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T
he world of business is reshuffling itself. Our global market economy, technology 

introductions, aging Boomer population, and “less than honest” world competition 

have all had an impact. Today, nine in 10 workers grow disengaged when compa-

nies don’t do the right thing and handle change well. By contrast, among companies where 

employees believe an employer is honest and caring in handling change, only 40 percent 

become disengaged.

As we rethink the future, employee 

engagement is a critical driver of organi-

zation eff ectiveness and productivity, and 

it’s declined sharply among Northeast 

companies over the past year. With the 

sudden fi nancial shock in late 2008, many 

employers rushed to downsize their orga-

nizations to capture possible profi ts. Th ey 

were so focused on immediate cost cuts 

through layoff s, legal compliance, policy 

issues or severance that they failed to con-

sider broader change management issues 

that might retain critical talent, and now 

they’re paying for it.

CHANGES OCCURRING IN THE 
NORTHEAST

Major employers in the Northeast in 

fi nancial services, pharmaceuticals and 

technology fi rms have struggled in deal-

ing with layoff s and the aft ermath. Th ere 

was a sense of emergency and intense 

pressure to cut costs, so in some cases 

the downsizings weren’t done in an opti-

mal way. Some organization may have 

over-reacted, and they’re fi nding many 

remaining employees disengaged. Th e 

research suggests that one in four talented 

individuals who remain with companies 

will make a switch at their fi rst opportu-

nity once an opportunity presents itself.

Nevertheless, hard times are also an 

opportunity for organizations. During 

such a crisis, employers can get to initia-

tives that should have already been done, 

such as integrating a recent acquisition, 

centralizing or restructuring, cutting 

cost, eliminating redundancy, setting 

new strategy, bringing on diff erent leader-

ship, succession planning, and inspiring 

employees—many of which frequently go 

by the board during better times.

Moreover, given the business envi-

ronment, top management looks to HR 

as a catalyst to implement such initiatives 

using internal resources, which oft en 

are inadequate for the job. Senior teams 

underestimate the scale of the change 

challenge and imagine that purely tacti-

cal, directive procedures will be enough. 

One senior executive recently indicated 

“I can’t believe people aren’t focusing 

on the things that align with strategy. I 

sent a memo on this!” HR is expected to 

develop the strategy as well as the related 

communications. No wonder employees 

in the Northeast and worldwide say com-

panies are doing a poor job managing 

change.

At the same time, despite the dif-

fi culty of such challenges, many 

Northeast companies are undertaking 

a fundamental reassessment of their 

future leadership and workforce needs. 

When times were fl ush, every leader 

was a great leader, but now it’s clear that 
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many organizations don’t have leaders 

who can navigate in diffi  cult or shift ing 

market conditions. So they’re consider-

ing what competencies and skills they’ll 

need over the next few years, looking at 

their management pipeline, developing 

new success profi les, and rethinking 

how hiring decisions are made.

Given the constant need to navi-

gate rapid change, such as organization 

restructurings, revamped product lines 

or the appointment of a new leader, it is 

imperative that organizations introduce 

systems to help their entire workforce 

to participate in and adapt to change. 

Leaders need to involve their workforce 

in change, not just impose it. Th ey can be 

more eff ective in implementing changes 

by understanding behaviors that create 

obstacles. Agile organizations can be 

trained to embrace change, not only as a 

one-time event, but on an ongoing basis. 

It needs to become part of the behav-

ior of the organization to change. Our 

research at Right Management suggests 

that when employees have a compelling 

case for change, and understand the spe-

cifi c behaviors that will result in success, 

they are likely to self-initiate and navi-

gate change eff ectively.

GLOBAL RESEARCH 
DEMYSTIFIES CHANGE AND ITS 
IMPACT ON ENGAGEMENT

Right Management recently con-

ducted a global study—”Ready, Get Set... 

Change!”—to demystify the change pro-

cess as well as identify key engagement 

drivers that may be used to improve 

change management initiatives and 

outcomes. Th e study draws on feed-

back from 28,810 employees across 10 

industries in 15 countries. Key fi ndings 

include:

•  Best-performing organizations man-

age change nearly four times more 

eff ectively. In top-performing com-

panies (defi ned as those achieving 

higher revenue and above-average 

customer loyalty profi t results), 60 

percent of employees responded that 

“change is handled eff ectively in my 

organization,” compared to 16 per-

cent of employees in below-average 

performing organizations.

