
 
 

How to be an effective change leader 
 
We have previously written around the topic of change management but in truth this term covers a huge 
amount of ground and can be interpreted in many different ways. This makes the defining ‘how to’ be an 
effective change leader hard to pin down but we think there are some consistent themes, challenges and 
ingredients that sit at the heart of this. 
 
It’s important to acknowledge upfront that not all change needs the same degree of managing and 
furthermore not all managed change requires the same kind of leadership.  As with the topic of leadership, 
to be effective at leading change requires relevance to the context and an understanding of the 
circumstances and people involved; there is certainly no one-size that will be right for all. 
 
In practice, to understand the leadership requirements of change, we often first look at whether change 

is strategic or operational in nature. 
 
More specifically, we try to determine some key characteristics of the change required, such as scale, 
complexity, pace and the intended pattern of change — for example, is the change likely to be continuous or 
happen in phases, is it evolutionary or revolutionary etc.? 
 
All of the above assume that change is believed to be necessary or required for good reason rather than just 
for the sake of change. This article isn’t intended to deal with ‘change for the sake of change’, but we might 
write about that another time. 
 

Leading effective change 
 
Organisations today must simultaneously deliver rapid results and sustainable growth in an increasingly 
competitive environment, having to adapt and change to an unprecedented degree and deliver increasingly 
planned, predictable or intended outcomes.  Leaders must make decisions more quickly and employees must 
be more flexible and collaborative. 
 

Mastering the art of changing quickly is now a critical competitive advantage. 
 
For many organisations, a five-year strategic plan — or even a three-year one — is a thing of the past.  
Organisations that once enjoyed the luxury of time to test and roll out new initiatives must now do so in a 
compressed period.  In this dynamic and fast-paced environment, competitive advantage will accrue to 
companies with the ability to set new priorities and implement new processes quicker than their rivals. 

 
Leading effective change is getting tougher, more complex and unrelenting in pace — and against a 
backdrop of knowing that most strategic change programmes fail to meet their intended outcomes. 

 
We do not see this as being attributable to the overall leadership capabilities of those directing change and 
them being ill-equipped to do so, but largely due to active or passive resistance that cannot or has not been 
overcome.  We can probably all think of examples of active resistance and in some ways, we have come to 



welcome the transparency of those threats, because passive resistance in the form of lack of management 
support, lack of time commitment to the project or colleagues reverting to old processes all build up to form 
a more covert enemy to the progress of change. 
 
We believe that when people are truly invested in change it has a significantly better chance of succeeding 
and could be as much as 30% more likely to stick according to a 2015 McKinsey report, but it is not always 
that easy to know when people are truly invested or not. 
 
Where change needs to be actively managed, the focus should be on the adoption of change, ensuring people 
engage with and embrace new practices and that change outcomes are integrated into the organisation.  This 
includes the identification and tackling of cognitive, emotional or behavioural barriers to bring about 
sustained difference, and requires an understanding of stakeholder perspectives and the operating context 
more so than the content of what is being changed. 
 
We might think of change as a direct task or a process all of itself, but for the purposes of this article we are 
referring to change management as the process of inspiring, engaging and enabling people to do something 
different and meet intended outcomes that they otherwise would not consider doing themselves.  This might 
be driven by internal needs or provoked by external changes but, either way, it is what moves people from 
understanding the necessity of change to enacting change in a way that can be continued beyond the 
duration of a project, programme or process cycle. 
 
A key feature of change is the outcome; not simply if the change occurred or if people did something 
different, but if the component pieces of the change process achieved the results that were intended.  
Leading and managing change requires specific skills and application of complex processes, but neither of 
these input factors determine whether the change has been effective or not. 
 

Obstacles for change leaders 
 
There are many different obstacles that get in the way of effectively leading change. We have focused on the 
following that appear to show up more than most and have a direct, negative impact on progress. 
 

1. The lack of timely feedback. 
Providing and receiving insightful feedback at a time when it can be useful and used is crucial for 
being able to adjust behaviour and to witness the effects of these adjustments on performance.  The 
absence of feedback means we are left guessing at the impact of our actions and when we reach a 
prescribed milestone, we are more likely to be surprised that we are further off track than we ever 
realised.  Late feedback is almost as bad, typically resulting in wasted effort and re-work, which does 
nothing but erode any engagement you have so far managed to build.  This applies for both leaders 
of change and people actively involved in making the change a reality. 
 

