A Guide for Leading Change

“from the Middle”

YOU Can Make a Difference!

Geoff Abbott

Captain, U.S. Coast Guard

Excellence in Government Fellow, 1997-98

PREFACE

Why Write this Paper?  I had the opportunity to participate in the 1997-1998 Excellence in Government Fellows program. During the year we (140 representatives selected from numerous federal agencies) discussed the topic of “leading change” rather extensively and benchmarked government and corporate leaders and organizations (Smithsonian Institute, Veterans Administration, Marriott, Small Business Administration, 3M, U.S. Public Health Service, Minnesota Department of Transportation, National Performance Review, U.S. Customs, Toyota, Miami Airport Authority). I also read several books from authoritative authors on the subject including: “Leading Change” (Kotter), “The Wisdom of Teams” (Katzenbach & Smith), “Built to Last” (Collins & Porras), “Managing Transitions” (Bridges), “Leadership is an Art” (DePree), “Empowerment Takes More Than a Minute” (Blanchard, Carlos & Randolph), “The Top Ten Mistakes Leaders Make (Finzel), and “Enlightened Leadership” (Oakley & Krug).

Each Excellence in Government Fellow is challenged to initiate a project as a result of their Fellows year. Being a strong proponent of constructive change, having been involved in some significant change initiatives with both successes and lessons learned, and sharing the frustration of many about the difficulty and time required to bring about positive changes, I decided to prepare a helpful guide on leading change from the “middle”. My observations are based upon what I learned as a Fellow and my personal experiences during a 23 year career as a Coast Guard Officer, including assignment with a remarkable team of change agents at Civil Engineering Unit Providence, RI during 1995-1998. This paper contains my personal viewpoints on concepts and strategies for leading change from within an organization and is not intended to portray the positions of any organization or entity, other than what was in effect at Civil Engineering Unit Providence during my three year tenure there as the Commanding Officer. I hope you will find some useful concepts and “nuggets” that will assist you and your organization during your leadership journey.

Geoff Abbott
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A Guide for Leading Change “from the Middle” – YOU can make a Difference!


Geoff Abbott, Captain, U.S. Coast Guard


Excellence in Government Fellow 1997-1998

INTRODUCTION
Imagine a workplace where…..


Anyone can be a leader, regardless of position.


You can put your best ideas to the test.


You team is energized and excited about their contributions.


You truly CAN make a difference!

This paper provides some ideas for encouraging a culture of constructive change from individuals and within organizations. Future budgetary and other constraints will require continued innovation, motivation and activation of our best and most valuable resource – our people. One common belief about leadership in many organizations is that we could be much more effective tapping the talents of our people at all levels. So many people have excellent ideas, yet it often seems it is extremely difficult to implement these ideas within their organization. For the purposes of this paper on “Leading Change from the Middle” the “middle” is defined, not by one’s position in the organization, but by the specific situation itself which demands reaching beyond one’s sphere of direct control (typically top down management) to influence people to take positive action. In most cases, the people being influenced are either horizontal and/or up the “chain of command” within the organization, or they are outside the organization (i.e. customers or suppliers).

Purpose – The purpose of the paper is two fold:

(1) To challenge organizations to stretch their leadership competencies and reap the potentially significant benefits and,

(2) To challenge motivated individuals to expand their own capabilities to become the leaders organizations need today and tomorrow.

Examples of Leading Change from the Middle:

A seaman convincing the boarding officer and lead petty officer to adopt a safer boarding procedure.


A petty officer, very knowledgeable in computers, persuading office mates and superiors to “scrap” the current information system in favor of a better system.


An officer partnering with the public and industry representatives to develop new Coast Guard regulations.


A civilian employee negotiating with customers to appropriately prioritize action items based on staff availability, proper sequencing and costs, in addition to the customers’ desires/needs.


A senior Flag Officer or SES working to persuade the Department of Transportation, Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and Congress to accept the proposed Coast Guard budget.