•  Less than half (43 percent) of 

employees are confi dent in their 

organization’s change process. One 

in three employees believes their 

organization does not handle change 

eff ectively.

•  Th e biggest downfall for senior 

leaders is the perception that they 

do not follow through on what they 

say they will do. Less than half (47 

percent) agreed that senior leaders 
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communicated change eff ectively; 

54 percent of employees doubted 

senior leaders’ ability to respond 

appropriately to changing external 

conditions.

•  Organizations that do not manage 

change well are four times more 

likely to lose talent. Twenty percent 

of employees who perceived change 

was not handled eff ectively indicated 

they planned to leave within one year 

versus only 5 percent of employees 

who held a favorable view. Th e latter 

planned to stay for at least fi ve years.

•  Ineffective change management 

can lead to lower levels of job 

confidence. Of the employees who 

reported that change management 

was not handled well, 45 percent 

expressed favorable feelings about 

not losing their job within 12 

months, while 32 percent did not. 

This is in stark contrast to orga-

nizations with effective change 

management, where 80 percent of 

respondents had positive feelings 

about keeping their job versus only 

7 percent who did not.

•  Ineff ective change management 

negatively impacts an organiza-

tion’s ability to attract talent. When 

employees reported that change was 

managed poorly in their organiza-

tions, 75 percent of respondents had 

concerns with their company’s abil-

ity to attract talent.

A STRATEGY FOR EFFECTIVE 
CHANGE MANAGEMENT

Putting in place a successful change 

and/or transformational strategy is not 

an easy undertaking because there are 

multiple streams of work that must inte-

grate successfully. It requires applying 

an integrated planning process, includ-

ing steps to take before, during and aft er 

the change process. While what you do 

to prepare beforehand is critical, the 

actions you take while implementing 

change, and aft erwards, are also very 

important. Following this multi-step 

process can put you on a path to realiz-

ing the benefi ts your organization needs 

to achieve through the change initiatives 

it is undertaking.

BEFORE
Understand how previous changes 

were received and acted on. To create 

an eff ective plan, you need to know what 

happened during earlier change initia-

tives. Th at means working with leaders 

and employees to learn what worked, 

what didn’t and gaps that need to be 

fi lled.

Involve and align top leadership. For 

best success, it is imperative that senior 

leaders, including the CEO, Board, 

Executive Committee and other opin-

ion leaders, are clearly aligned behind 

the eff ort. Indeed, leaders need to drive 

change. Th e top-down approach works, 

and is really a requirement for success; 

as is leader alignment to a singular pur-

pose and focus. Our experience suggests 

Given the constant need 
to navigate rapid change, 

it is imperative that 
organizations introduce 

systems to help their entire 
workforce to participate in 

and adapt to change.
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that change eff orts do not succeed with-

out an aligned leadership mantra. To 

that end, HR practitioners have to dem-

onstrate to executives that change isn’t a 

nice-to-have, but a necessity in a world 

that is very dog-eat-dog in terms of com-

petition. We must overcome lethargy, 

reinvigorate our ability to “do business 

diff erently for the future” and ensure 

that talent management is aligned with 

business strategy. Th e catalytic role of 

HR in large-scale change endeavors 

cannot be over-emphasized—providing 

HR is equipped to provide the support, 

which means much more than handling 

transactions.

Identify people who are change 

champions or might be potential stum-

bling blocks. Using an assessment to 

help individuals understand their own 

strengths and opportunities for change 

eff ectiveness can be part of the process 

to identify key people. You might also 

ask employees to share fi ndings with 

their manager, who can help build an 

awareness of how they react during 

times of change. Th e manager can also 

use the results to create a team profi le 

and discuss how individual behaviors 

might aff ect the group dynamic. In 

the process, they can also refer to the 

assessment to create a common lan-

guage for discussing how to deal with 

change. Th ere are all sorts of meth-

odologies in the market on root cause 

analysis that can be eff ectively applied 

in this instance, to raise awareness 

of how we individually respond and 

address change.

