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Q&

Q:Over the course of your ca-
reer, you’ve founded a con-

sulting firm, taught at three major 
universities, served in senior positions 
at two Fortune 500 companies, and 
been a prize-winning business and 
political reporter. What prompted 
you to add book author to the list?

A:As you mentioned, writing is not new to me. Early in my career I 
was a newspaper journalist and syndicated columnist. I also wrote 

for a lot of national magazines. I did my first book more than 35 years ago. 

As a young journalist I really enjoyed covering business and politics. I 
was always drawn to people with big ideas. I also enjoyed watching people 
try to translate their rhetoric into measurable results. Our family obstetri-
cian used to say that for most folks it’s easier to conceive than to deliver. 
That doesn’t apply just to making babies. It also applies to the successful 
execution of good ideas.

For the past 40 years I’ve been a student and an observer of leadership. 
I’ve worked with leaders at many levels, from the White House to the 
factory floor. I’ve seen people who squander opportunity because they try 
to lead by power and title. At the other end of the continuum, I’ve seen 
people get very impressive results even though they have no formal title 
and virtually zero authority. They lead with influence. Because of their 
authenticity, others are attracted to them like moths are attracted to a light 
bulb.

Regardless of the venue, leaders who consistently deliver good results 
have a number of things in common. They may have different person-
alities and styles, but they are very effective with a set of core behaviors. 
These behaviors are related to four action verbs: think, talk, trust, and 
team. I refer to these behaviors as the Power of the Four Ts.

Effective leadership is all about effective change management. In fact, 
they are often one and the same. In our fast-moving world, people are 
typically not called into service to manage the status quo. Whether the 
venue is politics, the company conference room, the factory floor, the uni-
versity campus, or any place else, leaders are expected to make things 
better. They’re expected to improve upon the present. They’re expected 
to show the path to a future that’s somehow better than what people cur-
rently have or experience.    
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Q: You cite data that suggests 
the majority of leadership 

strategies aimed at creating change 
are doomed for failure. Why? 

Q: Why do so many well-inten-
tioned change efforts typi-

cally frustrate employees – and the 
best employees more than anyone else?

Leadership and change: that’s the engine of progress. That’s where my 
interests lie, that’s my area of expertise, and that’s why I wrote Change-
friendly Leadership.

A:There’s great truth in the expression that “those who ignore history 
are bound to repeat it.”

Thirty years ago Tom Peters and Bob Waterman published a break-
through book called In Search of Excellence. They profiled 43 of the so-
called “best run” companies in America. Within two years, 14 of the 43 
companies were in financial trouble. The reason for their troubles, a Busi-
nessweek study found, was their failure to deal effectively with change. 
Today, a number of those companies don’t even exist any more.

The Association for Corporate Growth, a top player in the merger and 
acquisition arena, says only 20% of deals live up to original expectations. 
This obviously means that 80% of them fail.

ASTD says employers are spending record amounts on training. Yet 
Quality Magazine reports that less than 30% of all training is being used 
on the job a month later.

Systemic reform in our nation’s school nearly always breaks down be-
cause of poor implementation.

When it comes to change, we often get a lot of tall talk and short results.

Successful change is so rare that people are conditioned to expect fail-
ure. That’s why many change efforts are quickly labeled “the flavor of 
the month.” This expectation, coupled with poor leadership skills and a 
misunderstanding of how change really works, becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.

Many well-intended change efforts fail because people try to practice 
change-by-slogan or change-by-announcement or change-by-pep-rally. 
They seem to forget, or maybe they never knew, that an absolute impera-
tive in sustainable, lasting change is the true engagement of the people af-
fected by the change. Unless you genuinely engage the heads, hearts, and 
hopes of people, your change is doomed to failure.

A:Because of the very reasons I just mentioned. I believe most people 
sincerely want to be engaged in their work. They want to invest 

their energy and ingenuity in their work roles. They want to have positive 
emotions toward their work. They want their work to be meaningful and 
manageable. They want to have psychological ownership of their work 
roles. But they often do not.

