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Chapter 1
Laying the Foundation for Communicating Change

The title of this book could be How to Deliver—What May Be Initially Perceived as—Bad News. Change at work is often hard to stomach. Employees tend to focus on what they are losing rather than the new opportunities change creates. We have written this book with that in mind and have tried to write the phrases in a way that makes them easy to hear during a stress-filled time.

In several sections, words and phrases are included that may be more empathic and soft than one might normally use. The purpose is not to force you to use those words, but to help you remember that such an approach may make employees more open to the content of what you’re saying.

This also means you may not be able to use the phrases literally. For example, in some sections, there are lists of phrases that are choices. Pick the ones that match your style and situation. Then again, some of the phrases might need to be used and repeated, changing the emphasis each time.

During change, emotions run rampant, which clouds listening. People might only hear the downside of the message the first time, the next time they might hear more of the rationale, and the third time they might finally get “what’s in it for me.” Key messages need to be repeated over and over again. If you don’t have the luxury of repeating something so many times, use active listening skills and ask back to find out how your message was received by the person you are talking to.

In addition to providing you with phrases to use, our intention is to offer some management training at the same time. Reviewing the content of phrases in any section also serves as a checklist, inspiration, and reminder to cover certain topics in your conversations. Rather than focus on just the words and whether they fit your style, focus on the content—the phrases will remind you what is important to discuss during the turbulent times you are leading people through.

In some sections, the phrases are ordered from most simple and nonconfrontational to more direct/more confrontational. At times “or” is used to signal you to choose the phrase that is most appropriate for you based on the situation/person you are talking to. For example, when communicating about job reassignment, there might be one phrase for a high performer and another for a low performer. The content in these phrases would be significantly different.

Moving from chapter to chapter, you’ll notice that some of the phrases are the same or very similar. You will also notice that used in a different context they have a different feel and impact. In that spirit, look through several chapters before committing to a phrase to see if there is something similar that might work better for you.



Three Phases of Change: Change happens in three phases. First it must be launched, then it must be executed, and finally it must be sustained. In each phase, there are different critical communication challenges.





Launch Phase of Change

After all the hard work of deliberating and designing changes, the time for unveiling them to the organization has arrived. This usually begins with someone higher in the organization than you announcing what is being done. Maybe it is a downsizing or merger announced through the media. Perhaps an e-mail from the CEO or a division head informs you about a reorganization. An electronic town hall may be created with all employees in your division around the world to discuss the new enterprise resource planning (ERP) system that will change the way business is done.

Whatever the case may be, you have the responsibility to explain what the change means to your employees. Often you don’t have all the information. Sometimes you don’t have any information, and there is a good chance you are just as confused and uncertain as your team is.

There are several critical elements to address in the launch of any change—whether a reorganization, merger, new project, or new leader.

Explain the What and Why of Change

The what of change: People want to know what is happening. What is this new structure? Who is this new person? What is the new process? At launch, there is an insatiable need to know what is going on.

People also need to know what is not changing so they have some sense of stability within the storm. Even if you are implementing the most complex computer system, for example, some things will stay the same: company values, some of the people you work with, where your desk is, the customers you are servicing, or the products you are selling.

The why of change: More important, employees want to know why the change is being made. Why is it necessary to go through all this trouble? Why is it important to learn all these new things? Why do we have to change when things are going so well? Why this decision and not another? What is not working that needs fixing? What better future are we trying to create? Employees want to know why they are being asked to sacrifice and go through pain. That is the purpose of explaining the why. It gives people something to focus on and strive for while they are going through the challenges of change.

Remember, these are not children, nor is this an old-fashioned military operation. They will not just do something because you said so. In fact, research of United States Navy commanders shows that even those who simply say “just do it” and act dictatorially are less effective and efficient (Daniel Goleman, Working with Emotional Intelligence, 1998). Even in the armed forces they want to know why. People want the big picture. They need to know why.

