
Perspectives
You’ve heard it a million times. 

The only constant is change. 
This is even more true in 

the business world where change 
comes at us at a blinding pace. But if 
change is such a prevalent part of our 
everyday lives, why aren’t we better at 
implementing it? 

Recent studies show that as much as 
70% of all change initiatives fail. Why? 
One reason is that the issues and 
challenges organizations face today 
are more complex than ever before. A 
second and more fundamental reason 
is that leaders in most organizations 
do not use a high-involvement change 
strategy to lower resistance and 
generate buy-in to change.

Without strategies to engage and 
involve people in the process, 
organizations often fall short of 
the benefits they hoped to realize 
through their change initiatives. 
Even more detrimental than a failed 
change initiative is the fallout from 
the failure such as lost productivity, 
low morale, wasted time, and wasted 
money.

A study conducted by The 
Ken Blanchard Companies® 
(shown in figure 1) in 2008 
paints a telling story about the 
challenges organizations are 
facing that demand effective 
change leadership. 

Figure 1

Top Organizational Challenges

(Top five issues by order of 
importance—1,800 respondents)

Issue     
Competitive Pressure  63%
Economic Challenges 61%
Growth and Expansion 59%
Skill Shortages  50%
Culture Change 48%

Without effective change 
leadership these challenges are 
disruptive at best, and more 
likely miserable failures. In order 
to be successful, leaders must 
understand the reasons why most 
change efforts fail.

Why Change Efforts 
Fail
Most people do not initially 
embrace change. When a change 
initiative is launched, people often 
focus on what they will have to 
give up rather than on what they 
will gain in the change process. 
Although there are always a few 
early adopters and advocates for 
the change, most people will be 
neutral. This is primarily because 
people do not understand the 
business case for the change, the 
status quo is comfortable and they 
hope that the change will simply 
go away. 
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In truth, most change efforts get derailed or fail for 
predictable reasons. But many leaders don’t recognize 
or account for these reasons. As a result, they make 
the same mistakes again and again. And while there 
are dozens of documented reasons why change 
initiatives fail, two main reasons deserve comment:

1. People leading the change 
think that announcing 
the change is the same as 
implementing it. They do 
not provide people with the 
information they have that 
would persuade people of 
the need to change. They 
do not provide ongoing 
leadership or speak with 
one voice throughout the 
change process. As a result, 
the people impacted by the 
change do not really believe 
there is any sense of urgency 
or compelling reason to 
change. When change is 
driven primarily by top 
leadership, the change will 
probably fail because of a 
lack of buy-in due to low 
involvement.

 2. People’s concerns with 
change are not surfaced 
and/or addressed. Although 
they may comply with the 
change early on, unresolved 
information, personal, or 
implementation concerns 
will cause them to revert 
back to old behaviors and 
work processes when the 
pressure to change is off. 

When leaders know the reasons 
why change typically fails or gets 
derailed and they are attuned 
to the predictable concerns people have in the face of 
change, they can be proactive and employ a series of 
change leadership strategies and tactics to overcome 
the typical causes of failure.

Another reason many change efforts fail is that 
organizations try to manage change on their own, 
with a small leadership team. They do not seek 
outside expertise, use a proven change leadership 
model to lead the change process, nor have 
they developed solid internal change leadership 
capacity. This point is illustrated through another 

study conducted by The 
Ken Blanchard Companies 
(figure 2) with more than 900 
training and HR leaders as to 
how they approached change 
initiatives. Only 14 to 25 
percent of respondents in the 
organizations surveyed sought 
outside expertise.

In the same study conducted 
by The Ken Blanchard 
Companies (figure 3), 
respondents cited some of the 
key challenges they face in 
managing change initiatives.

The top four challenges and 
the bottom one all speak to 
the issues of alignment and 
involvement. For change 
to succeed, everyone must 
“speak with one voice” 
about the proposed change. 
Collaboration, teamwork, 
and engagement create 
energy and momentum 
for the change. Bottom 
line—people who plan the 
change rarely implement 
the plan. Effective change 
leadership requires that 
leaders develop partnerships 
with the people impacted 
by the change. It is critically 
important that leaders 
develop strategies to listen in 
on and initiate conversations 

in the organization so that they can surface and 
resolve people’s concerns with change and benefit 
from the insights and advice they have about how to 
implement the proposed change.