Anemic engagement is extremely costly. The Gallup organization es-
timates that disengagement in the workplace costs American business at 
least $300 billion a year. While the dollar cost of disengagement is enor-
mous, we should be most concerned about what it does to the human 
spirit. If people are our most valuable asset – and I certainly believe they 
are – we should do everything possible to create work environments that 
maximize the human resource. That, in turn, is good for the people as 
well as for the enterprise. 
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Q: Throughout the change 
process, you emphasize that 

it’s critical for leaders to manage the 
“people stuff ” – the very things that 
even the most well-intentioned lead-
ers neglect. Can you explain? 

It’s really expensive when an organization’s best and brightest people 
quit and leave. But it’s even more expensive when the best and brightest 
people quit and stay.

Poor management of change is especially frustrating to the best and 
the brightest because they have a lower tolerance for mediocrity. The most 
outstanding employees are sometimes penalized from two directions. 
First, when a change effort is poorly managed, their hopes are dashed. 
Second, because they are outstanding employees, they’re often asked to 
pull up the slack of those who aren’t doing their fair share. This is not only 
unfair, it’s debilitating.    

A: In our fast-paced world, standing still means being left behind. 
Success hinges on choosing what to change and then implement-

ing the change with appropriate timing and speed while tending to the 
“people stuff.” Tending to the “people stuff” is a big part of what Change-
friendly Leadership is all about.

First, let me say what I do not mean when I use the term “people stuff.” 
I do not advocate coddling or laissez faire leadership. And I certainly do 
not suggest a warm and fuzzy, hands-off approach to serious issues. 

Here’s what I do mean when I use the term “people stuff.” I mean we 
must create an environment 
where people at all levels are 
both comfortable and skilled at 
challenging each other’s view-
points. I mean an atmosphere 
where people are both comfort-
able and skilled at conducting 
honest dialogue with each oth-
er. I mean a work environment 
where people are good at earn-
ing and keeping trust. I mean a work environment where people are really 
good at collaborating in ways that foster enthusiasm, ingenuity, and real 
synergy. 

To get consistently great outcomes, a leader must appeal to the heads, 
hearts, and hopes of the people whose genuine “buy in” is critical to the 
success of the proposed change.

Effective change requires genuinely engaging the brains of the people 
expected to embrace and even champion the new state of affairs.

Effective change requires engaging people’s feelings – not merely mak-
ing a business case for action, but making a compelling psychological case 
for action.

Effective change requires engaging people’s earnest hopes. In this con-
text, hope is not used as the verbal equivalent of crossing your fingers and 
saying “I hope my team wins the game.” By referring to “hope,” I mean to 
denote people’s heartfelt aspirations, their dreams, even their sense of self.

Any change effort that ignores or pays mere lip service to that kind of 
engagement is destined for disappointment. 

Create an environment 
where people at all levels 
are both comfortable and 

skilled at challenging each 
other’s viewpoints.
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Q: You write that when it comes 
to change, the most-recurring 

challenge is dealing with people’s re-
sistance. What is the most important 
thing to understand about resistance? 
What are the warning signs leaders 
should look for? 

Q: Research studies have 
shown that, on average, 

25% of employees are actively disen-
gaged with their job. What is the re-
lationship between employee engage-
ment and the success (or failure) of 
change efforts?

A: Inherently, resistance is neither good nor bad. Managing, and even 
welcoming, resistance is a key ingredient of effective leadership. 

Some of the best ideas can come from people who are resisting change. 

Resistance is either overt or covert. I would much prefer to have the 
overt variety. It’s easier to deal with something that’s out in the open. 
That’s one of many reasons it’s so important to create an environment 
where people feel comfortable challenging each other’s thinking. 

Resistance is like a savings bond: it doesn’t go away, it just matures with 
interest. So it’s really important to deal with resistance honestly, respect-
fully, and openly. 

When I’m coaching a leader, I often ask questions like this: “What 
stories are you telling yourself about resistance? Do you see resistance as 
simply the behaviors of trouble-making malcontents, or do you see resis-
tance as an opportunity to fine-tune your own thinking?”

Resistance can come in many forms. You may discover resistance in the 
form of polite silence in meetings, followed by “parking lot vetoes” where 
people commiserate on reasons they think your change is ill-advised.