Remember to include all the stakeholders in your what and why message. The best change launch messages include all of the people impacted. Knowing why the change is important for your customers, your colleagues, the other departments, the company, and the shareholders will give people a broader vision of what they are doing. It will help them understand the business context and keep them focused on key priorities.

Do It in Sixty Seconds or Less

Try it right now. Take sixty seconds and see if you can explain the what and the why of your change. How did it go? Traveling around the world, we have found that most leaders can’t do it in sixty seconds. It is hard. It takes thought, preparation, and practice.

We call it the one-minute change message. It entails finding the essence of what is changing and why, and saying it in simple language. This is important for several reasons. First, employees today are swamped with communication: days booked with meetings; the constant ping of the BlackBerry; and innumerable chat messages popping up on their laptops. They are also pulled in many directions. The marketplace is volatile; priorities are constantly changing. You are lucky if you can get their attention for sixty seconds! When you have their attention, you want to make the best use of it. Sixty seconds may be all that you get.

Second, saying your message in one minute or less will force you to focus on key information. During change, there is so much information to share. Having a one-minute message will help employees weed through the information and hear what is really important.

Third, you are going to answer many questions and address many issues with employees. If you have to think through and create a response each time, you will never sound like you know what you are talking about.

Finally, change is filled with emotions. When people are emotional, their hearing gets clouded. They need to hear things over and over so that the message gets past the emotions and sinks in. When you have your prepared sixty-second change message in your back pocket, you are ready to provide employees with the key information they need to keep the big picture in mind.

Be Available to Talk to People

Leaders tell us one of the biggest challenges during change is dealing with all the employee questions, concerns, fears, and stress. Employees tell us that their biggest challenge during change is that they have all these questions, concerns, and fears and not enough access to leaders to get these addressed. This plays out often by leaders retreating to their offices to do e-mails and employees finding busywork to do rather than face the challenges of the change.

The tension of this situation is like a rubber band held between two fingers. The analogy works like this: There is a tension for the rubber band pulling in both directions. The employees on one side are pulling away because they want to run away and avoid the challenges. And the leaders on the other side are pulling away because they want to run away from all the employee issues. The only answer is for the leader side of the rubber band to move closer to the employee side. Leaders need to talk, listen, and connect before employees get too stressed and the rubber band goes flying. This is the only way to dissipate the tension.

In order to talk, listen, and connect, you must find ways to be available. You are the voice and face of the company, like it or not. A major employee complaint we hear is that leaders are not available to discuss the changes. To respond, you must be available, perhaps by stopping by their cubes, putting an agenda item on your monthly staff meeting, or creating Web conferences. Find some way to simply check in regularly with employees, asking, “How are the changes going?” “What obstacles are you running into, and what can we do to remove them?” “What’s the biggest fear out there this week?” Even asking “How are you?,” can lead to a productive conversation. Take the time to listen and respond.

One last point: Many companies stop here. They spend a lot of energy and money launching the change. They fly around the world, create pretty posters and documents, and think they are done. This is wishful thinking. The main work of communicating change comes after the launch.



Execution Phase of Change

Now that the hard work of launching the change has occurred, the execution must begin. The execution phase is the longest and most challenging. It is filled not only with hard work but also with resistance. The main work of the execution phase involves performance management, handling resistance, and teamwork. Each of these areas has its own special needs. Below are our suggestions for handling each.

Performance Management

Two of the core challenges of executing change are that employees don’t know what to do next or don’t want to do what they know they need to do next. Good performance management addresses both challenges.

Clarifying Their Roles

Employees need to know what will be expected of them in the new environment. While this may seem obvious, we rarely see it done well. Much can be accomplished without spending a lot of time creating complicated job descriptions. There are four key questions to discuss:

• What will employees be doing?

• What will employees not be doing?

• Whom will employees be working with to get the job done?

• How will employees be measured?