Major Organizational Change
Successfully Accomplishing Major Organizational Change

John Kotter, in his book, “Leading Change” describes several reasons why attempts at major organizational change fail and suggests an eight-step sequential process for successfully accomplishing major organizational change.  Theses steps (and common errors in change efforts) from his book are shown below.

1. Establishing a Sense of Urgency (vs. allowing too much complacency)

2. Creating the Guiding Coalition (vs. failing to create a sufficiently powerful Guiding Coalition)

3. Developing a Vision and Strategy (vs. underestimating the power of vision)

4. Communicating the Change Vision ( vs. undercommunicating the vision by a factor of 10, 100, or even 1000)

5. Empowering Broad-Based Action (vs. permitting obstacles to block the new vision)

6. Generating Short-Term Wins (vs. failing to generate short-term wins)

7. Consolidating Gains and Producing More Change (vs. declaring victory too soon)

8. Anchoring New Approaches in the Culture (vs. neglecting to anchor changes firmly in the corporate culture)

Many of us have witnessed situations where promising change initiatives failed to reach their full potential due to failing to successfully perform one or more of the above steps.  Anyone interested in major organizational change is highly encouraged to read Kotter’s book.  This paper focuses on the 5th step; Empowering Broad-Based Action, and what it can mean for you and your organization.

Why is it so Hard to Create Change in our Workplace?  Obstacles to Change
Three factors which will have the most influence on your abilitiy to suggest and follow through on constructive change initiatives are:

1. Your Work Environment/Culture

2. The Attitudes of Superiors and Key Personnel

3. The Attitudes of Key Suppliers and Customers

If your workplace is in the “habit” of continually challenging itself and the way it does business, always looking for better, quicker, more effective ways of doing business, it will be much easier for your to lead a change initiative.  Likewise, in many sub-units of organizations, superiors and co-workers readily accept productive new ideas, and a few superiors even expect team members to develop new and better ways of doing business as opposed to just accepting the status quo.  Well thought-out ideas for improving your organization’s practices and processes are typically readily accepted in this type of workplace environment.

Some Significant change proposals or re-engineering efforts involve suppliers and/or customers changing the way they do business.  Stakeholders and partners in your business practices who are willing to make changes in their processes can be critical allies in your efforts to make improvements.

Unfortunately, not all workplaces, customers and suppliers are as willing to change their long-established practices and processes due to a variety of reasons.  In many cases people may be very busy and not be willing to take the time to research the pros and cons of a new way of doing business.  In some cases you may encounter an attitude of “we’ve always done it this way and been successful; there’s no need to change now.”  In other cases some people may feel that change represents some type of threat to their position or way of doing business.  Regardless of the reasons, resistance to change is common and can manifest itself in many forms.  Some of the more common forms you are likely to encounter are described below.

Occasionally change initiatives will be met with open hostility by a barrage of issues or problems that are raised in apparent opposition to the proposed concept.  It is important to determine the motivation of the resistance – is it based on honest concerns or just a reluctance to change?  Teaming with key stakeholders upfront can normally identify honest issues early and allow you a chance to develop “work-arounds” with the concerned players before formally suggesting the change.

More common is “delayed resistance” when parties do not raise significant issues initially, and yet later on challenge the assumptions used or predicted results of the proposed change.  Again, in many cases the issues may be real, based upon more detailed analysis of the proposal or more recent information.  Sometimes delayed resistance is used as a means of tying up initiatives in an endless stream of memos or letters (often over months) until the change proponents and/or key stakeholders lose the energy or will to push the concept through.  The concept just appears to be “too difficult” to execute with all the issues involved.  Probably the best way to avoid delayed resistance is to ensure all the information about the concept is provided to all stakeholders early in the process so most contentious issues can be identified and discussed and work-arounds can be developed.  Some people wanting to initiate change are hesitant to do this because they know that some stakeholders may find part of the initiative to be problematic and thay are anxious to institute their change.  However failure to address key player’ concerns in the early stages will always result in either a sub-optimal decision which will later cause resentment and hurt your future credibility, or will cause delayed resistance.  The best way to break out of delayed resistance, if one-on-one and teaming efforts prove unsuccessful, is to meet with all the key players to focus on “real” versus “perceived” issues and to renew buy-in and commtiment to pursuing the initiative.