You may see resistance in the form of naysayer questions after that 
killer PowerPoint presentation you hoped would have a Pied Pipe effect.

And of course resistance may emerge as mind-numbing inertia on the 
part of people whose support you need.

Again, the key to dealing with resistance is to be honest, respectful, 
and open. Most people simply want to be heard. Besides, someone resist-
ing your latest bright idea may notice a blind spot you didn’t know you 
had. I’ve seen many instances where someone’s resistance was heard with 
respect, and then that person became an unexpectedly strong advocate for 
the change he was once resisting. If feedback is the breakfast of champions 
– and I believe it is – then getting resistance out in the open and dealing 
with it honestly and respectfully is important for everyone involved. 

A: We live in a time that could be described as a “psychological reces-
sion.” The economy is somewhat fragile. Employment is much less 

secure than it once was. In this environment one might expect employees 
to be especially grateful for their work and more engaged than ever. But 
many of them are not. Having witnessed years of eroding corporate loy-
alties, organizational downsizing, job losses to globalization, and fragile 
trust, many workers have adopted a pessimistic view. 

Disengagement manifests itself in many ways. The telltale signs in-
clude job burnout, quality deficits, and health problems like chronic fa-
tigue, sleep disorders, stress, anxiety, and depression. In some work envi-
ronments, these conditions contribute directly to safety problems.

I should point out that disengagement is not a character flaw. Most 
disengaged people did not deliberately become disengaged. In fact, most 
of them don’t even realize they’re disengaged. 
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Q: In the book, you identify 
the four foundational be-

haviors of Change-friendly Leaders. 
What are they? 

Q: You compare change-initia-
tives to a journey, with the 

leader acting as tour guide. What are 
the components of a Change-friendly 
trip?

A: I  briefly mentioned these earlier. I refer to them as the Four Ts. An 
effective leader should exhibit behaviors that are Think-Friendly, 

Talk-Friendly, Trust-Friendly, and team-Friendly.

Think-Friendly behaviors include exercising curiosity, asking smart 
questions, and challenging your own conclusions.

Being Talk-Friendly involves dialogue skills, listening to learn and un-
derstand rather than to rebut or overpower.

A person is Trust-Friendly by consistently earning trust and extending 
trust. This involves carefully avoiding common trust-busting behaviors 
that undermine credibility and influence.

Being Team-Friendly means working with people in ways that foster 
genuine collaboration. It’s much more than superficial “team work.” It’s 
synergy on steroids, and it requires a special openness to other people’s 
contributions.

These behaviors may seem like nothing but common sense. But as Will 
Rogers said, common sense isn’t all that common. In fact, many people 
unwittingly sabotage their own change efforts. In their eagerness to ac-
celerate change or performance improvement they rely on slogans, posters, 
high testosterone pep rallies and other “motivational” approaches.

HERE ARE THE STEPS:

1. Validate the Journey – In addition to making a solid business case 
for change, you must make a compelling psychological case for 
change. Everyone listens to the same station: WIIFM (“What’s in 
it for me?”). You’ll get little traction by merely telling people what 
to do. That feels like force. But you can make significant headway 
when you understand and appeal to their agenda. That feels like 
influence, and it requires authentic leadership.

2. Scan for Speed Bumps – You assess the climate for change and 
identify the points of resistance that must be neutralized or con-
verted. Change occurs in the context of organizational stress (com-
petition for finite resources) and organizational history (lessons 
previously learned). 

3. Chart the Course – A Change-friendly leader appreciates the value 
of compliance and understands the advantages of commitment. 
Earning commitment requires the systematic creation and rein-
forcement of behavioral norms based on trust and transparency, 
integrity, empathy, and healthful relationships. Again, this requires 
authenticity.

4. Build a Coalition – Critical to any successful change effort is the 
way you deal with the CAST of Characters (Champions, Agents, 
Sponsors, Targets). A Change-friendly leader knows that synergy it 
not created by merely adding things together. Synergy comes from 
bonding things together differently.

5. Ford the Streams – Fording the streams is about ensuring that 
the change and/or transition fit comfortably with your organiza-
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tion’s pertinent cultural elements. The authentic leader acts as an 
emotional guide in helping people navigate the white water of re-
sistance.