In the “what employees will be doing” part of the conversation, discuss the main categories of work. This helps employees focus on their key priorities, which could be their involvement in a new project or an overview of their new roles. It does not need to include the detailed minutia of everyday responsibilities but rather can offer a broad overview. Often the details have not been worked out yet, and you cannot wait for those to be worked out to discuss the role. In the meantime, plow ahead, resolving to accept the ambiguity of the situation.

The “what employees will not be doing” discussion includes old responsibilities that no longer need to be done and anything that they will be passing off to a new person to handle. This part of the conversation prevents unnecessary work and conflicts. We have seen new computer systems rolled out but employees continued to produce and submit old reports for months because no one told them to stop! Also, with a change of structure or leadership, who does what may change. This can cause conflict between two people who both believe they are responsible for a task. Clarifying responsibilities upfront will go a long way to prevent conflict and lost time.

Within this discussion of roles, you need to clarify “who they will be working with to get the job done.” This may be simple if they know and like their colleagues. It becomes more challenging when they don’t like their new teammates, or when they are working with new people. Part of the challenge is the time it will take to get up to speed—they need to build new relationships in short order. Also, you need to help them break away from old relationship patterns while acknowledging that these old relationships are invaluable. This can all be accomplished through communication and coaching. Just don’t underestimate the amount of time or energy it may take.

The final part of the discussion is about how employees will be measured. It is critical that these measures reinforce the goals of the change. Much of the anxiety about change revolves around not knowing how people will be viewed in the new world. Measures are a communication tool. They communicate to employees what is important. You can have the best one-minute change message explaining the what and why of change. However, if your measures are not consistent with that message, you are chasing your tail.

How will the new leader really notice employees’ contributions to the team? Will their contributions in this new project be included in their annual reviews? Taking the time to explain this will relieve employees of the anxiety of the unknown, eliminate contradictions, and enable them to focus on their jobs. Additionally, you must make sure that their bonus system is in line with these measures. For example, we had a customer who was assigned the change of leading a new project that would take a significant amount of her time. However, her bonus was not adjusted accordingly. She was being paid on all her work except this project. It was no surprise she was apathetic and resentful toward the new project.

Articulate Short-Term Goals

Given the need to clarify employees’ roles, a problem may exist in that often things are in such a state of flux even the leaders don’t know the full plan and are unsure what to do first. Often they will wait, and wait, and wait, hoping that things get clearer or the need for the change passes. This, of course, is a recipe for stalled change.

Leaders need to set short-term goals. These goals may be daily, weekly, or monthly, but they help keep employees moving forward. As discussed earlier, mired in the confusion and emotion of the change, employees and leaders would just as soon put the work off. Setting simple daily or weekly goals makes the change manageable and keeps momentum going forward.

Creating Agreements

In clarifying roles, we frequently used the word discuss. The reason is simple. Telling people to do something is one thing. Getting them to agree to do it and be committed to doing it is quite another.

It is critical to get employee buy-in to the roles and goals. In the simplest case with a positive, functioning employee, this can done by simply asking, “What do you think about these ________ (goals/roles)?” Then listen to and respond to the comments. End the conversation by saying something like, “This is a team effort. I need your commitment that you will make these happen. I commit to you that I will support you. Can you give me your commitment?” For employees who are more resistant and have other issues, this may be a much longer discussion. See Chapter 6 for more assistance.

Responding to Mistakes/Fault Tolerance

With change comes learning. With learning come mistakes. Antoine’s first boss was famous for saying, “Only those who don’t work don’t make mistakes!” This is especially true during change. We have to be willing to learn new skills, try new approaches, and so on. And that doesn’t happen without a certain level of risk-taking. Companies and leaders who are willing to acknowledge, rather than punish, employees who make mistakes while trying something new tend to do better with change. Nothing does more to discourage change than blaming people for mistakes and finding scapegoats for whatever happens to go wrong.

Before talking to someone who has made a mistake, think about the impact your statement will have on that employee’s willingness to take risks in the future.

