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			Praise for Dancing with Disruption

			“We’ve watched Jeff grow from paperboy to his first paperback, and this book illustrates how he has learned to tackle challenges with a caring people-first approach. We’re proud of our son!”

			—Mom and Dad Skipper

			“I’ve had the pleasure of working with Jeff on several projects and he does what he says. You will find practical help in this book!”

			—Jennifer McCue, President & CEO, Bethany Care Society

			“The world is not going to get any calmer any time soon, but Jeff creates great clarity in the eye of the storm and teaches us all how to tame the winds in our favor.”

			—Alan Weiss, PhD., author of Sentient Strategy, Million Dollar Consulting, and over 60 other books

			Change has become a dirty word, but it doesn’t need to be. Dancing with Disruption equips leaders with strategies to overcome or even welcome change—because without change there is no growth.

			—Laurie Wang, Vice President, People, Culture and Communications, Legal Aid Alberta

			“Having worked directly with Jeff, I can say that he knows exactly what he’s talking about. He has helped my organization successfully lead a massive amount of change by shifting mindset and behavior.”

			—Alyssa Better, Director, Global Sales Enablement, Quest
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Introduction: 
An Unparalleled Lesson in How to Lead Change

			As a leader you are responsible to make change happen when needed. Quickly. You have to adapt to shifts in customer behavior, labor shortfalls, and competitor attacks. You have a workforce that needs to keep pace.

			
					How do you motivate people to change fast? Even overnight?

					How do you sell that goal — and the change process required to get there?

					How do you filter out rumors and untruths when rolling out dramatic change?

					How do you know when to reward change? Or coerce it?

					How do you get hundreds or thousands of people aligned on a single goal?

			

			In early 2020, everyone experienced an event that demanded rapid, radical change. As the COVID-19 pandemic spread relentlessly through our cities and nations, government and health leaders asked us to change fundamental behaviors overnight. No touching. Keep six feet apart. Don’t visit your neighbor or your grandkids. Cancel your plans. Start sanitizing as if your life depends on it.

			As the crisis unfolded, governments took action. Many different actions. Some were outrageous. Some were contradictory. All were focused on driving change in people’s behavior. Some governments, like New Zealand, succeeded in their approach to curtail the virus with draconian rules. In nations slower to adopt measures, major surges killed thousands.

			The way we shopped, ate, and socialized became fundamentally different. Parents became teachers, teachers became online influencers, and managers became mental health consultants.

			Some of these changes were transient, and reversion was quick. (Back to the gym for me!) Others have become permanent, baked in by a blend of positive experiences (food delivered to my door!) and fear (long COVID is horrible).

			Organizations proved they could transform faster than ever imagined. Long-term projects to carry out digital transformation and enable remote work suddenly had extremely short timelines — and they got done.

			It was the largest experiment ever witnessed in promoting behavior change on a scale never seen before or in such a short timeframe, offering an unparalleled lesson in how to lead dramatic change. From money to mandates, leaders used every tool available to inspire and coerce compliance to behave in a new way. The pandemic gave us all a perfect view of how change can — and cannot — be led.

			What made the difference between success and failure in this change effort? What could have been improved? If we pause to review the choices and results, there is much to learn. This book is your guide to drive dramatic change in your organization. It uses the pandemic as a case study for the application of change leadership.

			Note the choice of term. Change management is a follower’s game. Someone else is pushing the buttons, and you are simply responding. When it comes to rapid transformation, strong leadership is essential, and the focus must be on the end goal and the change required to reach that goal. Change leadership is the focal point of our work in driving success.

			We will dive into twelve strategies used during the pandemic to unlock truths about leading change — our dance in the face of disruption — to help you repeat what works and avoid wasting time on what doesn’t. I will assess why leaders’ strategies were or were not effective using the principles of psychology coupled with my own experience of leading change across every type of industry and with every type of stakeholder for more than twenty-five years.

			Briefly, the twelve change leadership strategies we will investigate are:

			
					Set a clear goal

					Identify all stakeholders

					Assess impacts

					Develop a change plan

					Lead the change

					Execute the plan

					Communicate effectively

					Remove barriers

					Respond to resistance

					Measure success

					Sustain success

					Clean up

			

			Never has the discipline of leading change been more relevant, visible, and widespread. The advice in this book will guide you to successfully lead any type of significant change effort. Keep in mind that — while I analyze the challenges, successes, and failures of change leadership related to the pandemic — my goal is to offer insights and proven strategies for you as a business leader so you can successfully implement dramatic change in your organization.

