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Take a Positive Approach to Change
Great leaders must lead change, even when it originates from 
the corporate office, outside consultants, customer demands, 
economic turmoil, or competitors. And as a first-level leader, 
most of  the change you face will be someone else’s idea, Scott 
Miller shares in Everyone Deserves a Great Manager. 

The true mettle of  a leader emerges during times of  uncertainty. 
When change comes your way, it’s arguably one of  the strongest 
tests of  your leadership capability. Those leaders who show 
patience, stamina, emotional stability, resilience, and confidence 
are the most valuable to an organization and their team. 

We’re all surrounded by change: layoffs, mergers, leadership 
shuffles, strategy switches, and software updates. One of  your 
most important responsibilities as a leader is keeping your 
team productive during upheaval. You can’t just focus on the 
mechanics of  change––processes, tasks, and training. You need 
to recognize and address the emotional aspect of  change, too. 
That’s where change initiatives most often go off the rails. 

Nothing will shape your team’s ability to adapt to change more 
profoundly than the way you approach it. If  you resist change or 

Embrace the Power of Leading Change
feel overwhelmed, confused, or skeptical, your team will adopt 
that same frame of  mind. 

The outcomes of  an organization-wide change are often un-
predictable, as are most people’s responses. The FranklinCovey 
Change Model is a tool to help everyone move through four 
common zones of  adopting change. This model applies logic and 
predictability to what can otherwise seem like a chaotic process. 

Zone 1: Status Quo. You and your team are doing business 
as usual before the change occurs, and everyone is relatively 
comfortable. 

You’re often the buffer between the leadership that’s been plan-
ning the change and the people it ultimately affects. Not only 
do you have to process your own emotions about the change, 
but you also have to prepare for the trepidation of  your team. 
Communicating change simply, clearly, and with respect for the 
concerns and experience of  your direct reports is key to kicking 
off a change initiative in a positive way. 

Zone 2: Disruption. Emotions run high and results suffer as 
everyone reacts to the news and its implications for them per-
sonally. It’s a time of  great stress and uncertainty. As informa-
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tion is shared and the process becomes somewhat clearer, you 
stop reacting and begin consciously developing a plan of  action 
for your team and yourself. 

Your team members will stay in this zone until they understand 
what’s changing and why; understand what the change means 
for them personally (e.g., career, finances, schedule); under-
stand what they can do to regain some control over events; and 
decide on the actions they will take. 

Your job is to minimize disruptions and help everyone find their 
way to this “Point of  Decision.” Resist trying to control negative 
reactions that make you uncomfortable. Give your team some 
elasticity to deal with their emotional responses. Remember, 
your role is to clarify, explain, resist spinning, and keep them 
updated. Listen to their questions and find answers as quickly 
as possible. Information and action are the antidotes to fear. 

Zone 3: Adoption. Resistance and stress turn into accep-
tance, and for others, resignation. You and your team identify 
ways you can adapt to the change and learn new ways of  
doing things. At the end of  this zone, you may begin to see 
improved results. You may also find yourself  squarely facing 
bad decisions or flawed strategy.

In this zone, your people have spent all their time adapting to 
new rules, technologies, procedures, culture––essentially rein-
venting how they work. And now your job is to help them pivot 
from learning back to execution in this new reality. 

Some of  your team members’ attitudes and compliance might 
regress as reality sinks in: What was ineffective but instinctive is 
now more effective but demands a lot more effort. As this part 
of  the process begins, you should shape people’s expectations 
of  what’s to come. Reset and reprioritize expectations at both 
the team and individual levels. Focus on what matters (and say 
no to the rest). Use a scoreboard to track progress. Learn from 
mistakes. Create and celebrate early wins. Have regular, open 
conversations about the change and its effects with your team 
as a group and/or in 1-on-1s. 

Zone 4: Better Performance. The change initiative has 
largely been implemented and, ideally, you and your team are 
getting better results. But even if  the change initiative fails (and 
many do) beyond your efforts, you and your team have likely 
increased your resilience and earned a brand of  leading out 

when the next change comes your way.

