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hange ± even desired and posi-
tive ± is stressful. Change 
forced on an organization by 

the competitive landscape ratchets up 
the stress exponentially. So it is not 
surprising that most organizations have 
a natural resistance to taking uncom-
fortable risks to improve, especially 
when their previous initiatives have re-
sulted in significant successes. Yet the 
ability to change effectively and more 
quickly is fundamental to an organiza-
tion's capacity to remain competitive.   

Today's global marketplace presents 
opportunities and threats at such un-
precedented speed that remaining with 
the tried and true is strategically ques-
tionable. Leaders and organizations 
must constantly learn, innovate and 
change to succeed.

Taking a risk to change sounds easy 
enough ± until one personally faces a 
journey into unknown territory and 
imagines the potential disasters. 
Change suddenly looks as dangerous 
as leaping across a chasm. How can 
leaders prepare themselves to make 
that leap?

Get Ready to Leap
Actually beginning a significant 

change is difficult for almost everyone. 
However, it will be much easier if you 

treat preparing for change as a distinct 
phase of the process. 

Just as you would not start a new ex-
ercise program without the right guid-
ance and equipment, you should not 
begin a potentially risky change with-
out proper preparation and tools. The 
following six-step cycle provides both.

Step  1: Partner with the 
™Right∫ Change Champions

Two heads are better than one at pre-
paring for a significant change.  Organ-
ize a group of champions to help you 
choose the right opportunities to pur-
sue, generate innovative solutions and 
implementation plans, and provide en-
couragement and reality checks.

The ™right∫ group of change cham-
pions will depend on your individual 

style; it may also evolve as the change 
proceeds. For example, a kitchen cabi-
net may be helpful in the early stages to 
suggest which opportunities and risks 
are worth tackling. Later, a change 
agent may smooth implementation. A 
coach, spouse or life partner can be a 
valuable sounding board throughout.

Whichever change champions you 
choose, strive for a mix of supporters 
and critics who are committed to using 
StraightTalk to help you get started, 
celebrate successes, recover from set-
backs, identify lessons learned and stay 
focused on the goal.

Step 2: Set the ™Right∫ Goal
Your change objective should be 

both aspirational and strategically rele-
vant. Given that significant change can 
risk both your reputation and critical 
resources, the goal must justify the 
leap. In other words, the potential out-
come should be recognized by all key 
stakeholders as a breakthrough ad-
vance. 

Articulating a goal that combines 
strategy and aspiration will also help at-
tract the largest group to begin and 
sustain a significant change effort, re-
gardless of the risks and discomfort it 
will no doubt entail. If your change 
journey does not strive for a ™BHAO∫ 
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™Vision is not enough; it 
must be combined with 
venture. It is not enough 
to stare up the steps; we 
must step up the steps.∫ 

~ Vaclev Havel 
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(™Big Hairy Audacious Outcome,∫ to 
paraphrase Jim Collins) in a way that in-
spires others, perhaps you are not aiming 
high enough. 

Step 3: Learn Broadly and Deeply
As much as significant change repre-

sents a foray into the unknown, naviga-
tional tools are almost always available 
from earlier explorers.

Look broadly and deeply for informa-
tion to increase your options for innova-
tive solutions and to learn about the ex-
periences of others who have made the 
leap into similarly sweeping changes. Ask 
people you know, tap into different dis-
ciplines, surf the Internet and scour libra-
ries. As your change strategy progresses, 
look for lessons you have learned and ap-
ply them to improve the process and its 
outcome.

The more you take a ™ready-aim-fire∫ 
approach to learning what is possible, 
what might derail your change strategy 
and what unexpected opportunities the 
process might offer, the more confident 
you will feel about leaping into the 
breach and taking your organization 
with you.

Step 4: Leverage Strengths 
to Drive Change

Barriers to change are strong; breaking 
through them demands one's strongest 
talents ± individually and collectively. 
Clearly understanding your talents and 
the situations in which you apply them 
most effectively is an important step in 
overcoming natural barriers to beginning 
major change. 

Take the time to develop or update an 
inventory of your strengths and those of 
your organization, then compare it to 
your goal. To what extent are they 
aligned? Do you have the required com-
petencies? If not, will you need to hire 
people with specific abilities? What will 
you do with people whose skills are no 
longer needed?

Step 5: Practice, Practice, Practice
Staging small successes in small arenas 

is one of the best ways to prepare to leap 

into a major change. Trying less risky 
versions of your ultimate goal also 
builds confidence and sharpens skills 
while creating opportunities to plan and 
learn ± all of which will help you make 
the larger-scale change more efficiently 
and effectively.

High-tech companies excel at using pi-
lot programs and early adaptors to test 
innovations. Look for ways to do the 
same with your goal: Is there a group,
small geographic market or portion of 
your customer base that could participate 
in a trial and provide feedback to help 
prepare you for the larger-scale change? 

Step 6: Support and Reinforce
Starting and successfully completing 

large-scale changes requires a steady 
stream of courage, focus, flexibility and 
resiliency. Sustaining such a high level 
of energy requires ongoing encourage-
ment and positive reinforcement, which 
is one reason change champions are so 
important. 

Your organization also needs support 
and positive reinforcement to help it 
fully engage in and complete a significant 
change process. Encourage every leader 
at every level of the organization to be a 
champion for his or her team. Recogniz-
ing successes and failures, articulating les-
sons learned and explaining mid-course 
adjustments will help refresh people's ap-
petite for participating in the change ef-
fort and reaching its objective.

Beware of the Sideshow
Following the six-step process outlined 

above will help you and your organiza-
tion become more able and ready to risk 
leaping across the chasm of a major 
change. However, be prepared for a pre-
dictable and dangerous pitfall: sideshows. 

Discomfort with the intrinsic risks of 
change often spurs leaders to create ab-
sorbing, seemingly important activities 
that keep them and their organizations so 
busy making ™pretend changes∫ that they 
cannot make relevant changes. Such side-
shows can range from a flavor-of-the-
month program to budget planning, 
cost-cutting, improving productivity, 

rolling out new technology, attaining 
zero defects and the like. 

Some of the most insidious sideshows 
are long-standing programs or processes 
that, upon careful examination, no lon-
ger support your strategic aspirations.

Although frequently unintentional, 
sideshows represent a retreat into the
comfort zone that is an unaffordable 
luxury. How can you tell if an initiative 
is a sideshow? Ask yourself and your 
change champions what role it plays in 
achieving your strategic intent. If a pro-
gram does not move the organization 
forward by directly addressing signifi-
cant threats or opportunities, it is most
likely a sideshow that will absorb energy 
and resources vital to accomplishing 
strategic change.

There is only one effective remedy for 
sideshows: A leader must be brave 
enough to stop them so the organization 
can focus on taking appropriate risks to 
generate game-changing performance.

Building the courage to leap into a 
major change is just the beginning. The 
same courage and fortitude ± and the 
same six-step cycle ± can help you and 
your organization launch several major 
change initiatives simultaneously. Al-
though resistance to making risky 
changes is normal, such change is essen-
tial. In a market as fast-moving, complex 
and demanding as today's, leaders and 
organizations that are determined to suc-
ceed cannot afford to hesitate at the edge 
of the change chasm. Leaders and organ-
izations must prepare and then leap, tak-
ing risks to innovate, grow and change.
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