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The task

Strategic foresight requires two parallel skills – anticipating change coming at us from the world and creating change within our own spheres of influence.  This talk is about the latter.

In the emerging discipline of strategic foresight, the rate of change varies from continuous to discontinuous.  In other words, change occurs relatively slowly and predictably over long periods of time, interrupted by rapid, disruptive change.  The long periods of continuous change are the eras that we studied in history, a coherent period of time with a unique identity that differs fundamentally from what went before and what happened after.  Eras begin and end with disruptions, short periods of rapid change that reset the parameters of the era.  Some major disruptions over the last 20 years have been the fall of the Berlin Wall, the appearance of the World Wide Web, Y2K and the bursting of the tech bubble, the attacks on the World Trade Center and the recent financial crisis.  While disruptions do not change everything (Nothing does!), they change enough in specific domains to constitute a new era—a new way of doing things, new trends and issues, and new formulas for being successful.
So just as eras occur in the world, they also occur within organizations.  New management, an acquisition or merger, a new line of business—all can create a new state of affairs within an organization.  The difference, however, is that disruptions within organizations are usually chosen rather than forced by the outside world.  Those who choose to create a new era are called transformational leaders.  These leaders are not necessarily the managers or authorities in charge of the organization, though they may be.  Rather they are people who see the possibility of a new era, commit to move in that direction themselves, and work to persuade others to follow them.
The job of creating a new era is not easy, and it can even be dangerous because the transition from one era to another is treacherous, risky, expensive, time-consuming and filled with mistakes and setbacks.  Joseph Schumpeter, the Austrian economist, called the disruptions between eras “waves of creative destruction.”  He was talking about the periodic transition from one lead technology to another, exactly what Dr. Perez was describing.  Unfortunately, it is not possible to simply leave one era and enter the next one.  Rather it is necessary first to abandon, if not destroy many of the good things of the old era in order to make room for the new.  
The story of the Exodus is a classic story of such a transformational change.  Moses first had to convince the Hebrews to leave Egypt.  Even though they were little more than slaves there, they still knew that way of life and were reluctant to leave it.  After then there was the desert—a good reason not to leave!  Whether it was 40 years or not, crossing the Sinai desert in those days was no easy task.  But cross it they did, finally arriving at the Promised Land.  Every story of transformational change follows this same pattern.
But cannot successful organizations simply build on their strengths and go directly to the new era without having to cross the desert?  A good question, and would that it were so.  Unfortunately, there seems to be an iron law of change that requires destruction before creation.  If you want a new kitchen or a new road, you first have to tear out the old one.  If you want to start a new career, you first have to acquire the skills and start at the bottom.  If you want to have a secure retirement, you have to invest your money and take it out of use for a long time.  One step backwards before taking two or more steps forward.  
And no one likes that part of transformational change.  It is messy, chaotic, disorganized.  Perfectly good procedures that have worked for a long time must be abandoned in favor of new, untried procedures.  Job skills that made people successful become outmoded.  Tasks that were performed efficiently now take longer and cause more problems.  

And so people begin to disagree.  Why is this taking so long?  Why can’t we just go back and do it the old way?  Why did we start this change in the first place?  Long-buried conflicts flare up anew.  Some actually try to use the disorganization associated with the change as a chance to advance their own interest at the expense of others or even of the whole enterprise.  So people who “resist change” may not be so stupid after all.  Why would anyone want to go through such a period?  Actually few people do.  But there are good reasons for doing so--the world has changed since the old era began; as a result, the old era has outlived its usefulness; it’s time to create a new era with better outcomes, and this is the only way to do so.  So the bad news is that you have to cross the desert to get to the Promised Land,

So leaders face enormous resistance when they promote transformational change.  Questions and issues arise from all sides –

· What should we abandon (from the old era) and what will replace it?
· How long will this take?

· How expensive is it going to be?

· Can you guarantee that it will be worth it?

