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The Human Side 
of Organization Change 
M A N A G I N G THE BUSINESS SIDE OF CHANGE IS EASY COMPARED WITH MANAGING THE PEOPLE S IDE. BUT IF 

COMPANIES IGNORE EMPLOYEES' NEEDS, THE BUSINESS SIDE WILL SUFFER THE CONSEQUENCES. 

Think about a recent c h a n g e 
you and your colleagues sur-
vived at work. Was it a posi-

t ive, m e m o r a b l e e x p e r i e n c e that 
increased your loyalty to your orga-
nization? Or was it a painful experi-
ence that left you feeling confused, 
f rus t ra ted , d iscounted , and maybe 
even less loyal? 

The rate of change in American 
businesses is accelerating. Everywhere 
we see amazingly creative organiza-
t ional char ts , new service-qual i ty 
efforts, total quality management inva-
s ions , merge r s and acquis i t ions , 
downsizing, innovative culture-change 
efforts, new CEOs, and Chapter 11 
reorganizations. 

U.S. managers are urged to follow 
p o p u l a r J a p a n e s e m a n a g e m e n t 
styles—to "do it right the first time." 
H o w many major changes in your 
organizat ion have been done right 
the first t ime—or even the second 
time? How many were orchestrated 
to h a v e the best ef fect on p e o p l e 
and the organization? 

Resea rch has s h o w n that f e w 
q u a l i t y - i m p r o v e m e n t e f fo r t s go 
beyond lip service. Examined more 
closely, most quality failures result 
f rom some fundamental imbalances 
b e t w e e n the h u m a n and bus iness 
sides of change. 

B Y J O H N IACOVINI 

When customers interact with an 
organization, they expect service on 
two levels. They expect an organiza-
t ion ' s p roduc t or se rv ice to meet 
the i r bus ine s s n e e d s , and they 
expect it to meet their human needs 
for respect, friendliness, and empa-
thy. The same balance of expecta-
tions exists among employees within 
an organization. 

When an organization embarks on 
a major change effort, employees at 
all levels find themselves floundering 
in a sea of s t ress and c o n f u s i o n . 
They look around for something to 
hold on to. They c rave secur i ty , 
respect, and empathy-—-even while 
the bus iness of an organiza t iona l 
c h a n g e r u s h e s on a r o u n d them. 
Organizations can successfully make 
changes if they skillfully honor and 
acknowledge the h u m a n needs of 
their employees. 

Balancing business and people 
Change is a rational process—one 
that is carefully planned and orches-
trated to move organizat ions from 
one capacity to another. 

The secret to real success is effec-
tive management of the emotional vul-
nerability that accompanies organiza-
tional change. Honoring employees' 
needs and helping them understand 

and make sense of what is going on 
can do more than just get them 
through the change. Under the right 
conditions, such understanding can 
enhance employees' personal and pro-
fessional growth, add value to their 
lives, and lead to increased loyalty. 

Companies should try to maintain 
and enhance employees' self-esteem. 
If they don't, employees will probably 
r emember the change process as a 
negative experience, even when the 
business side of the change has been 
implemented effectively. Bad memo-
ries linger. They can lead to dissatis-
faction and an erosion of any positive 
changes that are implemented. 

When employees, including man-
agers and supervisors, have negative 
memories of organizational changes, 
their commitment to the organization 
is likely to suffer. They may do only 
the bare minimum that is required 
for them to keep their jobs. In other 
words, the organization may lose sig-
n i f ican t e m p l o y e e loyal ty a n d 
become less competitive than it was 
before the change process began , 
which can be particularly critical if 
the change was initiated for reasons 
of survival. 

A balanced approach can enhance 
the success of a change effort. The 
p r o c e s s s h o u l d r e c o g n i z e h u m a n 
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needs, honor and address the human 
side throughout the business aspects 
of the change, and end with human 
issues still in mind. 

