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Change is the leadership domain where the gap between state-of-the-art management science and 
actual practice is probably the biggest. We see top executives and leadership teams exercising very poor 
practices in leading change and transformation – no surprise that so many change initiatives fail and so 
many people get disengaged during transformation programs. 

The purpose of this paper is to give executives a practical summary of the 4 most important, evidence 
based practices they must adapt to lead impactful, sustainable change.

 
Change is recognized as being difficult, but 
how leaders and organizations respond to 
this difficulty is very different. Unfortunately, 
old-school concepts, unclear roles, fuzzy 
responsibilities and counterproductive 
practices are much too common in many 
organizations we see. There are 4 areas 
where things go wrong: 

1. Responsibility. A common reaction 
to change being difficult is to address 
it as a domain that requires specialist 
knowledge and specialist positions. 
Leaders tend to assume that their role 
is to “set the direction of change” and 

“leave the details to the specialists”. 
Similarly to having a Legal Manager 
specialized in law, companies name 

“Change Managers”, to be specialized in 
change. But with this, the responsibility 
shifts away from top management, and 

“Change Managers” become responsible 
for “change to happen”. 
 
Leaders must realize that change  
is a TEAMSPORT and they are not  
the “sponsors” supporting it from  
the outside, but playing on the field  
in a key position.

2. Planning. No matter how much 
we know about the future being 
uncertain, many leaders still hold on 
to the desire of having solid plans that 
can be implemented. Project plans, 
program plans, action plans are being 
prepared and when the time comes, 
implementation starts.  

The problem here is, that all projects and 
programs encompass the need of people 
changing their behaviors. And that we cannot 
plan-and-implement, because the collective 
behavior of people in organizations is a type 
of system that we cannot simply analyze 
and predict. 
 
The only sensible approach is to ITERATE: 
apply certain actions, see how the system 
responds, and then replan the next actions.

3. Understanding the human being.  
The „change-curve” and the notion of „people 
resist change” (i.e. people’s default reaction 
to change is resistance) are 30-40 year old 
paradigms about change, and although 
proven false in multiple ways, they are still 
around. 
 
Modern behavior science offers us much 
deeper insights and techniques for PEOPLE 
in change situations and it is essential that 
executives have a good understanding of 
them.

4. Communication. „Let’s wait until we can 
share with them all that is going to happen!”, 

„We have already communicated the change, 
what more do people need?” „When will we 
announce the change?” are sentences we 
hear too often.  
 
Leaders of change must formulate a 
powerful change STORY through which they 
can communicate about the change and by 

„communication” we mean on-going dialogue 
and not one-directional announcements.
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Let’s go through these four points one-by-one, and see 
what are our T.I.P.S. 

— Teamsport, Iterate, People, Story —  
for practices to address them. 

Change is a  
TEAMSPORT

1. 2. 3. 4.

Don’t “implement”,  
ITERATE

Have a powerful 
change STORY

Apply modern 
PEOPLE - 

change techniques

You are not  
the “sponsor”  
of the change,  

but the team captain 
playing on the field!

View change  
not as a plan to be 

implemented,  
but as a series  

of experiments you 
can learn from! 

Resistance  
is not a “default” 

reaction of people  
to change,  

but a sign that 
you have missed 

something  
in leading it! 

Shape people’s 
narrative  

about change  
by communicating 

about your  
“change story”!

Change T.I.P.S.  
for Executives

– the 4 practices you must adapt  
to lead sustainable change
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TEAMSPORT
i.e. “Who’s change  
is it anyway”?

One of the most frequent reasons for failed 
change initiatives is executives “delegating” (to 
HR, to the “Change Manager”, to the Project 
Manager, to the Program Lead, etc.) or even 
„outsourcing” (to external change management 
consultants) the responsibility for creating 
sustainable behavior change.

As an executive, you must realize that change 
starts with you: if you do not change, people will 
not change either.

Recommended actions:

A. It is not enough to talk about change. Define and implement your SYMBOLIC 
ROLE-MODELING BEHAVIORS (SRMBs): what will you start DOING differently 
to demonstrate to your people that you are serious about this change? If the 
change is about customer centricity, will you go and serve your customers 
yourself? Will you recognizably increase the amount and quality of time 
you are spending with customers?  If the change is about openness and 
communication, will you move into an open office? If the change is about 
cost reduction, will you give up some of your bonuses or change your 
company car to a more modest one? Or if the change  
is about introducing a new system, will you be the first user?  
 
