PRACTICAL STEPS

People can be energised and enthused by change. However when change is so great or uncertain that it threatens people's security, self esteem and ingrained habits, then reactions can be shock, anger and resentment. Individuals and organisations often go through predictable stages in responding to major change. This might be represented by a picture:
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Individual responses to change : The Transition Curve


The phases of change are:


 SurprisePRIVATE 


When any major change is announced, there is an initial feeling of shock, which may last for a few moments or few weeks. It is partially a physiological reaction while the body comes to terms with what has been said and comes to conclusions; is it good or bad news? Do I fight it or flee from it? Who are my friends and foes? During the time of surprise sometimes akin to freezing, rational debate is rarely possible and much of what is said or written is not understood.


Recognise therefore that the first step in managing change is to recognise the need for careful, continuous and repetitious communication. So often, a manager who has been planning some change for some time will be so conversant with what he or she is planning to do, that they overlook the time spent in turning the problem over in the mind and coming to grips with it. During the phase of announcing changes:

· give time and opportunity for people to talk about what is proposed, 

· seek clarification 

· encourage staff to come up with useful suggestions.


 The problem for many is that having planned the change before announcing it, there is a 
high degree of emotional commitment to it. It is not easy in the tense moment of briefing 
everyone, to admit that there may be a better way.


Keeping people informed on a regular basis of what is happening builds people's confidence that you know what you are doing. If you are uncertain, use your colleagues and manager to build a sense of unity and purpose across the organisation.


 Denial or rejection


The next stage is denial. This can happen in groups as well as individually. It stems from the belief that by denying the change, or not hearing it correctly, that in some way will make the change go away. 'Perhaps it is all a dream and on waking, life will be the same as before'.  Faced with individuals who are displaced because of their inability to cope with new changes - technology, working methods, pace etc. - denial can be a very strong reaction; after all they feel they are fighting for their life or at least livelihood. Expect there to be arguments for the status quo and detailed accounts of  why they perceive all is well. Individuals may point to examples of exemplary performance that only recently was recognised - so why change?. One of the tensions that always confounds conversations about individual performance is a history of appraisals and rewards which seem to indicate no problem.  Yet as we know the issue many organisations are facing is one of changed roles that demand more in the future than has been asked in the past. This may lead to even more strident arguments about unfairness.


'I was hired to do x which I have done faithfully and now you  are changing the rules. You can't do that. Its not fair, besides who will do all the important things that I have been doing?'


So what can be done?


There are essentially three tactics:

· Engage in the debate. Spend more time listening than talking - 'If you wish to be understood, seek first to understand'.  If the changes proposed are logical and well thought out, in time you will manage to get the logic across. People may not like it, but they can in due course be brought to understand it and thereby give (albeit grudgingly) their acceptance.

· Focus on the key opinion formers before change is announced to ensure that the ground is laid and that there is a growing recognition amongst the most influential of those affected, of the need for change and the likely impacts.  Shock and denial will then be minimised.

· Ignore it. Presenting a fait accompli sometimes can continue a momentum already started. It avoids protracted time before implementation and may ensure that the waverers or at least those not actively resisting the changes have any time to gather opposition. Its success as a tactic is based on the assumption that some changes are better once experienced, than when talking about it. It of course runs the risk of generating considerable resistance, not the least because of ignoring genuine concerns however trivial they may be.


Above all seek to behave consistently and in a way which encourages people to trust you. Keep to your word and if you have made a mistake which is obvious, don't deny it. Try to behave with integrity and calmness. This is a time when people can lose their heads and say things that may be regretted later. Seek to calm these situations.


 Uncertainty


Faced with uncertainty or new things where old patterns of behaviour may now no longer be appropriate, individuals can react with irrational behaviour. Knee jerk reactions, lack of wisdom in judgements and actions as well as slowness in carrying out new tasks are all characteristics. When learning about new technology, often the simplest misunderstandings can become major bottlenecks, only to be looked back upon in subsequent months with amusement that such trivial matters assumed such significance at the time.


Deal with this phase with care. How one reacts will determine attitudes and willingness to learn new things.  Ensure that where new skills are to be learnt a programme of training is instituted. It is imperative that positive attitudes are engendered right from the outset.  For example, it may seem trivial to some how to log on to a computer, yet the first time you did it, it probably seemed a great mystery. Don't shirk the responsibility of talking about the standards of competence expected, but signal clearly, your understanding that it will take time and practice to build to these high standards. Exhibit by your behaviour those high standards you are seeking. For example, it is hypocritical to talk about customer service standards of say, answering the telephone after two rings, if the manager or his secretary never answers theirs. Look for examples of behaviour and attitudes that meet your standards and recognise them publicly, so that others can gain some insight into what you expect.  Where confusion and ignorance continue, make sure that adequate information, sources of reference and help are available.


At this time, clear leadership demonstrating a clarity of vision of where the organisation is heading is key.

 
 Acceptance or Letting go


The next phase is where there begins to be an acceptance of the changes.  The danger at this stage is one of apathy and indifference.  From now on there needs to be greater energy by the leadership towards accomplishing the changes rather than on justifying the decisions of why the change was necessary. In essence at this stage, reality is beginning to seep in and there is a growing ability to see the world as it really is as opposed to how we would like it to be.


This is the time to capitalise on the reduction in emotional content and generate more focused energy, by getting behind those who will be affected and setting in train positive action.  It may be to establish a team building session with new colleagues, book training courses, or to commit to installing new equipment, or for the person who is leaving to talk about the outplacement programme and what to do in the future. Let your energy and enthusiasm for the future come through.



 Exploring and Experimenting


However well planned, there will always be the need for fine tuning as changes becomes implemented. The essence of good change management is the ability to respond positively to new ideas and to experiments, taking the benefits, but not getting overly side-tracked which might cause time and budget overruns. Any process of innovation has to be a balance between getting practical benefits now, and waiting a little longer for further improvements to come through.  Experimentation is also important for learning about the practical problems in a way that the planning at the outset can never totally accomplish.


'If at first you don't succeed, try, try again.' Persistence and searching for ways to overcome problems needs to be the hall mark of any change manager. Folklore abounds in inspirational stories from Robert Bruce's spider to Eddison and his 300 materials he tried to find a suitable light filament.  Demonstrate that the goal is non - negotiable, it is the means of getting there where ideas and hard work need to be focused.  By releasing people into a more experimental way of working, it can be a way of gaining peoples involvement and thus commitment. During this phase, leaders need to be close to their staff, gaining insight first hand what are the problems, listening carefully to objections and those who may be wavering.  Seek to energise by showing practically the way forward if they are stuck, bring people together in temporary teams to solve problems and encourage those who may be less committed.  Don't be afraid to talk about problems openly, encouraging team members to do the same - 'don't shoot the messenger' - but make sure there is no doubt in your resolve to overcome them.  Encourage a sense of ownership and responsibility within the context of teamwork. 'If we don't hang together we will certainly hang separately'.


 Developing and consolidating


This phase is about establishing new patterns of working and building on them to achieve sustained superior performance.


Build on the sense of achievement and team spirit that can arise from going through a period of change. Make sure there is clarity of what is now expected and encourage dialogue about the goals now being set. Be clear about new roles and responsibilities and especially the relationships you may have with different departments. Try to install some basis of measurement so that all can see how much progress has been made.
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