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● How did this happen? 
● What are the causes, or who is to blame? 
● How does this affect me?

If we are successful in creating the right cli-
mate for change, people will ultimately ask how
management plans to deal with the change and
how they can help make it work. At that point,
we had better have some concrete answers. 

Common responses to change
The most critical questions in the midst of
organizational change are simply: What does all
of this mean to me? And how is the change
going to affect my life? The chart below shows
how people generally respond. On the right are
those who are naturally attuned to change.
These are the so-called early adapters, who are
among the first to get on board with any new
development. They tend to be important opin-
ion leaders who can influence others to accept
and even embrace change.

Close behind them are the people who emu-
late their behavior and become part of the early
majority that recognizes the necessity for trans-
formation. They tend to be optimistic that the
change will be for the better. At the top of the
curve are the “undecideds”—those who are in a
wait-and-see mode. We can label them “fence
sitters” who are waiting to see how the change is
going to play out.

On the left side of the curve are those who

have to be “pushed to the future.” Once con-
vinced that this is a positive change, they will
become part of the emerging late majority. They
constitute the element of the population we can
identify as worried about the new situation and
what it may mean to them personally. 

At the end of the line are the late adapters,
some of whom will never turn the corner and will
remain part of the employee audience in denial.
In a sense, they are a toxic part of the population,
remaining consistently in opposition.

If we understand these various segments of the
employee population and how employees expe-
rience change in their organizations, we are
much better equipped to design an appropriate
communication strategy that responds to their
information needs. Gaining that understanding
requires careful data gathering. You can do that
in surveys, focus groups, individual interviews—
actually, in any manner that provides you with
useful data about how people perceive life in
your organization.

For example, one company in the hospitality
industry that had just settled a strike was about
to reintegrate into the workplace those who 
had been on strike, those who had crossed the 
picket line, and the managers who had been
doing the work during the strike. The commu-
nication team talked to each of these groups to
understand their point of view, and crafted a
communication strategy that honored each
group’s perspective and articulated a future that
everyone could get excited about. If the com-
munication had been handled by the executive
leaders, who were frustrated by the strike, the
outcome would likely have been much different. 

As it was, the return to work was amicable,
and there was no violence. While there was some
tension, managers and leaders were prepared to
deal with it, making the return to normalcy a
much quicker process. Managers rated the com-
munication team’s workshops as a 4.8 on a 5-
point scale. They believed that they were better
able to handle tough situations and be more
proactive about engaging employees. 

Principles for success
Once we have a fix on the employee experience,
we are in a position to design a leadership com-
munication strategy that will not only be
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The success of 

any change strategy

depends on how well

people commit to

changing their 

behavior.






