I finally said, ‘Wait a minute. You all stay here.’ And I went down the steps and walked 

out. It was a hot summer day in Memphis and 95 degrees.  He was a heavyset switchman/brakeman and I 

said, ‘What is your problem?’ He said, ‘I don't have any problem.’  I said, ‘Sure you do. Do you understand 

how your performance is slowing down this whole operation and impacting our customers? ... We have to 

go. You have to pick it up. You are going to have to do better. If you don't do better in the afternoon than 

you did in the morning you're not going to be with us anymore.’ And he said, ‘You know, I've been here 15 

years and nobody has ever told me that.’ And I said, ‘Well, sorry, but you can't say that anymore.’  He 

picked it up and that story was all over the railroad overnight.” It is difficult to think of a better way to 

communicate the importance of efficiency than this story.   

There were many such stories and so Harrison and Edwards decided to collect them in a book. When they 

heard about the book, a lot of employees started sending in their own stories and the collection, How We 

Work and Why: Running a Precision Railroad, grew from there and was distributed to each employee. As 
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Edwards commented: “I think you get a core group who are excited. We’ve had letters from employees 

about the book and we see employees saying, ‘I’m part of a railway revolution, I feel that, I know it, I can see 

it.’”  

Harrison and his executives waged a campaign for the minds and hearts of the employees. But they did not 

neglect the pocketbook. First of all they gave the employees an economic education and an economic stake in 

the company. There were interest free loans given to anybody that wanted to buy CNR stock, and stock was 

given at a preferred rate. Plus the company matched 35 percent of the employee’s investment up to 6 percent 

of wages. It wasn’t long before almost 65 percent of the employees bought into the plan. Savings from 

increased efficiency were shared with employees, answering the perennial question of “What’s in it for me?” 

Edwards explained the tradeoff for hourly workers: “For them, it meant a 30 percent increase in salary, 

which is not bad, and they’re home at night more often. Before, out of five nights a week, they might be 

home one. Now they’re home mostly five and making more money. There’s a quality of life, but when you 

come to work you’ve got to work.” 

Aware of the old adage ‘what gets measured gets done’ CNR introduced a performance score card for 

unionized employees. Dakens explained: “It’s a single piece of paper that says to the employee ‘Here are the 

five principles (that are important) and how they relate to your job.  Every year we're going to give you some 

feedback on how you're doing.’”  This was a simple yet relatively rare practice to ensure that every 

unionized employee got formal feedback on their performance on a regular basis. “I know that 95 to 98 

percent of those score cards will be a positive experience for that employee because they’re doing the right 

things. If you want to encourage people to continue doing what they’re doing, you have to continuously 

recognize and reward them.” To help them, supervisors were trained to give employees appropriate 

feedback through the ABC program. Furthermore, they were encouraged to use a four-to-one positive to 

negative feedback ratio with employees, a ratio which is a scientifically proven way to change undesirable 

behaviours and reinforce desirable ones. But, when you do apply a negative consequence it's got to be 

significant enough to eliminate the bad behaviour that you're trying to eliminate.”  

The big payoff for CNR would come when a majority of people moved further along the continuum from 

just complying to being engaged, and even beyond to feeling fully empowered to make a difference in the 

company. As Edwards summed up: “Some people make a difference in their corporate histories. Hunter is 

changing the game. It is very exciting.” 

Perseverance 

Many companies make it through the initial stages of change but falter when things threaten to revert back 

to the mean. That’s when perseverance is especially required. According to Edwards, the effort must be 

unremitting: “Some people are always looking for cracks where the rats can slip in…. Some people think that 

we’re going to ease off change, so we’re always fighting that.” He explained further: “Every morning when 

you come in, the behaviour you accept, the standards you set, accept, communicate, measure, and reward 

determine what the culture and the performance of the company are. The goal is to get everyone to commit 

to continuous improvement and not sink back into complacency, to walk in every day and even though 

things are running well, to ask ‘What can we do differently to improve even further?’”  

Dakens estimated that it would be a 15-20 year struggle to change the CNR culture. In his view people are a 

product of their environment and their values and beliefs are fixed by the age of 20, unless they have what 

he calls a “significant emotional event” that changes their value system. He says: “As a leader, you need to 
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understand where these people are coming from and to accept that having a different set of values is okay. 

You just need to work through that with the individual.” Accepting that people’s value systems don’t 

change easily does not mean that their behaviour is immutable, and CNR has devised many ways to affect 

behaviour change.  

Harrison understood the necessity of continually reinforcing the change message to prevent any drift back to 

way things were before. “I try to bring it up all the time what got us here.  Don't forget what got us here.  

We've been talking about the same values since '98…. We don't have a different deal every year.  It's the 

same blocking and tackling, same ABCs, same service, cost control, asset utilization.  Everybody knows that 

at the company now.” In Harrison’s opinion, culture change takes a long time and may have to be 

accomplished one person at a time, but “it's rewarding, and that's the way you get your payoffs.”  And in the 

end, perseverance made the final difference in completing the transformation of CNR. 

The Results 

Since the transformation began, CNR has seen a constant rise in its sales, profits, cash flow and, 

consequently, its market value. The operating ratio - the cost of operating and maintaining the railway as a 

percentage of revenue - fell from 89% in 1995 to 61% in 2006, well below that of its main competitors, which 

average about 80%. At the same time, its revenue almost doubled.  By any measure, CNR is now a huge 

turnaround story and is now considered by railway analysts to be the most efficient, profitable and 

innovative railroad in North America.  

The Rest of the Story 

Harrison retired from CNR in 2010 and planned to raise and train horses for show jumping. But railroading 

seems to be in his blood. 

In the fall of 2011, he was approached by the hedge fund Pershing Square Capital Management led by 

activist investor Bill Ackman, who was undertaking a proxy battle with the board of directors of Canadian 

Pacific Railway (CPR). Ackman was ultimately successful in the proxy battle, the CEO was dismissed and on 

June 29, 2012, Harrison was appointed President and CEO of Canadian Pacific Railway, the main Canadian 

competitor of CNR. Peter Edwards joined him soon after and so began the transformation of CPR. Its stock 

went from $74.72 on June 30, 2012 to a high of $241.67 in October 2014.  
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Chapter 8  

Summary and Conclusions  

The easy and hard work of change is well understood, and many change experts, including myself, have 

both described and prescribed it in detail. In this book I have argued that the “tough” work is the missing 

piece in change success and that this tough work is often neglected by change leaders and change experts 

alike. So this chapter will summarize advice about this tough work and draw conclusions for the reader.  

Tough Work for Change Planners 

The tough work for change planners involves coming up with the right change, one that will really move the 

organization forward to success. Imitating other organizations’ strategies and ideas is not tough work and 

often leads to management fads so vehemently scorned by employees as more “flavours of the month.” 

Creative and strategic thinking is tough work. So is prioritizing changes and concentrating on the really 

important ones instead of setting up twenty change projects and expecting the organization to implement 

them all.  

Further tough work for planners includes dealing with the fact that change will not automatically implement 

itself. Planners must set the conditions for success, dedicate serious resources to implementation, convince 

people of the need for the change, stay focused and involved right through to the end, and not move on to 

the next bright idea.  