· What if we abandon the things of the old era, but we are not able to replace it with the things of the new?

All very good questions for which there are no satisfying answers.  Transformational change is more like exploration than construction.  No one has ever attempted this type of transformation, in this organization, at this time, under these circumstances before.  Explorers prepare for their journey as best they can.  But if neither they nor anyone else has ever been there before, they clearly cannot have a lock-solid plan.  They have to assemble a highly motivated team, be opportunistic and flexible as things happen, and keep their eye on the ultimate objective even though the way there may not be entirely clear.
Most attempts to create transformational change fail, but not all.  Most venture capital investments also fail, but not all.  And the ones that succeed pay for all the rest.  Arriving at the Promised Land will make all the difficulties worth it—that is, if we actually do get there!  And there’s the rub:  Destruction happens before creation.  You have to leave the old era before arriving at the new one.  And leaving the old era is no guarantee that one will arrive at the new one, or whether there is even a new one to be arrived at!  So leadership is difficult and dangerous, but the reward, when it comes, is enormous.
.So if transformation is advisable or even necessary, how does one go about it?  The good news is that there are many ways; the bad news is that no one knows which ones work!  The author undertook an informal survey of books about organizational change some years ago and came up with 16 different theories about how organizations change.  So the right strategy depends heavily on the situation—the objective, the organization and its culture, the leaders and their skills, and external circumstances.  With such variability, it is no wonder that most change initiatives fail.
For better or worse, therefore, the author has assembled a few principles for creating change that he and others have found useful in promoting transformational change.  There are just about as many of these lists in the literature as there are books and articles, but these are the ones recommended here –

1. Have a very good reason for promoting the change in the first place.
As described above, transformational change is a risky and expensive business, and no one should take on the task lightly.  What is more, few will enroll in the campaign to create the change unless there is a good reason for doing so.
The rationale is contained the Case for Change.  The Case for Change includes the fundamental reason(s) for the change, such as how the world has changed or how the current organizational practices have become obsolete.  Jack Welch, the legendary CEO of GE, said, “If the organization is not changing at least as fast as the world, then it will be out of business.”  The case needs to be compelling, “If we don’t do this,…”  It also needs to be honest.  Simply making stuff up will not work under the scrutiny that the case will receive during the change process.
So the case for change begins from the outside in.  While the change may not be forced by circumstances in the world, it is clearly recommended because of them.  And the earlier the better!  If one waits until the world requires the change, it is to late. Game Over!  Successful transformational leaders see the changes coming long before anyone else. They begin talking the language of change, slowly, gently, pointing out to those around them that the world is changing. 

The ability to see how different the world could become has come to be called foresight.  Foresight is essential in creating transformational change.  Without it, the change could be foolish, ill-advised or just an ego trip for someone who wants to leave some mark in the history books.  The Case for Change is stated simply as – “The world is changing; we have to change along with it.”
2. Be honest about the process
Secondly, the case needs to describe the process for making the change, as best as one can, before embarking on the journey.  No one can know the exact process ahead of time because the change process is exploration.  It is doing some brand-new at this time in this way.  Those who need details are not ready for the journey because there is no way of providing them.  Without being excessively pessimistic, the leader needs to enroll people who as much as they can about lies ahead.

Unfortunately, the tendency will be to downplay the difficulties in trying to get people to sign on.  We see that tendency in the many people who try to persuade us to do something, such as sales people, vendors or political leaders.  “All you have to do is…”  Play up the benefits; downplay the costs.  But the costs of the change are directly proportional to the scope of the change.  There is no free lunch, and no free change.  Skillful managers can minimize those costs, but they cannot eliminate them.  If the case for change is not honest about difficulties at the beginning, then the actual difficulties will stall the process in midstream when they become apparent.  