Another obstacle you will likely see is passive resistance, which often takes the form of a “pocket veto.”  This form of resistance may or may not be intentional but results in the initiative failing to be executed because it does not move forward while there is sufficient momentum and interest among key players.  In many of today’s downsized organizations, personnel are extremely busy and have a lot on their “platters.”  Often your change proposal is not on their front burner and gets pushed aside by other demands.  It is absolutely critical that you follow up directly with those players involved when you suspect passive resistance.  Frequently you will find that by getting together with them you can explain the proposal in more detail, answer any questions they may have and quickly gain their support.  In those cases where the resistance is intentional, you will need to resort to having a meeting of the key players, including senior management, to break the issue free and move it forward.

Strategies for gaining acceptance of your change proposal, even in the face of concern or resistance of key players (including supervisors) are presented later in this paper and may prove helpful.

Leadership Competencies for Change:  Some corporate and individual leadership competencies needed for top flight organizations of the 21st century are suggested below.

Corporate Leadership Competencies:

1. VISION – Set the Destination, Course and Provide the Rules of the Road – also known as Vision, Strategies and Guiding Principles

2. A Culture that Welcomes Change and Innovation

3. Corporate “Info-Share” – access to important information and an ability to integrate and share ideas – make available to ALL withn the organization.

4. Building Trust – Encouragement of Calculated Risk Taking and Mistake Tolerance

5. “Grow the Team” – Look for “stretch” assignments for teammates, strive to continually educate and train the team.

6. Walk the Talk – Management actions (prioritizing action items, use of resources, personnel recognition…) MUST be consistent with the Vision, Strategies and Guiding Principles

7. Recognize/Reward Successful and Beneficial Change Efforts – both individual contributions and team successes.

Although most of the corporate competencies above are self explanatory and are familiar to us, some warrant additional comment.  Vision and Guiding Principles are key to leading successful change and must be accepted and bought into by all team members.  Strategies can be successfully developed from within the team once senior leadership has set the vision and articulated the guiding principles.  Developing a culture that welcomes change and innovation can take a long time.  If suggested changes move an organization towards the vision while operating within the guiding principles, people should be encouraged to be responsibly innovative.  Subsequent successful changes will grow out of initial change efforts and lessons learned, and the culture will, over time, start to accept change as opportunities to be eagerly sought rather than irritating disruptions of the status quo.

As described in the book “Empowerment Takes More than a Minute” (Blanchard, Carlos and Randolph), sharing performance information about the organization aids corporate leadership in many ways.  It helps people understand the business, builds trust through sharing, and sets up self-monitoring opportunities.  Info-sharing on a broad organizational level clarifies the big and little pictures for team members and results in positive synergy and alignment as everyone strives to move towards the vision, operating within the guiding principles, while having access to the same information at the same time.

Calculated risk-taking and mistake tolerance are critical to growing a continually learning organization.  In order to integrate these characteristics into a corporate culture, there has to be a high level of trust developed between senior management and the rest of the corporate team.  There is no quicker way to kill a budding culture attempting to embrace change within an organization than for management to “hammer” someone whose change initiative delivered less than the anticipated results.  Expect failures and learn from them.  In baseball, a batter who gets on base only once out of every three at-bats is a big success.  The key to a successful approach to encouraging change initiatives is to ensure it stretches the organization towards the vision within the framework of the guiding principles, and to performa risk assessment that passes the “waterline” test.  The “waterline” philosophy of risk-taking assesses the likely worst case scenario and potential organizational damage.  If the damage can be undone, repaired or is not critical, it is viewed as being “above the waterline” of the organizational “ship” and you allow the team member(s) to proceed.  If however, your risk assessment determines that irreparable harm may be done to the organization, its customers, reputation or relationships, the damage is viewed as being below the “waterline” and consultation with senior management is needed prior to proceeding.