What approach does your organization 
typically use when launching a change 
initiative?

Internal cross-functional team   55% 

Internal consulting team  34% 

No formal approach    29% 

External consulting firm   25% 

External training  
and development firm  14%

The Challenges of Managing  
the Change Process 

Engaging and energizing  
employees    48%

Sustaining momentum  
throughout the process    48%

Building leadership  
bench strength  
to support the process    47% 

Getting everyone  
on the same page    44%

Changing rapidly    23%

Teaming effectively    18%

Figure 2

Figure 3
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The second Stage of Concern is Personal Concerns, 
which are often the most ignored stage of concern 
and the primary reason so many change initiatives 
fail. At this stage, people want to know why the 
change initiative will benefit them or what they will 
lose. Specifically, people want to know:

•	 How will the change affect me personally?

•	 What is in it for me?

•	 Will I win or lose?

•	 How will I find time to implement this change?

•	 Will I need to learn new skills or do I have the 
necessary skills now?

To compensate, leaders need 
to create an atmosphere of 
trust and genuine concern 
for how the proposed change 
will affect people personally. 
If leaders do not take the 
time to specifically address 
individual needs and fears 
near the beginning of the 
change process, they will find 
themselves retracing their 
steps because their concerns 
linger. People may comply 
with the proposed change 
for a short period of time, 
but if they have unresolved 
personal concerns, the people 

will not commit the discretionary energy required to 
successfully implement and sustain the change. 

The third Stage of Concern has to do with 
Implementation Concerns such as system alignment, 
best practices, and the daily mechanics of making 
the change happen. In this stage, people ask 
themselves, What do I do first? Second? Third? How 
do I manage all of the details? Additional concerns 
can include:

•	 Where do I get help? 

•	 How long will this take?

•	 Is what we are experiencing typical?

•	 How will the organization’s structure and systems 
change?

Stages of Concern
Change—even organizational change—happens one 
person at a time, something that is often overlooked 
in most organizational change planning. The success 
of total change depends on the success of individual 
change multiplied dozens or hundreds of times 
over. To be successful in implementing change on a 
large organizational scale, leaders need to zero in on 
individual concerns to inform their planning. 

Research shows that people have predictable and 
sequential concerns with change. These concerns, if 
not surfaced and addressed can present formidable 
roadblocks to the successful implementation of change. 
A US Department of Education project originally 
conducted by Gene Hall, Shirley Hord, Susan Loucks 
and other colleagues at the 
University of Texas suggests that 
people have predictable and 
sequential stages of concern 
(figure 4). This research led us to 
create what we call the Concerns 
Model, a process for surfacing 
and resolving concerns, reducing 
resistance, and creating buy-
in and support for the change 
initiative at all levels of the 
organization. 

The first Stage of Concern is 
around Information Concerns. 
People want specifics about the 
change process. They want to 
have the chance to ask questions about the gap between 
what is and what could be. They want honest and direct 
answers. Key questions at this stage include:

•	 What is the change?

•	 Why is it needed?

•	 What is wrong with the way things are now?

•	 How much and how fast does the organization need 
to change?

A good assumption at this stage is that people are smart 
and if they had access to the same information leaders 
had, they would come to the same conclusions. Leaders 
need to be careful at this stage to provide information 
about the change process rather than try to “sell” the 
change process and to talk in terms of what the change 
is and what it could mean to the organization. 

1. Information Concerns

2. Personal Concerns

3. Implementation Concerns

4. Impact Concerns

5. Collaboration Concerns

6. Refinement Concerns 

Six Stages of Concern

Figure 4
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At this point, leaders need to specifically spell 
out a detailed change plan about how and when 
the change will be launched, what resources 
are available, who will test the change, and how 
the change will be measured and supported. 
Remember the change leadership team should 
include informal leaders and advocates for the 
change who can help craft a realistic and credible 
project plan. 

The fourth Stage of Concern—Impact Concerns, 
focuses on issues such as:

•	 Is the change making a difference? 

•	 Is the effort worth it? 

•	 Are we making progress? 

At this stage, people are interested in learning 
whether the change is paying off. If leaders have 
done a good job addressing the first three stages 
of concern, this is the point in the process where 
people will sell themselves on the benefits of the 
change. By successfully addressing the initial 
stages of concern, leaders will find that their 
employees are more open to the change at this 
point, willing to advocate it, and are ready to 
evaluate the change on its merits. It is at this stage 
that an organization will also want to give focus to 
building change leaders for the future.

