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INTRODUCTION 

Over the last fifteen years, I’ve had the opportunity to travel around the world and work with hundreds of companies and organizations, and thousands of individuals, as they were undergoing change. During that time, I’ve seen some things that people and organizations do well during times of change. Mostly, though, I’ve seen all the headaches that people and organizations encounter when trying to cope with something new.

The main difference (all right, change) I’ve noticed since I started helping people deal with these issues is this: Fifteen—or even five—years ago, I would work with people and organizations during what was considered a “time of change.” A company was revising its management structure, or its way of doing business, and its employees had to learn how to deal with the changes that entailed. We’d hold some meetings to clear the air and to impart some strategies for coping with the change, and then it was, “All right, everybody, let’s get back to work.”

As the pace of business and society has accelerated, and as waves of change have crashed one atop another, it is no longer possible to think of change as something to be dealt with, gotten through, and then no longer worried about until the next change happens. What was once considered a “period of change” is now known as “Thursday.” Every day in your company or organization is one where you have to work hard to manage change, deal with its aftershocks, and anticipate the newest development racing around the corner and heading straight at you. There’s no longer something called “work” to get back to. The “work” today includes dealing with daily change.

But even in this new era of perpetual change, a few things that have always been true about change remain so. Here’s the first one:

Nobody likes change.

The people in your organization resist change, and you do too— we all do. This is only natural. After all, the goal of each person working in a company or organization is (or at least used to be) to become really, really good at what he or she does. After mastering a job, no one wants to then be told: “What you’re doing is really great. Now just do it differently . . . faster . . . for another market . . . under different management . . . in a new location . . . with the software we just switched to . . . using this new process. . . .” And so on. Considering how difficult and uncomfortable change is, some resistance (and grumbling and complaining) is inevitable.

My goal in this book is not to tell you how to eliminate all resistance to change in your organization. You can change many things, but human nature is not one of them. What you’ll learn here is why and how people (including yourself) resist change and what strategies you can use to lessen that resistance and help people get through the phases of a change as quickly and easily as possible.

Here’s another thing about changes within businesses and organizations that was true in the past and still is:

When you change how you do things, your productivity 
always goes down.

This may seem counterintuitive. After all, isn’t the whole point of making a change to increase your productivity . . . your efficiency . . . your profits? Why are you even making a change if it will make things worse?

The explanation for this is that the above sentence is not quite complete. What I really mean to say is:

When you change how you do things, your productivity 
always goes down initially.

Sometimes you will in fact make a change that really would harm your productivity permanently. That means that you’ve made a bad decision, and you’ll have to make another change to correct course. But even if you make the best change available, and do everything possible to help the people in your organization adapt to it quickly (as you’ll learn to in this book!), your productivity will still go down at first. Every major change brings with it some resistance, problems, adjustments, and more. Put together, these will put a drag on your productivity, just as surely as the forces of air resistance and gravity will inevitably drag a golf ball you hit back to the ground.

I’m not going to promise to show you how to completely eliminate the initial drop in productivity caused by change—anymore than I can point out loopholes in the laws of physics that will help your golf game. The drop is gonna happen. The key, as we’ll discuss in this book, is to make the hit to your organization’s operation as small and as short-lived as possible. You need to manage the depth and duration (two words you’ll also see later) of the damage to your productivity and move as quickly as possible to the stage where a change pays off as intended.

In Change Is Your Competitive Advantage you’re going to discover how the ever-faster pace of change has a make-or-break impact on businesses and organizations today. I’ll show you how to get you and your colleagues through the stages of change as quickly and smoothly as possible, with as small a downturn in your operation as you can manage. And if I were writing this book even five years ago, I could wrap things up there. But one result of what I call “the New Business Reality” (a concept I’ll explain in Chapter 2) is that merely coping with and managing change is no longer enough.

The truth is, as someone working for a business or organization today, you already manage change. I think you manage change every day, simply because you have no choice. Now, after you learn the strategies in this book, I really believe you will get much better at understanding and managing change. But I also believe that we are at the point in business today where simply managing change is not enough to be successful. We actually have to seize change and make it a part of our competitive advantage. We have to be able to take advantage of all of the opportunities that come our way every day because of all of this change. So here is a fact about change and business that was not true a few years ago, but is crucially so today:

Your career success depends not on doing well what you’ve 
done in the past but on changing quickly and effectively so 
that you can do what needs to be done in the future.

