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The ancient book of Chinese wisdom, the I Ching, states that 
‘we live in a world where change is constant.’ We experience 
constant change in our personal circumstances and we also 
see it playing out in our professional working lives. 

In order to successfully enable change, accomplished leaders 
display certain skills. In this article, we are going to explore 
two of those key skills, namely: 

– Developing a vision and strategy
– Communicating the change vision 
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As you reflect on the content of the second PACE residential, you will recall the work of John Kotter,  
a professor at Harvard Business School, author, and prominent speaker on the concept  
of change management. Through his research, which has spanned over forty years, Kotter noted  
that some organisations were able to adapt and even thrive through significant change, whilst other 
organisations struggled or even collapsed under the pressure, bringing with them a long list of  
burnt-out managers, frustrated employees, as well as a huge wastage of resources. 

So what was the “difference that made the difference ” between those organisations who successfully 
negotiated the changes and transitions and those for whom the change has been too much to handle? 
Kotter identified a number of key skills and methodologies that are necessary to enable successful 
change and transformation in large, complex business environments. His eight stage framework offers 
a valuable insight into how best to manage change. Successful transitions require that each of these 
stages is given sufficient attention. In Kotter’s view, neglecting just one of these eight stages, can derail 
the entire change process: 

It is important to note that this model is not a linear process that can be sequentially worked through 
in a systematic way. The reality of large-scale change programmes is that they are complex. They are 
often comprised of a number of smaller change projects, some of which may only just be beginning, 
even though the overall project could be nearing completion. 

As we reflect further on Stage 3 (Developing a vision and strategy) and Stage 4 (Communicating the 
change vision) of Kotter’s change model, a number of questions come to mind, such as, “what exactly 
does that involve?” and “how can this be done?”.

To help put Developing a vision and strategy in context, let me share a personal experience,  
which might prove helpful. 

One of the main changes that took place in our house last Christmas was the arrival of a new  
pool table. The pool table was not delivered as “ready to use” ,but in numerous parts that needed  
to be assembled. And the table was big!
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As I reflected on this change and the commitment required to install the pool table in our family home, 
I realised there were a few key factors that needed to be in place to ensure the change was successful, 
including: measuring the dimensions of a number of rooms in order to choose the one where the new 
pool table would best fit; removing a sofa from the chosen room to make space; engaging the help  
of a friend with muscles, who also happened to own a trailer and a car with a tow bar; making sure the 
weather was dry at the time of transporting the precious cargo; and, finally, getting my sons out of  
their beds to help during the removal process (slate bed tables are heavy!). 

Truthfully, my sons didn’t really want to get out of bed to help that morning. However, they were 
motivated to do so by the vision they had of the possibilities the arrival of the table would bring.  
So instead of having to pay to play pool at the local youth centre, they would now have a table in their 
own house, which they could play whenever they wanted to, as well as invite friends around for a game. 
It was this picture of future possibilities that motivated them to action. 

Future possibilities harness energy. 

One of the key aspects of a compelling vision, is that it appeals to the heart, rather than the head. 

Therefore, as a leader, you need to ensure that your visions for the future are imaginative, as well  
as desirable. In other words, your vision must be something that inspires others to connect with it.  
Your vision needs to be something that others see as desirable. Something they actually want. 
Something that they understand the longer term benefits of – even if that means there are sacrifices  
to be made in the short term. In my earlier pool table example, for my sons, getting out of bed to help 
with the lifting and installation of the pool table, was a short term sacrifice worth making, because of 
the vision of what could be. 

In terms of attainability, a good vision needs to strike the right balance. It needs to involve an element 
of challenge – pushing the boundaries and stretching resources or capabilities. However, if the goal 
seems completely unattainable, it will very quickly fail to motivate the stakeholders. 

In addition, the vision needs to be focussed enough so that it offers an element of guidance in terms  
of decision-making and priorities. At the same time, the vision also needs to allow a degree of 
autonomy and flexibility, so that individuals within the system are able to exercise their own initiative 
and take ownership. 
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Now let’s be honest. The creation of a vision that is imaginable, desirable, feasible, focussed, 
autonomous and flexible enough is no easy task. It therefore stands to reason that the creation  
of such a vision cannot happen overnight. 

Often such a vision is the result of months of hard work. It is complex. Not only might it need to take 
account of strategy, market conditions, budgets and projections, but it also has to take account of our 
values, so that it resonates deeply with people – enabling them to care about it. To want it. 