Tough Work for Change Implementers 

Change success rates have remained stubbornly low. I believe that part of the reason for this is an over-

emphasis on high-level change planning and an under-emphasis on implementation. Many great ideas fail at 

implementation. Avoid failure by planning the implementation phase of a change carefully and in detail and 

don’t avoid the tough work. Here is a summary of the advice from previous chapters: 
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1. Get a skilled Transition Structure in place, including a supportive and powerful Executive Sponsor, 

a skilled Change Champion, a Steering Committee composed of competent and committed 

members, and Implementation Teams to do the detailed work during the change initiative. It is 

tempting to wing it and add members on an ad-hoc basis, but careful attention to transition structure 

will ensure your change is organized, efficient and ready to tackle both known and unforeseen 

challenges. The steering committee has a long and important list of implementation tasks to plan 

and oversee, so it is vital that the committee function well. That means it must come to a consensus 

about its mandate before trying to perform its work. In my experience, steering committee members 

want to skip over this task and just jump to action. Don’t let this happen. Start off on the right foot 

by building the team skills of the steering committee and getting consensus on its mandate and its 

rules of engagement. Forcing the members to grapple with the mandate and build their team into a 

high-performing one is tough but necessary work. 

 

2. Clearly articulate “why” the change is necessary. Don’t let your organization get blindsided by the 

fast-changing external environment. Survey the business environment thoroughly and often for 

what we call “change drivers”—the external factors and trends that the organization needs to deal 

with and respond to in order to remain viable - political, economic, social, demographic, 

technological trends among others. Once this information has been gathered and analyzed, it should 

be summarized into a concise statement to explain why this change is necessary and why it is 

urgent. Make sure you explain this clearly from the various perspectives of organizational members. 

Looking at and dealing with the future is tough work and so is often avoided or rationalized away. 

 

3. Most experts advocate creating a motivating vision as a necessary step in any change initiative. But 

organization leaders have a difficult time following this advice. Change vision statements are often 

too long, too confusing or too generic to motivate action in the direction of the change. It’s tough to 

get the vision right and then to condense it into a couple of sentences or paragraphs that sing. Our 

conclusions about creating an effective vision: 

• Vision creation is an exercise requiring both intellectual and emotional involvement. 

• A good vision is simple, but the process to get to it is not. It is tough work. 

• Taking the time to create a good vision is an investment in the future. 

• The process of vision construction is key—garbage in, garbage out. 

 

4. After you know who will lead a change initiative, why the change is necessary and what future you 

are trying to create, you come to the “how”—the activities you must plan to implement the change 

successfully. This is tough work because of the countless details that must be thought through and 

included in a change rollout plan, but also because of the intense level of human interaction that is 

part of a rollout plan. Those involved with formal project planning may assume easy human 

compliance with the change, but those dedicated to sophisticated change rollout planning will never 

make such assumptions. Plan the rollout meticulously, deal with each of the eleven questions in 

Chapter 4 in detail, and exponentially increase your chances of change success. 
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5. Dealing with resistance is tough work, but avoiding this work only makes change more difficult. 

When facing major change, management tends to view the new direction as an opportunity, while 

employees face the change with feelings of uncertainty, fear and disruption. Furthermore, most 

change leaders underestimate the amount of resistance they will face. Although it is tough work to 

manage the emotional fallout of resistance to change, resistance is normal and you should expect it. 

Resist the temptation to apply force to the resister. It seems easier and more emotionally satisfying, 

but it is much less likely to work. Do the tough work—consult people, especially resisters, to 

understand their objections and think about how you should respond before you act.  

And the tough work of managing resistance also includes convincing a sufficient number of 

stakeholders to buy into the change being proposed—stakeholders who could include political 

masters, stock market analysts, the executive team, the board of directors, senior managers and 

union leaders. My research shows that beginning a change project without strong support from the 

outset makes it much more difficult to reach the desired outcomes. And just because planners may 

have the “right” change, does not automatically mean that others will agree. Convincing them is 

tough but necessary work. 

6. Making sure everyone understands and accepts the change is a tough job, and a change leader 

without the required communications expertise would be well-advised to have an expert consultant 

or communications committee to help with this vital task. Furthermore, communication must start at 

the very beginning of the change and continue right through to the end. If not, your change will be 

in jeopardy. The breadth and detail of our change communication model shows that communicating 

change should not be an afterthought. Before you communicate one word about the change, create 

your communications plan by answering the key questions of the change communications model: 

 What roles and responsibilities will people have in the communications plan? 

 What guidelines should you put in place, and what objective is each communication 

intended to achieve?  

 Which stakeholders have an interest in this change? How much communication is necessary 

for each stakeholder group?  

 How will you create effective messages tailored to the needs and interests of each 

stakeholder group? What are the contents of effective change messages? 

 What are the best media to use for each communication and each stakeholder?  

 Who should communicate with each stakeholder group, and how can you ensure they 

communicate consistently and effectively?  

 How will the effectiveness of the communications be assessed and improved? 

 

7. Perhaps the toughest work of all is finding an individual that fulfills the five skills and attributes of a 

skilled change champion. The change champion is the key figure in a successful change initiative so 

make sure yours has the following: 

a) Passion/Vision: The champion should be enthusiastic about the type of change being 

planned to the point of passion. This passion is contagious and based on a vision of what 

could be. Because true passion comes from the heart and soul it has to evolve from within an 

individual and cannot be forced upon someone. 
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b) Plan: Change leaders need a change plan that includes goals and steps to achieve the goals, 

ideas for involving and converting organizational members and built-in opportunities to 

exercise creativity and flexibility as needed. Without such a plan, the change vision can 

remain a mere pipe dream. If the champion doesn’t have planning skills or is not detail 

oriented, a project manager can be a big help. And remember that initial plans will likely 

need revising along the way. Flexibility is important. 

c) Persuasion: The champion should also possess or develop persuasion skills. Persuasion as 

we define it goes well beyond merely communicating during change. It involves selling, 

motivating, educating, networking – all the time. The champion must “sell” the change to 

get buy-in and to show how the change will help both the organization and individuals in 

their roles. Political savvy is the final part of the art of persuasion, the secret weapon of 

successful change leaders. 

d) Partnership Skills: No change leader operates alone. The change champion, with the support 

of a skilled steering committee, choreographs and guides the initiative from the centre but 

must ultimately rely on the efforts and cooperation of many organizational members. The 

champion must have collaboration skills to work across the organizational silos. The ability 

to form alliances with individuals and groups and to convert them into supporters and 

disciples of the change is essential. 

e) Perseverance: One of the most difficult things for a passionate champion to do is to wait for 

the rest of the organization to catch up. Change always takes longer than people estimate 

and so perseverance pays off. Failure to have patience with people can actually increase 

their resistance and thereby hinder their process of adapting.  

f) Finally, if your change champion has deficiencies in any of these areas (and that would be 

normal) make sure that others can help. The executive sponsor, members of the steering 

committee and even external change consultants/coaches can help the champion fulfill this 

demanding role. 

Follow this advice, do the tough work and your change will not join the 70% of change failures that continue 

to destroy the effectiveness and culture of so many organizations. 
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Chapter 9  

Key Success Factors of Planned Change 

Projects  

When you’re finished changing, you’re finished. – Benjamin Franklin 

After you’ve done a thing the same way for two years, look it over carefully. After five years, look at it with suspicion. And 

after ten years, throw it away and start over. – Alfred Edward Perlman  

Dismal Statistics About the Implementation of Change 

For decades now, business writers from all walks of life have been bemoaning the large failure rate of change 

projects. For example, one study reported that 70 percent of critical change efforts fail to achieve their intended 

results.1 Additionally, more executives are fired for mismanaging change than other reasons, such as ignoring 

customers.2 The Gartner Group, reporting on IT change projects, stated that 28 percent were abandoned before 

completion, 46 percent were behind schedule or over budget, and 80 percent were not used in the way they 

were intended—or at all—six months after installation.3 Too often change projects fail not because the ideas 

themselves were poor but because the implementations were flawed. Take the following case study as an 

example of the pitfalls that can doom the implementation of a new policy.  