The fifth Stage of Concern—Collaboration 
Concerns—focuses on who else needs to be on 
board and involved. Now that employees have sold 
themselves on the benefits of the change, they are 
eager to spread the word and encourage others 
to implement the change as well. In addition, 
employees will be more confident about their 
ability to advocate the change and will want to see 
that the collective knowledge in the organization 
is utilized. Specific questions in this stage can 
include:

•	 How can we work with others to get them 
involved in what we are doing?

•	 How do we spread the word?

•	 Are there opportunities to break down silos 
around this change?

The last stage—Refinement Concerns—focuses on 
making continual improvements. At this last stage, 
the change is well on its way and employees are 
now focused on new ways to innovate. Employees 

may be wondering if alternative approaches might 
work better and may want to play a role in helping to 
modify the approach to the change process to leverage 
lessons of the past. The leader’s role is to encourage 
this refinement, support further innovation, and invite 
others to challenge the status quo. At this stage leaders 
might ask:

•	 What ideas do you have for further improvement?

•	 What might work better?

A Model for Leading the Change 
Process
A common reason cited for not including people in the 
change is that the change sponsors believe that people 
are naturally resistant to change. The reality is that 
people are not so much resistant to change as they are 
resistant to being controlled. When organizations try 
to sell change to people affected by the change instead 
of involving them and addressing their concerns, they 
doom their change initiatives to failure.

At the beginning of a change effort, most people have 
information, personal, and implementation concerns. 
Since these stages are sequential, they can be predicted. 
This predictability enables leaders to be proactive in 
addressing them. When leaders know the concerns 
people have in the face of change, they can employ 
a series of change leadership strategies and tactics to 
overcome the typical causes of failure. 

If leaders are able to diagnose stages of concern on 
an individual level, then communicating the right 
information to each individual at the right time will 
lower and resolve these concerns and increase buy-in 
and support.

Our research shows there are parallels between leading 
people and leading change initiatives and requires a 
mastery of three critical change leadership skills.

1. Diagnosis—The willingness and ability to look at a 
situation and assess the concerns of the people who 
are being asked to change

2. Flexibility—The ability to use a variety of change 
leadership strategies comfortably

3. Partnering for Performance—The willingness 
to partner with the people who are being asked 
to change in order to surface their concerns, 
influence the process, and increase their 
commitment to the change
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Once a leader has diagnosed people’s stages 
of concern and committed to expanding 
involvement and influence throughout the 
process, then the leader must flexibly use the 
appropriate change leadership strategy and 
corresponding behaviors to address the specific 
concerns people have in each stage of change. 
Doing so significantly increases the probability of 
implementing successful change

Strategies for Increasing 
Success at Every Stage of 
Concern
The nine change leadership strategies shown in 
the center and at the perimeter of the Leading 
People Through Change Model (figure 5) provide 
additional insight about what 
leaders need to do at each 
stage to initiate, implement, 
and sustain change.

Strategy 1: Expand 
Involvement & Influence  
Outcome: Buy-In

Our core belief in leading 
people through change is 
that the best way to initiate, 
implement, and sustain 
change is to increase the 
level of influence and 
involvement from the people 
being asked to change, 
surfacing and resolving 
concerns along the way. 
Without this strategy, it’s 
difficult to achieve the 
cooperation and buy-
in needed from those 
responsible for making the 
proposed changes.

This change leadership 
strategy must be used 
relentlessly and consistently throughout the 
change process. The bottom line is that people 
have to influence the change they are expected 
to make to win their buy-in and cooperation. By 
seeking people’s input and ideas, and surfacing 
their concerns, leaders can make better decisions 
during the change process.

Change Strategy 2: Explore Possibilities 
Outcome: Options

Perhaps the only thing worse than not seeing a change 
effort come to fruition is selecting the wrong change 
prescription. While leadership may feel pressured to 
hurry to a decision, they must spend the necessary 
time exploring alternative possibilities. By involving 
others in the process of exploring possibilities, leaders 
can immediately lower information concerns as a 
new change is announced, because people are “in the 
loop” about deciding what needs to change and which 
solution is the best. To ensure face validity and inclusion 
of the best options, the options identified should be 
reviewed by a representative sample of those being 
asked to change. In using this strategy, it is important 
to scan the environment and the competitive landscape 
for challenges, opportunities, and threats, as well as 

identifying the strengths and 
weaknesses inherent in the 
organization itself. Lastly, the 
customer’s perspective must be 
included and examined.