Too often, organizat ions give lip 
service to the human side and focus 
their attention on the business side, 
b e c a u s e m a n y t o p m a n a g e r s f ind 
business issues more comfortable to 
deal with than peop le issues. Their 
efforts fall flat, or at best have short-
term positive effects before they fiz-
zle out . The cost of fai led c h a n g e 
efforts is high. It leads to 
l diminished competitive position 
» lost employee loyalty 
> a waste of money and resources 
I difficulty in reworking the change 
efforts. 

What makes managing the human 
side of change so difficult? It is diffi-
cul t b e c a u s e o r g a n i z a t i o n s d o n ' t 
understand the human side nearly as 
well as they understand the business 
side. Business schools seldom teach 
t h e h u m a n s ide of c h a n g e , bu t 
unless companies deal with change 
effectively, the customer-focused cul-
tures they seek will elude them. 

T h e h u m a n s ide is not logical , 
rat ional, or reasonab le . It involves 
the feelings of employees—such as 
fear, uncertainty, and doubt—as they 
a t t e m p t to m a k e s e n s e of c h a n g e 
and maintain their self-esteem. These 
feelings are intangible. They are diffi-
cult to assess and manage, and exec-
utives may not realize their powerful 
e f f ec t . But if o r g a n i z a t i o n s a re to 
gain employee commitment, it is cru-
cial for them to unders tand how to 
deal with those issues. 

Fear is a lso an i ssue c o m p a n i e s 
need to address. Loss of integrity, cred-
ibility, or reputation are significant fears 
for employees at all levels. It is more 
important for people to deal with those 
issues than it is for them to work on 
such issues as a lack of career or finan-
cial a d v a n c e m e n t , say Kathleen D. 
Ryan and Danie l K. Oes t re ich in 
Driving Fear Out of the Workplace. 

Phases of a change reaction 
In Surviving Corporate Transitions, 
William Bridges discusses the human 
experience of going through life and 
w o r k changes . He desc r ibe s t h r ee 
phases of the change p rocess—the 
e n d i n g , the neu t r a l z o n e , a n d the 
n e w b e g i n n i n g . He s t r e s s e s the 

importance of helping people work 
through this process during mergers, 
acquisitions, divestitures, and lay-offs. 

Organizations that are undergoing 
changes to improve service quality 
can o b s e r v e a similar p rocess . It 
begins with a struggle to let go of an 
old pa r ad igm, p rog re s se s to an 
impasse'—a rocky phase of "tempo-
rary insanity"—and finally, reaches a 
risk-taking stage that leads to renewal. 

Letting go is hard to do 
Why don't employees see the bene-
fits of change and get on board more 
quickly? For many, the experience is 
like standing at the edge of a chasm 
and being challenged to jump to the 
other side—with nothing in between 
but fog. 

Employees don ' t k n o w h o w far 
away the other side is, or even if there 
is another side. They feel trapped. The 
old rules that led to success no longer 
apply. A new set of rules has not yet 
been firmly established, and it's not 
OK to talk about the dilemma. 

Employees caught up in organiza-
tion change rarely talk openly about 
the major personal challenges they 
f a c e — o r e v e n clear ly u n d e r s t a n d 
them. Although the business reasons 
for c h a n g e may b e very clear , 
e m p l o y e e s a re f r i g h t e n e d a b o u t 
re l inquishing the old work habits, 
roles, attitudes, and values that help 
them feel useful and important. 

Employees don't want to lose the 
comfort zones of personal identity, 
p r i d e , and c o m p e t e n c e that they 
have built over the years. And super-
visors and managers may have simi-
lar feel ings about their own roles, 
t h o u g h t h o s e f e e l i n g s a re rarely 
acknowledged and understood. 

It's as if an unconscious conspir-
acy of silence exists about the feel-
ings of sadness, anger, denial, and 
fear that emp loyees exper ience as 
they let go. Many organizations have 
a cultural t aboo against discussing 
such feelings. But letting go is a real 
c h o i c e . E m p l o y e e s a r r ive at tha t 
c h o i c e t h r o u g h ca r ing d i a l o g u e , 
negotiation, and trust. Unfortunately, 
m a n a g e r s a n d e x e c u t i v e s s e l d o m 
encourage discussion of such issues. 

