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DRIVING CHANGE SUCCESSFULLY                                                                       

i d e a s

operations • innovation • diversification  
• managing change • leadership

G
r e e k  p h i l o s o -
phy tells us that 
everything is in 
a state of flux, 
o f  c o n t i n u o u s 
change. At the 
beginning of the 
21st century this 

statement applies to business more 
than ever. Companies around the 
globe are constantly re-evaluating 
their sales propositions and modi-
fying their value chains, striving for 
a more international profile of their 
employees as well as trying to find 
ways to reduce the effect of contin-
ued high levels of uncertainty in the 
financial markets. All these initia-
tives require companies to engage 
in projects of organizational change.

Most people, however, have a 
pronounced affinity for the sta-
tus quo and prefer things to stay 
the same. And many managers fail 
to understand the importance of 
driving change successfully and the 
role it plays in ensuring the lasting 
success of initiatives. Managers 
fail to see the importance because 
they believe that a well thought 

Control What  
You Can, InfluenCe 
What You Can’t

out project plan is all it takes and 
that their staff will execute it ac-
cordingly.  They assume that every 
stakeholder will be aware of the 
objectives and outcomes of these 
new initiatives, the impact on their 
roles and responsibilities and on 
the culture of the organization, as 
well as on the structures and pro-
cesses. Critically, they also believe 
that every stakeholder agrees with 
the prescribed outcomes of the new 
initiative and that he or she will 
emotionally tune in and engage in 
the process. After all, the project 
plan is a result of rational thought 
and logical in its conclusions. 

change management

l
Unfortunately, this coherence 
between management and or-

ganization is seldom the case. And 
even if it were the case, why take 
the risk of misalignment? Why not 
ensure that a project plan always 
includes the pertinent change man-
agement milestones and activities? 
Based on our years of experience in 
the field of management training 
and change management we believe 

While many managers 
are experts in developing 
strategies they often lack 
the abilities required  
to drive change and 
successfully implement 
sustainable organizational 
initiatives.
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quired and how it will be rolled out 
throughout the organisation.

D e v e l o p i n g  a n d  n a v i g a t i n g 
change in today’s business environ-
ment is without doubt difficult to 
master. However, by understanding 
the type of change necessary (e.g., 
developmental, transitional or 
transformational), backed by the 
selection of the appropriate change 
strategies, the journey becomes in-
finitely less complex - and perhaps 
even enjoyable!

the change agent

l
A crucial element in achieving 
this more positive and harmo-

nious attitude towards change is 
a thorough understanding of the 
role of the change agent.  What are 
the necessary skills to implement 
change and execute strategy? What 
behavioral patterns support this 
process? While answering these 
questions generates some insights, 
it is only the first step. Developing 
and implementing the desired level 
of change within an organization is 
fraught with problems and, in many 
cases, leaders and managers will be 
entering terra incognita. It is there-
fore safe to say that without some 
sort of roadmap in place, the initia-
tive is at an immediate disadvantage. 

Roadmaps, however, are always 
subject to change, driven by to-
day’s dynamic business environ-
ment. One of the often underesti-
mated drivers of these dynamics is 
the fact that today’s mid-size and 
large companies are multicultural 
organizations. And while finance, 
marketing and operations are well 
reflected in today’s curricula of 
leading business schools, the topic 
of multi-cultural management re-
ceives academic treatment, at best. 

The best leaders are those who 
have a strong sense of self-aware-
ness, retain a sense of authentic-
ity and resonate positive emotions 
while not losing the focus on the 
task at hand. They work towards 
a strategic goal by making things 
happen in the organization, both 
along the analytical and the behav-
ioral dimension. 

the answer can be found in the fact 
that many managers seldom find 
the time to develop the abilities re-
quired to drive change successfully. 
While being experts in developing 
strategies to reduce costs, increase 
sales or enter new markets, they of-
ten struggle to successfully imple-
ment sustainable major organiza-
tional initiatives. 

Why is this so? Successfully im-
plementing a new initiative – be it 
growth, operational excellence, di-
versification or innovation - will in-
volve the need to mobilize the work-
force, to engage multiple internal 
and external stakeholder groups, 
to examine the existing culture and 
sub-cultures, to alter existing op-
erating models and organizational 
structures as well as re-evaluating 
the organization’s core processes 
along the value chain. 

Projects of such complexity are 
indeed daunting and generate a 
certain degree of fear or appre-
hension in everyone involved. The 
complexity is driven by the number 
of stakeholders engaged, the influ-
ence they exert during the project 
life-cycle, the expected benefits to 
be derived from the agreed invest-
ment and the undoubted pressure 
that will be placed on manage-
ment and project teams involved 
to deliver on time and within bud-
get. As a result, people involved in 
such projects often perceive them 
as something negative rather than 
positive. Thus it is no surprise that 
company-wide initiatives often fail 
for the wrong reasons: not because 
they are wrong, but because they are 
poorly managed. 

To develop sensitivity to this 
problem, managers need to reflect 
on a number of basic issues. The 
first of these is “understanding”: 
the need to understand the rationale 
for the changes that the organiza-
tion wants to make. A second one is 
“impact”: the need to assess the im-
pact of the changes on the organisa-
tion - and hence the level of change 
required. Finally, they need to be 
able to drive “execution”: the need 
to determine the type of change re-
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More inforMation: 
With the aim of providing an environment where 
managers can learn about and test their abilities 
in developing and implementing strategic initia-
tives in the service sector, IESE has devised the 
short focused program “Driving Change  
Successfully”, runs from March 19-22 in Barcelone.
www.iese.edu/drivingchanges
Professor Sachon’s blog:  
blog.iese.edu/auto/

BUSINESS SCHOOL  IN THE WORLD FOR EXECUTIVE EDUCATION 
Financial Times, May 2012www.iese.edu/gcp

LEADING GLOBAL 
CHANGE

The Global CEO Program: A Transformational Journey (GCP) is the joint 
initiative of three top-ranked business schools with an overarching 
theme of identifying opportunities and challenging current business 
models in today’s fast-changing business world.

A key feature of the success of this program is the Cross-Program 
Project. Throughout the course, executives will analyze a business 
challenge that is currently affecting their company and develop an 
action plan with valuable input from peers and faculty experts.

The GCP consists of three non-consecutive 1-week residential modules 
in Sao Paulo, Philadelphia and Shanghai. It now features a unique 
1-week module in South Africa and Ghana that offers participants an 
invaluable opportunity to expand their professional networks, exchange 
valuable insights with senior executives from around the world and gain 
fi rsthand experience in emerging economies.

ACHIEVE PROFITABLE 
GROWTH IN AN 
UNCERTAIN AND 
COMPLEX WORLD. 
JOIN THE GLOBAL CEO 
PROGRAM AND LEAD 
THE WAY TO NEW 
OPPORTUNITIES.
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