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A Case for Change Management
The past decade has been one of mergers, acquisitions, downsizing, and “right sizing”—in short,
change. Workers have altered the social contract with employers, competition has become even
more global, and emerging and evolving markets are demanding continual adaptation and
renewal. We have heard many from the sidelines celebrate the change and growth required to
continually evolve, but those in the midst of it often bemoan change as demanding or painful.
Change creates stress and anxiety when we find ourselves caught between the comfort of the
present (where we want to savor the rewards of our latest success) and the pull of the future
(which requires us to rethink how we approach the marketplace; how we do business differently;
and how we maintain loyal customers, employees, and leaders).
A metaphor that describes this juxtaposition is crossing the chasm. Geoffrey Moore used this
metaphor to describe distinct marketplaces for technology products. We feel that it also aptly
describes the gulf between two distinct phases of an organization’s history—the success of the
past or present and the challenge of the future. At times, crossing this chasm can be as emotional
and drastic as Cortez burning the boats on the shores of the New World. While Cortez’s actions
were more dramatic than is usually required in organizations, it serves as a reminder that
sometimes we can face the new realities of our environment only when we cut the ties to our past.
The challenge then becomes how leaders and change agents build on the successes and abilities
of the past to chart a new course to the future.
Crossing the chasm is not for the faint of heart. One statistic (cited in Sacred Cows Make the Best
Burgers, by Robert Kriegel and David Brandt) claims that 7 out of 10 change initiatives fail. A
similar study, conducted by consulting giant McKinsey, found that the majority of the companies
it researched achieved less than a 5 percent change from reengineering. Whatever industry or
organization you are in, and whatever type of change you have experienced, far too many
initiatives die attempting to make it across the chasm.
So what makes the difference between success and failure? What can leaders do to avoid the
common pitfalls of change? Crossing the chasm is the premise of our white paper series on
change management. We define change management as the art and science of reducing an
organization’s resistance to change and securing the ownership, commitment, and buy-in of
employees to the new changes.
In a 1993 issue of Fortune, change practitioner Michael Hammer said, “Coming up with the ideas
[for change] is the easy part, but getting things done is the tough part. The place where these
reforms die is … down in the trenches.” Our experience has been that unless leaders can engage
the hearts, heads, and hands of employees, their brilliant strategies, new structures, or updated
mission statement will fail to produce the desired results “down in the trenches.”
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As front-line leaders and consultants with organizations, we have found the key ingredients to
implementing change are getting commitment, ownership, and buy-in from all stakeholders
involved and creating structured communication, education, involvement, and a “felt need” for
the new change. This change management series focuses on tools and approaches to involve
employees in the change process, engage stakeholders and solicit their ideas, and clarify the roles
of leaders and change champions in the process.
This series includes the following white papers:
•

Change Readiness Assessment: The Change Readiness Assessment provides leaders
with information about employee commitment and ownership to change. It’s a change
readiness check-up that extracts data from the organization generally through surveys,
focus groups, or interviews. This data helps leaders put their fingers on the pulse of the
organization and take appropriate steps to plan for and successfully implement changes.

•

Change Management Team Chartering: Establishing a trusted and respected Change
Management Team enables organizational leaders to be actively involved in change. The
team’s main responsibilities include creating a detailed implementation and change plan,
overseeing the day-to-day tasks of managing change, following through and ensuring
accountability, and removing barriers that get in the way of the team.

•

Stakeholder Assessment and Commitment: Part of change management focuses on
getting the commitment, ownership, and buy-in of all stakeholders, including employees,
owners, funders, leaders, suppliers, and customers. All of these individuals have a “stake”
in the success or failure of a change initiative, and have the potential to disrupt the effort
in some way. It is not unusual for an organization to invest time and energy in a major
initiative, only to have someone derail it during implementation. Self interest (e.g., ego,
political advantage, turf protection, financial gain, etc.) is a challenge that cannot be
ignored. When initiatives get derailed, most of the time it can be traced to a key
stakeholder who was not committed early on. The focus of this work is to identify key
stakeholders, find ways to increase their commitment to change, and integrate their input
into the change plans.

•

Business Case for Change: By creating a clear and dynamic business case for change,
leaders establish a strong sense of urgency that generates enthusiasm and willingness to
change among employees. As leaders communicate with stakeholders throughout the life
of the change effort, they should leverage the case for change repeatedly to sustain
momentum and focus. A well-leveraged case for change can prevent barriers from
appearing and can remind everyone during the process why the change was started in the
first place. A case for change helps leaders establish and communicate the “why” and
“how” of change.

3
Change Management Series White Paper Introduction: A Case for Change Management
Material proprietary to The Highlands Group, The Cornerstone Group, and RBL

.........
.

..
..
.
•

Communication Strategy and Plan: Early in the process of implementing change, it is
important for change leaders to craft a communication strategy and plan to keep
employees and other stakeholders informed of and energized about the initiative.
Employees want to know why they should change (business case), what the end result
looks like (future vision), and how the change will affect their roles and responsibilities.
They not only want to receive information, but they want to engage in dialogue and
provide input. A communication plan provides a forum for two-way communication
throughout the organization.

•

Risk Assessment and Management: Risk assessment and management helps change
leaders ensure that all elements of the new organization are aligned. The risk assessment
and management tool is used prior to implementation to identify and manage risks
associated with the proposed changes. A risk is defined as anything in the design of the
new organization that could potentially derail implementation and prevent the desired
results. Risk assessment and management allows change leaders to define appropriate
action steps to minimize or eliminate the risks that could threaten the success of the
change effort.

•

Personal Impact of Change: People adapt to change differently and at different speeds.
Just because leaders announce change, doesn’t mean everyone will get aboard at the same
time. Change leaders can help employees understand and cope with the personal impact
of change using various mechanisms. Step by step, leaders must coax individuals through
change so old habits are replaced with new ones and the organization can move toward
the desired future state.

•

Post-Implementation Audit: The purpose of a post-implementation audit is to evaluate
the success of the change implementation and to determine if the organization has
achieved the results defined in the business case for change. During the audit, change
leaders will find many things that are going well. Leaders will also find implementation
plans that have not worked as designed and have not met expectations. Inevitably, many
day-to-day adjustments will need to be made. But if change leaders assess current results,
determine the root causes of problems, make appropriate changes, and continually
communicate, the organization will soon reap the rewards of the change effort.

Whether you are a leader trying to figure out how to engage stakeholders, a practitioner leading a
change effort, or an employee wanting to be more involved, we think this series on change
management will help you through the turbulent “white water” of change.
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