Celebrating Success

Leaders in our Executing Change classes often struggle with how much positive reinforcement to give to their teams. They say, “Aren’t people paid to do their job—why do I have to tell them they are doing it right?” “If they have been doing well for a long time, won’t positive reinforcement seem patronizing?” “Don’t we want to keep them trying to do even better?”

During high-stress situations, such as implementing change, when the pressure is on and results are critical, people need to know that they are on the right track and that their leaders are on their sides.

Find small things that are going right and tell your employees. Be specific. It will go a long way to support success during the stress of executing change. Don’t worry about being too positive. We have never worked for or consulted with an organization where people have said, “We get too much positive reinforcement around here!”

Teamwork

Executing change successfully requires teamwork between leaders and employees and between employees. Change is easier to accomplish and less stressful when everyone is working together.

Getting Input from Team Members

During change, leaders often get stuck between wanting to involve employees and needing to make quick decisions. We have seen instances of under-involvement and over-involvement—each has its risks. When considering how much input to get for a new idea, process, or procedure, consider these questions:

• Do you have the technical knowledge to make a good decision? The less you know, the more you need to involve employees.

• How important is it that employees be committed to the solution? The more important this is, the more employee involvement is needed.

• What is the time line? The answers to the first two questions have to be tempered by the reality of the time line.

Communicating Common Goals and Shared Rewards

Organizations can’t achieve change goals without leaders creating and explaining the specific team goals and team rewards accordingly. Employees need help translating change goals such “we want to become the market leader” into specific goals for their department, whether it is information technology or accounting. The CEO of a pharmaceutical company set a goal of “breaking down silos,” but he never had the discipline to get his team (the function heads) together to share their goals and discuss overlaps and interdependencies. As a result, this goal was never achieved.

Resolving Conflicts

Hidden conflict is toxic during change. There are always real operational barriers to change. These barriers often overlap between people and responsibilities. It is critical to get these issues identified and discussed. The team leaders who encourage identification and discussion are the most successful. It can make a big difference to ask such simple questions as: “What do you think can sink this change?” “What do we have to change so that this change will work?”

The questions seem easy, but unless there is an environment of trust people will not share their observations and concerns. There is often fear of retribution for bringing up politically charged topics. But these are the most important topics to be addressed!

Cultivating Trust

All change comes with risk. You may be doing things for the first time and need help. Only in an environment where you can feel safe to be open and vulnerable will you seek out support. This ability to be vulnerable with colleagues is built on trust. Leaders foster this trust by

• doing what they say they are going to do,

• not criticizing employees in public,

• recognizing employees who take initiative, and

• thanking their teams for their contributions.



Sustain Phase of Change

There are three keys to executing change and getting employees focused on the future: listening to experience; acknowledging efforts, attitudes, and results; and articulating what’s next.

Listening to Experience

As execution draws near the end, a key leadership task is for leaders to stop and listen to the experiences of their teams. By considering their input as to what worked well and what could be done better next time, organizations gain wisdom into making change succeed less painfully the next time—and there will be a next time.

Acknowledging Efforts, Attitudes, and Results

Good work deserves recognition. Taking the time to celebrate success will boost morale. Simple meetings, parties, luncheons, or financial rewards communicate to employees that their work did not go unappreciated. Such acknowledgments will help to secure employees’ commitment for future change initiatives.

Articulating What’s Next

A final task for leaders at the end of the change cycle is to set expectations for the future. This is a good time to discuss the next change initiatives coming down the road. Leaders need to also think through the business case for the need for continued adaptability and agility in order to succeed within the competitive landscape.



Balancing Information, Emotions, and Action

Within any change message, there are three distinct parts: the information or data to be shared, the emotion of the conversation, and the action that needs to be taken. These parts need to be carefully balanced to successfully support a change initiative.

Information

People need information during change—the hard, cold facts. This information might include the details of the new procedures, processes, and plans as well as who will be doing what and when. These pieces form the core of any message and are the easiest to communicate. But before actually communicating the information, consider the emotions involved in the message.

