
Change management in difficult times 
 
In times of uncertain economics, organisations are forced into making or considering 
changes. Some opt for simple radical surgery and cut out unnecessary or redundant 
resources. Others try a more complex solution and restructure their operations. Both 
approaches are fraught with difficulty – and as we know from history, the majority of 
organisation changes fail to reach their objectives. Professor John Kotter at Harvard 
Business school identifies eight key causes, most of which pointed to a disconnect 
between the leaders and employees in an organisation – the leaders had good ideas 
but failed to get them across effectively. 
 
This research, along with other studies, confirms that organisations are not like 
machines, which can be ‘re-engineered’, but are complex social processes. Some of 
which are determined by structures and formal systems of the organisation, but most 
of which are ‘informal. 
 
So with either approach, there are likely to be difficulties. Radical surgery leaves 
people feeling ‘survivor sickness’ and exhibiting lower productivity. People are 
displaced and disgruntled, worrying about their own future rather than focusing on 
the development of the new organisation. In more complex changes, people take 
time – often too long – to come to terms with the new realities and relationships and 
the main opportunity is lost.  
 
We know from other studies that people are affected personally by change in 
different ways. To be successful, a change programme needs to take account of 
these effects and work to minimise the negative impact. 
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The key to success therefore lies in engaging with the informal processes, the 
interactions between everyone in the organisation which constitute the way the 
organisation actually works.  
 
 
The questions 
Strategies that will yield success are those that motivate and stimulate employees. 
We also know that the knowledge of what to do is not confined to the executive suite. 
More often than not, the solutions are already known, but lack the commitment to be 
implemented (as the GE WorkOut™ process has proven over many years). How can 
you involve employees in the creation of these change strategies? 
 
Involvement of all stakeholders interests in the organisation, not just the financial 
shareholders’, is critical in creating a viable strategy.  Pursuing an inclusive agenda 
that focuses on the needs of its customers, employees, suppliers and the wider 
community is one that has the greater chance of success.  How do you create real 
dialogue with the stakeholders and reconcile differences that will generate that 
inclusive, successful strategy? 
 
In times of difficulty we often forget that a lot of what we do actually does work. There 
is a danger of throwing the good out with the bad, especially when involved in 
surgical change. Again, research identifies that working with strengths and enhancing 
what works has greater success than trying to fix weaknesses and what doesn’t 
work.  How can you identify the root of success rather than the root causes of 
failure? 
 
There is always the difficult problem of engaging people and getting them committed 
to the future. How do you translate negative fear and apprehension into positive 
energy working to succeed through the troubled times? 
 
And there is the problem of time and money – or lack of it! Many re-organisation and 
change processes are known to take months, if not years of concentrated effort, and 
a lot of resources. So, how do you manage to engage people, develop strategies 
and get commitment to implementation in a fast and cost effective manner? 
 
 
The answers 
The answers to these questions lie in engaging in whole system participation events. 
 
The events - Appreciative Inquiry Summits, Future Search Conferences, Real Time 
Strategic Change, Open Space Conferences, World Café, etc - utilise systems 
thinking and allow everyone associated with the problem or organisation to be 
involved, employees and stakeholders alike. Simultaneous involvement of hundreds 
of people allows for exchange of ideas, gathering of strategic information, decision 
making and planning in a single event – or linked series – of events typically lasting 
2-3 days. 
 
By focusing on positive outcomes and best practice, participants in these events 
experience enjoyable ways of working that release creativity and breakthrough 
results. They replace the passive ‘tell and sell’ model with high levels of participation 
and co-creating, so generating commitment - there is no need to get ‘buy in’, the 
participants are the joint architects of the strategy, so they are highly committed and 
motivated to it. Implementation starts immediately.  
 



 
For example, in one company, Appreciative Inquiry was used to conduct a analysis of 
the total system which was completed in less than two weeks by the employees 
themselves. In another, a summit meeting brought together all 750 employees, the 
company’s leadership, and 100 customers to create a new business model – a year 
on, profits were up over 200 percent and absenteeism down 300 percent. In another 
application, IKEA simultaneously doubled sales, improved quality and cut the price 
30% without cutting profit of it Ektorp range whilst making sofa shopping easier for 
customers, and cutting delivery times – all in a concentrated three day event 
involving 52 stakeholders including suppliers, executives and workers from Sweden, 
Canada, the U.S. and other countries, and several customers. 
 