Strategy 3: Select & Align the 
Leadership Team 
Outcome: One Voice

It is not possible to bring about 
change in an organization 
with a single leader. Change 
requires a strong and broad-
based change leadership team 
that is aligned and speaks 
with one voice to the larger 
organization. The outcome is a 
unified message that minimizes 
ambivalence and confusion, a 
message that is compelling and 
inspiring. The selection and 
alignment of the leadership is 
a top priority. The team should 
be a representative sample of 
the organization— advocates 
and resisters, and formal and 
informal leaders. Alignment is 

imperative. If people do not see others like themselves 
on the team, the change feels like it is being done to 
them rather than with them. Furthermore, the moment 
one member of the change leadership team breaks rank 
and implies, “we can wait and see if we are going to do 
this” people begin to believe that they can outlast  
the change. 

Figure 5
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Change Strategy 4: Explain the Business Case  
for Change 
Outcome: Compelling Case for Change

At this point in the change process, leaders must 
answer two main questions and build a rationale for 
the change:

1. What is the change?

2. Why is a change needed?

Messaging is extremely important. The focus 
should be evolutionary, not revolutionary. A 
revolutionary message can imply that what was 
happening in the past was wrong. It is unlikely that 
it was wrong. More likely, what you were doing met 
the demands or opportunities of the day but the 
demands and/or opportunities (market forces, 
regulations, resources, technology, etc.) evolved. An 
evolutionary message ties the change to successes of 
the past, but organizations can expect to see some 
resistance here. To counter-balance this, be resolute 
in your position on the need to change and flexible 
on “how to get there.” Organizations should 
continue building buy-in by asking employees what 
they see in the internal and external environment 
that drives the need to change. 

Change Strategy 5: Envision the Future 
Outcome: Inspiring Vision

Creating a clear vision is essential for not only 
getting people on board with the change but 
also enabling them to see where their role fits 
once the change process has been initiated 
and implemented. It is all well and good if 
the leadership can envision the future of the 
organization with the change. However, an essential 
function of the job of leaders in a change effort is 
to help others see what they see. Remember, once 
information concerns go down, personal concerns 
go up. People focus on what they are gong to 
lose, not gain. An inspiring vision allows people to 
lower their own personal concerns because they 
see themselves in the picture of the future and are 
excited about the future. 

Change Strategy 6: Experiment & Ensure Alignment 
Outcome: Collaborative Effort & Infrastructure

For change to succeed, leaders must be able to 
break down the walls between department, units, 
and personalities. Involvement and collaboration 
across department lines starts with the circle in 

the middle of the model and with the selection of 
the change leadership team. As stated earlier, it is 
important to include people in the planning process 
and to spend time surfacing and addressing people’s 
concerns, identifying and supporting early adopters, 
identifying resisters and understanding the reasons for 
their resistance, and courting those that are neutral. 
By involving others in the planning process, you can 
anticipate obstacles with implementation and together 
create strategies to solve those problems.

The plan should define, step-by-step, how the change 
will be implemented and what metrics will be used to 
measure progress and goal accomplishment. At this 
point, recognize it is typical for a dip in performance as 
the change is introduced. Areas to pay attention to here 
include

•	 Defining how the success of the change will be 
measured (i.e., metrics)

•	 Providing the right resources

•	 Identifying who is accountable for what

•	 Planning for “quick wins”

•	 Accounting for what could go wrong

•	 Anticipating unintended consequences

•	 Create the infrastructure that is needed

At this stage of the change process, the change 
leadership team also wants to ensure that pilots are set 
up to identify and address implementation problems. 