Emotions

There is one thing that is guaranteed during any change—emotions will be flying! The fear, frustration, and anxiety that come with any change cloud the retention of information. It is all too common that critical data get forgotten and key requirements are misunderstood. While it may feel like a conspiracy, it is not! It is the emotions of change at play.

Overcommunicate

Our rule during change is to communicate seven to ten times more than you normally would. In all our years in this work, we have seen only one organization border on overcommunicating about change. It announced the closing and relocating of a base of operations three years in advance and had countless meetings, booklets, and publications available about the change. It recognized this was an emotional change and there was no shortage or perceived shortage of information.

Everywhere else we have observed, leaders seem to think that if they have told employees twice about a change, it is enough. But we have found that, given all the emotions involved, employees need to hear the change-related messages over and over.

Think about when you have changed jobs, either by choice or mandate. How many times did you have to go to your manager to get clarification on duties, decisions, resources, procedures, processes, contacts, and so on? Probably a lot! That is because the situation was new. When a situation is new, you are learning. While learning, people are often stressed out from such emotions as confusion and wanting to make a good impression.

Check on Your Team’s Emotions

As a leader, you want to do what you can to help your people through the emotions of change. At the same time it can be difficult to read their emotions. Your own emotions and how you expect them to react will cloud your judgment.

Helping your employees move through emotions involves two steps: assessing and taking action. The problem we often see is that leaders take action before assessing how employees are doing. The solution is perception checking.

Perception checking means saying something like: “You seem a little (fill in the emotion you are observing such as stressed, scared, confused, upset, etc), is that right?” This will give your employee the chance to clarify (or not) your perception. If you are right, he or she might give you some more information as to why. If you are wrong, you will be informed as to what is really going on. Either way, you will know what your employee is feeling. From there, you can work together to support the employee’s success.

Address Emotions Directly in Discussions

One way to dissipate emotions and reduce their behind-the-scenes impact during change is to identify and discuss them. For example, if your employees are anxious about the change in a new process and the impact on their workloads, say something like, “I know many of you are anxious about the changes and the impact on our workloads. Let’s take a few minutes to discuss it.” Employees are looking for a place to discuss their feelings. This discussion will either happen with you or with their friends through instant messaging or over lunch. If you create a forum to express emotions, it will not only help employees move through them, but it will give you much needed information as to what is really going on. Otherwise, the important information about fears and issues will not be shared with you, and you will be leading with one eye closed.

Action

Information may be available abundantly and emotions handled well, but that does not guarantee progress. In fact, information overload or too much satisfaction at work can lead to stagnation and paralysis! Include action statements in change messages. Phrases such as “the next step is” and “I expect you to” will help keep progress moving. They will also provide a means to test whether your audience has gotten the change message. People can easily hide behind nice words and trying to please you verbally. Taking action is the only way to show that the change message was received.

For example, the organization mentioned earlier that did such a great job of communicating about change slipped up in taking action. Because there was so much time for people to decide if they were going to relocate or not, there was inaction. Employees were waiting for various reasons. Some were waiting to see if they could get better offers; some were waiting because they were indecisive; and others were waiting because they thought the leaders would change their minds and not relocate! Whatever the case, this created an extra burden of stress and lack of productivity while everyone was waiting around.



Three Common Mistakes Leaders Make When Communicating Change

We have seen leaders fail in communicating change in three basic ways: not telling enough, not listening enough, and not telling the truth enough.

Not Telling Enough

Leaders are usually ahead of the people they are leading. They usually know information before employees and have thought through situations before employees even know what is going on. This can lead them to forget that employees do not know what they know. The result is many leaders do not communicate enough. Not only is it important to share information, it is important to repeat it often. When stressed, scared, or overwhelmed, people need to hear things many times before it sinks in.