Growing the team with cross training opportunities, “stretch” assignments, and exposure to different parts of the organization, can keep a team energized and prevent them from becoming stale.  Also allow team members to share their other skills and knowledge they might possess with the rest of the team.  Often an experienced person is tasked to do only one thing on a project but has had experience in other areas; allowing people to “branch out” aids in overall team development.  Opportunities to tackle new challenges in career broadening assignments are frequently viewed as “perks” when promotions and traditional training classes are severely limited.

Senior and middle management MUST “walk the talk” by ensuring their actions (prioritizing action items, use of resources, and recognition systems) are consistent with the Vision, Strategies and Guiding Principles.  Failure to align management actions with these espoused corporate values will result in severe cynicism over time.  Likewise management must reward and recognize change initiatives (perhaps even those that fell short of expectations from which significant lessons were learned) in order to be viewed as truly accepting of change efforts.

Individual Leadership Competencies:

1. Understand Organizational Goals and Values – the “big/little” picture

2. Be Innovative and Proactive

3. Overcome Obstacles – P3: Perspective, Personal Courage and Persistence

4. Judgment – Taking Calculated Risks – Timing and Politics – “When the elephants dance, get off the dance floor!”

5. Team Play – Empathetic Listening, Ability to Lead Towards Consensus

6. High Tolerance for Failure

7. Continual Thirst for Knowledge and to Learn

An effective leader of change must have a broad understanding of both the “big” and “little” pictures simultaneously to be successful.  She/he must understand both the overall organizational goals and values and the specific mission/goals of their sub-unit and their customers.  When proposing change initiatives, they must continually ask “What is the potential impact of the proposed change on my customers, suppliers, co-workers and other parts of the organization?”

A potential change agent must also be innovative and then proactive to get his/her ideas heard and accepted.  To be innovative, you often have to think beyond what has been typically experienced in the past and ask questions such as “What if…?” and “Why not…?”  Once you have thought of an innovative concept that you believe has merit, and you have thought about how it could potentially impact others (big and little pictures) then you need to act to make that idea known to others to gain their input and support.  It is often said that ideas without action are mere daydreams.  Proactive sponsorship of your idea is the first real step to making a change.

There will likely be many obstacles thrown in your path if your change initiative is perceived by others as having a negative impact – even if that negative impact is simply a reluctance to change “the way we’ve always done things” (see paragraph on obstacles to change).  It is helpful to maintain a positive perspective that always looks for opportunities, even in the midst of major and difficult challenges.  The successful change agent will listen carefully to the opinions of others (they will likely make good points you had not thought of) and further refine the change concept.  For the change to be accepted (if you believe it still has merit), it will take persistence and personal courage on your part to find ways to champion the idea to acceptance.

The use of good judgment is especially important if you are proposing a change concept that is meeting resistance.  Timing can be critical and you must take calculated risks, but you don’t want your persistence to be mistaken for just being stubborn, or your call for bold or new actions to be perceived as brash and poorly thought out.  Internal or external “politics” may come into play and put a totally different spin on the issue.  In the case of contentious change initiatives, the most effective way to execute your proposal is to address opponents’ concerns in such a way to as to create a win-win situation.  Otherwise you will have to force the issue through others who are resistant and will have a much less likely chance of success.  There is a saying in politics that “..when the elephants dance, get off the dance floor.”  In the case of an idea that has been elevated to senior management and remains contentious, it’s best to simply and clearly explain the idea and then “let the elephants dance.”  You need to realize that you will often be unable to influence decisions that involve internal or external “politics” at the senior management level, because the decision factors are usually very complex and involve many considerations in addition to improving mission effectiveness and reducing costs.  

Team play is critical to success of your initiative.  If you can informally discuss the concept with others who may be impacted or otherwise have an interest, your idea will likely be nurtured, better developed and accepted by other key players.  Empathetic listening, especially to “naysayers,” and the ability to develop “workarounds” that successfully address their concerns, will greatly improve your chance of success.  An ability to lead towards consensus with customers, stakeholders, suppliers and superiors is key to success.