6. Stay on Message – Honest communication is the lubricant of all 
good relationships. The authentic leader is adept at using symbols 
and metaphors to reinforce desired behaviors. As Gandhi coun-
seled, “become the change you seek in others.”

7. Mind the Gap – If you fly from Dallas to New York and you’re 
off by only one degree, welcome to Nova Scotia. Change-friendly 
leaders make constant course corrections. They deal with resis-
tance early and often. They know that many sponsors don’t buy 
into change, they just rent. So Change-friendly leaders work hard 
to maintain strong and meaningful sponsorship. They calibrate for 
result to ensure that the gap between the current state and the de-
sired state is constantly shrinking.

Regard the Four Ts as the hub of the Change-friendly Leadership 
Model and the seven steps as the spokes. But resist regarding change man-
agement as some sort of mechanical process. Success with change is less 
like installing an air conditioner and more like growing a garden. Success 
with change is less like engineering an event and more like navigating a 
journey. Although the Change-friendly protocol is seven steps, don’t think 
of it as linear. It’s tightly organized for purposes of manageability, but it’s 
fluid enough that the steps overlap. The protocol is designed to be your 
servant, not your master.  

A: Most of us have been in situations where there’s a relevant issue 
that nobody seems willing to talk about. We might even say to 

ourselves, “There’s an elephant in the room, and I sure wish someone else 
would tame that animal.” The “elephant,” of course, is something that’s 
undiscussable.

At NASA, insulation foam falling off fuel tanks and hitting space 
shuttles became an undiscussable. For Detroit auto makers, the market-
place surge of Japanese cars was an undiscussable. At IMB, Apple was 
an undiscussable. At Kodak, digital photography was an undiscussable. 
Among Michael Jackson’s entourage of hangers-on, the pop star’s drug 
dependence was an undiscussable. 

You can make your own list. Some organizations harbor veritable herds 
of unnamed, untamed elephants.

Naming and taming the elephant is a metaphor for making implicit 
issues explicit. To tame an elephant – an “undiscussable” – we must first 
acknowledge its existence. Although you always want to be respectful, 
identifying the elephant is not the time to mince words.

Next, we must uncover the underlying assumptions that people have 
about the elephant. With open discussion, you will be enlightened and 
possibly even surprised bys the ways people have constructed their versions 
of “reality.”

Third, make it safe to talk openly about the elephant. People are afraid 

Q: When it comes to conduct-
ing an open dialogue about 

change, you emphasize the impor-
tance of “taming the elephants.” Can 
you explain?
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of elephants because they don’t want to get stomped on. Good dialogue 
skills like listening with empathy and inquiring to discover can help cre-
ate an atmosphere of acceptance. This enables people to deal openly with 
their concerns.

Unnamed, untamed elephants are a huge roadblock to meaningful change.

A: W hen I was a young political writer in Texas, Jim was my editor. 
He was a great coach. In my work I naturally did hundreds of 

interviews. Jim taught me that when I ask a question and get an answer, I 
should silently count to five before asking another question. That seemed 
very unnatural and counterintuitive. Jim encouraged me to do it anyway. 
The reason, he said, is that because people are uncomfortable with silence 
they will either expand on their first answer or they will go in another 
direction. Either way, you hear something that otherwise might not have 
been said. I followed Jim’s suggestion and discovered that the information 
I received from news sources improved in both quantity and quality.

Today, more than four decades later, I still follow that suggestion. It’s 
helpful in interview situations, and it’s even helpful in everyday conversa-
tion. Give the other person some breathing room and you can be amazed 
by how much more they’re willing to share their insights. It’s not just a 
matter of courtesy and respect. It’s a smart communication practice that 
every leader should follow. I call it talking so people will listen, and listen-
ing so people will talk.

A: C AST is an acronym. It stands for Champions, Agents, Sponsors, 
and Targets.

• Champions are people who favor the change but lack the power to 
sanction it. As advocates for the change, Champions must willingly 
work to gain commitment and resources

•  Agents are people who plan and execute the implementation of the 
change. This includes  diagnosing potential problems and address-
ing the problems strategically.