Not Listening Enough

As in other areas in life, leaders’ default communication mode during change is telling, not listening. Some reasons for this are:

• The chaos and ambiguity of change drive leaders to think they need to have all the answers. They feel obliged to lead, which often translates as give direction. Then, they focus their time on trying to give employees all the answers rather than have dialogues.

• Telling people what to do is easier than asking them how things are going and then really listening to the answer.

If leaders do ask questions, they tend to avoid the most important or tough ones. Leaders might not have dealt with or assimilated the reality of the changes yet and are uncomfortable asking employees about the same topics. This leaves employees feeling like leaders do not really care about what they think. Some good questions to ask are: “What do you think can really kill this change?” “What do you need to make this work?” These are the topics that employees want to talk about and leaders often do not want—but need—to address.

Not Telling the Truth Enough

As Dr. Robert Schachat, a veteran executive coach and one of our mentors, used to tell his clients and friends alike about honest feedback, “Give it to me, I can take it!” One constant leadership dilemma during change is the issue of how much truth employees can take. On the one hand, leaders want to be open and disclose what they can. However, there is fear that since emotions are running high, too much information or the “wrong” information will distract or upset employees. The problem emerges when the pressure to succeed pushes up against the need to know. In our experience, we have found that employees can take the truth yet leaders hold it back. Our advice: Give it to them—they can take it.



Communicating Change Virtually

Today’s organizational changes involve employees spread around regions, countries, and continents. Virtual tools like GoToWebinar, Skype, blogs, and Facebook offer a terrific amount of added flexibility to communicate with people. Yet, there are also many limitations and challenges when communicating change in this new digital world.

In principal, all the rules of communicating change apply in virtual situations. In fact, they are amplified because when you are not face-to-face, it is more critical to follow all of the guidelines. For example, overempathize in emotional situations that are virtual since there are no facial expressions to be read by the speaker. Similarly, it is important to increase the frequency of communication, since out of sight can lead to out of mind. Be crystal clear about the business case for change so you can communicate it succinctly over the phone or in short e-mails.

A main challenge for leaders is choosing the best media for messages. Often time and money are limited, making face-to-face communication a luxury. Yet, change is emotional and usually requires personal connections to gain employee commitment and buy-in. We have found that there is no perfect answer—it is usually a gray zone.

Within the gray zone there are two extreme ends. At one end are the one-dimensional media: e-mails, chats, and blogs. At the other end of the continuum is multidimensional communication, the epitome of which is face-to-face conversation. Toward the middle of the continuum are multidimensional media such as phone conversations, Web meetings, and video-conferencing. When deciding which media to use to communicate change, there are eight dimensions to consider.

1. Transactional vs. relationship. Is the interaction a series of single steps with little human component, or does it include significant interpersonal dynamics or goals?

2. Facts vs. emotions. Is the purpose of the dialogue to share “dry” facts, or does it include emotional topics?

3. Information sharing vs. collaborating. Is the communication simply exchanging information with a person, or is the goal to work closely together to solve a problem?

4. Repetition vs. innovation. Are you involved in a task that you have done before with success, or are you exploring new territory?

5. Maintaining relationship vs. relationship issue. Is everything going well in an existing relationship, or are tensions and conflict looming?

6. Structured vs. unstructured. Are there perfectly clear roles, responsibilities, or milestones, or are you trying to figure out what needs to be done and who should do it?

7. Simplicity vs. complexity. Is the message to be communicated simple and straightforward, or will it require thinking and discussion?

8. Audience similarities vs. audience disparities. Do they speak the same language? Do they know you? What are their skill levels and experience with the content of the message? What are their cultural or social conventions?

The following sections describe different reasons for communicating and what media work best.

Announcing Change

Organizational, high-level change information is transactional. Often it involves simply getting the facts out. This can be done through a simple e-mail if the content is not complex, is not a pep talk, and does not contain major underlying emotional issues. To get individual buy-in and commitment when announcing change, focus more on the relationships of individuals with their managers and the company. This makes the message as much emotional as factual, and it requires at least a multidimensional medium, such as a Web conference.