Map out a change process. Most 

important is pinpointing the key areas 

in which employees are likely to be 

aff ected—anything from a new perfor-

mance management system, to a reor-

ganization of teams, to a merger—and 

then putting in place appropriate tools 

and communications to help them 

adapt to the changes. You may also 

CASE STUDY:
MANUFACTURING/FURNITURE —UNITED STATES

Objectives

•  Increase world-wide growth initiatives while maintaining sales and profi tabil-

ity levels

•  Nimble, fully engaged workforce necessary for changes that include: new 

streamlined manufacturing, technology and personnel processes; elimination 

of operational silos

Solutions

•  Process addresses emotional journey, career implications of organizational 

change

•  Change readiness assessment, 1:1 coaching, and transition or redeployment 

services enable employees to successfully navigate change

•  Managers develop skills to manage career decision conversations

Before Aft er Variance

Managers ready

to lead change
35% 94% +59%

Employee confi dence in 

ability to adapt to change
14% 94% +80%

Employee confi dence 

in ability to determine 

short- and long-term 

career plans

53% 90% +37%

consider restructuring the metrics used 

to reinforce certain behaviors.

Construct an eff ective communi-

cations strategy and system. You have 

to communicate your vision and plan 

convincingly throughout the organiza-

tion. Th at means building it into every-

thing you do, from your performance 

management system to regular intra-

net postings. Th roughout the process 

of change, publicize the signifi cant and 

subtle wins that are being achieved.

DURING AND AFTER
Provide adequate support, devel-

opment and enablers for line man-

agers to lead employees through the 

change. Th is may take the form of 

group or one-on-one interactions, 

depending on the circumstances. In 

some cases, it is helpful to bring man-

agers together, because the process of 

dealing with change can be an iso-

lating experience. At the same time, 

managers should make sure they hold 

individual meetings with each team 

member. Senior leaders may require 

one-on-one coaching.

Provide coaching for managers 

who still need help. Adequate support 

and development to managers to help 

drive change through the organization 

should be provided. If they are unable 

to eff ectively communicate the vision 

and strategy and engage the team 

through the process, the change initia-

tive will not succeed. Managers need to 

provide role clarity and ensure employ-

ees are aligned with the new strategy in 

order to meet performance objectives 

and achieve goals.

Measure success. Defi ne success at 

the outset and the metrics to be used 

to assess whether you’ve achieved your 

goals and objectives. For example, in 

some cases, you may need to measure 

a manager’s ability to have an eff ective 

conversation with an employee about 

change. Under those circumstances, it 

might be appropriate to ask his or her 

direct reports to do a 360° evaluation of 

their interactions. On the other hand, if 

success is defi ned as how the organiza-

tion as a whole manages change, then 

you might ask employees to fi ll out 

opinion surveys before and aft er the 

change initiative.

RESULTS
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
An effective change process can’t be an afterthought. 

Indeed, it requires a comprehensive effort involving all lev-

els of the organization, driven by top management. While 

we may generally imagine change as a constant in today’s 

world, it takes both focused planning and orchestration 

to be successful. In order to succeed and thrive in today’s 

rapid-paced and tumultuous market, organizations need 

an agile workforce that can effectively respond to, adapt to 

and perform under rapidly changing requirements. Develop 

a plan with measurable goals. Identify and develop effec-

tive change management behaviors within the workforce, 

and focus these on the future purpose of the organization. 

Carefully implement a process that includes leadership sup-

port, development, strategic communication and success 

measures. The approach ought to enlist employees by ensur-

ing they understand “what” to do, are “equipped” to do it, 

and “know” why they need to do it. By following these steps, 

your organization’s workforce will have the agility needed 

to meet the high demands of the change initiative, perform-

ing at the levels you need to ensure the company remains 

competitive and achieves its strategic goals—even in today’s 

tough economy.  ■

For a complimentary copy of the global study 

titled “Ready, Get Set... Change!” please email shari@

fryerassociates.com. The research spans feedback from 

more than 28,000 employees from 15 countries and 10 

industries.
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