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Leading change:  What leaders must do

By Chris McCusker, Ph.D.


Leaders must often change the operating culture of their companies.  Broadly, a company’s operating culture is “the way we doing things around here,” and can involve new tasks, new roles, new processes, policies or procedures, new technology, and so on.  Often, changing an operating culture is primarily about changing work-related attitudes.  Regardless of its exact nature, competitive businesses must be flexible, adept and quick to make change.

There are 4 key challenges associated with leading change.  They can be thought of as the functions of leaders during change.  Each function requires certain qualities of character in the leaders.  Success or failure depends on how well the leadership team accomplishes each of the following:  

1) Evaluate the status quo 

This aspect of leadership concerns the mandate for change.  Leaders should strive to create “a burning platform” for change.  The status quo, or current state of affairs, must be carefully described and evaluated.  Two aspects of this challenge are conducting the diagnosis and creating dissatisfaction.

Diagnose the status quo.  Leaders must first diagnose the status quo and determine why change is necessary.  Leaders should assemble evidence in support of the change.  This begins with the leader taking stock of his or her own role in the change.  Accountability on the part of the leader will result in more credibility when the leader asks for others to be held accountable.  In addition, the status quo should be evaluated for the overall organization as well as its component parts.  In diagnosis, leaders must draw attention to performance, which should be described with objective metrics.    

Create dissatisfaction with the status quo.  Performance metrics are also useful for creating dissatisfaction with the status quo.  A sense of urgency will come from understanding how performance will suffer if the change does not occur.  It is important for leaders to create dissatisfaction with humility and without assigning blame.  Change is a necessary part of every organization.  Everyone involved in the change effort must be “in the same boat” and understand why the status quo will lead to failure.  

Key leader qualities:  Lack of Blame, Humility, Accountability, Focus on the Whole

2) Articulate a vision 

Leaders must communicate a compelling vision for the future.  The change process involves moving from Point A to Point B, from the status quo to a desirable, future, goal state.  Two components of articulating a vision are describing goals and inspiring others.  

Describe goal states.   Change is destined to fail unless leaders can communicate clearly a set of desired goal states.  Everyone must understand “where we are going.”  This includes broad strategic objectives and also specific, concrete goals.  Communicating should be done through examples and metaphors.  For example, the change process can be construed as an adventure or a journey, complete with maps, speed bumps, forks in the road, wrong turns, obstacles to overcome and an attractive destination.  

Inspire others.  Effective change leaders inspire others to believe in their vision.  Self-confidence is vital.  Leaders must convince themselves first.  Inspiring others also requires empathy.  Leaders are more persuasive if they understand how their vision is perceived from different vantage points.  In addition, any consequences of the change should be described for all levels of the organization.  What does the change mean for individuals, teams, business units, the organization as a whole?  Whenever possible, leaders can also emphasize high principle.  For example, providing safer products or higher quality is the “right thing to do” for the business but also for its own sake. 

Key leader qualities:  Empathy, Self-Confidence, Courage, Focus on the Whole
3) Lead the implementation process 

Implementation concerns the nuts and bolts of making the change happen.  Successful implementation requires leadership at all levels of the organization.  Generally, there are two components to leading the implementation process.  

Go first.  Leading an implementation process almost always means going first.  Fear, which is a key obstacle to change, can be overcome in the organization when leaders have the emotional mastery and courage to go first in making their own changes.  Leading by example is also a form of accountability.  When leaders hold themselves accountable they are better able to demand that others are also accountable.  Leaders must insert themselves into the trenches of the change efforts.  

Manage participation.  A key facet of implementation is commitment.  Lack of commitment is a major source of failure.  Leaders may have the right plans in place but unless the followers are committed to the plans, the change will almost always fail.  A fundamental law of change management states, “Leaders can impose some of the changes on all of the people, and all of the changes on some of the people.  But leaders cannot impose all of the changes on all of the people.”  Rather, participation is the mother of commitment.  Full implementation is possible only through carefully planned opportunities to involve the broader team.  In addition, implementation is a trial-and-error process.  As changes are becoming reality, new ideas about how to proceed are likely to emerge.  Some ideas that come from the “front-line” will be worth keeping.  Leaders must provide opportunities for learning, sharing ideas, and spreading best practices.  Managing participation takes courage because leaders must give up some control, and it involves lack of arrogance because leaders must remain open to ideas of others.  

Key leader qualities:  Emotional Mastery, Humility, Accountability, Courage
4) Assess results, sustainability of change

Ultimately, change efforts should translate into positive results.  Positive, sustainable change will require that the organization cycle through the change processes several times.  Leaders are responsible for assessing results and determining where the change has been successful and where it has not.  Effective leaders learn from experience.

Assess the change processes.  Objective performance metrics are the most important results for leaders to evaluate.  They are the “bottom-line” of change efforts.  It is important for leaders to remain objective and neutral about performance.  Leaders should assess results without an interest in seeing one kind of result or another.  Learning, which is the key to long-term success, comes from both good and bad results.  When parts of the organization where the change has been successful are identified, those lessons can be applied elsewhere.  When parts of the organization are identified where change has not been successful, leaders can attempt to understand the root causes of performance without assigning blame.  Leaders should own the entire change process for the organization as a whole.  

Cycle through change processes.  It is tempting to believe that organizational change will occur as a revolution.  However, this is rarely the case.  Instead, organizational change occurs as an evolutionary process.  Leaders must recognize that long-term success will require that they cycle through the leadership functions of change several times.  Leaders must re-analyze the status quo, re-articulate their vision, persist in implementation, and continually assess results.  Learning from experience is the key ingredient in evolutionary change.  Lessons from one round of change can be applied to later ones.  Leaders can build on the results from their assessment in several ways.  For example, a coalition can be built.  Some parts of the organization will achieve positive results early on.  Those individuals can be included in further rounds of change as examples, mentors, role models and emerging leaders.  Also, best practices can be identified and spread throughout the entire organization.  Sometimes different parts of the organization will face different obstacles, and what has worked in one part will not work elsewhere.  But learning is the means to achieve positive, sustainable change.  Leaders can also identify the needs of the broader team as they embark on another round of change processes.  For example, further change may require additional resources, skill development or communication.  As the organization cycles through the change process, it is important for leaders to reinforce a focus on the entire organization.  Leaders should find a way to humbly communicate the idea and genuine feeling that "we are all in this together," and that implementing change is a process that enables all of us to grow and learn together.  The success or failure of change efforts is indeed dependent on how successful leaders are at assessing and reassessing how aligned and cohesive everyone feels.  There is often no choice in whether to change, but leaders can and must listen constantly for obstacles and opportunities.
Key leader qualities:  Empathy, Lack of Blame, Accountability, Focus on the Whole
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