Responding to Questions

When responding to technical questions, FAQ sheets, e-mail technical support, or phone support work well. But when there are personal or emotional questions, such as job fit, role conflict, or career questions, multidimensional communication methods (i.e., face-to-face meetings) are recommended.

Creating Urgency

Urgency can be generated through a simple e-mail. For example, setting a deadline and copying the other person’s boss can create urgency. Sending a note about a high value bonus as an incentive to get something done also can create urgency. But don’t forget the relationship and emotional aspects of communication. If you want to manage the emotional reactions of others, use e-mail cautiously.

Clarifying Roles and Responsibilities

The first round of reviewing new roles and making final clarifications can be done through e-mail. E-mail can also work very well to increase comprehension when the corporate language is different than the regional language. In cases when there are strong emotional reactions, power struggles, or loss of influence due to job changes, e-mail will not work.

Communicating Individual Objectives

E-mails can start the discussion of individual objectives, but a key aspect of setting objectives is mutual agreement. This usually requires a personal discussion to create a common understanding and a stronger personal commitment.

Empowering Employees

After you have created an environment of empowerment that works, you can use e-mail to delegate assignments. If you need to ensure employees have a clear understanding of the expectations and boundaries of their empowerment, use a multidimensional media.

Keeping People Motivated

Reminders and congratulations are well suited to e-mail. This creates a formal record. In cases where the issue is important or an employee went well above and beyond, making a phone call or face-to-face visit gives an extra impact.

Complaints about a leader, interpersonal conflicts between key stakeholders, or challenges integrating changes in another country are all instances when emotions can run high and an e-mail or phone call won’t do. Part of being a leader is recognizing these situations and taking the time, energy, and money to have a face-to-face interaction. Sometimes you just need to get on a plane!



Best Practices

While there are no magic words that fit every situation, there are some best practices we have discovered over the years.

• Build trust before change. The time to start building trusting relationships is before you need them! In times of change, the trust between you and your people is critical. If you don’t have trust, it may be too late to have real communication. Employees who trust you will hear the perfect phrases as you intend them. This will create meaningful dialogue. However, if your relationship with them is damaged from past errors, employees may hear any phrase as more “B.S.” from management.

• Be direct. We have found that many leaders either avoid difficult topics or are too timid with their people in tough change situations. For this reason, you will find many of the phrases in Chapter 6, “Perfect Phrases for Handling Resistance,” are direct and firm. It is often most effective to just give it to them straight rather than tiptoe around tough situations. Employees respect this. It tells employees you can be relied on for the truth. Also, in these days of corporate executive deceit, leaders have to go the extra mile to prove they are not one of the crooked lot.

• Talk to key people early. In the absence of information, people make up stories. The faster you discuss news—even bad news—the less negativity is created. With delays come rumors and false expectations. Get the news out as fast as you can. It will not only reduce anxiety, but it will give your team the time to start moving through a process that is often longer than you can predict.

• Adjust to your audience. While leaders may think they are just “sending” a change message, there is always someone having a reaction. Don’t forget to adapt your message to this reaction. Look at those you are speaking with and notice how they respond and react. Pay attention to what their facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, or e-mail word choices are. Some of the executives we work with undermine themselves because they overlook those signals. They are either too much in a rush to get the message out or overly involved with their own anxieties when delivering the news. Remember to adapt your message to your audience because whenever you are communicating change it is a two-way process.

• Watch your body language. Most leaders know the adage: It’s not what you say but how you say it. But it is worth repeating here. You have to believe in what you’re saying. If you don’t, your body language will give you away and no one will believe you. During times of change, employees are looking for the truth. You will need to find ways to tell the truth in a way that is believable.