			Here are just a few takeaways you’ll learn:

			
					To inspire broad change, you need a clear destination as well as consequences for failure.

					Change does not apply to everyone in the same way. Inspiration is a one-to-one game.

					You can predict resistance in two minutes with two simple questions, which we’ll discuss in Strategy 3.

					Strategies for change often fail on first use. Rapid response to changing realities on the front line enables success.

					Having multiple leaders erodes the effectiveness of change initiatives. You must choose a single leader carefully.

					The biggest issue in communicating change is getting above the noise.

					The biggest barrier to change is often barriers. Removing limitations related to time, travel, and language can be your biggest boost to adoption.

					You can’t sustain change without rewarding people, but it’s better to highlight benefits than hand out cash and gifts.

					You can coerce change, but you will pay the price in broader resistance among your converts.

					Measurements drive motivation. Monitor leading and lagging measurements to keep your change plan on track.

			

			If you are leading employees through a major disruption, you will gain useful, practical insights here. Put on your mask, and let’s take a closer look.
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Strategy 1 
Start at the End: Set a Clear Goal

			“If you don’t know where you’re going, every road will get you nowhere.”

			—Henry Kissinger

			You can’t lead change without a clear destination. We begin at the end. It’s a simple point too often missed in the rush to demonstrate that action is happening. Think about the politicians who want to claim progress in the pursuit of popularity. Quick wins can lead to big losses if we are not moving in the right direction.

			Clarity on the goal eliminates confusion, sets guidelines for tactics, and avoids wasted time and effort. But we can’t pursue just any direction. The end goal needs to make sense and appeal to the people you are leading. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, stakes were never higher. The goal for change had to inspire the entire world.

			The Evidence

			At first glance, the answer to “What is the goal?” seems obvious when it came to the pandemic. The 1918 influenza pandemic (commonly known as the Spanish flu) demonstrated just how deadly a virus can be. Twenty years ago, SARS was also instructive. When the COVID-19 pandemic struck, the direction from the World Health Organization was to preserve lives. Governments adopted a similar stance and put saving lives before all other priorities. As a top-level goal, that is pretty easy to support. Who wouldn’t? There was no cure at the outset. The threat was real.

			By summer 2020, with no vaccine available and infection numbers swelling, it would have been foolish to focus on a return to normal. Savings lives physically was extremely difficult. Hospitals were overloaded. Sickness, fear, and survival instincts made for many perspectives on what “saving lives” truly meant, such as:

			
					Eliminate the threat of dying from the virus at any cost

					Protect the vulnerable

					Enable people to keep working

					Save small businesses

					Save all businesses

					Prevent Amazon from taking over all retail

					Preserve freedom to do whatever the heck I want

					Let me visit my grandkids.

					Return life to the way things were ASAP!

			

			These were all valid goals. But were they equal in importance? While the primary goal remained obvious — keep people alive — secondary goals varied widely. Many governments stepped in to save businesses and protect individuals who could not go to work with loans and subsidies. They were saving livelihoods as well as lives.

			Once vaccines became available, secondary goals shifted and split again. In the spirit of saving lives and moving toward loosening of restrictions, leaders altered the message: Everyone should be vaccinated. It’s our best defense against death or the horrors of long COVID.

			Set a Clear Goal: The Analysis

			In early 2020, COVID-19 infections spread at a frightening speed. Government and health leaders needed to respond quickly. Regarding our first strategy — set a clear goal — how well did they do?

			I have assigned a score of A, B, C, or D for each of the twelve strategies you’ll read about in this book. While my scores are admittedly subjective, my hope is that assigning each strategy a rating will give you added perspective on how well leaders applied the strategy during this change process. As a side benefit, perhaps this will inspire you to hold lively “water cooler conversations” with other change leaders to debate these scores!

			So, let’s return to our question. When it came to setting a clear goal, how well did leaders do?

			Score: A

			Setting the goal for a dramatic change is tricky business. It requires you to predict the future and envision where the change will lead. A virus with no cure made that problematic. When the end game is a blur, it’s wise to pick a strong intermediate goal, which is what our leaders did. Saving lives was a logical immediate target.