Fast – and cost effective – solutions. These events utilise internal experience and 
expertise with consultants providing the expert design and facilitation of the events 
themselves. Thus the consultancy cost is vastly less than traditional change 
consultancy where the consultants become integrated in the organisation to advise 
expert solutions. And the outcomes are achieved more quickly – and are more 
acceptable to the workforce. 
 
 
How New Directions can help: 
Organisation Change Consultancy 
We are skilled in a number of change methodologies and work with organisations to 
advise on the appropriate approach for their situation. One size does not fit all, and 
successful change comes from applying the best tools and approaches.  
 
Even if you know what you want to do, one question might be How likely is your 
change to succeed? – we can work with you to analyse your change-ability* and 
work with you to develop effective implementation and communication strategies. 
How many ‘A Players’ vs. ‘D Players’ do you have? 

 
*Model from the New Directions course Internal Consulting Skills 
 
The Kotter research mentioned earlier highlighted lack of vision and communication 
as two of the eight causes of failure. Design and implementation of effective 
communications and involvement strategies is another key use of the fast and cost 
effective large group processes identified above. 
 
We can also help to design capability and competency frameworks that can be used 
to focus behaviour on successful practices, and design and run assessment or 
development centres which ensure that you have the right people in the right jobs in 
the new organisation structures.  
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Recently New Directions Principal Geof Cox has helped the Royal Borough of 
Kingston Upon Thames, Silva, Bart Spices, London Borough of Southwark, Dundee 
City Council, Charter Community Housing and JBP Public Relations to design and 
implement their organisation change agendas. He has also designed competence 
and capability frameworks for Continental Tyres and Centrica. New Directions 
consultants Margaret Wright has been working with communities, schools and 
teachers in Scotland to maximise their impact and Jem Scanlan has been working 
with Siemens and NXP in Sophia Antipolis, France on their recent changes.  
 
Meeting Facilitation 
If one of the whole system or participative processes is appropriate – or you need to 
focus decision making, then we can design and facilitate the event. This could be a 
board meeting of half a dozen executives for one day, or a sales or strategy meeting, 
or a large participation event  involving hundreds of people over 2-3 days. 
 
Geof has facilitated executive strategy meetings for Brit Insurance, Bart Spices, JBP 
Public Relations, Silva, NHS Change Team and designed and facilitated large group 
events for Royal Borough of Kingston Upon Thames, Scottish Executive, London 
Borough of Southwark The Chartered Management Institute, First European Summit 
on Wholehearted Customer Management.  Jem has facilitated meetings for Nikon 
Precision Europe sales team, Siemens, NXP Semiconductors.  
 
Executive Coaching 
One of the most successful and rapid skill development processes – which also 
addresses the difficulties that managers and executives face themselves when 
directing change, giving them the support and direction they need to take the lead in 
difficult times. 
 
Geof, Jem, Erica Koch and Jac Rongen have been working globally, coaching 
executives in NXP Semiconductors during their period of intense change. 
 
Performance Management 
Helping organisations, teams and individuals focus on strategic implementation by 
ensuring that objectives are aligned, add value and are supported by coaching to 
achieve success. Thus eliminating wasteful effort and ensuring there is a clear line of 
sight between individual and corporate goals – getting everyone working to the same 
end. 
 
Geof has developed and implemented performance management and coaching in 
Barclays Bank, Barclays Bank Africa, NAAFI.  
 
Training 
Skilling your own internal resources to manage and direct change is an imperative. 
New Directions offer the following courses as part of their portfolio: 

Internal Consulting Skills – leveraging  internal expertise by providing 
consulting skills to ‘expert’ departments 
New Approaches to Strategy – learning to use and facilitate participatory 
processes to implement internally 
Project Management for Managers – training all managers in the tools and 
processes of project management to get control of change. Used by MOD 
Police and NXP Semiconductors to skill line managers and key account 
management teams, with millions of dollars of savings identified. 
Getting Results without Authority – achieving positive results through 
effective influencing up, down, across and outside the organisation. 



Continental Tyres UK utilised a stakeholder analysis tool from this course for 
all of its key account reviews. 
Coaching Skills for Managers – providing the skills that help managers to 
support their staff through change, and also to focus effort on aligned 
objectives. Recently implemented at Eurocontrol, Barclays. 
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