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Change: opportunity or threat? by Viki Holton and Fiona Dent

51%
Our survey found that 
51% of private sector 
responders agreed 
“change in my 
organisation is 
managed well”, falling 
to 45% in higher 
education and 39% 
in the public sector

C
hange remains one of the 
most significant contemporary 
business challenges for 
organisations, leaders and 

managers. Recent research by Ashridge 
Business School in the UK that surveyed 
leaders in the private, public and higher 
education sectors indicated that 
implementing and managing change 
remains a major issue for all. 

This is highlighted by the survey findings 
that 51% of private sector responders 
agreed “change in my organisation is 
managed well”, falling to 45% in higher 
education and 39% in the public sector.

Change as an opportunity

One of the insights from all of the survey 
evidence we have collected over the past 
seven years (from a total group of more 
than 5,000 managers) is that while  
a good deal of effort may go into the 
planning and design of change initiatives, 
relatively few people see change as an 
unalloyed good thing. 

Although the senior team may plan a 
change process as an opportunity, it is 
much harder to convey this to staff, who 
are more likely to see planned changes 
as a threat.

Even more worrying is the senior team 
overlooking the importance of keeping 
everyone aligned with change throughout 
the process. 

The following is an example of what 
might happen: 

Stage 1:  
The senior team expends considerable 
effort organising, planning and 
envisioning the change that will 
happen. This usually involves significant 
time, energy and resources but often 
behind closed doors at this initial stage. 

Note: During this time the rest of the 
organisation will know that “something 
big” is happening and may catch a 
glimpse of the process but know very 
little else. This might be called “suspended 
animation” and is most unpleasant and 
frustrating for those not in the know.

Stage 2:  
The senior team may then involve the 
next level of managers in the process.  
At this stage time pressure to begin 
implementation may be considerable  
so further debate and discussion is often 
discouraged or dismissed as “we’ve 
covered this already”. As a result,   
middle managers often feel discouraged, 
disenfranchised and cynical – which  
then affects their ability to assist in the 
implementation process. 

Note: “The top team are all excited about 
the change but the rest of us lower down 
in management have no clear idea of 
what might happen. They tend to forget 
we are not as committed to the ideas as 
we haven’t had time to consider and 
assimilate them.” This might be called  
a “forced partnership” where one group 
is less equal than the other.

Stage 3: 
It is now time to get the rest of the staff 
involved, which tends to include some  
or all of these techniques – workshops, 
town hall meetings and a flurry of 
communication (emails, posters, pop-up 
meetings).  

Note: The problem here is that the senior 
team are fully committed to the process 
they have developed and expect others 
in the organisation to buy in and trust 
them. The next level of management 
may feel and show less engagement  
and the remainder of the staff are often 
confused and ambivalent as they feel they 
have not been involved in the process 
at all. 

This story is one we hear a lot from 
people in organisations, often 
compounded by a variety of change 
programmes being introduced at the 
same time. One of the problems is that 
while senior people understand the 
theory of change models they seem  
to forget the practical implications and 
processes involved when it comes to 
implementation.
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Two of the most popular theories about the process 
of change and the stages people go through when 
dealing with change are the Change Curve created 
by Swiss-American Elizabeth Kubler-Ross and The 
Four Rooms of Change model by Norwegian Claes 
Janssen. (Other influential change models by Kurt 
Lewin, Rosabeth Moss Kanter and John Kotter are 
included in the book list opposite.)

The Change Curve is one of the most widely 
used models to illustrate the typical stages people 
experience in times of change. Kubler-Ross identifies 
seven such stages: shock, denial, frustration, 
depression, moving over time to acceptance, 
experiment and commitment. 

The Four Rooms of Change model, first set out in 
Janssen’s book Personal Dialectics (1975), offers a 
psychological theory of individuals moving through 
four stages during any change process. These stages 
are: contentment, denial, confusion and renewal. 
(See claesjanessen.com for a more detailed 
explanation.)  

Both models focus heavily on the emotional and 
psychological elements of change and the need for 
processes to be developed to help people through 
these stages and on to commitment to the change.

Our experience indicates that organisations and 
leaders tend to focus on the practical and technical 
context rather than engaging with these emotional 
elements. This is just as likely to happen whether 
you work in the public, private or education sectors. 

Lessons for effective change implementation

Our survey respondents indicated success factors 
and blockers for the implementation of change. 
None of these are startlingly new nor are they  
a surprise but they are worth highlighting as 
organisations and leaders continue to make  
the same mistakes repeatedly (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1

Here are some suggestions in relation to each of the 
success factors in Figure 1:

Communication 

People almost always cite communication as  
the main element missing when driving change. 
Senior management are frequently puzzled by 
this as they believe they are communicating via 
town hall meetings, emails and team briefings. 