3. Articulate a vision for the result of the change.
Finally, the case needs to include the outcomes, the benefits, the results, indeed the vision of the Promised Land.  There has to be a payoff for people to sign on in the first place.  Why leave the old era if the new era does not promise anything more?
Many people recommend a clear vision of the future for the change process to work.  But clarity is a relative thing.  How can one be perfectly clear about something that has not happened yet?  Visions can be compelling and motivating even if they are not altogether clear.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s speech (I Have a Dream Speech) is one of the best examples of articulating a vision in American history.  

· “I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.

· “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

· With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. “ – August 28, 1963.

Dr. King’s high rhetoric has all the elements of a true vision –

· It is an image, not just an idea.  The speech is filled with images of oppression and freedom, not just references to them.
· It is about the future, not about the past.  When asked, most people want a return to the “good old days,” which were actually not all the good.  
· It is attractive, appealing, even compelling.  Many believe that Dr. King was compelled to be a leader in the civil rights movement, that he had little choice by his own character and values.  And he is clearly trying to compel others to follow him
· It is bold and ambitious, yet plausible.  Dr. King’s vision for a country free of the discrimination that had so marred its history is bold, to say the least.  But it is also plausible, even if barely so, because some progress had been made already.
· It is the best we can be or do.  Clearly there could be no higher calling for citizens of a great nation than to build the kind of race relations that Dr. King envisions.
· It is unique; it is our time. If we don’t do it, no one will.  The time is now.  If we do not act now how, then the moment will be lost for a long time.  As John Gardner once said, “We are the people we have been waiting for.”
· It is motivating and energizing.  It moves people to do extraordinary things, to put in that extra effort, to be part of something bigger than themselves, indeed to be part of history.
None of us can possibly match the historic importance of that speech or that time in history.  But every call to transformational change needs to include the same elements, even if in a muted form.  Creating transformational change in a company is just as important to the people involved as creating civil rights was to the people of the United States at that time.
4. Commit to achieve the vision, or significant parts of it, no matter how long it takes and how hard it is.

Most people embark on transformational change with the best intentions.  They believe in the worth of their vision, and they are prepared to work for it.  But in the end, the work is longer and harder than they anticipated, and they give up.  They simply were not prepared for the difficulties involved.  We do not blame them.  Transformational change is extraordinarily difficult, and it takes a very long time.
On the other hand, lack of commitment is the single most important source of the cynicism that most people have about change.  They’ve been there before—excited about the possibilities, signed on and ready to go, only to be let down with the process fizzles out.  Are they going to sign on the next time?  Maybe, but they will need a more compelling case.  A third time?  Or more?  After a while, no case for change is good enough.  They’ve been fooled by high sounding visions before; they will not be fooled again.

So as with the case for change, do not begin a transformational change until you have an open-ended commitment to do what it takes to make some observable progress.  One does not have to achieve the vision to be successful.  Dr. King did not see the visionary future of his speech, but he certainly made measurable progress toward it.  No one was disappointed in his commitment, nor did they feel let down by his effort.  Don’t start unless you intend to finish.

5. Communicate!
Everyone one knows that communication is essential for the success of any enterprise—communicating with team members, with bosses, with employees, with customers, with suppliers, with regulators.  One can hardly have too much communication, although it does take time and sometimes money to do well.

Nevertheless, when we think of communication, we usually only think of it one-way – telling people things in meetings, telephone calls, memos, emails, websites, ads.  So we think of communication as primarily outbound, but the most important communication in transformational change could be inbound—i.e., listening.  We are ready for the process; we have committed to the vision; we have steeled ourselves to the difficulties of change.  Now all we have to do is push it through – push, outbound!

No, take a breath and listen.  Listen to what people want, why are they part of this organization, what do the like and not like, what are they doing with their lives?  And during the change, what warnings are they giving, what problems are they seeing, what suggestions are they making?  Part of our commitment unfortunately is not to pay any attention to resistance.  “Those people are just against the change!”  Some, even many may be, but not all.  Some are offering genuine information that will be important for a successful outcome.