These questions are the real moments of truth for executives in a change 
situation. Some shy away from them (even laugh at it, especially when 
comes to giving up their cars), while others take them seriously. It is your 
decision which way you go, but for your consideration, here are the most 
important criteria for impactful SRMBs:

Senior leaders are often placed (or place 
themselves) into the position of project- or 
program „sponsor”. Even the word itself 
suggests that they are somehow outside of it, 
giving sponsoring support to the teams who are 
working on the field. Sponsors sit at „steering 
committee meetings” and evaluate whether the 
team did a good enough job. This type of framing 
distances leaders from their real responsibility: to 
be the ROLE MODEL of the change they want to 
see in the organization.

(To avoid any misunderstanding:  HR, change 
management specialists and consultants have 
very important role in the team working on 
change, but they should not be called and seen 
as “the” managers of change, but as supporters 
to leaders who are the real change managers.)
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• Pick only a few new behaviors, less is more in this case.

• They should be SYMBOLIC representations of the change you want to 
see. (It is not about how much money you save for the company with a 
more modest car. It is about your willingness to do what you expect from 
others.)

• Step out of your usual routine, your leadership rituals: the more surprising 
and unexpected your change is, the more impactful it will be.

• Make sure that they are visible for your people.

• Integrate them into your regular practice, consider them as new habits 
you are picking up, and not as a marketing campaign that you do once or 
twice for the show.

Reframe your role and stop being the “Sponsor” of change! Eliminate this role and 
rename yourself to the role of Change Leader of the project, program or initiative 
you are leading.

The art and science  
of systematic ITERATION

We must acknowledge that people in 
organizations form complex systems. What that 
means is that we cannot predict how people will 
respond to certain change interventions. Some 
may like it, some may be confused, some might 
be frightened and the collective response is 
unpredictable.

The consequence is that for leading change we 
must apply what is adequate for such complex 
systems: an emergent (or ITERATIVE) approach: 
a systematic process of experimentation, 
learning, and pivoting when needed.

Also referred to as a dynamic or agile approach 
to leading change, it means that for example 
when you plan to launch change with an 
announcement and subsequent internal 
communication campaign, you cannot be sure 
how people will react to it. 

The only thing you can do, is to do your best 
at your communication, then check back what 
impact it made on people, and plan your next 
actions accordingly: you may have to modify 
your messages, you may have to interact more, 
you may have to call for other meetings and 
workshops. And this has to be an ongoing, 
systematic process: Plan – Act – Check – 
Evaluate – Replan and so forth... 
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Recommended actions: 

Introduce a disciplined change leadership process. 
Here are the components you will need:

A. Set sprint frequency, i.e. how often do you want to check back on your 
progress? In case of an intensive change process we recommend 1 month, 
but it should in no case be more than 3 months.

B. Define the metrics on how you will monitor progress. The best is to create a 
change dashboard that covers four aspects:

i. Progress of actions (Have we executed what we planned?)

ii. Are we changing? metrics: including 

• KPI’s to see if we are progressing with the performance measures 
we wanted to improve on with this change (e.g. if the change targets 
improved customer service, then are our most important customer 
metrics improving?), and 

• KBI’s (Key Behavioral Indicators) to see if we are progressing with 
the behavioral changes that we wanted to introduce (e.g. if we 
wanted to change the way we are handling customer complaints, 
then are the new complaint handling behaviors being practiced?)

iii. Response of people: how have people responded to the actions and 
happenings of the last period? Is there an understanding of what and 
why are we doing? What is the emotional response? Is there engagement 
or resistance? There are various quantitative and qualitative measures 
you can use here, including Pulse Check Surveys, focus group interviews, 
internal influencer group surveys, etc.

iv. Issue backlog: what issues have come up, what do we need to address?

C. Governance: instead of “steering committees” define the core team (including 
the top responsible leaders) of the change process and at the end of each 
sprint, conduct honest retrospective discussions about the last period: What 
went well? What could have we done better? What should we keep and what 
should we do differently, what new actions should we do during the next 
sprint?
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Are you up-to-date on 
PEOPLE and change?

Did you know that placing a small black fly 
sticker into a urinal reduces cleaning needs 60% 
more than a big communication campaign? 
Have you seen that informal gossips and rumors 
in the organization shape the opinion of people 
on things stronger than formal communication? 
Have you ever experienced that although you 
were fully committed to picking up a healthier 
life-style habit, you gave up on it after a while? 
Have you seen people being all excited by certain 
changes in their life while strongly resisting 
others? 

These phenomena and discovering what is 
behind them lead us to a deeper understanding 
of how the human being relates to change. 

