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What People Are Saying about


Forward


“Change is inevitable. Adaptation is needed to stay alive and to thrive. But most change is neither adaptive nor exciting. Elizabeth Moran steps into this abyss with one of the most enlightening, compassionate, and yet realistic discussions of how to deal with, lead, and inspire change in organizations. She sparks possibilities and hope into these ever-present processes, like a bolt of lightning brought characters in a movie into the future.”


Richard Boyatzis, PhD, Distinguished University Professor, Case Western Reserve University, coauthor of the international best seller Primal Leadership and the recent Helping People Change


“Let’s face it. Change is hard, especially when it is thrust upon you. That’s why most change initiatives fail to meet their objectives and create significant stress and frustration in leaders and teams. Elizabeth Moran’s Forward takes these leaders through a compassionate step-by-step approach to first align themselves and then their teams to enable change to flow smoothly.”


Henna Inam, CEO of Transformational Leadership Inc. and author of Wired for Authenticity


“One of the biggest barriers to change (and learning and growth and, and, and) isn’t that great change only happens to some people. It’s that most people don’t manage it. In increasingly messy times, having a voice like Elizabeth Moran’s to guide you through the process not like a stuffy consultant but like a street-smart friend could be the difference between thriving in times of change and devolving into a hot mess. Buy this book.”


Mike Rognlien, founder of Multiple Hats Management and author of This Is Now Your Company: A Culture Carrier’s Manifesto “Elizabeth offers a refreshing, simple approach to navigating the complexities of leading change, offering a much-needed tool for every leader who feels overwhelmed by the volume and unpredictability of organizational change.”


Kevin Kruse, bestselling author of Great Leaders Have No Rules and 15 Secrets Successful People Know About Time Management


Elizabeth provides a must-have guide for leaders to move through common barriers to change, especially how to reduce anxiety and cut through the clutter that causes confusion, helping everyone align and move more confidently into the unknown. While there are many books on the subject, Elizabeth’s approach and insights are profound, yet practical, setting the approach apart and in a class of its own. I highly recommend this book!”


Dr. Srini Pillay, author of Your Brain and Business and Tinker, Dabble, Doodle, Try


Forward will give you time-saving and anxiety-reducing guidance at any stage of a tough change. You’ll venture into the unknown with a skilled and trusted coach who understands what it takes to inspire a team to action.”


Mark Thompson, New York Times bestselling author of Success Built to Last and Now…Build a Great Business!
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PART I


Practical Change Leadership


Leading human beings in a direction they didn’t decide to go is hard, which is why I wrote this book. I am a self-described “change nerd,” a title earned after 20 plus years of using my skills to celebrate successes and slog through challenges alongside colleagues and clients trying to transform their organizations in big and small ways. I love this stuff, both because of and in spite of the complexities and frustrations that human beings bring to making changes.


Meeting with leaders and teams one-on-one is great, but as the pace of change in our consolidated, digitized world speeds up, I needed another tool, this one in a format that leaders from all fields, leading teams of all sizes, could easily use during their own periods of change.


To my surprise, this book didn’t exist. I could find lots of 300-page resources about the theories and strategies of leading large-scale organizational change (many of which are very good), but seriously, who has the time to sort through all that information for the bits you need most as a team leader? And there were plenty of short articles full of bullet-point lists telling me what to do, but there wasn’t enough information about how to do it. The busy people leaders I know—the ones most often called on to implement changes made by others in their organization—need practical tools, conversation guides, and directions to quickly refer back to when they are going through periods of stress and change.


That’s what you’ll find here. When change is coming from above or externally, and you need to get it done, this guide is here to help you keep change leadership simple and effective. Just to be clear, I use the terms change leadership and change management interchangeably. For your own purposes, choose whichever synonym you like. This is your playbook of beginning-to-end steps, practical conversation guides, tested actions, and perspective-changing questions. While these pages will not hit on everything unique to your particular situation, we’ll explore the most common challenges that I and my clients have worked through.