• Sponsors authorize, legitimize, and demonstrate ownership for the 
change. Sponsors come in at least two varieties. Authorizing Spon-
sors have sufficient organizational power and/or influence to initi-
ate commitment of resources. Reinforcing Sponsors help promote 
the change at the “local” level. Sometimes a single person can fill 
both of these roles, but successful change efforts usually involve 
Sponsors. In short, Sponsors are responsible for creating an envi-
ronment that enables change to occur.

• Targets are people whose knowledge, assumptions, attitudes, emo-
tions, and behaviors must be altered for the change to be sustain-
able. Targets play a critical role in both the short- and long-term 
success of the change. They must be educated to understand the 
changes they are expected to accommodate, and they must be ap-
propriately engaged in the implementation of the change. (During 
the change process, everyone is a Target at one time or another.)

Q: You learned an interview-
ing technique from your one-

time boss, PBS anchor Jim Lehrer, 
about listening. What did he teach 
you, and what can leaders learn from 
it?

Q: We know that getting buy-in 
from stakeholders is critical 

to any change initiative. You iden-
tify a specific “CAST of characters” 
leaders must engage. Who are these 
people?
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Q: What role does organiza-
tional culture play in getting 

people on board with change?

Q: How do leaders course-cor-
rect, or “Mind the Gap,” as 

you say?

People in different roles have different needs. Staying aware of those 
roles will help you with your messaging, coalition building, and every 
other aspect of your change work.

A: I  use the word “culture” to mean the patterns of ways that people 
interact with each other. Culture includes values, assumptions, be-

haviors, and the unwritten rules observed in an organization. Culture also 
includes norms, customs and rituals, stories and myths.

Culture eats strategy for breakfast. By that I mean simply this: When 
there’s a serious conflict between organizational culture and somebody’s 
change effort, culture wins. Always.

Here’s an example. One CEO I worked with had a bullying style. 
When he was upset, which seemed to be often, he tended to yell at and 
berate anyone and everyone in sight. This was very intimidating. His 
colleagues apologized in his behalf. They referred to the CEO’s style as 
merely “tough minded.” They entirely missed the point. Only when some-
one courageously pointed out to the CEO that his outbursts damaged his 
credibility and dumbed down the smart people he hired did he under-
stand the unintended consequences. He finally “got it,” started acting like 
an adult, and was very pleased to discover that his people were now will-
ing to put important operational issues on the table for discussion.

So-called unwritten rules are another ingredient in cultures. Some of 
these unwritten rules – like calling the boss “Mr.” or not checking your 
Blackberry during meetings are relatively benign. But other unwritten 
rules can have a profoundly negative effect on performance. The example 
I just gave included the unwritten rule that nobody challenges the boss 
when he goes off on one of his loud and abusive tirades. That’s part of 
the problem with undiscussables. By definition, there’s an unwritten rule 
not to talk about undiscussables. You’re on the true path to progress only 
when you break that cycle. Write down a list of your organization’s un-
written rules (now they’re written) and see which ones serve you well and 
which ones present roadblocks. It can actually be a fun exercise. With the 
right spirit of openness, it can be a great way to begin naming and taming 
elephants.

A: The first thing they do is get absolute clarity around what they 
want to achieve. After all, how can you know whether you’re close 

to a target if the target is fuzzy and vague? That’s where SMART goals 
(Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Bound) are very 
useful.

Next, leaders should establish practices that hold people personally ac-
countable for results. 

Then leaders should constantly monitor the key performance indica-
tors around production, quality, safety, and all the other relevant issues. 
It’s absolutely true that where performance is measured, performance im-
prove. It’s also true that where performance is measured and reported, the 
rate of improvement accelerates. That’s what minding the gap is all about.
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Q: A significant portion of 
your consulting work is with 

nuclear power companies – organiza-
tions with more at stake than most of 
us can imagine. How receptive have 
these players been to your approach, 
and what does that tell you about the 
prospects for the rest of us?

Q: Employee engagement in 
the context of change is a 

major focus of your company’s work. 
How can a leader determine where 
an employee falls on the engagement 
spectrum? 