                                                           
1 Kennedy, C., & Harvey, D. (1997). Managing and sustaining radical change. London, UK: Business Intelligence. 
2 Murphy, M. (2005). Why CEOs get fired, Leadership Excellence, 22(9), 14.  
3 Booth, R. (2000, November 15). IT project failures costly, TechRepublic/Gartner study finds. TechRepublic. Retrieved from 

http://www.techrepublic.com/article/it-project-failures-costly-techrepublic-gartner-study-finds/. 
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Procedure Changes at Tasty Foods4 

Tasty Foods is a medium-sized distribution company with over three thousand employees and gross sales of 

over $400 million. The company purchases and distributes salty snack foods to independent retail stores 

throughout Canada. Salty snack foods include corn chips, potato chips, cheese curls, tortilla chips, peanuts and 

so forth. The company divides itself into six Canadian regions, each with its own central warehouse, 

salespeople, finance department and purchasing department. The head office encourages each region to be 

largely autonomous because of local tastes and practices.  

Early in 2009, Tasty began using a financial reporting system that compared sales, costs and profits across 

regions. Management was surprised to learn that profits varied widely. By 2011, the differences were so great 

that management decided some standardization was necessary. They believed that highly profitable regions 

were sometimes using lower quality items to boost profit margins and that this practice could hurt Tasty’s 

image. Other regions were facing intense price competition in order to hold market share.  

As these problems accumulated, Mr. Bullock, president of Tasty, decided to create a new position to monitor 

pricing and purchasing practices. Janice Scott was hired from the finance department of a competing 

organization. Her new title was director of pricing and purchasing, and she reported to the vice president of 

finance, Mr. Maher. Bullock and Maher gave Scott great latitude in organizing her job and encouraged her to 

establish whatever rules and procedures were necessary. She was also encouraged to gather information from 

the regional offices, each of which were notified of her appointment by an official memo sent to the regional 

managers. A copy of the memo was posted on warehouse bulletin boards as well, and the announcement was 

also made in the company newspaper. 

After three weeks on the job, Scott decided that pricing and purchasing decisions should be standardized 

across regions. As a first step, she had the financial executives in each region notify her of any change in local 

prices of more than 3 percent. 

She also decided that all new contracts for local purchases of more than fifteen thousand dollars would be 

cleared through her office. (Approximately 60 percent of items distributed in the regions were purchased in 

large quantities and supplied from the home office. The other 40 percent were purchased and distributed 

within the region.) Scott believed that the only way to standardize operations was for each region to notify the 

home office in advance of any change in prices or purchases. Scott discussed the proposed policy with Maher. 

He agreed, so they submitted a formal proposal to the president and the board of directors, who approved the 

plan. Tasty was moving into the peak holiday season, so Scott wanted to implement the new procedures right 

away. She decided to send an email to the financial and purchasing executives in each region notifying them of 

the new procedures. The change would be inserted in all policy and procedures manuals throughout Tasty 

within four months. 

Scott showed a draft of the email to Maher and invited his comments. Maher said the email was an excellent 

idea but wondered if it was sufficient. The regions handled hundreds of items and were used to decentralized 

decision-making. Maher suggested that Scott visit the regions and discuss purchasing and pricing policies with 

the executives. 

                                                           
4 Based on a case study (Sunflower Incorporated) in: Cummings, T., & Worley, C. (2001). Organization development and change (7th ed.). 

Cincinnati, OH: South-Western College Publishing. 200-201. 
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Scott declined, saying that the trips would be expensive and time-consuming. She had so many things to do at 

headquarters that a trip was impossible. Maher also suggested waiting to implement the procedures until after 

the annual company meeting in three months. Scott replied that this would take too long because the 

procedures would not take effect until after the peak sales season. She believed that the procedures were 

needed now. The email went out the next day. 

During the next few days, replies came in from most of the regions. The executives stated they were in 

agreement with the email and said they would be happy to cooperate. 

Eight weeks later, Scott had not received notices from any regions about local price or purchase changes. Other 

executives who had visited regional warehouses indicated to her that the regions were busy as usual. Regional 

executives seemed to be ignoring the new policies and following usual procedures for that time of year. 

Although the executives gave lip service to the new policy, they were not following it. Passive resistance, one 

of the toughest forms to identify and handle, had raised its ugly head.  

Change is Difficult 

The Tasty Foods case study shows only too well the difficulty of implementing a major change into an 

established organizational culture, and it serves as just one example of the woefully limited success rate of 

organizational change initiatives. Experts, gurus and academics have been writing about change management 

for over fifty years, but despite the large number of books (over eighty-three thousand on Amazon) and 

academic articles (over nine and a half million identified by a search of the Queen’s University library system) 

written on the topic, the results are still dismal. The estimated failure rate of change projects has stayed 

constant since the 1970s, and many change experts have concluded that up to 70 percent of change initiatives 

fail and that failure rates have not improved over the decades the topic has been studied.5  

Furthermore, the importance of managing organizational change has stayed high on the list of key managerial 

challenges over the last decade. For example, a Blanchard corporate survey reported that the top management 

challenge for 2011 was an increased need to manage change.6 The need to manage change successfully has 

remained near the top every year this survey was taken.  

Why is the Failure Rate So High? 

If failure rates are so high, and if managing change is so important, why do organizations seem unable to 

improve their results? I believe that competence in managing change remains rare among organizational 

leaders despite the numerous books, articles and training initiatives that aim to develop the requisite 

knowledge and skills. Change projects are still taking longer to implement than they should. Executives 

regularly report that the intended benefits are realized only in limited areas or not at all. Leaders’ credibility is 

undermined as they over promise and under deliver. Unanticipated problems and obstacles are still surfacing 

with depressing regularity. Implementation is still largely disjointed and haphazard. Employees, often already 

overwhelmed with their workload, are becoming more cynical about the likelihood of any new changes being 

successful, and resistance is still getting in the way of success.  

                                                           
5 Kotter (1990); Hammer & Champy (1993); Higgs & Rowland (2000); Balogun & Hope Hailey (2004). 
6 2011 corporate issues survey (2011). Retrieved from http://www.kenblanchard.com/getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/2011-

Corporate-Issues-Survey/Blanchard_2011_Corporate_Issues_Survey.pdf  
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Indeed, while there is broad agreement that managing change competently is important, unless it becomes a 

core managerial competency, don’t expect those grim statistics to change for at least another fifty years. I hope 

to help you beat the statistics. In the following sections, I will report the results of my multi-year investigation 

into the key success factors of planned change initiatives and illustrate them with examples and case studies.  

Change Theory 

Let’s start by reviewing change theory, which begins with Kurt Lewin, widely acknowledged as “the 

intellectual father of contemporary theories of applied behavioural science.” As described by Bernard Burnes, 

Lewin’s approach to change integrated four elements: field theory, group dynamics, action research and the 

three-step model of change.7  

Field theory explains complex group behaviour during change by mapping out the “field” or context in which 

it takes place.8 The status quo is maintained when the forces for a change and the forces arrayed against it are 

in equilibrium. Small or large changes in those forces, however, can cause a disruption in this equilibrium and 

hence lead to a new status quo. Lewin believed that this field is in a continuous state of adaptation.  

Lewin was the first psychologist to write about group dynamics and the importance of the group in shaping 

the behaviour of its members.9 Therefore, in his view, group behaviour, not individual behaviour, should be 

the main focus of change. Lewin maintained that it is futile to concentrate on changing the behaviour of 

individuals because the individual in isolation is inhibited by group pressures to conform.10  

Finally, action research is an iterative process in which research is followed by action, then evaluation and then 

further action. Lewin believed the understanding and learning produced by this process could be more 

important than any resulting change from it.   