A change leader has to have a high tolerance for failure.  Many (perhaps even most) of your ideas will not be accepted for one reason or another.  Don’t get discouraged!  If only one of three ideas is accepted and you have 12 ideas, you have still made a significant difference.  The key is to learn from every attempt, including the failures – in time you will find that you will become more and more successful as you become more familiar with the reasons some ideas were not accepted.  Remember the very best hitters in baseball only get hits about every third time at bat!

In order to become a “first-class” change agent you must continually refresh your knowledge base and learn.  The very best find ways to continuously learn from their own experiences; sharing experiences with others; observing others including superiors, peers and team mates (learning both from their successes and mistakes); reading; talking with peers/experts both in and out of their workplace; the Internet; etc.  Some excellent reading material is suggested in Appendix A which may prove helpful for those interested in more information and strategies on the topic of leading change.

Opportunities and Risks – Before proceeding with a change initiative there are four issues you need to consider and be aware of.  An honest analysis of these issues will help you determine if the concept is worth pursuing and if it has a chance of succeeding.  It may also point out possible problem areas that you will want to address early on.  The four issues are:

1. Ensure the benefits exceed the “costs,” including the potential for “unintended consequences”

2. Ensure the benefits outweigh the risks to both the organization and key individuals

3. Personal Opportunities/Risks – Your personal sphere of influence, your reputation, career fear

4. Successful Change Leads to Future Changes

First you need to honestly assess and weigh all the costs and benefits of the proposal from both the “big” and “little” pictures to determine if the initiative is worth pursuing.  Often this is more difficult than it appears because human nature causes us to focus primarily on one part of the situation without truly analyzing the total impact.  An example is the decision to contract out Coast Guard galley (food service) support several years ago due to pressure from Congress to encourage public sector (A-76) contracting.  A major issue that later occurred as a result was the huge impact this decision had on the Subsistence Specialist rating by removing shore billets.  This resulted in the Subsistence Specialists going largely from ship to ship, frequently without a shore assignment because those jobs had been taken over by private contractors.  The effect on the rate was devastating as many Subsistence Specialists left the service; an unintended consequence of the decision to contract out these services.

You also need to analyze the perceived risks to both the organization and major players who will be critical to implementing the change.  If a proposal is perceived as being inconsistent with commitments made to external parties (i.e. the host command of a ship, local elected officials, DOD entities, EPA, DOT, OMB, Congress), it is not likely to be well received unless you can create a win-win for all the parties involved.  Even if you can develop a win-win scenario, if key players believe their reputations may be at risk, you are not likely to gain their support.  An example is the failed attempt to close 23 Coast Guard “station smalls” a few years ago in the face of major congressional opposition (the “elephants danced”)!

Personally, you need to consider the opportunities and risk to your own reputation.  If people perceive you as suggesting half-baked or extreme ideas that will likely fail as a result, and that their association with these suggestions may risk the reputations of their organizations or themselves – you will not gain their support.  On the other hand, if you propose wel- thought-out concepts, consider the potential concerns of all parties, and develop win-win situations, your chance of success is much higher.  You will not only gain support for your initiatives, but your personal sphere of influence will widen considerably which will open new opportunities to you in the future.  You will be viewed as a “winner” with thoughtful and often exciting ideas to make your organization better.  The reality is that this can truly be accomplished from anywhere in your organization, from administrative support to the Chief Executive Officer or agency head.

As you and your workplace work hard to implement successful changes, you will find that it becomes easier to implement new ideas and concepts as you develop lessons learned and become better at anticipating potential problems, and as management and key players become more comfortable with accepting new initiatives.  Successful change initiatives breed future positive changes.

STRETCHING THE ORGANIZATION – Challenging Strategies and Recommendations to Create a Culture that Accepts/Expects Change

True Empowerment/Accountability for Results

1. Information Sharing

2. Risk Management – “Waterline” Risk-taking Philosophy and Mistake Tolerance

3. Situational Empowerment

4. Working from “Yes” to “No”

5. Accountability

Possibly the single largest step organizations can take after clearly conveying their vision, guiding principles and strategies to their team is to spread the wealth of “corporate information” so that all can make informed recommendations and decisions in alignment with organizational goals.  Making information available opens channels of communications and will assist in such matters as ensuring the new logistics plan is consistent with the CFO Act and the engineers’ plans are consistent with the IT development plan.  People, clearly focused on the organization’s strategies, will use available information in a myriad of ways to provide better products and services.  A side benefit is often the breakdown of information flow blockages between organizational “stovepipes.”