As you read this book, recall changes you led in the past, or one you need to lead through now, to make what’s written come alive for you. You may come across a suggestion or idea that resonates with you because you took that action and had success. Great, you can take this practice forward as you lead your next change. You may also find your past or current change challenges outlined in a story or example shared here. Also great! You can prioritize the suggested action or guidance to help you have more success right now. I invite you to read straight through, skip to chapters that are most relevant, or jump to the back, where I’ve summarized the whole process in the Forward Change Leadership Tool to help you quickly implement the steps, without a lot of extra reading or detail. Engage with this book in whatever way is most helpful for you. I am excited to give you an inside look at what I have learned and used along the way that has worked!




Chapter 1


Leading Change Is Hard


Your boss pulls you aside and tells you the company is making a change in the product development plan…again. It means they need to release the update your team’s been working on 2 months sooner than planned.


“I know this is tough,” she says, “but you always get it done…just tell the team.”


“Okay,” you say, because you know that’s what you’re supposed to say but also because you can see the benefits of a faster release for the clients and the company. You also know that the change is inevitable, and the team will get it done. But it’s not going to be easy. Communicating this change and getting your team to buy in requires more than just a quick email. The truth is, you’re dreading the moment when you have to tell them. You can already imagine how they’ll respond, given all the items already on the product backlog and the many other changes that have already been pushed down from above.


“How do they expect us to get this done in time?”


“We’re already down a couple of people and working long hours!”


“This is just another decision made by out-of-touch executives who don’t understand what it will mean to the rest of us!”


That’s what they’ll say to your face. It’ll be worse when you’re not in the room.


So how do you do this? How do you lead your team through this change?


If you’re reading this book, chances are you manage people. Whether you’ve been in a leadership role for a long time or are brand-new to your job, let me state something that you’ve probably already figured out: change can be hard. This is especially true when you aren’t the one to initiate the change. Remember the time your favorite coffee place changed their breakfast blend, and you winced when you tasted the new, “improved” brew? Or when your doctor’s office moved to a different part of town, and how irritated you felt every time it took an extra 25 minutes to get to your appointment? Or, more recently, when the global shutdown upended almost everything, and you got hit with a lot of changes all at once? While these range in level of severity, there’s one thing they have in common: when change happens to you without your input or agreement, it doesn’t feel so great.


Here are some examples of tough changes at work that have happened to me, other leaders, and maybe to you, as well:




• You have to downsize your department and exit people who are really good.


• Your much-loved and supportive boss leaves and is replaced by someone you’re not sure will be as supportive or, worse, someone you don’t like so much.


• You’re ready to launch a process or product when a new “sponsor” takes over and wants to make changes, upending the work you and your team have already done.


• You are told to implement a change you believe is a bad idea.


• Your organization is part of a merger or acquisition that affects everything about your job.





And now it’s up to you to guide others through changes that neither you nor they initiated or control, which can feel pretty messy and overwhelming.


A mentor once asked me, “Elizabeth, when is making a change a good idea?” In the middle of overthinking my response, he answered his own question. “When it’s your idea!” A light bulb went on for me at that moment.


Your team is made up of humans who are likely to resist change when it’s not their idea, especially if it’s not completely clear how or if the change will be good for them. It’s how we’re hardwired mentally and emotionally to survive. It’s also part of why leading people through periods of change is one of the hardest parts of your job.


I’m one of those people who doesn’t mind change. I often need to shake things up when I get too comfortable. I like to think it’s because I want to make something better, but sometimes, if I’m really honest, it’s because I’m bored. Gift? Curse? Both, actually, depending on the context. Having said that, I’m human and prefer making a change that’s my idea and decision, and not the other way around.


You Can’t Change People


Here’s the first thing I want you to know: your job is not to make people change. In fact, changing a person is impossible.


Intellectually, you probably already know this. I certainly do, and yet, even after years of therapy, I still find myself trying to change other people, especially when conflict or resistance emerges. Many leaders feel pressure to make their team members decide to change. Unfortunately, that doesn’t work. People have to decide on their own whether to get on board or to resist. We’ll talk about this, and your role in their decision, more in the following chapters.