Part of the problem is that some 
managers perceive employees' strug-
gles to let go as unwarranted resis-
t a n c e to c h a n g e , so t hey w o r k at 

"straightening out" the dissenters. It s 
not so surprising, then, that employ-
ees do not openly share their feel-
ings. They ' re afraid m a n a g e r s will 
perceive them as troublemakers. 

Much h a s b e e n w r i t t e n a b o u t 
midlevel managers' resistance to ser-
vice-qual i ty i m p r o v e m e n t e f fo r t s . 
Managers ' natural des i res for self-
p r e s e r v a t i o n b e c o m e e v i d e n t in 
t imes of c h a n g e . T h e y h a v e s e e n 
programs come and go. They may 
have gone out on limbs in favor of 
change ef for t s that fa i led, leaving 
t h e m fee l ing v u l n e r a b l e a n d less 
respected. Their own h u m a n sides 
tell them to be wary. 

As change takes hold, managers ' 
roles may c h a n g e . Manage r s w h o 
worked hard to climb the ladder may 
be asked to assume the roles of sup-
por t ive faci l i ta tors . T h e s e a re the 
same managers who in the past were 
r ewarded for main ta in ing cont ro l , 
b e i n g dec i s ive , p u t t i n g ou t f i res , 
knowing the answers, giving orders, 
and shooting from the hip to solve 
problems quickly. Their n e w roles 
may involve serving employees on 
the front line and empowering them 
to solve problems. 

To make things even worse, man-
agers are asked to make these changes 
with no guarantee of good results. In 
fact, in many cases, their experience 
tells them the efforts will probably fail. 

Midlevel managers aren't the only 
ones w h o face this p rob lem. It's a 
major struggle for executives to put 
aside a command-and-control man-
agement style in favor of a leading-
by-serving-first style, as described by 
Robert Greenleaf in Servant Leader-
ship. And because execut ives lack 
the training, skills, and expe r i ence 
that are necessary for managing oth-
ers through the letting-go stage, they 
of ten over look the possibi l i ty of a 
more service-oriented approach. 

According to Bridges, "Slick talk 
about the new vision goes over peo-
p le ' s h e a d s if n o o n e s e i z e s t h e 
oppor tun i ty to deal wi th t h e fear , 
confusion, and sadness about letting 
go of an ident i ty that m a d e t h e m 
successful in the past." Some sugges-
tions for managing the "letting go" 
phase include the following: 
> Give visible support. 
» Look for stability (areas that are 
not changing). 

66 Training & Development, January 1993 



* Give p e o p l e o p p o r t u n i t i e s to 
interact informally. 
» Build on the past rather than dis-
counting the past. 
» Be sensitive to people who are at 
d i f f e r e n t s t ages of accep t ing the 
change. 
» Help peop le identify what they 
are holding on to and why. 
» Support people in letting go. 
» Give information constantly. 
> Provide a safety net when people 
make mistakes. 

It's much easier to focus on the 
rational, business side of change and 
aim to get the whole thing over with 
as soon as possible . But even the 
best-orchestrated approach on the 
b u s i n e s s s ide can leave nega t ive 
memories and feelings embedded in 
the organization. 

Getting stuck in the impasse 
Gestalt psychiatrist Fritz Perls first 
used the term "impasse" to describe 
a psychological state that patients 
exper ience before they cure them-
selves. According to Perls, people in 

the impasse stage are "holding on to 
their illness like an old friend, and 
be ing afra id of the des i red , yet-
unknown, state of wellness." This 
concept also applies to organizations 
undergoing change. 

Getting out of the impasse stage 
can be compared to getting your car 
out of the snow when it's stuck. If 
you gun the engine and try to power 
your way out, you'll wind up spin-
ning your tires and getting stuck even 
deeper in the snow. If you slow the 
engine and gently rock your car back 
and forth, the momentum may even-
tually allow you to move forward. 

