How to manage change in a changed world
By Jane Sparrow

Even before COVID-19, change management was big on the agenda
- whether that was Brexit, climate change or the fluctuating worldwide
economies. The pandemic then presented a change challenge not seen
for 100 years that drove individual, organisational and societal change
on an unprecedented scale. In a context we have never seen before,
involving uncertainty of a whole new kind and a public health priority
unique for most of our lifetimes - how can we manage change in a
completely changed world?
A little while ago we identified five stages of change in relation to the
pandemic and the future of work. Lockdown was tough, after which
we all worked furiously through the learning and development phase to
carve out what the future of our business would look like. As we now live
through the transition, reconnection and transformation stages, there is no
business, sector or industry that is exempt from the challenge of managing
significant change around the who, what, when, where and how of the
way they do business. For some, it’s positive and is focused on evolution
and growth. For others, it’s more challenging and is centred around
downsizing or restructuring.
What needs to change about how we manage change?
In a context we have never seen before, can the old approaches to
managing change be effective? What needs to change, about how
we manage change, in order to navigate to the ‘next normal’ and
rebuild business, commerce and society? Here’s six key areas we feel
organisations and leaders need to be thinking about.
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1. Purpose in change
Those organisations who had a strong and well embedded purpose
ahead of COVID-19 were much better equipped to pivot, reimagine and
find direction in the wild and torrent seas of the pandemic - because
they had their purpose and supporting principles to anchor them. The
power of purpose in change is paramount - because when a business
and it’s people know (and believe in) the reason they show up every
day, something like a pandemic just means the route has to change to
get there.
A strong purpose is the never failing ‘why’ of change - the line of sight
from any change that’s required in order to deliver on that organisational
mission. It’s why RB (Reckitt Benckiser), whose deeply embedded
purpose is to protect, heal and nurture in the relentless pursuit of a
cleaner and healthier world, launched a Fight for Access Fund in March
and pledged £1 million to the International Rescue Committee’s (IRC)
response to the COVID-19 pandemic in May. With a strong sense of social
responsibility dating back to 1819, those at RB talk about their purpose
as their compass, guiding them in the right direction, whatever the
circumstances.

2. The rise of human first
It’s always been true that managing change has to be done in a human
way but it’s not something that’s always been considered enough.
Although COVID-19 means we are focusing on human factors more
than ever, thinking about what is going on in people’s lives and what
responsibilities and challenges they might have outside of work is a
crucial part of managing any change (and always has been).
We’ve grown this muscle during the pandemic (this is good!) and what’s
key is that we sustain it. This involves thinking about the needs of people’s
roles (and the human cost of that right now), their individual personality
plus their current wider life reality. For example, where people are when
they receive a difficult, concerning change message could now be in
their own homes, with their children around them or on their own with
no prospect of any human support for days. A human-first principle in
change is paramount.

3. More connected than ever? But for how long.
Who hasn’t heard someone say, “I think we’re more connected than
ever as a result of all of this homeworking?” Whilst this may feel true right
now, things are about to get a whole lot messier as the workforce begins
to fragment, working in a hybrid model of more of us continuing to work
from home than ever before and cohorts also returning to the workplace.
Sustaining connection in hybrid teams is key to avoiding silos. If we don’t
work hard at keeping connected and keeping our internal and external
networks going, they will become fragmented and that will make it harder
to take people on the journey and lead change. We’ve been equipping
leaders to manage the remote and hybrid world through regular group
sessions, supported with daily behavioural nudges that keep the learning
front and centre and keeps the support going as the situation evolves.

4. Equipping leaders to lead change in a whole new way
So much of leading in change comes down to emotional intelligence.
Where leaders are self-aware, open hearted and expert at navigating
emotions (their own and others), they are well equipped to lead in
change, no matter how acute. So much is unseen in the context of the
pandemic and such widespread remote working - and low judgement,
high curiosity has been a vital leadership behaviour.
An agile leadership communication style has also been key. Where so
much is uncertain, people need a Prophet to build belief in the future
and a Pilot with a firm hand on the tiller to build trust. They also need
someone who is celebrating what has been achieved today. We love
the examples we’ve seen of leader postcards from Europe (to teams
globally), video messages out to all colleagues and leaders posting thank
you cards to ensure extra connection with their people in their homes.

5. Maximising the increasing focus on, and ownership of,
wellbeing
The pandemic has seen a significant change in attitude towards our
wellbeing and a real step up in individual responsibility for our own health
but with burnout doubling from 2.7% in March to 5.4% in April 20201,
there’s much still to do. Wellbeing (and attitudes and behaviours around
it) should be a foundation pillar for any change strategy, given the stress,
uncertainty and emotional response any change is likely to cause.
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An increasingly hybrid workforce in terms of location means
that considering elements such as where people will be as
they experience change, what support is around them and
how likely they are to help themselves in the right way is key
- as is being intentional around care and checking in with
people regularly. We loved the care boxes one of our clients
sent to all of their teams at home recently including treats,
relaxation products and self-care encouragement.

6. A new level of collaboration around how we
manage change
Given the impact that COVID-19 has had, the extra mile
that many have to travel to deliver their work in challenging
circumstances, never is there a worse time for change to be
‘done to’ rather than ‘done with’. People have more than
demonstrated their support, loyalty and worth and they
(and their views) need to be respected, now more than
ever. We talk about five core responses to change which
are to embrace, endure, watch, block or withdraw™ and
organisations are at high risk of blockers and withdrawers right
now if they don’t get this right.
As important as collaboration is consistency of how change
is delivered across a business. We’ve been supporting two
large businesses who ‘became one’ just before lockdown to
equip their leaders to manage change in more a consistent
way. Expert planning, live sessions, one to ones and a full
change toolkit have provided a consistent approach to how
future change is approached and delivered. It’s content that
now sits online in their development hub. Change navigators
(working in person and virtually) are also proving very effective
right now.
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For us, there’s one very simple thing that has always
been at the heart of change - even in today’s changed
world - and that’s human nature.
Whilst it may seem that everything in life is changing very quickly, now
more so than ever, as human beings, we are not. Of course we do
change and evolve but not at the speed of everything that is changing
around us – we remain human at heart with basic needs to feel valued,
communicated with and respected. These three human outcomes need
to be at the heart of any change programme.
A human, compassionate and emotionally intelligent approach to
change has been a cornerstone of many organisation’s responses to
COVID but as we grow this muscle, we need to work on sustaining it which requires much more meticulous, holistic and whole life approaches
than may have been adopted before.
Find out more about how we’re helping clients to manage change in a
changed world here or get in touch to discuss your change challenge
today.
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