CHANGE-MASTERING: 

GUIDING CHANGES (LARGE AND SMALL) 

By Kevin E. O’Connor, CSP

“Genius is hard work, stick-to-it-iveness, and common sense.” 

Thomas Edison, 1880

Change evokes anxiety. And whether we like it or not, at times the changes we establish will not be seen as a change for the better by our teams, our colleagues, and our superiors. This is when we as leaders encounter what is called “resistance.”

Our job, however, is to initiate change and guide it through our organizations in a special way—a way that will lead to positive change.

This month I would like to give you five quick suggestions for making change work for you and your team.

One Caution:

Be aware of what you resist. Some ideas that come our way, the ones in this newsletter, the one your spouse said today at breakfast, the one your boss mentioned during your performance appraisal—some of these ideas we reject out of hand. This is dangerous for leaders.

That which we resist will persist. When you and I pay special attention to those ideas we find least useful right away, we give ourselves a terrific advantage—the benefit of clearing out an overgrown path within ourselves.  

All great inventors, scientists, and thinkers allow themselves to think the unthinkable, to do what has never been done before, and to encourage themselves and others to risk failure in order to succeed. Some of the best doctors, counselors, and attorneys are the new ones. They have not been spoiled yet by what they “know.”  

They may lack the sophistication and experience of those in their field who are not so new—but their ideas are purer and many times more innovative. One professor of architecture at the University of Wisconsin in Milwaukee addressed his class, “You 

will never have better original ideas than you do right now. Now you are pure. You are more open now than you will ever be. Don’t lose that as we teach you how to also be a great architect.” Wise professionals in all areas of study like to have graduate students, fellowship and interns, as well as the newly hired as their associates. It keeps them thinking “new.”

#1—Develop the attitude of seeing possibilities that do not yet exist. Become more comfortable with discussions that speak of possibilities. Scientific research for years has always encouraged students to use the final part of their research papers to speak to new research that needs to be done. You can do the same, but don’t wait until the end. Incorporate these change ideas in your daily briefings. Speak to possibilities in your formal presentations. Make the phrases “What if….” And “What other ideas….” Or “I have another idea about that…” a standard for you at meetings with others.

· Reward team members who see the possibilities, and make sure you do so, publicly. “George I really like the way you…”

#2—Become known as an idea person constantly seeding new ideas in all of your meetings and interactions. The best idea people are good questioners…they do not force answers—they just simply ask terrific questions.  Use meetings to do this, but also use your informal contacts as well. Lunches, coffee breaks, dinners, teambuilding events, and informal emails, even better, informal phone calls to “run this idea past you” are all effective ways to “seed” new ideas in the fertile ground of your team’s mindset.

· Give your boss immediate feedback when you get one of those “immediate e-mails.” Don’t be critical but rather, ask a good question.

#3—Consult with as many team members as you can during the earliest development phase. Team members, other staff (especially those who will be impacted by the change the most—administrative staff, remote salespeople, customers, etc.), those who can ultimately veto the change at will, as well as those who know little of your operation but might have a good idea anyway (security, maintenance, your college roommates, a neighbor who works in another field, etc.) 







· Start with, “I need your help.” “May I ask you a question?”

#4—Determine your target and work your plan backwards from it. Targeting is a very important leader quality. When a leader defines the goals and makes the target something that others want also, movement towards it is much easier. Speaking of goals rather than positions best does this. As in negotiations, goals help us come together—positions tend to split us apart. Wise leaders begin with goals, speak of them often, remind us of them when we are differing, and use them as measures of success.

· Make sure the goals are simple, achievable and measurable…and very, very publicly known, especially by your team.

#5—Encourage your staff, your colleagues and your superiors. Change is hard work. Change is risky work. Change requires someone who will help us take the risk and do the work to make it happen. Reward good ideas, praise good implementers, and encourage good experimenters both privately and publicly. Include recognition of others by name in your formal presentations for all to hear.  Use the phone, post-it notes, cards, formal letters send through the mail, a favorite chocolate or coffee gift certificate, or even a “spontaneous” invitation to lunch to say thank you for great work. 

· Of course, invite those who least think you will invite them to lunch. Steer clear of those you always go to lunch with—you will get exactly the same ideas you have been getting for years!

One last idea: Become a cheerleader for the changes you have seen happen, even on the seemingly most insignificant level. Do this at the same time being internally unsatisfied with the status quo.

The best leaders:

This is a subtle, a highly visible and important skill for a leader. Pessimists do not make good leaders of teams. Neither do raging optimists. “Common sense realists” are the best—they compliment progress and are encouraging of change and growth.  I call them “common sense realists” simply because leaders of this sort know that that there are certain “givens” with any type of change…it may be threatening, it may be resisted, it may be a difficult sell, and its true benefit may not be immediately seen. Their common sense provides the wisdom and the patience to work with others through these predictable times. On the other hand, these leaders are also realistic enough to know that individuals and teams thrive on 

certain other “givens”…encouragement, skill development, challenge, some competition, cooperation, and the knowledge that their leader sees beyond what is now—the leader sees a future that includes all.

The next time you have to guide a change through your team or your organization, remember what leaders do best…what you do best.

PS. Make sure you are using your leader skills with your boss. The higher up the leader chain your boss is, the lonelier she is likely to be, possibly the more out of touch she is likely to be. She needs you to lead.
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