And even more important, they might be sharing their aspirations, their hopes and dreams.  The vision has to touch what is most important to people for it to be motivating and compelling.  And the leader cannot touch that unless he or she knows what it is.

And there is a role to outbound communication as well, but again, not what people often think.  Most outbound communication is information about the process—details about what is going on, new processes, new procedures, etc.  Those are important, but not as important as continued communication about the vision.  Why is all this happening?  Why are we doing this?  People signed on to work for the vision, but the vision is easily lost in the details and the difficulties.  Someone needs to manage the process and communicate the details.  The leader’s primary communication, in addition to listening, is to continue to focus on the vision.  The vision is why all of this happening, why we started this in the first place.  The U.S. Public Broadcasting System’s documentary on the civil rights movement was entitled Eyes on the Prize, an apt phrase for any leader to follow.  Focus on the vision, and others will manage the details.
6. Generate trust
Most of these principles came from an exercise that the author conducted for school superintendents in Texas some years ago.  He was asked by a regional service center to offer the superintendents a workshop on change management, but he was asked not use the term “change management.”  The superintendents were sick of that term.

It’s not ordinary practice so disguise the learning objective in a workshop, but the author went ahead anyway.  He created a simple exercise in which the superintendents were to list the change projects they had been part of in two columns – those that had done well and those that had not.  (Unfortunately, the second list was longer than the first!)  He would then ask them to tell how the two columns differed – what did the good projects do well that the bad projects did not.  

The author had never done this exercise before so he tried it first on a staff group at the service center before doing it with the superintendents.  The staff group came up with four characteristics (key success factors) for the good projects that we not present in the others -- vision, commitment, communication and trust.  The next week, the superintendents came up with exactly three of these – vision, commitment and communication.  When the author mentioned that the staff group also put trust on the list of key success factors, the superintendents were amazed.  “You mean they do not trust us?”  A silly question on the face of it!  
“No, they do not trust you.  You are personally trustworthy people, to be sure; it is your positions they do not trust.  They have been disappointed by authorities who promoted change so many times before that they do not trust anyone in your position.”
Trust is absolutely necessary in any successful change process because so much is unknown and the process itself is disorganized and confusing.  One must be able to trust the leaders and others which means that they can count on people to tell the truth and to do what they say they will do.  When people’s words are consistent with what others find out to be true and when they are consistent with that person eventually does, then they can be trusted.  If once they are found not to be telling the truth or they do not do what they say they will do, then they cannot be trusted.

Unfortunately, mistrust is much more common in an atmosphere of confusion and cynicism.  It takes a long time to build up trust, and unfortunately, only one or two unfortunate incidents to destroy it.  So what is the leader to do?  Take the risk; trust until proven otherwise.  It is true that some people cannot be trusted, but you do not know who they are until they show it.  Fortunately, most people can be trusted so the chances are that giving people the benefit of the doubt initially will reap more rewards than mistrusting everyone from the outset.  Yes, some will take advantage of that, and they must be dealt with.  But others will respond enthusiastically to the trust that is extended to them.

Without trust, no one follows the leader; no one can count on their team members, and the change process goes nowhere.  Trust is the least recognized success factor in transformational change, even as it is the hardest to achieve.
Conclusion

Transformational change is the process of creating a new era, in the world for some or in organizations or small groups for most.  It begins with one or more leaders who see that the old era is no longer suitable for the present, much less the future.  They articulate a vision for the new era and enroll others in the campaign to bring that vision about.  They and their followers face enormous obstacles from the skepticism and resistance of the majority to the difficulty of abandoning old practices even before new ones are ready.  They engage in that process nevertheless because it must be done sooner or later and they want it done sooner before the world comes in and dictates the terms of the change.
While we use historical examples to illustrate the process, the same principles apply to small enterprises, and even to businesses wanting to capitalize on a new opportunity.  Change is change whether it is created in the small or the large.
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