But the boss still wants that new product to launch, or that new process implemented, so the leader, feeling pressed for time, often ends up just sending an email announcing the change. And you know how that works out, having been, I’m sure, on the receiving end of more than one email like that. When communicating a big change, sending an email announcement — with the expectation that once the recipients hear about what’s going on, they’ll miraculously “get it” and everything will proceed smoothly—doesn’t work well. It doesn’t work for the team leader, who doesn’t get the buy-in they need, or for the employee, who doesn’t get the information they need to buy in.


Eventually, if it becomes clear that there’s not a lot of progress making the change, many leaders respond by just talking more, telling their team members what to do with increasing frequency and volume as their own worry and frustration grows. Once again, this doesn’t work well either. Meeting after meeting and week after week, their efforts fall short.


These are skilled, well-intentioned leaders, by the way. They’ve bought into their organization’s change, and all they need is for the people they work with to do the same. So what’s going wrong? Why haven’t they been able to put change into action despite having a clear goal and directive to do so?


This is usually the point when someone calls me. Leaders are experiencing more of what I’d call “derailing pain” versus the normal discomfort that most change brings, and they want help.


“Why Won’t They Just Do What We Ask Them to Do?”


I was working with a very smart strategic leader in the tech sector—we’ll call him Brett—and his executive team, helping them get their organization on board with a new strategy. The change was significant and would take several years to implement, affecting many things about how they worked together and how they engaged with clients.


Brett’s employees were pushing back against the pending changes, as people often will, and he didn’t like that, as most leaders wouldn’t. He and his executive team had spent months going through the data, considering alternatives, and making choices they believed would keep the business ahead of their fierce competition. Now he couldn’t understand why those who were assigned to implement the solutions were resisting, since from his perspective he’d explained very clearly that if things didn’t improve, the company would lose clients and revenue, and that wouldn’t be good for anyone. “Who doesn’t understand that?” Brett fumed. “I mean, we pay these people, so why won’t they just do what we ask them to do?”


Now, I knew Brett cared deeply about his people, but when he set his sights on a goal, that sensitivity could go out the window. He definitely leads more from his head than his heart, as he told me when we first met, “Picking up on emotional cues is not my strongest skill.”


And Brett’s not alone. Even I—a trained psychologist and executive coach who specializes in guiding teams through emotionally tough situations—can overlook how others might feel if I’m focused on an outcome. I lose sight of the fact that it’s my goal, not theirs. I forget that others, including people on my team, didn’t have the same access to information or an opportunity to consider other options, which was critical information that helped me decide to change.


Brett was right about a lot of things. He did pay his employees to do what the organization needed them to do. If his executive team announced a change, in a perfect world, his employees would, well, just do it. But this isn’t a perfect world, and this successful executive was forgetting one crucial point: his employees are human.


You Are Already a Change Leader


Here’s some good news: you’ve already made thousands of changes that have brought you to this point, and so have the people around you. Well done you! I guarantee you’re already doing things in your job that make for good change leadership, which is why you’re in a leadership role in the first place.


What else makes you an expert? Experiencing what doesn’t work. I also guarantee you’ve been on the receiving end of bad change leadership, which is basically just bad leadership. Remember what that was like? You didn’t have what you needed to buy into the change—the information, clarity, or support—that would have helped you become very open to making the change that was needed. Instead, you got the email announcement, but no one talked with you directly about what the change meant for you.


Most likely, none of the leaders who practiced bad change leadership in your past intended to do so… they might have been just too busy, unclear, or unskilled themselves. But they taught you something through what they lacked, showing you what to avoid.


Here’s some more good news: practicing good change leadership doesn’t involve changing who you are or starting a whole new set of actions that add to your already busy daily schedule.


What Can You Do?


You can’t make people change, but you can influence someone’s decision to support a change through what I call skillful change leadership, which is:




• first, understanding what information and support people need in order to get on board with a change happening around them, and


• second, providing information and opportunities for open, candid communication with your team, giving them greater control, which makes it easier for them to support the change.