Lewin also worried that a change in group performance could frequently be short lived and that behaviour 

would soon return to the previous level.11 His three-step model of change addresses this common 

phenomenon. The first step in the model is called “unfreezing.” Before people can abandon old behaviour and 

learn new behaviour, the stable state needs to be “unfrozen.” This unfreezing requires different approaches 

and solutions depending on the context. Unfreezing creates motivation to learn but cannot predict the direction 

of the change, so the next step is “moving,” where force field theory and action research are applied to identify 

all the forces at work and discover and evaluate the available options. In the last step, “refreezing,” a new 

quasi-stationary equilibrium is reached where people’s behaviours are relatively safe from falling back into old 

patterns.  

                                                           
7 Burnes, B. (2004). Kurt Lewin and complexity theories: Back to the future? Journal of Change Management, 4(4), 309-325. 
8 Lewin, K. (1947a). Frontiers in group dynamics. In (1952) D. Cartwright (Ed.), Field theory in social science. London, UK: Social Science 

Paperbacks. 
9 Lewin, K. (1939). When facing danger. In (1948) G.W. Lewin (Ed.), Resolving social conflict. London, UK: Harper & Row. 
10 Lewin, K. (1947b). Group decisions and social change. In (1959) T.M. Newcomb and E.L. Hartley (Eds.), Reading in social psychology. 

New York, NY: Henry Holt. 
11 Lewin, K., 1947a, 228. 
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Getting People to Eat Their Liveri 

Kurt Lewin formulated and tested much of his thinking while working with anthropologist Margaret 

Mead in the years just before and after the U.S. involvement in World War Two. Much domestic meat 

was being shipped overseas to feed soldiers and allies at this time, and the government was concerned 

that a lengthy war would leave the United States population starved of protein. The potential solution 

to this protein shortage was variety or organ meats, such as hearts, kidneys, brains, stomachs, 

intestines and even the feet, ears and heads of cows, hogs, sheep and chickens. The challenge was 

getting people to incorporate these into their diets. To accomplish this, the department of defense 

enlisted Margaret Mead, Kurt Lewin and dozens of psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, food 

scientists, dieticians and home economists to determine how dietary change could be accomplished. 

These scientists formed the Committee on Food Habits. 

First they identified the most influential people or “gatekeepers” in the everyday food choices made 

by U.S. families. It was typically believed that the man of the house determined what was eaten on the 

basis of his preferences, but Lewin postulated that the real gatekeeper was the woman of the house 

because she was the one who shopped for and prepared the family’s meals. This was confirmed in a 

national survey that indicated husbands and children frequently ate what was prepared for them and 

voiced only strong opposition when the meals became too novel or different. So initial efforts were 

aimed at the gatekeeper—the cook, who selected, purchased, prepared and served the food. 

Initially, most efforts to change eating habits focused exclusively on increasing consumption 

incentives (“eat nutritiously” and “be patriotic”), but Lewin believed that the focus instead needed to 

be on systematically determining what barriers prevented someone from eating organ meats in the 

first place. That is, before giving people the nutritional or patriotic reasons why they should eat liver, 

it was first important to remove the reasons why they would not eat it. By helping reduce the barriers 

that discouraged the consumption of organ meats, Lewin believed that the preparation and serving 

habits of the gatekeeping cook could be changed. Here we clearly see the underpinnings of Lewin’s 

force field analysis. 

Research discovered that women didn’t buy organ meats because they didn’t think it was appropriate 

for them, didn’t think it would taste good and didn’t know how to introduce it into meals. These three 

areas were addressed in research that focused on restructuring social norms, changing perceptions of 

taste and increasing the assimilation of unfamiliar foods. For example, some people perceived organ 

meats as useless parts of livestock to be discarded, and others perceived them as appropriate only for 

rural families or for lower socioeconomic groups. 

Changing those perceptions meant changing social norms. The strongest norm at the dinner table was 

found to be the example set by role models. That is, people’s food choices were influenced to a greater 

degree by the foods eaten by people in their primary reference groups (i.e., groups to which the 

person has strong emotional ties and frequent personal interactions) than by subordinate reference 

groups. For example, food habits are set to a great degree during childhood, so to induce future 

generations to eat organ meats, parents had to be motivated to serve those meats.  

Also, foods became more of a social norm when they were aligned with the patriotic obligation to “do 

one’s part for the war effort.” As such, organ meats soon became foods that patriots ate, not 

necessarily foods that poor people ate. The war effort helped make organ meats more socially 

acceptable. Consuming organ meats was one way of showing support for the war effort on the home 

front.  
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Lewin’s seminal model has been refined over time by many authors. In most of these subsequent models, the 

three basic stages are present but they are described in different ways and may be divided into more steps. 

Moreover, they all concur that there is a departing point where the need for change is recognized, a period of 

complex transformation, and a final stage where the desired outcomes of change are consolidated. Lewin’s 

work has been criticized as simplistic or linear in recent years.12 Nevertheless, as Chris Hendry commented: 

“Scratch any account of creating and managing change and the idea that change is a three-stage process which 

necessarily begins with a process of unfreezing will not be far below the surface.”13 

                                                           
12 Kanter, R.M., Stein, B., & Jick, T. (1992). The challenge of organizational change. New York, NY: Free Press. 
13 Hendry, C. (1996). Understanding and creating whole organizational change through learning theory. Human Relations, 48(5), 621-641. 

Getting People to Eat Their Liver (continued) 

All of these efforts to reduce the barriers to trying organ meats and increase the incentives to do so 

illustrate force field theory in a real setting. But in terms of Lewin’s unfreezing, moving and refreezing 

model, they just temporarily “unfreeze” habits. Next, people had to “move” by actually trying organ 

meats.  

To encourage actual consumption, similar preparation and serving methods to those of regular meats 

were publicized. Organ meats were made to look familiar through their cuts, shapes and packaging, 

which also influenced perceptions of taste. Also, as the availability of restricted meats (beef, pork and 

lamb) decreased at the butcher shop, the availability of organ meats increased. This increased the 

willingness of gatekeepers to experiment with them. Finally, when first learning how to prepare organ 

meats, housewives were encouraged to prepare and serve them as they would more familiar meats. 

Another important insight was that gradually introducing unfamiliar foods helped make them more 

acceptable because they were then viewed as something novel, not as long-term substitutes. 

Furthermore, Lewin believed that if these gatekeepers participated in the decision to try organ meats, 

they would be more likely to change their behaviours. So he set up a controlled experiment with 

several groups of housewives. A nutrition expert lectured some groups on the facts as well as the 

benefits of cooking and consuming organ meats. In other groups, women were given the facts and 

asked to discuss and create their own meal plans. While 3 percent of the lecture group decided to 

serve the organ meats, 32 percent of the “discuss and decide ourselves” group prepared the meats for 

their families.  

Fortunately, the war ended before protein shortages became serious. By 1946, most rationing in the 

United States had been lifted and soldiers were returning home. As a result, the refreezing stage of 

Lewin’s model was not tested, and many of the findings of this effort were shelved as prosperity 

returned to the United States. 

_____________________ 
i Based largely on: Wansink, B. (2002). Changing eating habits on the home front: Lost lessons from World War II research. 

Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 21(1), 90-99. 
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Elaborations of Lewin’s Three-Stage Model of Planned Change 

Building on Lewin’s work, William Bridges developed a three-stage individual transition process. Stage one is 

called “ending,” in which one gives up one’s former situation and identity. The second stage, or “neutral 

zone,” is a difficult journey through ambiguity and dissension as people discover new roles and functions. 

