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Managing Change 
Effectively

If trustees want to introduce major 

changes into their organisations they 

need to really getting to grips with 

the complex, messy and exciting 

emotional life of their organisations 

so they can channel people’s energy 

into the change efforts. This article 

starts by reviewing some theories 

of change, presents a model for 

understanding organisational 

dynamics, and ends with practical 

considerations for implementing a 

change programme. 

Models of Change
The traditional model described organisational 
change as a process of  “unfreeze – change - 
refreeze” (Lewin, 1947). Although this is a rather 
mechanistic perspective, it reminds us: that you have 
to dismantle the old before you can transform it into 
something new; that changes take time to implement; 
and that the phase of transformation is an unstable 
period for institutions.

Nowadays no organisation enjoys the luxury of 
remaining “frozen” in a state of stability for any length 
of time.  Instead most organisations seem to exist 
in a constant state of “meltdown”, experiencing lots 
of different change projects at the same time, each 
at a different stage of unfreezing, transforming or 
refreezing.

Contemporary change experts argue that it is far 
tougher to drive through strategic change, and 
leaders have far less control over their organisations, 
than earlier mechanistic models would suggest. Rather 
than trying to force people to function differently, 
leaders need to approach new developments 
as a process of cultural change, by mobilizing 
organisational energy behind change efforts, and by 
helping to give form and meaning to new ideas. (Bate 
2002) 

It’s All About People
Contrary to the popular myth, “people don’t ‘resist 
change’, they resist having others impose change 
on them”  because the sudden disruption leaves 
them feeling out of control and having to deal with 
unanticipated problems. (Barger & Kirby, 1997). 
Negative experiences of change mount up and 
“haunt” people’s expectations of any new change 
programmes: “If it was a shambles last time, why 
should I believe that it will be any better now?” 

For people to buy into change, they need to feel 
connected with - and in control of - the process. 
They want to appreciate both rationally and 
emotionally what it is that you are trying to achieve. 
Effective change comes about through influencing 
people, gaining their trust, persuading them to make 
adjustments to the way they do things, and helping 
them to reconcile the gains and losses that arise from 
the changes they make. (Bridges 2002)
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Transition Curve

The process of adjustment takes time and some 
unavoidable emotional discomfort. This can 
be illustrated as a “transition curve”, which is 
characterised by a moment of impact when changes 
are introduced, and the person is knocked out of 
their “comfort zone” by anxious thoughts, followed 
by a bundle of confusing feelings as they churn over 
the implications, and then a “depressive”, churning 
process as they weigh up the implications of the 
changes, and finally a gradual period of readjustment 
as they integrate the changes into their routine.

As a trustee you are likely to experience this roller-
coaster of feelings for yourself if you are pressured 
to introduce changes to your board or into your 
organisation. The intensity of these negative feelings 
can be less severe for you than for your internal 
stakeholders (staff, volunteers and service users) 
if you are more accustomed to disruption, if the 
consequences of the change have less impact on 
you, or if you feel you are in a stronger position 
to influence how the changes are implemented. 
On the other hand there are times when you 
may feel more vulnerable and exposed than your 
stakeholders, perhaps because you carry a greater 
burden of responsibility for the changes. You may also 
feel emotionally out of kilter with the rest of your 
organisation if you are the first to discover situations 
that demand change, and may embark on the 
transition curve ahead of your internal stakeholders. 

Change & Transition Curve
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Anxiety & Defense 
At the core of thinking about the emotional life 
of organisations is the understanding that people 
have a low tolerance for anxiety. Anxious thoughts 
can feel utterly overwhelming and devastating, and 
if we can’t process them properly we get stuck 
with them. Unconsciously we ward off our distress 
through defensive states of mind that block out the 
pain but sap our energy, impede our judgement and 
close down our capacity to be curious about what 
is going on in the world around us. “Defenses” can 
fuel destructive workplace cultures and sabotage 
programmes of change. 

Defenses take many forms, though common 
examples tend to involve distorted perception 
and logic, where people block out uncomfortable 
facts, rationalise away an unpleasant event, justify 
an unacceptable situation, fixate on a single issue to 
the exclusion of all else, or insist on following rigid 
procedures. (eg. Staff unable to acknowledge their 
poor performance, or unable to come to terms with 
the need for radical budget cuts.)

There are also “professional defenses” in which 
people resort to their familiar working methods, but 
in inappropriate situations. (Social workers lavishing 
care on their colleagues rather than seeking out 
support for themselves. Law centre staff drawing up 
ground-rules to “legislate” for good communication 
with colleagues.)

Anxiety can also lead people to slip back into acting 
out patterns from past relations. These can be parent-
child dynamics. (Managers who sound like their own 
scolding parents when they get frustrated with their 
staff; staff who react like children when they are 
criticised by their managers.) Or they could just be 
negative patterns from other work situations. (Staff 
expecting their new director to be as incompetent as 
her predecessor.)

Defenses can also trigger blame culture in which 
people persecute others whilst imagining everyone 
else is persecuting them. Blame culture comes about 
through a process of “splitting” in which people rigidly 
categorise all experiences as either entirely good or 

entirely bad. (“The managers are totally useless at 
managing change, they can’t do a think right. I only 
stay in this job for our service users, cause they are 
brilliant!!”) 