2. Impersonal or over-generalisation. 

Personalisation is about filtering information in a way that is uniquely relevant to the user and 

showing everyone’s role in and contribution to a greater group goal.  Conveying high level objectives, 

communicating corporate-level achievements and assuming all participants in change care equally 

about the big picture does nothing to help individuals change what they do.  A significant obstacle 

for change leaders to overcome is to know enough about everyone’s specific circumstances and 

make sure they are provided with sufficient, personalised information to help them make their 

change successful and effective.  

 

3. Hierarchy. 

Let us not forget that not all change leaders carry management authority and so from the vantage 

point of someone who is charged with leading change and yet has no formal authority, the hierarchy 

of influence and decision making is its own significant obstacle.  For change leaders to be effective, 



they need to be able to navigate the hierarchical web but also, more critically, make sure that all 

change participants can create and develop connections across the organisation, as necessary, to 

realise the intended outcomes.  That is not to say change leaders are the catalysts for broader social 

connectivity but where interactive relationships are required to get change done, change leaders are 

charged with finding the channels for direct and instant connections to blossom and for employees 

to share important information, find answers quickly, and get help and advice from people they trust.   

 

4. The lack of clear progress 

Organisational change is like driving a train; people have a very different perspective on how far they 
have travelled, how fast they are going and what is in front or behind them depending on where they 
are sitting.  In some seats, you cannot see anything, don't talk to anyone and hear nothing but a noisy 
train!  Feedback and communication are important, but so too are specific signposts of progress that 
mean something to change participants and give a sense of moving forward on your journey. 
 

Key ingredients of effective change leadership 
 
It is not sufficient to simply ‘remove the obstacles’ for change to be effective.  We need to start from the 
inception of change and hit the critical ingredients along the way. 
 

1. Inspire commitment. 
To be an effective change leader, it is important to start with a clear vision of what life could be like 
on the other side of change, making that vision real for people to connect with and using it to inspire, 
build commitment and develop a specific strategy.  This is not the same as selling change, which 
might often result in superficial acceptance or even intellectual buy-in but goes nowhere near getting 
people comfortable with embarking on a different journey.  Check people understand the need for 
change but couple that with involving people in the design and development of change plans.  Invoke 
genuine urgency when it is necessary and explain the good reasons why alternatives have been 
disregarded. 

 
2. Involve people. 

Communication is important in all aspects of business but in preparing for, during and beyond a 
significant change, communication needs to be clear, simple and respond to people’s needs.  You can 
over-communicate and it’s important that you help people make sense of change by decluttering 
communications.  Enabling supportive, constructive conversations will help that.  Change such as 
new structures, policies, acquisitions etc. all create new systems and environments which need to be 
explained to people as early as possible so that people's involvement in validating and refining the 
changes themselves is real.  
 

3. Clear progress. 
Much of the reason ‘a lack of clear progress’ is an obstacle is in part due to an obession with 
demonstrating BIG progress against major milestones and running multiple initiatives concurrently 
at the expense of small wins.  Setting goals or targets in bitesize chunks make change easier to engage 
with, less daunting and gives you a more regular platform from which to celebrate success. 
 

4. Foster determination and persistence. 
Most change programmes fail because, quite frankly, we run out of the enthusiam that made us 
pursue them in the first place.  People need regular energy boosts and beyond the clear, regular 
progress reporting and associated recognition, change leaders need to find ways of constantly and 
consistently reinforcing the change agenda, without it sounding like a campaign.  For long-term 
change programmes, it’s also really important to accept that participants will move on to other work 
or other employment and it’s critical for effective change leaders to plan for this and reinforce 
persistence with a renewal of the team through identification of new change leaders and 
participants. 



You cannot effectively impose change.  People and teams need to be empowered to find their own 
solutions and responses, with facilitation, support and compassion from their leaders. 

 
Leadership style and behaviour are more important than clever change programmes or processes.  Change 
happens one employee at a time and employees need to be able to trust the organisation to step into the 
unknown with some confidence. 
 
Aspire2BLean and Blackmore Four offer expertise in organisational change management that is context-
rich and outcome-oriented.  Our companies work in partnership where our combined perspectives work to 
integrate people and process solutions to deliver performance, growth, agility, productivity and 
effectiveness. 

https://aspire2blean.com/
https://blackmorefour.co.uk/

