
MANAGING AND MOTIVATING PEOPLE DURING CHANGE

How to help people go through transition

Based on William Bridges “Managing Transitions”

For most people “change” and “transition” mean the same thing, but whereas change is situational, transitional is psychological.  Transition is the psychological process people go through to come to terms with the new situation.  Change is external, transition is internal.  Managers need to manage this internal process for themselves, and help other people manage it by providing support through this difficult and messy time.  In Bridges’ words, “It’s not the changes that do you in, it’s the transitions”.

The starting point for transitions is not the outcome but the ending that people will have to make to leave the old situation behind.  Situational change hinges on the new thing, but transition depends on the old reality and the old identity people had before the change took place.  For change to succeed, managers need to be able to face a major challenge; being willing and able to travel the journey both from a logical and emotional perspective.  When going through difficult times people are motivated by being given a direction, being understood and shown sympathy.
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The Process of Transition

ENDINGS:

Difficulty of having to let go of something

NEUTRAL ZONE:
The old way is gone and the new doesn’t feel comfortable yet

NEW BEGINNING:
The past (or part of it) is really over.

These three steps all trigger reactions in most people, even when facing “good changes”.  These reactions can and must be managed well.  It is no simple task, but the result makes the effort well worth it.

How To Manage Transitions

Ending:

Identify who is losing what:

Describe the change in as much detail as you can:  decentralised decision-making doesn’t tell people what exactly is going to change.  You also need to describe as precisely as possible what are the secondary changes the main change will probably cause.  Identify as clearly as you can who is going to let go of something and what.  Say loud and clear what, beyond the specific losses, is over for everyone:  i.e. unspoken assumptions about expectations, the no lay-off policy, etc.

Accept the reality and importance of subjective losses:

Don’t argue with what you hear.  You must care for people and how they feel because you need commitment, and you will not get it if you do not understand people and make decisions based on this understanding.

Do not be surprised at over-reaction:

Over-reaction comes from fear and anger, and from past losses not adequately dealt with (negative history).  Look for the loss behind the loss.  Don’t try and talk people out of their reaction:  logic doesn’t come into play here.

Acknowledge losses openly and sympathetically:

Recognise people’s feelings.  They will recover more quickly if the losses are openly discussed.

Expect and accept signs of grieving:

They are:

Denial:


it isn’t really happening.

Anger:
distinguish between the acceptable feeling and the unacceptable acting out behaviour.

Bargaining:

differentiate this from real problem solving.

Anxiety:

silent or expressed.  Keep feeding the information.

Sadness:

from silence to tears.  Encourage people to say how they feel.  
No unrealistic suggestion of hope.

Disorientation:
confusion.  Give extra support and attention “it is natural to feel this way”.

Expression:
feeling let down.  Hard to be around.  Make clear that you understand and/or share the feeling, but that work still needs to be done.

Compensate for the losses:
What can you give back to balance what has been taken away?  Introduce for  example training task forces, career renewal programmes, negotiate announcements, etc.

Inform people, and do it again and again:

Remember:
“for every week of upset avoided, you gain one month of bitterness and mistrust”

Repeat things and find new ways and media to say them.  Do not assume that

information trickles down the organisation in a timely or reliable way.  If you don’t

know, say that you don’t know.

Define what is over and what is not:
Make sure the baby is not thrown out with the bath water.

Mark the endings:
Take symbolic actions:  Spanish conquistador Cortes burned the ships when he came ashore with his men in Vera Cruz:  there was no turning back.  Tear down walls.

Treat the past with respect:

If necessary, let people take a piece of the old way with them.  Show that endings ensure continuity of what really matters.

Do not drag it out:

Plan carefully, and then do it.  Once it is done, let there be time for healing.

Neutral Zone:

“This is the time when you have to let go of one trapeze with the faith that the other trapeze is on its way”.

“It’s Linus when his blanket is in the dryer”.

There are some signs that will tell you that you have entered the neutral zone:

·  
Your boss gets impatient:  “how long is this going to take”

·  
Anxiety rises and motivation falls

·  
Absenteeism increases

·  
Old weaknesses re-emerge in full

·  
People are over-loaded with work, signals are mixed, priorities get 

                  confused  and information mis-communicated

·  
People broadly fall into two groups:  those who want to charge ahead, 

                  and those who want to go back to the old way.  Teamwork and loyalty 

                  to the organisation are severely undermined.

·  
The organisation responds slowly to competitive threats.