Splitting allows us to take affirmation from our 
positive experiences, and to reject our difficult 
aggressive feelings by “projecting” them onto others. 
(We may sense that other people are angry with us 
when in fact it is we who are angry with them but 
unable to acknowledge it to ourselves.)

This can be a two-way process because we are 
also vulnerable to “transference”: absorbing other 
people’s projections as if they were our own. (A 
highly competent manager introduced changes that 
deskilled her staff. Somehow she was the one who 
wound up feeling helpless and bewildered while on 
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the surface her staff didn’t seem to have a care in the 
world.)

These defensive processes are immensely complex, 
but the fundamental point is that uncontained anxiety 
can wreck an organisational change programme. 
In times of change, leaders need to recognise the 
warning signs, and be highly self-aware to avoid 
getting drawn into these dynamics themselves. There 
are also 3 elements for keeping your organisation 
on track in times of change: Define the primary task; 
manage anxiety; and hold your legitimate authority. 
(Hirschhorn 1997)

1. Define The Primary Task

The first component is to establish a shared 
understanding of the primary task and specific 
rationale for the change programme. In many 
respects this covers the more “mechanical” aspects 
of change that organisations tend to do really well, 
but with greater emphasis on the overall vision and 
aspirations of the project. 

•  Define the overall vision and ambition of the 
change programme

• Set out the strategic framework – Tasks, purpose, 
schedule

•  Put changes in context – Say what’s going on “out 
there” and “in here”

• Explain the rationale for change – define the 
problem

• Explore the options & set out your analysis of 
what is the best choice

• Define the bottom line – what has got to change?

• Set out the extent & parameters of the change 
programme

• Flag up the likely impact of the change on roles, 
practices and procedures

• Be explicit about the timing, decisions, deadlines, 
and implementation schedule

2. Manage Anxiety:

• Provide “containment”: understanding what 
people are going through; minimising causes of 
distress; tolerating difficult behaviour; and not 
getting drawn into negativity. 

• Foster “resilience” to the unpleasant reactions 
that change can stir up by being emotionally 
congruent, acknowledging ambivalent feelings 
(articulating both the positive and negative 

implications of your change programme rather 
than offering a glossy “spin” on proceedings), and 
by introducing changes incrementally to extend 
people’s comfort zones. 

This requires a strong commitment to being 
emotionally congruent when presenting the change 
programme, articulating the ambivalent feelings 
associated with change rather than shying away 
from these feelings or offering a glossy “spin” on 
proceedings where all past practice = bad, and all 
future changes = good. (A more balanced approach 
might be: “The proposals provide exciting new 
opportunities, and at the same time I appreciate that 
some of you may be worried about the future of 
your posts.  This structure won’t require redundancies, 
but it does need some of you to change your existing 
roles which could be unsettling ...”)

• Acknowledge the primary risks and associated 
anxieties

• Inspire people by linking changes to the 
organisation’s vision, principles & values.

• Anticipate the intensity of people’s feelings, and 
provide them with appropriate levels of support.

• Help people to process the change by reconciling 
their needs, wants & losses.

• Walk in each individuals’ shoes so that you 
understand and appreciate the personal 
implications of the change for them.

• Use rituals & symbols  to reinforce your message 
and help people to manage the transition.

• Implement change in a consistent, congruous and 
ethical manner. Don’t be tempted to make the 
end justify the means – you will never be allowed 
to forget it!

• Reiterate the key pieces of information about the 
change – if people are anxious they might not 
hear information the first time you give it.

• If you can’t answer people’s questions 
immediately, let them know the deadlines for 
when you will give them the answers.
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3. Take Up Positive Authority

Exert the appropriate authority assigned to your 
role as trustee, setting strategic direction, delegating 
operational matters to your chief executive, and 
ensuring that the CE also delegates appropriately 
to staff, service users and volunteers. This can be 
challenging in voluntary organisations where roles 
and inter-relationships are intricate, and where people 
question authority more, and sometimes confuse 
positive authority with authoritarianism and abuses 
of power. 

The emphasis here is on positive authority, setting 
limits and holding boundaries so that people within 
the organisation feel secure in the knowledge that 
they have clear terms of engagement. This entails a 
consultative approach to decision-making but never 
in a way that abdicates responsibility for the tough 
decisions that have to be made in the best interests 
of the organisation.

Here are some deceptively simple questions to help 
you reflect on your role. If you aren’t 100% certain 
about the answers, it’s worth running through them 
as an exercise with colleagues to sharpen up the 
definitions:

• What exactly is your role in the change 
programme?

• What exactly are the roles of other post holders 
and stakeholders?

• What do you need from them?

• What might they need from you?

• How will people’s roles differ after the change 
programme has been completed?

It is also essential to define people’s spheres of 
influence for the change programme you propose:

• How can people participate in the process?

• What decisions have you already taken that are 
not up for grabs?

• What outstanding questions do you have, that are 
you asking people to help you with?

• What aspects are you consulting colleagues on? 
(Where you will weigh up their responses before 
you take the final decision)

• What aspects are you negotiating? (Where there 
has to be consensus before decisions can be 
taken)

• What aspects are you delegating to colleagues 
to decide for themselves? Is this decision-making 
appropriate to their roles?

The Bottom Line

Most importantly, stay curious yourself: make sure 
that you have the support and space for yourselves 
to reflect on how your change programme is going, 
and to deal with the anxieties that the process 
throws up for you, so that you can direct the changes 
with a level head.
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