• Find your style. Don’t get hung up on picking the perfect word; rather, find a style that works for your personality. Each leader has his or her own style. Some have a flair for the dramatic. Others focus on being inspiring. Some speak plainly and directly. They can all be equally effective change communicators. The same is true of the phrases in this book. Depending on where you stand, our phrases may be too cutthroat or too nice, too cheesy or too formal. Find the style and words that fit your personality and situation.

• Choose the right person to deliver the message. Who delivers the message makes an impression. For example, when communicating about a new position title—whether the message comes from a high-level executive or a Human Resources person has a very different effect. Having a senior business leader who you report to will have a big positive impact. However, choosing the leader closest to the employee may also be a good idea because that leader is trusted more and can better tailor the message to the audience. There is no simple formula. Choose the person who will create the best result.

• Don’t expect to have all the answers. You won’t and can’t have all the answers to questions you’re going to be asked during change. It is a characteristic of change that a lot of details are clarified as the change implementation makes progress. Yet, employees continuously search for security and clarity. In such cases it is best to just say, “I’ll find it for you” and then find out. If there is no answer, tell them so and leverage the phrases in this book to help them understand why. Remember, questions are a great opportunity to reinforce your business case for change.

• Don’t expect the “perfect phrase.” You prepare and plan. Then you get in the room and the human being(s) opposite you have a reaction different from what you expected. This is life. You will need to continually adjust your words, tone, and focus to get your message across. Rest assured that the best spontaneous conversations are well planned. Thinking through and practicing your words will definitely help you get as close to perfect as humanly possible!



Easy-to-Use Checklist for Change Messages

This checklist can be used while creating a change message. It is intended to help you ensure you create the highest-impact message possible. Remember to craft a message you can deliver in sixty seconds or less.

[image: Image] What kind of change is it?

[image: Image] New structure (i.e., reorganization, layoffs, outsourcing, merger, new teams)

[image: Image] New project (i.e., ERP/software rollout, process improvement, innovation)

[image: Image] New leader (i.e., succession, merger/acquisition, new team member)

[image: Image] New strategy (i.e., new markets, new positioning, new products/services)

[image: Image] What is the nature of the message?

[image: Image] Announcing change

[image: Image] Identify what is changing and what is not

[image: Image] Get clear on why the change is important to the business/team/customer/employees

[image: Image] Responding to questions

[image: Image] List the questions you expect and check your answers for accuracy

[image: Image] Determine who else can provide you with critical information

[image: Image] Overcoming fear

[image: Image] Identify, by employee or employee group, what they are most scared of

[image: Image] See the fear from their point of view

[image: Image] Decide how you will you reassure them

[image: Image] Coaching

[image: Image] For skill

[image: Image] For emotions

[image: Image] For flexibility

[image: Image] Empathize

[image: Image] Identify current behavior

[image: Image] Set expectations

[image: Image] Support success

[image: Image] Dealing with performance problems

[image: Image] Clarify the performance agreement

[image: Image] Identify current behavior

[image: Image] Define the impact on change success

[image: Image] Set expectations for the future

[image: Image] Plan responses for expected employee defensiveness and reactions

[image: Image] Get commitment

[image: Image] Handling resistance

[image: Image] Empathize

[image: Image] Level with them

[image: Image] Remember to listen

[image: Image] Take a stand 

[image: Image] Rallying team

[image: Image] Identify members that need rallying

[image: Image] Locate past experiences of success they can relate to

[image: Image] Clarify goals, roles, and standards

[image: Image] Celebrate success

[image: Image] Recognize people

[image: Image] Optimize work processes

[image: Image] Prepare for delivering your message by thinking through:

[image: Image] How well the audience knows you

[image: Image] How well they know the subject matter

[image: Image] What is in it for them to listen and take action

[image: Image] What other priorities or issues may distract them from hearing you

[image: Image] Who needs to be consulted or copied before sending a communication

[image: Image] How to ensure the message is heard as intended

[image: Image] How the message will impact the motivation level of employees

[image: Image] Whether the message has the right balance of information, emotion, and call to action

[image: Image] Other documentation needed to supplement the message
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