Finally, individuals reach the last stage, “new beginning,” once they have accepted that the change is 

beneficial.14  

Table 1: Lewin’s three-stage model mapped onto other change models 

Lewin Bridges Kotter Kanter, Stein and Jick  Leucke 

(1992) (1996) (1992) (2003) 

Unfreezing  Ending 

(separating 

from the past) 

 Establishing a 

sense of urgency 

 Analyzing the 

organization and its 

need for change   

 Creating a sense of 

urgency  

 Separating from the 

past 

 Mobilizing energy and 

commitment through joint 

identification of business 

problems and their 

solutions 

Moving  Neutral zone  Creating the 

guiding coalition  

 Developing a 

vision and 

strategy   

 Communicating 

the change vision  

 Empowering 

broad-based 

action  

 Generating short-

term wins 

 Creating a vision and a 

common direction  

 Supporting a strong 

leader role   

 Lining up political 

sponsorship  

 Crafting an 

implementation plan  

 Developing enabling 

structures  

 Communicating, 

involving people and 

being honest 

 Developing a shared 

vision of how to organize 

and manage for 

competitiveness  

 Identifying the leadership  

 Starting the change at the 

periphery, then letting it 

spread to other units 

without pushing it from 

the top  

 Focusing on results, not 

activities 

Refreezing  New 

beginning 

 Consolidating 

gains and 

producing more 

change  

 Anchoring new 

approaches in the 

culture 

 Reinforcing and 

institutionalizing 

change 

 Institutionalizing success 

through formal policies, 

systems and structures   

 Monitoring and adjusting 

strategies in response to 

problems in the change 

process 

Another example of Lewin’s influence is seen in John Kotter’s eight-step approach. He suggests that the first 

step in a successful change process is establishing a sense of urgency; this is reminiscent of unfreezing. Moving 

activities follow in his next five steps: creating the guiding coalition; developing a vision and strategy; 

communicating the change vision; empowering broad-based action; and generating short-term wins. The final 

two steps are quite similar to refreezing: consolidate gains and produce more change, and anchor new 

                                                           
14 Bridges, W. (1992). Managing transitions: Making the most of change. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
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approaches in the organizational culture. A key assumption underlying Kotter’s model is that leadership is 

critical to successful change management and that the leader must champion the initiative by displaying the 

necessary behaviours to guide and motivate.15  

Table 1 maps Bridges’s and Kotter’s approaches plus two others onto Lewin’s three-stage model. It shows that 

although change models have developed with more detail over two decades, they have not contradicted 

Lewin’s work.  

Three Approaches to Change and their Applicability
16

 

The above approaches fall into the category of planned change initiatives and concentrate on identifying the 

stages of adaptation to change as well as activities to pursue in each stage. But there are other models, too. For 

example, Kenneth Kerber and Anthony Buono describe three types of change approaches: command and 

control (or directed); emergent (or guided); and planned.17 The command and control approach, while popular 

with many senior managers, has proven successful only in a limited number of change contexts.18 Emergent 

change models are currently in fashion among academic circles because of the high level of participation they 

entail, but I believe they do not apply well to most change initiatives, and they are not used extensively in most 

organizational change contexts. Planned change approaches are flexible enough to permit a high degree of 

consultation and participation from all levels of the organization, and they are widely used and researched.  

Command and Control 

The command and control approach is driven from the top, relies on authority and compliance, and focuses on 

coping with people’s emotional reactions to change. Leaders plan and announce the change and try to 

persuade stakeholders to accept it based on business necessity, logical arguments and emotional appeals. This 

approach can be quick and decisive, but because change is imposed from the top, it can provoke intense 

resistance if used inappropriately. When the change involves well-understood actions, when stakeholders 

agree with and accept the change, or when there is an organizational crisis and swift action is necessary, then 

this approach can work well. The problem is that managers try to use this approach too often and in the wrong 

contexts. They also tend to overestimate their persuasiveness and underestimate the amount of resistance they 

will face, as illustrated in the following case study.  

Doomed to Fail19 

Avinor is an airport management and air navigation services provider delivering a wide range of services to 

Norwegian airports. It was created after the privatization of a government agency (Luftfartverket). The goal of 

the privatization was to make services more efficient without disrupting services and without negatively 

impacting safety.  

Avinor quickly faced serious economic problems because its income was too low to cover its costs. Raising 

prices was not an option, so it embarked upon a change initiative to reduce expenses. The leadership described 

                                                           
15 Kotter, J. (1996). Leading change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press. 
16 Kerber, K., & Buono, A. (2005). Rethinking organizational change. Organizational Development Journal, 23(3), 23-38. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Higgs & Rowland (2005); Beer & Eisenstadt (2000). 
19 Lofquist, E.A. (2011). Doomed to fail: A case study of change implementation collapse in the Norwegian civil aviation industry. 

Journal of Change Management, 11(2), 223-243. 
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the situation as dire, and initially the need for change was widely accepted within the company. In March 2003, 

there was an official kick-off of the change, which was called “Take-Off 05.” 

The Avinor leadership decided to involve employees directly in the planning process, and brainstorming 

sessions were held to identify potential cost savings that would be put into a comprehensive implementation 

plan after an extensive quality control and risk analysis process. 

But the consensus for the change process was short-lived, and it was essentially destroyed when the final 

implementation plan was made public in November 2003. The final version of the Take-Off 05 plan called for a 

reduction of seven hundred and twenty-five man years over a six-year period, with six hundred and fifty-five 

redundancies identified within the first two years of the implementation process. This represented over 25 

percent of the workforce. The leadership justified the magnitude of the cuts in the report, but the magnitude 

and speed of the changes did not match expectations, particularly since employees participated in every aspect 

of the planning process. Most employees expressed a feeling of shock caused by the unexpected depth and 

breadth of the cuts and changes contained in the final version of Take-Off 05. As one participating employee 

put it: 

I was totally shocked by the final Take-Off 05 plan as it was presented by the leadership, 

as it did not truthfully reflect the expectations of the employee members that participated 

in the planning phase. The leadership simply took all of the potential savings ideas and 

combined them into one plan that was not integrated as expected and was not sufficiently 

analyzed for quality or potential risk to safety. In addition, we (employee members of 

working groups) were looked upon by our colleagues as being personally responsible for 

the contents of the plan, and this made life very difficult. I regret that I had anything to do 

with the Take-Off 05 process, and I will never volunteer for anything again within this 

organization. 

The realization that the participative process was not as participative as believed and that cost-cutting in the 

form of downsizing was the real focus of the change led to a loss of trust in the leadership. This was also 

followed by an unexpected change in the leadership’s approach to implementation—from a participative 

approach, as formally communicated, to a purely top-down, command and control approach. The loss of trust 

in the leadership led to resistance, and this was particularly noticeable in Avinor’s most powerful subculture—

the air traffic controllers, who challenged the cuts on the grounds that there would be too few air traffic 

controllers to carry out operations. The union also requested that implementation of the plan be delayed 

pending an investigation of the data supporting the decisions. 

The leadership rejected this challenge outright and moved forward with the implementation phase of Take-Off 

05. This led to the union sending a letter of no confidence in the CEO to the Avinor board of directors in June 

2004, six months into the implementation process. Although the letter was sent by the air traffic controller 

union, it was supported and signed by all seven trade union representatives at Avinor. 