Part of the challenge in formulating a vision is that it will need to be owned by a large group of people. 
Hence, a vision that appeals to a particular Executive may not capture the imagination of a  
Senior Manager, or indeed other employees within the business who have not had the opportunity  
to feed into it. To elicit and encompass such diverse desires and expectations, inevitably takes time.  
But it will be time well spent in the long run. 

So moving onto the next stage of Kotter’s framework namely, Communicating the change vision.

Through his analysis of the results of his expansive research in this area, Kotter concluded that 
managers tend to under-communicate their change vision – and often by a significant amount.  
He uses a particular example to justify this conclusion, explaining how he observed one company 
introduce a new change vision to its’ employees over a six-month period, through three speeches  
given at an annual management meeting and three supporting articles in the company newspaper.  
The equivalent of six repeat messages in a six-month period.

To demonstrate the differences in approach, he provided an example of another company, where the 
top 25 executives pledged to find four opportunities per day, to tie conversations with employees 
back to the new change vision. In addition, the company also monitored, reviewed and communicated 
monthly performance targets and aligned the results with the vision. In all, over a similar six month 
period, these initiatives resulted in more than 12,000 repeat communications of the change vision. 
Quite a staggering difference to the process implemented by the first company. 

The point is this: effective communication of the vision is vital for the success of the change initiative. 
Successful transformation can be completely derailed if key stakeholders make the assumption that 
the vision is so amazing that others will automatically “get it”. As Kotter points out, it is not simply the 
responsibility of the marketing department to communicate the change vision as an internal project, 
but it has more to do with managers, supervisors and executives realigning their daily activities and 
everyday work conversations to support the new change vision.

So how can a change vision be communicated effectively? Kotter’s best practice guidelines follow.  
You may find it useful to reflect on your own communication strategy against each of these points  
and see how you compare: 
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Simplicity
Keep it jargon free. Use simple language.

Use of metaphor, analogy, examples 
The saying that “a picture paints a thousand words” is true in this respect. 

Multiple forums
Communicate the vision through: large meetings, small meetings, in memos, emails as well as through 
daily routine conversations within the workplace. 

Repetition
Don’t assume that people will “get it” the first time they hear a message. Repeat. Then repeat again.

Lead by example
Stay aligned. Any behaviour you display which is inconsistent with the change vision, will undermine  
it hugely. 

Explain inconsistencies
Where possible, give a transparent explanation as to any inconsistencies. Not everyone needs  
to know the full story or all the facts, but honest communication and transparency will help build 
credibility and trust. 

Establish a two way process
Acknowledge the need to listen. People need a forum to voice their anxieties and have their questions 
heard. As a leader in the business, you will have significant influence in enabling effective change. 
Developing and communicating the change vision is an important part of that process.

If, as the authors of the ancient I Ching observe, the rate of change is not showing any signs of slowing 
down, then as leaders, you need to understand the importance of developing a strong vision and 
communicating it effectively. Doing so, will enable the change process to be a positive experience for 
your team and the organisation. 

The vision for a new pool table in our home, has been realised. We are now enjoying the benefits of this 
change. Despite the fact that certain sacrifices were made in order to make this happen, they were  
soon forgotten. For my youngest son, though, new possibilities are beginning to emerge. A new vision  
is beginning to crystallise… I want to beat my dad at pool… 
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Please ensure you have listened to the Empowering & Enabling Change podcast, as well as read the 
accompanying article before completing this worksheet. Please email your completed worksheet to 
your personal PACE coach, on completion.

The key elements that enable the effective communication of a change vision are 
explored in the accompanying article. As you reflected on these elements, which do you 
need to focus more time on? What actions do you need to take to ensure each of these 
elements is addressed? 
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1.
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Please take a moment to bring to mind the most significant change that is currently 
happening within your area of the business? How clear is the change vision?  
Is the vision realistic and attainable? In what ways does it challenge or stretch you?  
How might it allow you to exercise your own initiative? 

2.
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The accompanying podcast explores the benefits of taking time out of our busy 
schedules in order to reflect. Take time now to do just that. As you reflect over this 
last year, what are the two most significant changes which have taken place for you, 
personally and professionally? 

Describe below the emotional/psychological aspects of both of these changes:

    

3.

Personal:

Professional:
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What key factors most influenced these changes? 

Personal:

Professional:
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The accompanying podcast explores the characteristics of a positive guiding coalition. 
Four elements are important to consider; Power, Expertise, Creditability and Leadership. 
As you consider your team, which area do you need to focus on more, in order to drive 
change more effectively? 

4.
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