To put it another way, your greatest value to your organization is not the set of specific, learned skills you bring to your job. Your real value lies in the ability you have to be a change agent. To be successful in the New Business Reality, you need to be able to master change, help others adapt to change, and use this ability to gain a competitive advantage for yourself within your organization and for your business or organization within its marketplace. Boosting your career and your company’s success through seizing that edge is what this book is all about. (Note: Throughout the book, you’ll find “Managing Up” sidebars, geared toward individuals, and “Managing Down” sidebars, geared toward leaders.)

managing UP

CAREER SECURITY 

When asked how the way she evaluated job candidates had changed over the past few years, Anne Mulcahy, chairwoman and chief executive of the Xerox Corporation, told Adam Bryant of The New York 
Times that she looked more for “adaptability and flexibility. One of the things that is mind-boggling right now is how much we have to change all the time.”

How will we get there? Well, in these pages I’ll explain how the New Business Reality is a time of increasingly faster change, greater insecurity, but also great opportunity. We’ll see how change, and the resistance and loss of productivity that goes along with it, is the biggest challenge facing businesses today. Then we will explore how you and the people in your organization react to change, and the communication you need to encourage in order to get through it. We’ll also look at a number of different techniques for dealing with change. The most crucial part of the book discusses how to remake your organization so that it’s always ready for change, and how to seize a competitive advantage for your business today and tomorrow.

Along the way, I’ll give you the information and tools you need in a variety of ways. Those will include:

Explanations of the dynamics of change, drawn from my years of 
experience working with organizations in the middle of it 

Some on-point examples from business, technology, and society that 
provide lessons about the challenges of change 

Stories of a company dealing with many different aspects of change 

Sets of “tools you can use” that give you specific strategies for 
mastering change 

We’re going to talk about “change” in a lot of contexts here: changes in the marketplace, changes in your own workplace, and changes in how you and your organization do things. But the most important type of change—by far—I’m concerned with is this one: a change in your way of thinking and behaving. What I’m aiming for in this book is to challenge your thinking, interrupt your everyday patterns, and try to get you to see things from a different point of view. You may not agree with or be able to put into practice everything you’ll find here. (In fact, I’m assuming you won’t.) What I will ask, though, is that you think seriously about what we discuss and how it relates to your own career. Surrounded by ever-faster change, it can be nearly impossible to take a moment to look at the big picture. We’re too focused on just getting by and on finishing things that really should have been done yesterday—or in the New Business Reality, abandoned last week.

My hope is that after reading Change Is Your Competitive 
Advantage you’ll find that while change is unending, unsettling, and often uncomfortable, it also offers tremendous opportunities to those who know how to master it. Once you change your thinking, and change your behavior, something else becomes possible— a very positive change in the success of your career and your organization.
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CHANGE—FAST TODAY , 
AND EVEN FASTER 
TOMORROW 

Think about it for a minute: What are some changes that you’ve experienced in your business or organization over the last year or two?

In fact, don’t just think about it: Get out a sheet of paper and a pen. (You may want to get a few sheets, actually, as you’ll need some for later in the book.) Consider what working at your business was like two years ago (or whenever you started working there), including such aspects as your work itself, your colleagues, your company, your market, and so on. Then jot down five or six things that are different about it now.

If your business is like the ones I’ve done workshops with, you might come up with things like:

• Increased pace of work 

• Different management structure 

• Changes in the marketplace 

• New policies from the human resources department 

• Different office 

• New systems and software 

• Higher expectations 

• Different colleagues and bosses 

• Changes in mood and morale (and usually not for the better) 

• Different procedures 

• New competitors 

• . . . and possibly more.

That’s an awful lot to cope with in a relatively short period of time. One result of having to deal with all this change is that it creates a business environment very different from the one of five or ten years ago and just about unrecognizable from what people faced twenty or thirty years back.

In this part of the book, we’ll look into how the dynamics of change affect your business and how the ever-accelerating pace of change has led to the New Business Reality—a reality that is full of challenges and insecurity, but also excitement and opportunities.

WHERE CHANGE COMES FROM 

Now ask yourself one big question about the changes that have occurred in your own organization: Why? What is driving all the changes—in pace, expectations, requirements, technology, leadership, and more—that you’re experiencing? Where are they coming from?

I’ve worked with a lot of organizations filled with a lot of people who walk around saying things like: “You know, things used to be great around here. But now my boss is forcing me to change too fast or too much. Why can’t he leave well enough alone? If my boss would just get off my back and let me do my job like I know how, everything would be okay.”

I’m sorry to have to break it to anyone who is thinking that way—I know how fun it is to blame everything on the higher-ups— but the problem is really not your boss. It is not your boss’s boss. It is not the CEO of the corporation or a new VP trying to make her mark in the company. The truth is, it’s the entire world 
 around you that is forcing your organization to change. You don’t have to look far to realize you are not the only organization, industry, and profession undergoing change. Just pick up the newspaper or watch the business news any morning. You’ll see a lot of organizations undergoing a lot of changes for a lot of different reasons.