Organizations tend to rush through 
the impasse stage like inexperienced 
drivers stuck in the snow. Without the 
p rope r gu idance , e m p l o y e e s can 
become psychologically stuck. When 
that happens, they tend to roll back 
into the past and become even more 
entrenched. 

A successful organization uses the 
impasse s tage as a t ime to align 
employees with its organizat ional 
vision so that the vision takes on 

personal significance for them. Such 
firms have enough tolerance for the 
frustration of the impasse to allow 
employees to get out of the snow-
bank and onto firmer ground, where 
the seeds of the new vision can take 
root. The impasse stage can be fruit-
ful for organizations that 
» t ake t ime to ref lect on w h e r e 
things stand 
» encourage creative thinking and 
tolerate diversity 
» encourage people to reminiscence 
a b o u t the pas t and th ink in n e w 
ways about the future 
» allow a focus on feelings 
> explore new ideas. 

The impasse is a time for every-
one in an organization to examine 
emerging roles. For example, some 
executives may explore new options 
for restructuring the organization to 
be more customer-focused. Others 
may evaluate their leadership styles 
and beg in to see the b e n e f i t s of 
engaging in a learning and discovery 
process characterized by more open-
ness with customers. 
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Some mid leve l m a n a g e r s may 
begin to see their roles as champions 
rather than uninspired administrators. 
Supervisors may begin to champion 
the ideas of frontline people. Frontline 
people may begin to take more initia-
tive. This is a time for exploring, reori-
enting, and relearning. It is a time to 
plant the seeds of a new identity. 

This opportunity for employees to 

r e f l ec t a b o u t t h e m s e l v e s and the 
organization enables the change to 
sink in so that it becomes a part of 
t h e h e a r t a n d soul of the i r work 
identity and values. 

Renewal brings new ideas 
The third phase of organizational tran-
sition—the renewel phase—is charac-
terized by new challenges. The busi-

ness side of change has p r o d u c e d 
common goals for service-quality suc-
cess. Employees have been trained. 
They are familiar with such concepts 
as e m p o w e r m e n t , c o n t i n u o u s im-
provement, teamwork, problem solv-
ing, total quality, and customer focus. 

If the letting go and impasse have 
b e e n m a n a g e d to c r e a t e p o s i t i v e 
memories, then employees are prob-
ably ready to embrace a cont inuous 
improvement concept, complete with 
a spirit of innovation at all organiza-
tional levels. 

Now is the time to take risks and 
practice new ideas. A n e w level of 
self-esteem develops as p e o p l e try 
new behaviors that are in line with 
their organization's new vision. They 
no longer need to be directed to act; 
they act inst inct ively on beha l f of 
their company's new vision. Personal 
learning has e n h a n c e d the i r e m o -
tional commitment to change. 

Cont inuous i m p r o v e m e n t — n o n -
stop change—can be embraced by 
employees now that they know how-
to deal with the pain of letting go and 
the confusion of the impasse. In such 
an environment, being in a learning 
mode is honored as much as achiev-
ing business results. Today's renewal 
becomes tomorrow's letting go. 

But many organizations f ind that 
their human and business sides are 
out of sync. When it's implementa-
tion time on the business side, most 
employees may still be stuck in the 
"letting go" or "impasse" phase. This 
leads to a phoney renewal; employ-
ees go th rough the mo t ions w h e n 
the boss is looking. "This too shall 
pass," becomes the new slogan. 

W. Edwards Deming says that driv-
ing fear out of the workplace is more 
important to continuous improvement 
than are all the cherished statistical 
techniques of total quality. And the 
first s tep in driving fear out of the 
workplace is to honor and understand 
employees' experiences in the human 
side of change. Learning how to work 
through the h u m a n s ide is crucial; 
con t inuous improvement , a secure 
work env i ronmen t , and e m p l o y e e 
loyalty depend on it. • 

John lacovini is senior quality consul-
tant with Kaset International, 8875 
Hidden River Parkway, Tampa, FL 
33637. 
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