			The goal of saving lives was broad enough to incorporate a focus on saving livelihoods, creating vaccines, and defending against the surge of variants. Saving lives included keeping businesses afloat and helping individuals pay their bills when work was restricted. The goal was clear enough to give everyone direction and broad enough to encompass many different tactics to accomplish it. From a leadership perspective, that’s extremely helpful, providing great latitude for innovation.

			The goal for the pandemic was clearly related to people. I know it’s obvious, but it’s worth stating that when leaders cannot show a clear connection between disruption and how it will benefit individuals, it’s much more difficult to move people to change. In the case of the pandemic, the disruptive change of safety measures would not only benefit each of us as individuals but it would also benefit our larger community. We chose to comply with restrictions for the collective safety of our friends, family, and neighbors as much as for ourselves.

			Of course, not everyone was happy with the restrictions leaders put in place to accomplish the goal. Even with the right goal in mind, those measures would damage the economy in ways that might not be recoverable — at least not for a long time. And those restrictions would impact mental health. One must ask, “What is the life to be preserved?” Isolation and idleness are not “living.” Sacrifices were necessary, which gave rise to protests, but national governments did not waver from their main goal of saving lives.

			As vaccines became widely available, local governments adjusted their goals. While national governments continued to press for saving physical lives through vaccination, some local governments (for example, Texas and Alberta) began shifting priorities to saving the economy and preserving the rights of individuals to choose how they would live. (For many, “choice” centered on whether to wear a mask or get vaccinated.) While this was a significant change in focus, it still fell within the broader umbrella of the main goal. The burden of change moved from the majority to those who were the most vulnerable, making vaccination a matter of choice rather than a mandate and leaving those at risk to adjust habits to ensure their own safety.

			COVID-19 has taken millions of lives worldwide. For the few countries that chose a hands-off approach with no goal to save lives, they did not achieve herd immunity nor inspire behaviors that would prevent the spread. Instead, they witnessed major surges in infections and a large number of deaths.

			Governments that set a goal to put lives above all else made the goal clear from the beginning and were able to align the majority of their citizens with changes that helped to support the achievement of that goal.

			Lessons for Change Leaders

			Different people have different priorities. We act in our own self-interest. To get everyone aligned and moving in the same direction one goal must rule them all. Change cannot be about 100 things. It must have a single, clear focus that encompasses varied interests while being resilient enough to withstand shifts in circumstances. Yes, it can encompass a few secondary priorities, as long as they clearly align with the main goal. If you can’t illustrate the end goal with clarity because it is still being defined, pick an intermediate goal that will get your audience moving.

			When announcing the goal for change, your audience needs a well-defined view of all that the goal entails: the who, what, why, when, and where.

			
					Where are we going?

					Who is impacted?

					What will I need to do differently?

					What’s in it for me? Will it hurt?

					Why are we doing this?

					When will this happen?

			

			You might have noticed that how is missing from this list. We will get to this when we begin working on tactics. When you roll out a new change, it’s common to still be mapping out the how. Tell your audience that the details are coming and give them a timeline. It’s still important to get them thinking about the goal while you are still working out the details.

			Painting a detailed picture of the future that highlights the benefits of the change infuses it with purpose, making it easier for people to support. Your audience needs to know that the change process is worth it. Connecting the goal with benefits for each person is an important motivator. Connecting the goal with benefits for others can be even more powerful. Helping those around us offers purpose and meaning to our lives, a common desire for everyone.

			We can’t ignore the fact that nothing great or noble is accomplished without giving up something. Pursuing a goal means not pursuing something else. Sacrifice is inherent. It’s the nature of change, and people recognize costs right away. Many changes in our organizations today such as system upgrades and departmental shuffles don’t appear to have any direct benefits for employees. The change just needs to be done.

			During the pandemic, couples delayed marriages, and families could not reunite. My wife and I watched the news closely, wondering if our planned anniversary trip to London and Paris would happen. As one by one the borders closed, we gave up hope for our special trip. Two years later, that milestone anniversary to be celebrated is long gone, and we can’t get it back. Others gave up much more. It was all pain with no gain.

			As leaders, we must be sensitive to the negative side of change and call it out early and often, both to prepare people for it and to acknowledge the pain. Help people shoulder the pain, if possible. At minimum, demonstrate empathy.

			Laying out the goal clearly enables people to begin processing the reality of the change and the pain it may bring so they are prepared for what comes next.
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