Another important factor in this case was that Avinor leadership enjoyed the full support of the ruling 

government for its plan even when there were obvious signs that the company’s system was under excessive 

stress. However, this situation changed suddenly when a new labour-friendly government took power in 

October 2005. 
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The incoming transport minister was seriously concerned about reports that safety in the aviation industry was 

deteriorating, and she ordered an independent evaluation of both the Take-Off 05 project and the performance 

of the Avinor leadership. This resulted in the immediate resignation of the director of air navigation services, 

closely followed by the unexpected forced departure of the CEO in December 2005. With the replacement of 

the Avinor chairman of the board in early spring 2006, the Take-Off 05 project was officially terminated. 

The Avinor leadership raised employee expectations when they consulted and listened to them but broke trust 

when they failed to go through all of the planning steps they had promised to employees—namely, an 

extensive quality control and risk analysis process which would generate a comprehensive implementation 

plan. Then they abruptly turned to a command and control approach at the first sign of resistance—a recipe for 

disaster. The lessons: don’t promise a participative process if you can’t follow it through to the end; don’t 

consult employees if you’re not going to listen them; and don’t revert to command and control when you 

encounter resistance. 

Emergent 

This is an iterative process that begins with an interpretation of the environment followed by the design of the 

change. Next come implementation and improvisation, learning from the change effort, sharing what was 

learned across the organization, and redesigning the change to incorporate what was learned. Finally, the 

organization goes through the change cycle again.  

Instead of telling people what to do and how to do it, this approach tries to inspire people to get excited by the 

possibilities. This approach is consistent with the appreciative inquiry cycle of discovery, dream, design and 

deliver. Emergent change can generate innovative changes and solutions20, but it can also contribute to chaos 

because continuous changes frustrate and confuse stakeholders and lead to the perception that change will 

never end. However, if used judiciously with the wide involvement of stakeholders, this approach can generate 

truly novel ideas that will contribute to competitive advantage. 

Planned Change 

This is a change process roughly based on project management techniques. It creates the conditions for people 

to become more involved in both the form and the implementation of the change. Nevertheless, the burden for 

initiating and sustaining the change still rests with the change planners and implementers, who must achieve a 

balance between participation and action. This approach has wide applicability; however, if not used skillfully 

and in the right conditions, it can overwhelm people with its complexity. And if participation is limited, it can 

alienate key stakeholders, thereby diminishing the ability of the organization to reach its goals. This book is 

based on the planned change approach and outlines many ways of handling its complexity. 

Effective change programs are therefore interactive and iterative. They do not initially define the destination in 

too much detail and they don't prescribe exactly how change is to be achieved. 

Planned Change and Change Success Factors 

The planned change model makes intuitive sense. Indeed, Kotter’s eight-step approach has gained wide 

acceptance and application even though it was not originally supported by empirical research. Other authors 

                                                           
20 See the Sackerton District School Board case study in chapter one for an example of the emergent change approach. 
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have filled some of this research gap by studying the relationships between some of the characteristics or 

activities of the planned change models and change success.  

Table 2 details my meta-review of the literature that identifies some of the most frequently reported change 

success factors of the planned change approach. The studies cited below are all either empirical (both 

quantitative and qualitative) or meta-analyses of empirical research. This review does not purport to be a 

complete overview but a good representative selection from the academic research literature. If you want to 

delve more deeply into any of these success factors, a good starting point would be to read some or all of these 

studies.  

Table 2: Most frequently reported success factors of the planned change approach in empirical 

studies and meta-analyses 

Success Factor  Authors 

Creating the need for change and 

a sense of urgency 

Higgs & Rowland (2001); Gebhardt, Carpenter, & Sherry (2006); 

Pettigrew (1987); Armenakis et al. (1993); Armenakis et al. (1999); 

Jansen (2004); Holt et al. (2003) 

Formulating a clear vision for the 

change 

Beer et al. (1990); Wren & Dulewicz (2005); Cole et al. (2006); Choi 

(2007)   

Communicating about the change Larkin &  Larkin (1996);  Holt et al. (2003); Nerina et al. (2007); Wren 

& Dulewicz (2005); Jorritsma & Wilderom (2012); Gilley et al. (2009); 

Nelissen & Van Selm (2008); Nerina et al. (2007); Frahm & Brown 

(2007) 

Having a clear change strategy/ 

implementation plan 

Dover (2003); Bruch, Gerber & Maier (2005); Wren & Dulewicz 

(2005); Rafferty & Griffin (2006); Cole et al. (2006); Bhasin (2012); 

Washington et al. (2005); Knodel (2004); Bossidy & Charan (2002)  

Training and education programs Jorritsma & Wilderom (2012); Pollitt (2010) 

Creating small wins  Wren & Dulewicz (2005) 

Aligning systems and policies Middleton & Harper (2004) 

Managing resistance Washington & Hacker (2005);  Strebel (1996); Lozano (2013) 

Involvement of key people:    

   a) Change agent or champion   Schon (1963); Beatty (1992); Want (1995); Venkateswarlu & Nilakant 

(2005); Howell & Higgins (1990); Caldwell (2003) 

   b) Senior management sponsor Beatty (1992); Want (1995); Caldwell (2003) 

   c) Steering committee and/or   

       implementation teams 

Beatty (1992); Knodel (2004); Cunningham & Kempling (2009) 

   d) Employee involvement in 

general  

Kim et al. (2011); Higgs & Rowland (2005); Cereste et al. (2003) 



© 2016 Queen’s University IRC  |  Page 169 

 

The Research Behind this Book  

The goal of my research was to investigate the association between successful planned change initiatives and 

these potential success factors. As we observe in Table 2, there are ample studies of some of the change success 

factors, but for others empirical research is scarce. In particular, no empirical studies were found to support the 

importance of two of Kotter’s stages: consolidate gains and anchor changes in the culture. As these factors are 

vaguely defined, poorly supported and difficult to measure, I decided not to include them in my research.  

I originally embarked upon this research after some of my students remarked: “But what you’re saying is all 

common sense!” I had to agree that the planned change model is common sense, but that raised two questions. 

First, if it was all common sense (and the students believed they had common sense), then why were so many 

change projects unsuccessful? Either people do not apply common sense when they’re in the thick of a change 

initiative, or there were more subtle things happening that common sense could not predict. Second, were 

some of the recommended activities of planned change models very important and others less so or not at all? 

My research could help clear up these questions. Thus began a multi-year research effort in which we surveyed 

over four hundred professionals who were involved in change projects. They came from both public and 

private sectors, from a wide range of industries in organizations of various sizes, and from almost all provinces 

across Canada.  

The Survey  

After a pilot test, we refined a research questionnaire to include a broad set of questions from the planned 

change literature. This questionnaire was administered to a convenience sample of seminar participants at the 

Queen’s University Industrial Relations Centre. It had two versions—one for successful change projects and 

one for unsuccessful change projects, both containing the same questions. Respondents were asked to select 

either the most or least successful change project they had been involved with and to fill out the questionnaire 

with that project in mind. The research design intentionally weeded out change projects that were neither 

successful nor unsuccessful—those “stuck in the middle,” so to speak. To ensure the projects were at the ends 

of the success spectrum, we also asked how satisfied the organization was with the results of the change 

project. We then discarded the “unsuccessful” surveys for which the respondent reported the organization was 

satisfied because this is obviously a contradiction. Similarly, we discarded the "successful" surveys of projects 

for which the respondent rated organizational satisfaction as low. Data from the completed surveys were 

directly entered into a database, and data analysis was performed by our team of professionals.21  

The database was then examined and data was removed for those respondents who did not fill out at least 70 

percent of the questionnaire. This reduced the number of cases down to four hundred and thirty-two. Roughly 

15 percent of the projects in the database were classified by the respondents as “unsuccessful” and “very 

unsatisfied” with the results of the change. Twenty-one percent of the projects were classified as 

“unsuccessful” and “somewhat unsatisfied” with the results of the change. Thirty-two percent were classified 

as “successful” and “somewhat satisfied,” while the remaining 30 percent were deemed “successful” and “very 

satisfied.”  