We’ll spend the rest of this book exploring those two ideas, in terms of incorporating the priorities that underlie all good change leadership and then through discussing the most common tough change leadership situations, with practical action steps that guide people through accepting and implementing an organizational change.


Thankfully, Brett ended up getting it. How? First, he trusted me enough to believe there was a better way to lead through change (maybe my jumping up and down during a meeting and emphatically expressing “there’s a better way to do this” made an impression?). Second, he started doing his own reading on the topic (his curiosity and passion for learning are real strengths). And third, we were able to take theoretical concepts (like you can’t change people) and start turning them into practical, concrete actions that he and his team could take. The process Brett, his team, and I created, in fact, became the foundation for this book.


I want to help, so if you’re ready to go forward, let’s get to it.




Chapter 2


Our Brains and Change


What we’ll cover:




• Why people will do almost anything to avoid uncertainty


• Neuroscience concepts and what they mean for you as a change leader:


• Threat of uncertainty


• Negativity bias


• Switch cost


• Analytic and empathetic networks


• Optimism





Most of us can think of a time when we were blindsided by an email or an announcement about a change. And as we saw in the last chapter, we’ve all experienced and probably initially resisted some kind of change in work or life, especially if no one really explained it to us or gave us a chance to ask questions or share concerns. Sure, maybe your decision makers set up a town hall or team meeting with a Q&A, but did you want to be that lone person, asking the hard question in front of everyone? Or maybe they sent that general announcement email, closing with, “Let me know if you have any questions.” (Where to begin?)


Now you’re the leader who’s in charge of announcing a change, maybe feeling personal resistance to the change yourself, while also needing to help your team understand and adopt something new. There may be a lot of reactions and feelings going on, and even team members who are usually calm and accepting may be pushing back.


What’s going on?


Would it help you to know that the reactions you’re seeing are all part of basic human biology?


While an emotional reaction in itself is not a bad thing, there can be bad behavior that results from an emotional reaction that gets ignored, and that’s what we want to avoid. Chances are you know the people on your team pretty well. You are hopefully aware of their strengths, quirks, and past responses to change. Yet many leaders forget to use that knowledge before they announce the next change. They also forget (or maybe have never understood) that we humans are quite the paradox when it comes to our ability to make changes.


On one hand, our brains are hardwired with something called neuroplasticity, which allows us to change all the time as we learn and grow. There was a time when researchers assumed our brains were pretty much “baked” once we reached adulthood, but we now know that our brain can continue to evolve throughout our lifetime. Neuroplasticity can step in when a part of the brain is damaged, moving functions to other, undamaged areas, but it also creates the ability to change the physical structure of the brain as a result of learning.


At the same time, humans are hardwired with a primal response that responds to changes as threats, which helps alert us to danger when things in our environment shift. While it’s unlikely that some large-toothed, hungry beast is chasing you today, your very literal brain will still respond that way when it senses something it doesn’t recognize. Additionally, there’s also a human reaction called “loss aversion,” which basically means that the brain gives more psychological weight to the possibility of losing something we already have than to the potential benefits of something new, making it challenging to let go of what we know. Both of these hardwired responses can, and probably will, make the people on your team more resistant to changes, which is why your good change leadership will be key to helping them overcome their instincts.


Understanding these natural brain functions will help you, as a team leader, better understand the things I suggest to lead your team through change, but this chapter comes with a disclaimer: science’s understanding is evolving all the time as research and technology continue to advance. The brain is also highly complex and integrated, which means as a system it’s never linear, so pulling out certain aspects is tricky. I’m going to do my best to keep it simple.


As mentioned, I’m a nerd when it comes to this stuff and would happily learn and talk about brain functionality all day, but you’re probably not, so we’ll focus here on just five concepts that I think are relevant to helping your team through change:




• Threat of uncertainty


• Negativity bias


• Switch cost


• Analytic and empathetic networks


• Optimism





Your job as a change leader is not to control your team’s emotions and reactions to change. Your job is to understand their emotions and reactions to change and then use that understanding to control how you respond…which will in turn affect how they choose to respond. This mindset is key to your ability to work through every reaction to change, but especially resistance.


Here goes.