I call all of this the “winds of change.” These winds of change are not only blowing in corporate America but around the world as well. And because of the greater interconnectivity of people, businesses, and societies across the globe—what Thomas Friedman is referring to in his best-selling book about how “the world is flat”— the reality is that change everywhere else ends up causing change where you are. The true source of change in your organization is not internal but external. To blame your boss for the inevitable effects of the winds of change is like blaming the weatherman for telling you there will be a blizzard tomorrow. Whether the weatherman tells you about it or not, you’re still going to have a foot of snow to shovel in the morning.

WHAT DRIVES CHANGE? HERE’S A TIP 

Let me give you a TIP. There are three basic factors that drive change. And, as you might have guessed by those capital letters, they begin with the letters T, I, and P.

Let’s start with the first one: Technology.

You know this already. Technology is a driver of change. Most of the visible changes in your workplace today, as compared to twenty or thirty years ago, are a result of the different technologies we use to communicate with each other, manage our businesses, and create our products or services. And the one engine that drives technological change more than any other is the advance in computing capabilities.

In 1965 Gordon Moore, a microchip pioneer and one of the founders of Intel, made a prediction that helps to explain not only why computer technology has improved, but also why this improvement has moved faster and faster to enable the accelerating the pace of change we see today. Moore observed the rate at which the capacity of newer microchips was increasing, and he came up with what became known as Moore’s Law. It states: The capacity of 
computing power contained on a single microchip will double every two 
years. (In another version of this law, Moore believed the doubling might even occur every eighteen months.) Moore’s Law later came with a corollary: As computing power doubles, its cost will decrease to 
half as much. In other words, every two years will bring twice the computing power at half the price.

What can Moore’s Law and its corollary tell us? Well, for one thing, they explain why it is that every time you buy a computer, you see an ad three months—or three days—later for a similar one that has more power and costs three hundred dollars less. More generally, they help to explain how technology manages to change at an ever-growing pace, as advances feed upon themselves. Not every change in our lives is driven by technology, and not every technological change is driven by computers (though most are, at least indirectly). But the exponential growth in computing power is a big part in the faster change we see today.

THE POWER OF DOUBLING 

To understand the explosive growth that comes with doubling something every two years, you only need to take a quick look at the numbers. Things that grow at a relatively stable 3 to 8 percent a year—prices, let’s say—will become two to four times as large over a twenty-year period. Look at old ads or car prices and you can see that’s true. When something doubles every two years, though, twenty years later its growth will reach 2 to the tenth power, or 1,024. In other words, Moore’s Law holds that computer capacity can become about one thousand times as great over that period. And over the following twenty years, it can reach one thousand times as high as that new point, or one million times greater than where it started. Overall technological change increases at nowhere near that rate, of course, but the high growth rate of technological development does trickle down to affect change everywhere.

A LOT OF KNOWLEDGE CAN BE A 
DANGEROUS THING 

The second letter in TIP brings us to the second force behind change: Information.

It’s been said that there has been more information produced in the last thirty years than mankind produced in the previous five thousand. One weekday edition of the New York Times may have more information in it than the average person would have access to in his lifetime in eighteenth-century England.

They say the information available to us doubles every five years. 

As everything else increases in speed, I think that this is an old fact. 

By now, the information available to us may be doubling faster— perhaps every two years, even. And we know how quickly doubling something every two years can lead to an enormous change.

Information and Organizations 

The increase in the amount of information that exists—and particularly in the amount that is easily available to you—has huge implications for your business or organization. You have access to much more information on your market than businesses did in the past. You can find more books, articles, blogs, cable-television shows (and on and on) to give you information that may help in making business decisions. When looking for new employees, you don’t have to consider only those who happen to see a help-wanted ad in your local paper. You can reach out on the Internet through a variety of means to find potential employees; and, when you are considering hiring one, you can do web searches to verify her background.

This greater information works both ways. Customers no longer have to rely on the local yellow pages to find businesses to deal with. And, with all the information they can glean from sources like the expanding media, Internet message boards, and websites like ePinions.com, customers know a lot more about the products they buy and the businesses they deal with than in the past. As for the people you’re trying to hire, they too can find out more about your organization—and other potential employers—before deciding to work for you.

managing DOWN

THE PRICE OF NEW TECHNOLOGY 

Don’t require your staff to use any technology you can’t or wouldn’t use yourself.It may seem like a lot of trouble to learn new systems— but your employees are watching to see whether you’re really committed to the new tools.