What they forget is that people receiving the 
message may be at different stages of the change 
process and their level of acceptance of the 
changes. There is no easy answer for successfully 
communicating through change but some of the 
best practices involve:

•  Establishing change co-ordinators throughout 
the organisation. These people should be influential 
in their own right and should be selected from all 
levels and departments. Their role is to act as both 
catalysts and facilitators and they must be people 
who are trusted and respected by their colleagues.

•  Regular updates from the top management – not 
just the odd email from the CEO but multimedia 
options – email, podcasts, town hall meetings, 
road shows, team briefings, two-way webinars 
where staff can be actively involved, ask questions 
and offer ideas. 

Staff engagement 

This is all about consultation, clarity and 
communication. Consulting people early in the 
change process so that they have an opportunity to 
share their feelings, ask questions of decision makers 
and also contribute their ideas makes them feel 
involved, valued and engaged. Ultimately, time taken 
in the early stages means getting commitment to 
the change will make things easier in the long run.  
It is that well-known principle of going slower (in  
the beginning) to get more traction later.

Vision

The top team must have the ability to convey in a 
compelling way the benefits and need for change. 
Here, focusing on the future and making sure that 
this is communicated in a way that clarifies the goal 
and the journey is vital. Passion and commitment 
are essential and the senior team must make sure 
that they have all fully bought into the goal. Any 
dissension will result in mixed messages being given 
to others. 

One large retail organisation used posters to 
emphasise their vision for the future. This was a 
simple and graphic image to remind people of the 
final goal and stages – this type of symbolism keeps 
people focused on what is important. 

BLOCKERS

Lack of leadership

Resistance

Lack of resources

Limited communication

SUCCESS FACTORS

Communication

Staff engagement

Vision

Leadership
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Leadership 

“It is important to drive it top down – and set an 
example.” 

“Management need to be honest, believe in the 
change and lead from the front.”

“When things go off track – and they will – the senior 
team need to take swift remedial action rather than 
dithering and letting things fester.”

These three quotes illustrate some of the issues with 
leaders and leadership teams and highlight the need 
for active, interactive and real involvement from 
the top people in any organisation. They must 
demonstrate the 3 Ps, Patience, Passion and 
Persistence, when leading their organisation through 
the change process. 

Too often leaders are not fully engaged because 
they have opted out once the change process 
has begun. They need to remain totally involved 
and committed throughout the process. Leaders 
who withdraw too early do so at their peril.

In summary

Our survey indicated that most respondents  
(mainly middle and senior managers and business 
professionals) see managing change as an important 
element of their role. As the data below illustrates, 
the majority of respondents say that leading (or 
managing change) is part of a manager’s role in  
their organisation. However, there is a less positive 
response when asked if leaders have the skills, or are 
trained, to lead change well.

Change: opportunity or threat? by Viki Holton and Fiona Dent
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We believe this sense of responsibility for change 
is important for commitment and success. But this 
is not sufficient. Mangers must also have the skills 
and capabilities to help them through the process. 

Some tips are:

•  Make sure you bring your people with you

•  Use the survey evidence shown above to check 
out the change capabilities in an organisation

•  Communicate early in the process

•  Be clear about the vision, goals and purpose 
– these should be both rational and emotional

•  Clearly demonstrate your commitment to the 
change “tell the human story, a narrative, create 
a dream of what’s required and why it matters 
to people”

•  Remember, not all people will be at the same stage 
of the psychological journey through change so 
flexibility will be required

•  Always emphasise that change is all about business 
building and improvement. If you cannot clearly 
demonstrate the value of the change required then 
do not be surprised if staff seem to be only 
lukewarm.

We also believe that every organisation that 
embarks on change has the necessary skills, abilities 
and ideas available to them. What are needed are 
more patience, passion and persistence in order to 
allow these to develop. Most leaders (and business 
schools) understand the power of a top-level team 
to focus on driving change through at those early 
developmental stages. 

But another dimension is useful: A similar top-level 
team keeping a close watch on key issues such as 
communication, engagement, conveying the vision 
and acting as role models would help ensure the 
message of change is about an opportunity rather 
than a threat. 

Surely, a good way forward and a practical way to 
help ensure success with change! 

51%
Leaders in my 
organisation have 
the skills they need 
to lead change

43%
Leaders in my 
organisation are 
developed to lead 
change well

75%
Leading or managing 
change is a  significant 
aspect of the roles  
and responsibilities  
of managers in my 
organisation

DO LEADERS 
HAVE THE SKILLS, 
OR ARE THEY 
TRAINED TO 
LEAD CHANGE 
WELL?