The neutral zone is a time of danger, but it is also a creative and powerful time, ripe with opportunity.  Here are some ways to make the best of it:

Normalise it:
A necessary re-orientation and re-definition is taking place.  Say it.  Tolerate and help others tolerate ambiguity.

Create temporary systems:

· Try and protect people from further changes while they try to regain their 

      balance or cluster these changes under a heading that relates them to the

      first one.

·  Temporarily change or create policies and procedures.

·  Break hierarchy through the creation of task forces, project teams, in mixed 

       groupings.

·  Set short-term goals to aim towards and to establish check-points along the 

       way to the longer-term outcomes.  It is important to give people a sense of   

       achievement and movement.

· Do not promise high levels of productivity, it would only set people up for 

      failure.

· Provide special training programmes where necessary.

Strengthen intra-group connection:

Communicate, communicate, communicate.  Through newsletters, meetings, etc.  Don’t show preferences and do not give anybody any special treatment.

Use a Transition Monitoring Team:

A big problem for decision-makers and implementers is to see exactly the impact their decisions and actions will have.  A Transition Monitoring Team, with a clear mission and no decision-making power will facilitate upward communication.  It needs to be a specially set-up group, which will include somebody who has the leaders’ ear.  Such a group demonstrates that the organisation wants to know how things are going for people, it reviews plans and communication before they are announced, it provides a point of ready-access and can correct mis-information.

The Neutral Zone is a “sorting” process:  you need to make sure that new ways of doing things are “sorted in”.  For instance:


Break habit patterns

· Say and show that it is time to step back:  question how your own job is done

· Keep people informed;  provide training in discovery and innovation techniques (time it well!)

· Encourage experiment

· Use losses, setbacks or disadvantages as entry points for new solutions

· Refrain from pushing too early for certainty and closure.

The neutral zone might well be the time to re-design the work flow, to clarify your team’s mission, to redefine roles and procedures, but don’t wait for everybody’s blessing:  good results will validate your effort.

To summarise:
“When orders fall, set people to work painting the factory”.

New Beginning:

Beginnings are not simply practical phenomena.  They are psychological ones.  The practical side of new beginnings (new computing system, new structure, etc) are only starts.  Starts should be carefully designed because they are put in place generally during the neutral zone period.  Beginnings, on the other hand, involve new understandings, new attitudes, new values, new identities.  Beginnings are frightening.  People want them to happen, but are afraid of them at the same time.  They establish that ending was real.  They also represent some sort of a gamble, and they are the time when after the ambiguity and slower pace of the neutral zone, accountability and pressure come back strong.

Beginnings cannot be forced, they can only be encouraged and supported because they have so much to do with how people feel and where they are in the transition process.  You can help people get ready for the new beginning by using the 4 P’s process:

·  You can explain the basic purpose of the beginning in terms that will 

        Make sense to your audience

·  You can paint a picture of how the outcome will look and feel. 

       However, the picture on its own will not make the transition happen.  It 

       needs to be readily identifiable by people:  they need to be excited by it.

· You can lay out a step-by-step plan for phasing in the outcome (schedule for 

      receiving the information, training, specific support, etc).

· You can give each person a part to play in both the plan and the outcome.

Some golden rules to ensure success of the new beginning.

1. Be consistent: for example do not talk about budget constraint when executives are still flying first class, don’t preach team work and reward individual contribution.
2. Ensure quick successes:
they reassure the believers, convince the doubters, and confound the critics. 

3. Symbolise the new identity: change colours, use new badges, etc.

4. Celebrate the success: create events involving everybody, acknowledging the end of a difficult period 

The Ending, Neutral Zone and New Beginning overlap, so postpone extra-changes,

try and foresee as much as you can, rebuild trust, unload old baggage, use challenge

and response.  Remember to sell problems, not solutions.

“Change Management is about understanding the destination and how to get 

there.  Transition Management is to convince people to leave home”.

LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT RELATIONSHIP WITH CHANGE/COMPLEXITY

	High

Amount of change needed 

(due to internal/

external factors)

Low
	Requires a lot of LEADERSHIP, not much MANAGEMENT

(e.g. Start-up businesses)


	Requires a lot of LEADERSHIP and MANAGEMENT.

(Most businesses and other organisations today)



	
	Little LEADERSHIP or MANAGEMENT required.

(Most organisations until this century)


	Requires little LEADERSHIP but a lot of MANAGEMENT.

(Many successful large businesses in 1950’s and 1960’s)



	
	Low
	High


Complexity of operation

(due to size, technology,

geography, product,

range, etc)

Taken from the work of John Kotter
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