Change Strategy 7: Enable & Encourage  
Outcome: New Skills & Commitment

Employees may need coaches to instruct and encourage 
them, especially in regard to implementation concerns. 
In some cases, the best coaches can be the early 
adopters who participated in the pilots and have stories 
to share about their experience. No one wants to 
perform poorly. The change will likely require new skills 
and resources so it is important to plan for and provide 
the training, tools, and resources to accelerate the 
learning curve in a safe environment. Leaders should 
focus on the following areas:

•	 Utilizing lessons learned from pilots and 
experiments

•	 Treating mistakes as opportunities to learn without 
blaming

•	 Explaining where to go for help
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Change Strategy 8: Execute & Endorse 
Outcome: Accountability & Early Results

The key in this stage is accountability. Both 
leaders and employees must be held accountable 
for implementing the change. Measuring the 
impact of the change should take place, and the 
results should be shared with key stakeholders. 
Feedback needs to be delivered in real time in 
order to be motivating. Leaders should collect 
success stories and share information widely 
about early wins. It is critical to:

•	 Demand that leaders “walk the talk”

•	 Measure impact

•	 Ask customers what they notice that is being 
done differently

•	 Listen for and remove obstacles to successful 
implementation

•	 Eliminate policies that don’t make sense and 
rules that feel bureaucratic

Change Strategy 9: Embed & Extend 
Outcome: Reach & Sustainable Results

It is sustainable change that we aspire to. Once 
the goal is reached, leaders should find ways 
to anchor the work behavior changes into 
the organization. But don’t stop there. Look 
for way to cross-pollinate the lessons learned 
and successes gained to other parts of the 
organization. It is important here to:

•	 Evaluate what is working and what is not 
working

•	 Document how the change works in practice, 
not in theory

•	 Share best practices

•	 Ask, “Who else should be involved?”

•	 Provide cross-training and mentoring 
opportunities

•	 Celebrate success and anchor the change in 
the culture

•	 Identify new challenges/stretch goals and the 
leadership capacity to achieve them

What Sets Effective Change Leadership Processes Apart?

There are many change management models and 
methods on the market; many of them prescribe similar 
approaches to initiating and implementing change. The 
following are some guidelines to use when selecting a 
change management process. 

1.  Does the process diagnose before prescribing? Most 
change models prescribe a series of steps for leaders 
to follow in implementing change. But these 
strategies often fail to recognize that employees 
are going to be at different stages of concerns 
throughout a change process and need different 
leadership behaviors at a given point in time. For a 
change effort to succeed, employees need to feel that 
they can express their concerns and be heard. They 
need to feel that the people leading the change will 
consider their needs in planning the change. 

2.  Does the process expand involvement and influence as 
the key strategy to drive buy-in and commitment 
among those being asked to change? Most change 
models have a step in their change process that 
is labeled something like “Motivate Employees to 
Change”. Leaders are reminded to create a sense 
of urgency and to share why the change is needed 
from their perspective. In contrast, when leading 
people through change, it is important to help 
them draw their own conclusions about the need 
for change. People need to be involved from the 
very beginning—assessing the status quo, exploring 
options, building the business case, creating the 
vision of the future. Change should be done with 
people, not to people.

3.  Is there appropriate time in upfront planning to ensure 
success? Experience has shown that most changes 
fail because they get off track early in the change 
process. For example—the change leadership team 
may not have included the right cross-section of 
people on the team. Or the organization did not 
share enough information to create a credible 
and compelling business case for the change. 
Most organizations do not take time to pilot, 
experiment with, or test drive the changes. The 
pressure is so great to change that the problems 
with implementation are not worked out before the 
change is rolled out to a larger audience. 
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About The Ken Blanchard Companies®

The Ken Blanchard Companies® is one of the world’s 
leading training and development experts. We create 
lasting behavioral change that has measurable impact on 
the organizations we work with. We provide training that 
makes a difference.

Our programs are based on behavioral models that 
add a situational context to the training experience, so 
individuals learn to be more productive in real-world 
scenarios and make the shift from learning to doing more 
quickly and effectively.

As the innovator of the most widely used leadership 
development system in the world, Situational Leadership® 
II, we provide groundbreaking thinking and a memorable 
learner experience. We begin with a collaborative 
diagnostic process identifying your unique needs and 
business issues, then develop an appropriate leadership 
strategy.

To learn more, visit www.kenblanchard.com. 

Spending enough time to get the change off to a good 
start will ultimately save time, increase buy-in, and increase 
performance. Investing in people and pilots at the front-end 
of the change process minimizes headaches and the need for 
rework on the back-end. 

Conclusion
Mastering the art of leading change does not need to be 
mysterious or complicated. By teaching leaders how to 
address the stages of concern and respond with strategies 
to increase involvement and influence at each stage of the 
change process, and build the capacity for future change, 
organizations can dramatically increase the probability of 
successfully initiating, implementing, and sustaining change.
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