Change: Does it have to hurt?  

Let's face it, change is inevitable, or as John F Kennedy put it "Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future".  No matter what business you are in or how you choose to manage that business, if you don't move your organisation to a point where it is adaptable and flexible to change then it is likely that you will not survive.

The media is constantly telling us all the new things that are going to affect business in the 21st century, whether it is e-business, new regulation, the globalisation of some industries, or mergers and takeovers that are creating new competitors larger than we could have imagined.  We are all waiting to see how events unfold in the rest of the world following the tragic incidents in New York and Washington as we have no doubt that the events elsewhere in the world will have an effect on us down in New Zealand.

It seems that reactivity (rather than proactivity) is a key management theme of the new century.  The world outside your business has far more influence now than ever before.  

How have most businesses in New Zealand managed change in the past?  That's easy, most don't manage change they impose it on unwilling targets.  Some on the other hand have invested a mountain of money in consultants only to find that change that is being driven by external people is generally doomed to failure.  The result: new systems are under utilised, process re-engineering that promised so much delivers very little and an exodus of good staff who feel that they have no idea whether they are in a business that is going in the right direction.
A successful change programme has two key success factors: leadership and communication.  To drive change, there has to be a strong leader who has a vision of why things will be better as a result of making the change.  Someone who can gain both buy in at a senior level as well as creating a following in the lower ranks.  The second key success factor is communication and this is most critical.  Communicate, communicate and then communicate some more.  Communicate the need for change, communicate the progress and tell people what it means to them - if you don't know, tell them that and say that they will find out as soon as you do.  I have never known a project fail because of over communication.  It may sound silly, but this is where most businesses get it wrong!  Managing change is about managing human beings and their beliefs about what the future holds.

Strong leadership and a good communication strategy is the foundation for success, implementation of change requires additional skills.  Firstly, you have got to create the infrastructure to make the change happen, that is have all the technical staff and resources in place so that inexperienced people aren't dragged away from their day job.  The next point is to embed suitable people into the organisation to facilitate the change process - these are usually existing staff / managers who can gain new skills and experience.  However be able to facilitate the change process, these people have to have the rights skills; they have to be effective (good self management skills), have good technical skills where necessary (project management, workshop facilitation, trainer skills) and finally they have to be great communicators (coaching ability, assertive, great presenters).  Sound like a tall order?  Imagine what your business could do with a few people like that around?

Quick wins are a great way to maintain momentum during an ongoing change programme.  Continued sponsorship from the leader that knows where the business is going and finally a structure that rewards new behaviours in the changed environment - you can't change a corporate culture when people are rewarded for old behaviours (e.g. individual rather than team performance).

Change doesn't have to be painful.  But don't just pay lip service to a structured change management strategy.  In the new economy, only those with flexible and adaptable people, processes and systems are going to survive.