When you finally reach this zone, you begin to see real bene-
fits from the change that you’ve struggled through. You take 
control of  the change and use it to your advantage. Here, the 
results you get begin to look better than when you first started 
out. Now wins become more frequent and tangible results are 
more apparent. But it’s also the time to avoid complacency. The 
lessons from achieving your goals––and even from failing––can 
pave the way for future success and better performance. 

Change is a sloppy process, but it can be better adopted with 
awareness of  these four zones, especially if  you can make them 

“short and shallow.” This phrase is meant to remind you not to 
wallow or lose traction in any one zone. Instead, acknowledge 
each zone, spend the sufficient time necessary dealing with its 
challenges, and move forward. 

Prepare for Setbacks
Setbacks are so common during organizational change that 
William McFarland and Susan Goldsworthy, authors of  Choos-
ing Change, invented a best practice when consulting on large-
scale change efforts. Before the change effort begins, they advise 
their clients to prepare in two ways:

• Building the change intervention in a way that anticipates 
setbacks and plans for them in advance. 

• Understand that no matter how good your advance plan-
ning is, you will experience setbacks. 

During a change effort, you will experience at least one setback 
that will test your will to continue. Expect this setback and 
commit to the determination to push through it. Setbacks 
often occur just before the tipping point of  the change effort. 
For some reason, setbacks can increase just before the change 
effort takes hold. When you are experiencing setbacks that seem 
insurmountable, success is close. 

Your goal is not merely to push through setbacks but to rec-
ognize and exploit the opportunities that they provide. A 
well-managed setback can become a great asset in carrying out 
revolutionary change. 

Two types of  setbacks are typical setbacks and derailers. Both are 

Remember, your role  
is to clarify, explain, resist 
spinning, and keep them 

updated. 
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• A surprise shift in strategy. In this situation, the or-
ganization’s senior leadership decides to shift organiza-
tional strategy in a way that makes the ongoing change 
effort more or less important. Examples include mergers, 
acquisitions, and entering a new area of  business and/or 
a new market. 

• Unexpected stakeholder resistance. In this example, 
the change effort sparks unexpected resistance from one or 
more new stakeholder groups and/or competitors.

• A change in CEO. In this example, the CEO is replaced, 
and the change effort loses its strongest advocate. The 
successor CEO may not support the current effort or may 
want to change its scope and/or direction.  

Managing derailers in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous environment is a difficult task for any organization. 
Even so, two things will help: improving your organization’s 
ability to sense its competitive environment and creating an 
internal environment in your organization that is optimized 
for continuous change.

Managing setbacks effectively involves reducing or eliminating 
their adverse effects and exploiting the opportunities they pro-
vide. Four actions are recommended: anticipate typical setbacks, 
improve environmental sensing, continually optimize the orga-
nizational environment, and manage your determination.

The most important consideration is anticipating typical set-
backs in your organization and building the change effort in a 
way that mitigates them. 

The experience of  working through a setback can improve 
your self-control, your patience, and your overall leadership 
skills––if  you let it. So, allow setbacks to improve you. Stay 
focused on the developmental potential during setbacks, par-
ticularly when they are most difficult. Leading change always 
changes us, but always for the best. 

Build Consensus for Change
Years of  patterns lead to ingrained and deeply entrenched sets 
of  beliefs and behaviors that extend into practices that are 
systemic and cultural.

important, but the approaches for managing them are quite 
different. Typical setbacks are routine occurrences that affect 
the performance of  change efforts. Routine means things that 
often occur during change efforts and therefore can be antici-
pated. Examples include

• Reduced priority of  the change effort over time. 
New business issues and other distractions begin to chal-
lenge the effort for priority. When the priority of  a revolu-
tionary change effort begins to fall, the effort is in jeopardy, 
and you must act.

• Loss of  vision. The organization loses sight of  its vision 
for the change effort over time. If  the reason for enduring 
discomfort is lost, reverting to old behavior is an easy way 
for the brain to stop the discomfort. Successful change 
demands that the vision stay strong over time.