The ever-increasing information in the world today requires a change in how you think of your business; just to keep up, you have to consider the marketplace more broadly and learn about it more deeply. It also requires a change in how you operate your organization. You need to have the resources to gather more information, the expertise to process it, and the strategic thinking to make use of it.

THE MARKETPLACE GETS BROADER AND FASTER 

To give you an example of how the availability of greatly increased information changes the marketplace you’re working in, I’m first going to have to lay down another Law and also put a little more math up on my imaginary chalkboard. For those of you still trying to wrap your head around that “2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 = 1,024” deal, I apologize, but I’ll try to make it as simple as possible—really!

Metcalfe’s Law—another great invention—says: The value of a 
network is the square of its number of participants. To answer the question you probably have about that statement (“Huh?”), let me give an example. If you have ten members in your business or social network, the value of the network is 10 x 10 (the square of ten), or 100. If the network increases to one hundred members, its value becomes 100 × 100, or 10,000. You now have ten times as many people in the network, but the network itself has now become one 
hundred times as valuable. That exponential increase, following Metcalfe’s Law, is a result of the larger number of interconnections you get with a larger network and the greater opportunities to exchange ideas, abilities, and information.

To get more specific: Let’s say you have some rookie baseball cards from the 1980s you want to sell, and you’re in the market to buy some rare collectible Beanie Babies of the early ’90s. (I’m not judging anybody here, just making up an example.) You need some information about the marketplace out there: a potential buyer and a potential seller. You look first among the ten members (network value = 100) of your neighborhood association. What are the chances that network will provide you with the information you need? Not that good. Then you go to the hundred people (network value = 10,000) who read the bulletin board in your community center. You might have some luck there, but very possibly not.

Now let’s say you go to a big network with a huge amount of information—like eBay. With 20 million regular users, the value of that network, according to Metcalfe’s Law, comes out to 20 million squared. My calculator doesn’t go that high, but that’s got to be a number up near a gazillion. With such a network, the information you now have available means it’s possible that you won’t just find someone interested in old baseball cards in general, but even someone who desperately wants your 1982 Cal Ripken, Jr. card. You also have a good chance of finding someone who can sell you that special 1993 Sparkle Pink Pony Beanie Baby (again, not judging).

As with most things in life, there’s a flip side. In a bigger marketplace with more information, five other people might be out there with you, ready to sell their 1982 Ripken card. Some of them may be willing to sell their product at a lower price, faster, and charge less for shipping. The information that’s helping you is helping everyone else as well. You’ve got to move fast to keep up.

From “Up to the Minute” to “Up to the Second”

Businesses now require more detailed information to make decisions. One example of this development is the method movie studios often use to test a sample audience’s response to upcoming films.

In test screenings of the past, cards would be passed out to audience members, who would mark what they liked and didn’t like in the movie they’d just seen. After some advances in technology, and greater competition in the movie business, audience members now are frequently asked to turn a dial as they watch the film—one way for “fun, interesting, exciting” and the other for “get on with it already.” (A similar method, by the way, is sometimes used by pollsters and political consultants to assess the public reaction to a candidate’s speech or debate performance.) The second-by-second responses can be interpreted to help decide if certain scenes should be cut, or just edited down a few seconds, in order to create the most audience-friendly product possible.

WE WA NT CHANGE AND WE WA NT IT NOW 

Let’s be honest about this. We can’t blame all the change we see in the world on advances in technology or on a glut of informa- tion available all the time. What’s really at the bottom of all of this change, of course, begins with that third letter in the word TIP: People.

It’s obvious that people cause change in one sense: they’re the ones creating all those marvelously faster microchips and other technological goodies. Computers don’t create new and better versions of themselves—at least not yet. People are also the ones adding to our store of information, as they post a blog about their pet cats, or favorite television show, and push the number of web pages out there up into the billions. So people are indeed the creators of changes in technology and information.

But there’s a more important angle to look at here, especially from the point of view of your business. People not only create the elements that make change happen, but they also are the source of the need, desire, and market for change. People buy things, they use things, they expect things, and they raise the bar in terms of their expectations every single day. Can’t you see how the bar is being raised on you too? It’s being raised in terms of what your customers want, when they want it, how they want it, and what they are willing to pay for it.

You might ask if it is possible to lower people’s expectations. 

That would make life for your business easier, wouldn’t it? Unfortunately, that’s basically impossible to do. The reason why is that it’s not just some unreasonable “they” out there who are raising the bar of expectations. It’s everybody who is doing so, including you and me. We all want things faster, cheaper, with better service, and of higher quality. When it comes to who is demanding that businesses raise the bar, it’s like a line from the old Pogo comic strip: 
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“The New Reality reminds you that Culture trumps Strategy anytime.”
—Larry Rowland, Former Chairman of the Board at Parkview Health System
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