In the past few decades, behavior sciences 
have developed at a great speed and we have 
much deeper insights now than when change 
was associated with “the change curve” and 
that “people resist change”.  

In many ways, leadership is applied psychology, 
and this is especially true when it comes to 
leading change. 

To list all modern insights and techniques about 
change is beyond the scope of this paper, but 
here are some of them:

• People will engage with change more if they 

a. see it is worthwhile changing:  
what the change offers is emotionally 
MOVING for them  

+ they UNDERSTAND the why, how,  
and what of the change.

b. have ownership for the change: they 
have control over what and how will be 
changed because they are INVOLVED in 
it + they feel they have the SKILLS and 
capability to do it.

c. experience alignment with the change: 
support from their SOCIAL environment 
(“others are doing it and will help me 
do it”) + the operating environment is 
ALIGNED with the change (“everything 
around here moves me there”)

• HABITS in general have a useful role in 
our lives (to execute repetitive tasks with 
minimal attention and energy) but they can 
be harmful as well and are hard to change 
or replace with new ones. It takes conscious 
effort, focus and energy to change our 
habits. When you see that people are slow 
in adapting a new process or using a new 
system, it is not because they are born 
negative. It may be because it is hard to 
change our habits.

• People do not like and will resist coercion. 
However, when leaving free choice, 
small changes in the environment 
can NUDGE people to change their 
behaviors in the desired direction very 
effectively. (Remember the small black 
fly sticker generating more change than a 
communication campaign?) 

• Change spreads faster through the 
INFORMAL NETWORKS of people than 
through formal channels. It is essential that 
we know who the informal opinion leaders 
(influencers) are in the organization and 
engage them at an early stage of a change 
process.
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Recommended actions: 

A. Deepen your insights about how people change. There are several interesting 
books about it, if you want to read only one, then pick Katy Milkman’s recent 
bestseller: How to Change? (Vermilian, 2021)

B. When you experience resistance from people use it as a trigger to ask 
yourself: what have I missed? What could we do better so people engage 
more with this change?

C. Choose your change leadership tools with care. Define which elements of the 
change you will:

i. Drive top – down: what is it that you (probably together with your 
leadership team) will set, define, announce and demand? (And remember: 
establishing your credibility and showing direction by role-modeling the 
change is one of your most powerful top-down tools!) 

ii. Involve and empower: in what aspects of the change will you involve 
others and what will you leave completely to others to decide and 
execute? (Remember: the more you involve and empower people, the 
more engaged they will be with the change!)

iii. Nudge: where will you introduce small changes in the environment 
but leave free choice? For example: when you want two teams to 
communicate more with each other, just move them next to each other 
in the office. Or when you want people to raise more questions and 
share with you more what is on their mind, just open an “ask.the.board@
ourcompany.com” email address, let people know about it, and when 
somebody raises a question, make sure that you respond in 24 hours!
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What’s your STORY?

When change happens, people will create their 
collective narrative about it. 

Do not forget the law of: “Any missing 
information that people perceive will be filled 
with negative speculations!”

You can shape the organization’s narrative 
by formulating and communicating about an 
impactful „change story”.  

A good Change Story should give clear answers 
to the following questions:

• WHY change? What is the higher purpose 
this change serves?

• WHY YOU? Why is this change important 
for you personally? What past experience, 
what personal values and motivations drive 
you to lead this change?

• WHY NOW? Why is this the right time to do 
it? Why not before, and why we should not 
wait?

• WHERE do we want to get to and WHEN? 
What is your desired vision? How does it 
look like, feel like? When is it possible to get 
there? What does it take to get there?

• WHAT will change and WHAT NOT? 
Nowadays, when more or less everything is 
changing everywhere, it is very important for 
all of us to have fixed points we can hang 
on to. In your Change Story, also highlight 
what will NOT change, what will be the fixed 
points for people?

• WHO will be affected? Make sure you 
address the impact on all stakeholders!

• HOW will we make it happen? How will we 
progress, how will we monitor? What will 
be the key milestones, decision points etc.?  
Through what channels will people get 
updates?

Recommended actions: 

A. Define your Change Story in the form of a 5 minute speech. Write it down, 
illustrate it and make sure that it spreads throughout the organization.

B. Maintain an ongoing dialogue about the Change Story. When something is 
not clear yet, or you cannot share, say it. It is ok that things evolve along the 
way, some elements of the Story might change along the way. It is much 
better to be open about it than to keep waiting until everything becomes clear 
about the future (believe me: it never will!).
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