Leading Through Change 

Successful business is exemplified by change. Therefore, to become all we can be as individuals and as business leaders, we need to embrace—and effectively navigate—through that change. 


Effectively navigating change—such as garnering buy-in for a new direction or a new business philosophy—can be challenging, especially if change comes suddenly as a result of new management, new technology or new customer demands. Forward thinking business leaders usually employ some type of change management tool to minimize dissension and conflict while implementing organizational changes. But, what happens when the best change management efforts fail; and opposition, conflict and resistance threaten to split the organization or deter progress? 

Perhaps complacency has crept into all levels of the organization, including management, or perhaps longevity dictates loyalty so some employees don't think they have to change. Whatever the reason, when the implementation of crucial organizational changes is in danger of failing, it may be time for another change: a change in strategy. Below are ten tactics business leaders can use when change management becomes unmanageable.

1. Regroup and refocus. Consult with trusted advisors who will provide honest, non-biased feedback. Allow them to help evaluate the approach to change management. Was the approach genuine? Did management respect the thoughts and opinions of others? Determine what changes the leaders can make in their approach to help bridge the gap with their constituents.

2. Stop the bleeding. If there is infighting and finger pointing with everyone scrambling to keep their piece of the pie, no one wins. Ease tensions by openly acknowledging some positive results that came from the outgoing strategy. Genuinely recognize the hard work that helped build the organization thus far. 

3. Avoid placing blame. Be it past mistakes or current shortfalls; avoid the temptation to openly blame someone in your camp. Long term business success can't be built, or destroyed, on the back of one person. It's a team effort. Begin building an atmosphere of amity, especially among top managers.
4. Build on tradition. When taking the organization in a new direction, resist the urge to point out all the problems with the old direction. Instead, position the new strategy as the next logical step for the growth and longevity of the organization. Highlight some of the existing strategies that are included in the new plan.

5. Listen to your critics (and there will be many). Strive to remain open and objective as your colleagues, subordinates and employees tout all that is wrong with the new direction. Then, acknowledge their feelings, evaluate their comments and, when appropriate, patiently explain again why these changes are best for the long term health of the organization.

6. Make room for adjustments. There is nothing worse, or more frightening, than a leader who will not admit when they have made a mistake. As changes are implemented, there may come a time when something doesn't go according to plan. Admit the error in judgment, acknowledge the need for a strategic modification, and then make the necessary shifts as quickly and seamlessly as possible. 

7. Maintain open communication. Communication is essentially an exchange of information. Therefore, "open communication" is an open exchange of information. For this to take place, leaders must be amenable rather than authoritarian. They should become almost transparent when communicating to provide reassurance and comfort in the mist of the changes.

8. Avoid surprises. When it comes to the growth of an organization, there are no "pleasant" surprises. Unanticipated change causes resentment, fear and ciaos. Therefore, adopt a progressive strategy that phases in organizational changes in a methodical manor to minimize uncertainty and doubt among managers, staff and even clients.


9. Build consensus one person at a time. Whether the leadership style is top-down or bottom-up, to enact change effectively, there must be some level of consensus. This approach, unlike a dictatorial approach, decreases resentment and builds important allies who become instrumental in the implementation of organizational reform. 

10. Be patient. We all know change takes time; but often we forget it also takes patience and persistence. When managing change the temptation exist to use a "my way or the highway" practice to get employees onboard quickly. However, this quick implementation comes at a price. Dysfunctional organizations with low morale and high turnover are fated to crumble from the inside out. 

These tactics, used together or individually, can help top managers provide the strong leadership required to build healthy organizations with happy employees.
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