A: A s you would hope and expect, the people who run the nucle-
ar industry are very smart. They’re no-nonsense people. They’re 

very serious about their work. They have zero tolerance for anything that 
doesn’t add measurable value. By Congressional mandate it’s a very tight 
industry. Nuclear people interact freely and constantly with each other. 
When they have good experience with a practice, they are quick to tell 
others about it. So the fact that I’ve worked with the leaders at more than 
forty nuclear power stations in the U.S. and Canada says a lot about the 
practices that I teach them. We have many case studies of nuclear people 
who are using so-called “soft” skills to help them achieve industry-leading 
performance excellence.

I want to be careful with stereotypes here, but I’ll offer this: If nuclear 
engineers—who are often suspicious of so-called soft skills—can succeed 
in using Change-friendly 
skills and behaviors, you can 
be sure that these skills and 
behaviors produce success in 
other environments, too. Sus-
tainable performance excel-
lence is achieved as a direct 
result of people’s practices and 
behaviors. The practices and 
behaviors I advocate are founded on timeless, tried and true principles. They 
work. And they work in any environment where smart people genuinely 
want to work smarter.

A: Employee engagement in the context of change is a major focus 
of your company’s work. How can a leader determine where an 

employee falls on the engagement spectrum?  

Engagement is not just some soft feel-good factor. It has serious conse-
quences that should be mindfully tended to by anyone who’s serious about 
productivity, effective change, and good business results.

The first thing a leader can do is to observe carefully. Engagement has 
three components: the physical, the emotional, and the cognitive.

Here’s what engagement often “sounds” like.

You may hear people say things like “When I’m at work I seem to 
bubble over with energy.” Engaged people enjoy vigor and vitality. That’s 
the physical component.

You may hear people say things like “Our work is important, and I’m 
glad to be a part of it.” Engaged people feel positively connected to their 
work. That’s the emotional component.

You may hear people say things like “I get so immersed in my work that 
I lose track of time.” Engaged people are positively absorbed in their work. 
That’s the cognitive component.

In addition to relying on the observations of leaders, smart organiza-
tions often use a 360-degree feedback instrument that’s tailored to perfor-
mance issues linked to individual engagement. This way the individual 

Sustainable performance 
excellence is achieved as 
a direct result of people’s 
practices and behaviors. 
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being profiled receives data from his manager, his peers, and, if he has 
any, his direct reports. 360 feedback can be very enlightening and insight-
ful. When it’s coupled with a solid follow-through program, people can 
translate their feedback into performance improvements that make a real 
difference.

A: Myopia is an equal opportunity condition. Everybody has blind 
spots. As humans, we have a natural tendency to tell ourselves sto-

ries that justify what we’re doing or failing to do. Smart people do some-
thing about this potentially dangerous condition. 

I teach a practice that I call FIND-IT, which stands for Focus, Inquire, 
Notice, Discern – Integrate, Translate.

When we sincerely Focus on a situation, we begin to see things that 
were not at first apparent.

When we respectfully Inquire—not for the purpose of playing “got-
cha” but rather for the purpose of discovering possibilities we had not 
considered—we are often surprised by what we learn.

When we mindfully Notice the details of a situation we begin to see 
and appreciate the individual pixels that comprise the landscape.

When we carefully Discern what’s going on in a situation, we honestly 
distinguish between the facts (verifiable data) and our assumptions (the 
unsubstantiated stories we tell ourselves).

When we Integrate what we’ve noticed and discerned, we’re well on 
our path to appropriate and useful conclusions, decisions, and behaviors.

Finally, we’re able to Translate it all in a way that leads us to productive 
outcomes.

The next time you’re struggling for a useful approach to a situation, be 
Think-Friendly. FIND-IT.

A: To a certain extent, leadership tendencies appear to be somewhat 
generational. Many people who’ve been in the workforce for a 

long time seem to be compliant with command and control leadership 
practices. Younger workers have less patience with that. They ask a lot of 
“why” questions and have less tolerance for an answer that translates to 
“Because I told you so.” The old “my way or the highway” stuff can build 
a culture of compliance, but it does absolutely nothing to build a culture 
of commitment. Even in a highly-regulated industry like nuclear power, 
leaders are learning that compliance is good, but compliance coupled with 
commitment is best. 