We were concerned that respondents seemed more reluctant to fill out the questionnaire about unsuccessful 

projects than successful ones, but we believed that data analysis would not be unduly jeopardized by this fact. 

                                                           
21 Many thanks go to Stephanie Noel and Ignacio Donati of Queen’s University IRC. 
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Obviously a more balanced ratio would have been preferable. Nevertheless, we performed a correlation 

analysis to identify which factors were most closely associated with change success (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Correlations between the variables investigated and change success 

Variable Correlationi 

1. Transition structure—the “who” of change:   

     Skilled change champion 0.588 

     Skilled executive sponsor 0.468 

     Skilled steering committee 0.494 

     Skilled implementation teams 0.486 

2. Change process steps/stages:   

     Felt need for change/urgency  0.492 

     Clear vision for the change 0.458 

     Having a clear implementation plan/strategy/roadmap 0.568 

3. Components of  the implementation plan:   

     Management of resistance 0.558 

     Clear change strategy/plan 0.512 

     Communication 0.567 

     Pilot projects 0.205 

     Site visits 0.258 

     Celebration of small wins 0.458 

     Alignment of systems with the change 0.332 

     Training 0.398 

4. Pattern of support at beginning of project:   

     Strong supporters  0.360 

     Resistors -0.311 

     Bystanders -0.054 
i All of the correlations were significant at the .01 level except the percentage of bystanders at the beginning of the project. 

The correlation analysis supports the success factors identified in the literature review in Table 2. Of particular 

note is the magnitude of the relationship between change success and the implementation plan, a skilled 

change champion, a skilled steering committee and having strong supporters at the beginning of the change 

project. Because we included many factors in the original implementation plan category, we broke this broad 

category down into smaller scales. Of these smaller scales, managing resistance, having a clear and shared 

change strategy or roadmap, and communication about the change were most associated with success.  

Change Implementation is Tough 

You may recall that this research tried to determine the essential steps to take to increase the success of planned 

change initiatives. As it turns out, many steps and actions are important, and this may be one of the reasons 

change implementation is so tough. A haphazard approach rarely works, if ever. Managers must pay attention 

to many factors, not forget any essential activities and undertake them in an order that will make sense to 

stakeholders. I hope this research and this book will help you navigate the labyrinth of change and find the 

path to success.  
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Appendix A 

A Summary of Large Group Intervention Techniques
1 

Large group interventions gather representatives of a whole system or organization to discuss and take action 

on a specific change or other agenda. Often these techniques fuse planning and implementation, thereby 

shortening the time needed to conceive and execute projects. Although these techniques share some 

similarities, their designs are different. Some of the particularly well-known approaches are described below.2 

Future Search 

Developed by Marvin Weisbord, the Future Search approach organizes a group of sixty-four stakeholders into 

mixed settings over two-and-a-half days, aiming to integrate system-learning, self- management and 

committed action.3  The approach is a highly standardized one, and it is implemented by an expert group, 

normally consisting of eight to ten key stakeholders, over several months. The sixty- four participants are 

chosen by the planning and steering committee to represent the unique perspectives of the organization and to 

develop common ground together. 

Groups are structured by systemic criteria, all participants are regarded as experts and members of a 

community of responsibility, and everyone is encouraged to think of themselves as “being together in one 

boat.” The session is chaired by a facilitator who guides the participants through a structured process, and 

participants sit at round tables in mixed stakeholder groups with about eight people to a table. The starting 

point is the diagnosis of time lines where participants discuss the past history, the present state and the desired 

future of the organization. Then participants create a giant mind map to show the current reality in all its 

messy complexity, and this is followed by a session where people say what they are proud of and sorry about 

regarding the current situation. Next, the participants envisage and present ideal future scenarios. From those 

presentations, the group identifies common ground, leaving unresolved differences acknowledged and listed 

but not worked on. This common ideal future should act as a pulling force that energizes stakeholders to 

achieve the shared future vision. Follow-up activities are typically not organized. 

The basic principles of the Future Search approach are aimed at getting the whole system in the room, 

exploring all aspects of a system before trying to fix any single part, highlighting common ground, treating 

problems and conflicts as information, not action items, and having people accept responsibility for their own 

work, conclusions and action plans.4 

                                                           
1 For more complete descriptions, refer to: Bunker, B., & Alban, B. (1997). Large Group Interventions: Engaging the Whole System for Rapid 

Change. (1st ed.) San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
2 Weisbord, M. (1992). Discovering Common Ground: How Future Search Conferences Bring People Together to Achieve Breakthrough Innovation, 

Empowerment, Shared Vision and Collaborative Action (1st ed.). San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 
3 Weisbord, M., & Janof, S. (1995). Future Search. An Action Guide to Finding Common Ground in Organizations and Communities (1st ed.) 

San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 
4 Owen, H. (1997). Expanding Our Now: The Story of Open Space Technology. (1st ed.) San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 
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Open Space 

The Open Space methodology,5 developed by Harrison Owen, allows participants to create and manage their 

own parallel meetings around a central theme. Using the informality of an unstructured coffee break as a 

foundation design, participants, often in large numbers and usually representing enormous diversity, create 

their own agendas, pool their ideas and develop plans for collaborative action. Owen sees Open Space as a new 

way to hold better meetings. It is oriented towards playfulness, passion and responsibility. 

The Open Space approach is effective in resolving complex or conflict-ridden issues in a short period of time 

and when innovation and ownership are the desired outcomes. A precondition is that the focal issue must be of 

genuine concern to all involved. The group can be of any size, and the meeting can be of any length, although 

it’s usually one to three days. All stakeholders are invited, but participation is voluntary. 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative Inquiry is not only a method but also a philosophy.6  It is different from other change analyses in 

that it starts from positive assumptions about people, organizations and social relationships. By beginning with 

unconditional positive questions, it gives rise to positive conversations and actions. Typical questions are: 

1. Think of a time at your organization when you felt most engaged, most excited and most alive. What were 

the factors and forces that made it a great experience? What was it about you, others and your organization 

that made it a peak experience for you? 

2. What do you value most about yourself, your work and your organization? 

3. What is the core factor that gives life to your organization? 

4. What are the three most important hopes you have for heightening the health and vitality of your 

organization in the future? 

The stories generated by these questions are used to create motivating images of the organization and its 

future. Appreciative Inquiry is based on the idea that when people focus on problems, these problems and the 

conflicts they generate seem to grow. However, by focusing on ideals, achievements, peak experiences and best 

practices, these positive phenomena tend to grow and thrive. It focuses on imagination and innovation instead 

of negatives and criticism. 

Whole-Scale Change 

The Whole-Scale Change approach,7 which was developed by Kathie Dannemiller and others, has been used 

for a variety of applications, including strategic planning, work design, reengineering, training and culture 

change. This approach can be used with large or small groups to address a wide variety of issues. 