• Senior leadership conflict and/or stonewalling. 
One manifestation of  this occurs when leaders become de-
fensive and/or try to minimize the effect of  the change effort 
on their business unit or function. This often occurs when 
insufficient effort was invested in building senior leadership 
consensus and/or when the CEO and the top management 
team are not directly engaged in the change effort.

• Inconsistent and/or ineffective change leadership. 
Some change leaders foster high levels of  performance 
and collaboration, but others foster the opposite effects. It 
makes great sense to build a cadre of  change leaders before 
change is necessary.

Derailers can be defined as unexpected occurrences that threat-
en the success of  revolutionary change efforts. They arise from 
the growing complexity of  the competitive environment. This 
environment demands that organizations change continuously 
and in new and complex ways. The interactions among several 
factors are creating this environment, including increasing glo-
balization, unprecedented competition, more or different stake-
holders, economic uncertainty, energy constraints, resource 
scarcity, and political instability. Examples of  derailers are

• A second disruption. In this situation, an organization is 
rocked by a second competitive disruption before it has ad-
justed to the first one. This can test the ability of  a change 
leader and an organization to adapt. 
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Change is risky because by definition, it involves doing some-
thing unproven, something that hasn’t yet been shown to work, 
Brian Klapper points out in The Q-Loop.

Employees resist change for lots of  reasons. They might sim-
ply disagree with the change or the rationale its based on. Or 
they might believe the change will be a fad. Or there might be 
deeper psychological factors, such as a fear of  learning new 
skills or losing authority. 

However, for most change initiatives, lack of  alignment among 
the leadership team is the primary cause of  failure. Too often, 
factions occur and sides are taken. Or there is not complete 
commitment to the vision and path. The initiative becomes 
bogged down by lack of  consensus and stalls. 

Change is not simply creating a road map; it is about getting 
buy-in regarding the need for the journey. It is about painting a 
vivid and compelling picture of  the future, getting consensus on 
the route to be taken, ensuring agreement on the timing, and 
hearing and overcoming concerns from all participants.

To execute strategy successfully, it’s essential that you take your 
organization’s current cultural temperature. That way, you’ll 
understand its collective attitude toward change––both its open-
ness to change and its points of  resistance. By doing so, you’ll 
determine the specific hurdles that will stand in your way as 
well as the people you can lean on to keep you moving forward. 

Address the Fear of Change
People’s responses to change have nothing to do with logic, 
according to Lior Arussy in Next Is Now. We’re hardwired 
to hold on to the Now instead of  embracing the Next. After 
all, the Now is comforting and predictable. We do not want to 
leave this presumably safe, familiar place. It is reassuring and 
comforting. Losing it is like losing a piece of  ourselves. 

The Next, on the other hand, is hard. Why? In a word: fear. 
Anything that deviates from the status quo scares people. We re-
flexively resist new ideas and new ways of  doing things because 
we cling to the past. People will frequently express concerns 
about the future such as “What will it be like?” Such statements, 
however, are deceiving. If  you attempt to address them, you will 
miss the deeper, underlying issues. 

Underneath every future-based fear, there are two deeper fears: 
fears rooted in the past and fears triggered by the challenge to 
one’s identity. When people are stuck in the past, they struggle 
with how to contextualize their past performance with a need 
for change. They need to place their performance in a positive 
light before they can engage with the future-based fears. 

Identity-based fear takes this a step deeper. Often people feel 
that the upcoming change is a threat to who they are and not 
just what they do. They struggle with more existential questions 
about the impact of  the future on their values and how they 
define themselves. Addressing those deeper fears is essential to 
preparing for the future. 

Typical change initiatives are so preoccupied with celebrating 
the future that they fail to recognize the importance of  the past 
and those who labored to get the organization here. It is only 
when we respectfully acknowledge the significance of  the past 
that we begin to get people unstuck. This requires proactive 
communication and a genuine understanding of  the history of  
the organization leading up to the change. 

If  you’re leading a change program at your organization, it’s 
your job to make people comfortable by creating a meaningful 
transition between the past and the future. If  you’re an employ-
ee tasked with adapting to a new change, you have the opportu-
nity to help your colleagues and customers embrace the change 
by demonstrating the connection between the past you’ve lived 
and the future you will build.
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deviates from the status 
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