Q: You assert that as individ-
uals we need to challenge 

our own conclusions. Why? How? 

Q: One of the most impor-
tant behaviors of a Change-

friendly leader is a willingness to ask 
thoughtful questions, and to listen with 
empathy. Based on what you’ve learned 
through your work with leaders, how 
many come by this behavior naturally? 
How difficult is it for them to embrace 
the idea and put it into practice?



© DuncanWorldwide11

While it’s true that some people seem intent on throwing their weight 
around, the very best leaders rely on the kind of Change-friendly behav-
iors I’ve been talking about. 

Some people ask if great leadership is a matter of nature or nurture. I 
would say yes. For some leaders, effective behaviors seem very natural. For 
others, those behaviors must be taught, and they can indeed be taught. 
But rather than focusing on the nature or nurture dichotomy, I prefer to 
emphasize that great leadership is a conscious choice. When people de-
liberate choose to be effective leaders they are much more apt to seek, 
embrace, and practice the behaviors that produce consistently superior re-
sults. That’s exactly what Change-friendly Leadership is all about.

A: The Neutral Zone is the transition from the Present to the Future. 
The Neutral Zone is a place that’s neither completely old nor com-

pletely new. In the Neutral Zone, people are anything but indifferent. They 
may feel unsafe, confused, uncertain, or all of the above. This is the price of 
change.

While people are in the Neutral Zone, leaders must be very me-
ticulous in their Validate the Journey work. They must create a 

strong psychological case for change as well as a business case for change. 
They must listen respectfully and at-
tentively to people’s concerns. Notice 
that I said respectfully and attentive-
ly. Listening in merely a perfunctory 
way is both disingenuous and deadly. 
Be genuinely empathic as you hear 
people’s complaints and suggestions. 
Acknowledge your own blind spots. 
Challenge your own stories. Deal with resistance fairly and quickly and 
less of it will go underground where it does the most damage. It’s not un-
common for an early resister to be converted into a vocal (and credible) 
advocate of change.

A: Good communication is the lubricant of both individual and or-
ganizational performance. Leaders should make it genuinely safe 

for people to air their concerns. People resist change for a broad range 
of reasons. 

Unfortunately, some leaders are too quick to conclude that resistance is 
a “motivation” issue. While it may be true that someone resists a change 
because it just doesn’t strike his fancy, he may be resisting for any number 
of other reasons. Maybe he simply doesn’t know how to perform a new 
function. You need to shrink the know/do gap. Maybe he needs more sup-
port from his colleagues. Maybe he needs to work with a team rather than 
as a Lone Ranger. Maybe he need help in defining – and practicing – the 
specific behaviors that are known to produce the desired results. Maybe 
there are some systems and procedures that present roadblocks.

As you can see, there are many influence levers available to the leader. 
The more influence levers that are used the greatest the likelihood of success.  

Acknowledge your 
own blind spots. 

Challenge your own 
stories.

Q: Change moves people from 
their comfort zone to the 

“Neutral Zone.” What happens in the 
neutral zone, in terms of feelings and 
reactions? And what can leaders do to 
prevent those feelings from derailing a 
well-intentioned change effort?

Q: What are a few techniques 
leaders can use to help peo-

ple overcome their resistance?
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A: Leadership is all about managing meaning. When people violate 
a leader’s expectations, it’s often because the leader’s meaning was 

not sufficient clear. Leaders must be crystal clear about expectations – not 
to the point of micro-managing, but so everyone has a common under-
standing of desired outcomes.

A good leader clearly articulates expectations (another opportunity for 
SMART goals), personally practices the behaviors he advocates, and re-
inforces those behaviors in others. This is no time for ambiguity. Because 
every directive, every symbol, and every behavior has meaning, the cumu-
lative effect must be managed.

The primary point is that messages matter. Repetition matters. Clar-
ity matters. Change-friendly leaders manage the meaning so they get the 
results they’re after.

  

  

Q: You argue that it’s not 
enough for leaders to just 

communicate their message – they 
must manage the meaning. How do 
leaders accomplish this? 