An adaptation of Beckhard and Harris’s formula26 for change, D×V×F>R, guides the approach. The assumption 

behind the formula is that if an organization wants to accomplish system-wide change, it must work with a 

critical mass of the organization to uncover and create member dissatisfaction (D) with the present state, 

                                                           
5 Cooperrider, D.L. (1999). Positive image, positive action: The affirmative basis of organizing. In S. Srivastva & D. Cooperrider (Eds.), 

Appreciative management and leadership: The power of positive thought and action in organizations (Revised edition ed.). Euclid, OH: Williams 

Custom. 91-125. 
6 Dannemiller Tyson Associates. (2000). Whole-Scale Change. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 
7 Beckhard, R., & Harris, R.T. (1977). Organizational Transitions: Managing Complex Change, 1st ed. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
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uncover and create a compelling vision (V) of the future, and take first steps (F) towards reaching the vision. In 

simpler terms, people must understand why change is necessary, they must buy into a common vision of the 

future, and they must understand what action is necessary to start the change in the right direction. The values 

of D, V and F all need to be greater than zero in order to exceed people’s resistance (R) to change. 

Whole-Scale Change relies on a large-scale meeting of stakeholders to create energy for the change. The authors 

state that there must be a clear purpose for the meeting, a core leadership committed to accomplishing this 

purpose, an event planning team whose members are a microcosm of the planned meeting, and a logistics 

team to ensure the meeting runs smoothly. There must also be large numbers of organization members who 

are willing to work with others they may not know. The steps taken during the meeting include building a 

common database of information, determining what the data mean for the organization, agreeing on change 

goals, committing to specific actions, and taking time to check and measure what was agreed upon. The steps 

are accomplished through a series of small and/or large group interactions. The assumption of this method is 

that while conflict may be difficult at first, the outcomes will end up being very positive. Another assumption 

is that stakeholders must understand the change challenge from a whole-systems perspective. 

World Café Method 

The World Café methodology8 is a simple and flexible format for hosting a large group dialogue. It can be 

modified to meet a wide variety of needs, but the basic model includes the following five components: 

1. Setting: Create a special environment, most often modelled after a café, with items such as small round 

tables covered with a checkered tablecloth, butcher block paper, coloured pens, a vase of flowers and an 

optional “talking stick” item. There should be four chairs at each table. 

2. Welcome and Introduction: The host begins with a warm welcome and an introduction to the World Café 

process, setting the context, sharing the café etiquette and putting participants at ease. 

3. Small Group Rounds: The process begins with the first of three or more twenty-minute rounds of 

conversation for the small group seated around a table. At the end of the twenty minutes, each member of 

the group moves to a different table. For the next round, they may or may not choose to leave one person 

as the “table host,” who welcomes the next group and briefly fills them in on what happened in the 

previous round. 

4. Questions: Each round is prefaced with a question designed for the specific context and desired purpose of 

the session. The same questions can be used for more than one round, or they can be built upon to focus 

the conversation or guide its direction. 

5. Harvest: After the small groups (and/or in between rounds, as desired), individuals are invited to share 

insights or other results from their conversations with the rest of the large group. These results are reflected 

visually in a variety of ways, most often using graphic recorders at the front of the room. 

  

                                                           
8 World Café Method. (n.d.). The World Café Community Foundation. Retrieved February 20, 2015, from 

http://www.theworldcafe.com/method.html. 
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Appendix B 

Vision Statements 

Is the vision: 

1. Clear and easy to understand? No. The following statements can be interpreted differently or are 

unclear:  

a. “[T]he highest standards of environmental responsibility and energy efficiency.” Compared to 

what standards? What measures?  

b. “[O]ur mandate of corporate social responsibility.” What mandate? It has not been defined. 

2. Appealing to those who must implement it? Maybe. Many people would be proud to be part of an 

organization that is a “leader in sustainable development” and that has “the highest standards of 

environmental responsibility.” The energy board will like it. But some could be cynical about these 

statements because they sound like motherhood statements that could be espoused by almost any 

organization. The company will have to live up to these statements to avoid cynicism.  

3. Vivid? Does it paint a picture? No. There are no vivid words or concrete images in the statement. It is 

totally conceptual. 

4. Arousing positive emotion? Does it invoke a higher purpose? Maybe. It invokes a higher social 

purpose than just distributing electricity. But the statement is too bland to arouse much emotion. 

5. Including big (but achievable) goals? Maybe. There are some big goals, such as “achieving the highest 

standards of environmental responsibility” and “delivering on our mandate,” but are the goals 

achievable? They are too broad, and it will be difficult to measure whether they are achieved in the 

future. Goals need to be SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and time-bound) to work 

well.  

Can you do better? The task force needs to rewrite this vision statement. What improvements would you 

make?  

A Good Example of a Sustainability Vision Statement 

Herman Miller, Inc., based in Zeeland, Michigan, is a major American manufacturer of office furniture, 

equipment and home furnishings. Below is its sustainability statement, 9 which may be a bit long and not very 

vivid, but the goals are clear and easy to understand, appealing to stakeholders, big, and invoking a higher 

purpose. 

Our new 10-year sustainability strategy, Earthright, begins with three principles: positive 

transparency, products as living things, and becoming greener together. We have sharpened our goals 

around the smart use of resources, eco-inspired design, and becoming community driven. Most 

importantly, we are finding new ways to involve more employees, suppliers, and customers. 

Our commitment is to achieve the following goals by 2023:  

 Zero waste 

                                                           
9 Herman Miller - Our Vision and Policy. (n.d.). Retrieved July 6, 2015, from: http://www.hermanmiller.com/about-us/our-values-in-

action/environmental-advocacy/our-vision-and-policy.html. 
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 50% reduction in water use (30M gallons) 

 50% reduction in energy intensity 

 50% more local renewables (50,000 mwh) 

 100% Design for the Environment-approved products 

 100% level 3 certified products 

 125,000 tons of product taken back per year 
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Appendix C  

The CGI Management Foundation
1

 

A key to CGI’s outstanding acquisitions success is the “CGI Management Foundation,” which defines best 

practices and a consistent set of business processes. The following excerpt from the document entitled the 

“Fundamental Texts” of the company defines the CGI approach to acquisition integration:  

To maintain healthy and sustained growth, it is important that the companies or groups 

that join our ranks be welcomed and well integrated into our operations. In order to 

succeed in its growth strategy, CGI has developed its integration capability into a core 

competency. This capacity to integrate is based on three main axes. The first axis is aimed 

primarily at welcoming newcomers, answering their legitimate questions, confirming 

their new conditions of employment and above all, allowing them to discover CGI by 

sharing its dream and values. The second axis is directed towards establishing the 

various synergy goals linked to an acquisition or an outsourcing deal. This encourages all 

parties to understand that this combination of strengths offers new, stimulating 

opportunities. The third axis is aimed at assuring the organizational transition and a 

rapid transfer to the CGI Management Foundation, especially with regards to the 

Quality System.  

  

                                                           
1 From documents provided by Paul Biron. 
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Appendix D 

Coastal Petroleum Case: Suggested Answers 

1. Should management give employees a raise to compensate for the move? 

No. The problem is not compensation, and throwing money at it will be counterproductive. 

2. Should management take a “wait and see” approach? Will employees’ anxieties disappear after the move? 

No. Problems rarely correct themselves. Although anxieties may lessen over time, morale will suffer in the 

meantime and you may well lose valuable employees.  

3. Should management try to anticipate employees’ real concerns and take action to respond to them? For 

example, should they open and close the office a half-hour earlier than the main shift so employees can 

shop and do errands in the city before the stores close? 

Perhaps. But trying to guess at the employees’ concerns rather than actually discovering what they are is less 

than optimal. Perhaps the shift time change will help, perhaps not.  

4. What should management do?  

Communicate the “why,” “what” and “how” of the change. The employees are anxious because they have too 

many unanswered questions. Find out their concerns and make plans to address the major ones. Communicate 

what’s not going to change. Communicate in many ways, and make sure you include a lot of two-way 

dialogue in your communications plan. 
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