Threat of Uncertainty


While I was in graduate school, I designed an 8-week self-awareness and personal growth program for inmates in a county jail in California. I learned a lot during that time, but one experience in particular has stayed with me.


When I first saw Ricky at the start of a new class, he walked with his shoulders hunched and head down, looking visibly defeated. He hardly said a word for the first 6 weeks. I didn’t know what crime Ricky was convicted of, as I made it a point not to bias my opinions or behavior by asking anyone why they were in jail. All I knew was that he was awaiting sentencing.


When I showed up to teach the second-to-last class, I encountered a completely different Ricky. He was laughing and joking with others. He looked energized, like the weight of the world had been lifted, so I assumed he got good news about his sentence.


“Elizabeth!” he excitedly said when he saw me. “Guess what?”


I smiled and waited for the big reveal, wondering whether his charges had been dismissed or if he got a light sentence.


“I got 30 years!” He beamed.


I tried not to let the horror show on my face. Thirty years?!


Ricky taught me a powerful lesson that day. Having information, even if it’s bad, is better than not having any information at all. Most people spend their lives trying to avoid uncertainty. I realized that Ricky’s happiness wasn’t about his sentence. It was about being taken out of the intolerable, anxious place of not knowing.


When we know what’s coming, even if it’s unpleasant, our brains can better prepare for it. We have some control over the actions we choose to take in our lives. It’s true for the inmate, it’s true for your friends and family, and it’s certainly true for you and your team.


You probably know someone you could label as a “control freak.” Well, when it comes to change, we’re all control freaks. In fact, one study1 looked at how we behave—or more accurately, how our brains behave—when we’re in a situation with a lot of uncertainty. What the researchers found was that when faced with uncertainty, people become much more likely (actually 75 percent more likely) to overestimate the chances of something bad happening. In other words, what is unknown is labeled as bad as opposed to just unknown.


What does this mean for you as a change leader? If your team is left wondering what a change means for them, there’s a good chance that, like the people in the study, 75 percent of the time they’ll assume that it means something bad. Creating their own “data” in the face of the unknown is an attempt to create certainty, but it usually ends up creating nothing but rumor mills. Still, the human desire for certainty is so strong that if left without information, we’ll create our own story, even if it’s an inaccurate story with a bad ending. This is why frequent, twoway communication is so critical in leading through change, which I’ll be repeating again and again!


Negativity Bias


As mentioned, our brains are constantly scanning our environment for anything that could cause harm. But what else contributes to assuming that the change will be bad for us? The research is clear: our brains give more psychological weight to negative experiences than positive ones. As Dr. Rick Hanson, psychologist and bestselling author, says, “The brain is like Velcro for negative experiences, but Teflon for positive ones.” He goes on to say, “Negativity bias shows up in lots of ways…The result: a brain that is tilted against lasting contentment and fulfillment.”2


What does this mean for you as a change leader? When you introduce a change to your team, keep in mind that you are introducing an unknown, and so your team will automatically start to analyze how the change will be bad for them. This reaction is normal—it means they have healthy, working brains—and shouldn’t be seen as the team behaving badly. When you work within those parameters, you’ll be able to approach their reactions, concerns, and anxieties with compassion and can use your curiosity to ask deeper questions. You can invite them to share and reflect on their concerns, making it more likely that what is unknown will be addressed early and not cause blocks later on.


Switch Cost


Whether you think you’re good at quantifying risks and rewards or not, there is a highly attentive and invisible geek living in your brain who loves tallying those figures. This tiny geek spends all their time calculating whether the costs of making a change are worth the rewards. For example, I thought it was a great idea to learn Italian while spending an extended period of time studying in Italy, but my internal geek (who looks a lot like the woman wearing horn-rimmed glasses from a Gary Larson Far Side cartoon) did not! While my pronunciation was okay, it was mentally painful, awkward, and exhausting to remember the words and rules to put a sentence together. The enthusiastic encouragement of my teacher, fellow students, and the Italian people, who patiently listened as I struggled, was not enough to motivate me to keep up my efforts. In other words, the switch cost was too great.
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