Organizations must take calculated risks to move ahead in today’s world.  To quote an executive with Bausch and Lomb, a recent benchmark site for the Council for Excellence in Government, “If I don’t fail at least twice in ten initiatives, then I’m not pushing myself hard enough.”  The key to success, is not in taking risks, but in managing risk.  People who understand and adopt the organizational vision, guiding principles and strategies, and who are armed with corporate information that enables them to understand both the “big” and “little” pictures, will ultimately make better decisions.  They won’t be right every time but they will move the organization forward through their efforts.  A very useful risk management tool, mentioned earlier in this paper (under Corporate Leadership Competencies), is the “Waterline” philosophy of risk taking – allowing team members who have ideas aligned with organizational goals, to take initiatives without having to “ask permission first,” if the damage that could result if the initiative fails, would not “sink the ship.”  The organization, which will benefit if the initiative succeeds, has to be able to adopt a tolerance for “mistakes” and initiatives that fall short of anticipated results, and use these as opportunities for learning lessons for future change initiatives.  Empowerment is a term often talked about by management but too rarely put into actual practice – an organization that behaves in the above manner truly empowers its team members to further the organization.

However, most managers will know of at least one person in their organization they would hesitate or refuse to empower in the way described above due to their inexperience, past performance or any of a number of other reasons.  Although it is important to set the stage for empowering team members, you would not entrust development of a multi-million dollar budget to the new administrative assistant.  Just as the commonly used situational leadership model suggests that different leadership styles should be used for different people, or even the same individual in different situations, the concept could be extended for empowerment.  Situational empowerment would suggest that different levels of empowerment may be appropriate for different people, or the same people in different situations, depending upon their abilities, experience motivations, etc.  Empowerment should still be encouraged for all team members, however the “size of the box” within which they are empowered may be different due to the above factors.  Both managers and team members should work to expand the size of the “empowerment box” with increased experience, improved abilities and full integration of the vision, strategies and guiding principles into work efforts.  Two ways of doing this are by including expansion of empowerment in an individual development plan for the team member or by incorporating it into an action plan for work/project execution.

In an organization trying to modify its culture to maximize the capabilities of its people to benefit organizational performance, managers must build trust as they encourage team members to change the status quo for the better.  This often involves a significant paradigm shift on the part of managers, to work from “Yes” to “No” when considering team members’ suggestions, strategies and when making work assignments.  Typically team members’ work assignments or suggestions/strategies, must be convincingly briefed or demonstrated to have a very high probability of success before they are accepted – “No” to “Yes.”  In an environment where an organization is encouraging all team members to contribute ideas for improvement, managers can build that trust by allowing team members to proceed with their ideas, whether they will succeed or not, as long as they are aligned with the corporate vision and strategies, and it passes the “waterline” risk test mentioned above.  Typically the benefits of greatly increased team member confidence – gained by knowing that management allowed them to try their idea, and the lessons learned, even if the initiative is less than successful, will greatly outweigh any costs/risks incurred.

Many employees claim that slow, cumbersome, bureaucratic procedures often prevent them from being able to make significant improvements, and even discourage them from trying – and they only wish they could be “empowered” to make changes in the system.  The frequently overlooked flip side of empowerment is personal and organizational accountability.  Empowered suggestions should be carefully conceived, with benefits, costs and risks carefully considered (see Opportunities and Risks), and partnering efforts made with those likely to be impacted by the change initiative.  Part of being a life-long learner as an individual or team, means that you learn how to improve with each initiative.  However, if the same shortfalls occur again and again (such as failing to correctly determine costs or risks when information is available, or not attempting to communicate with those most impacted by the initiative), then individuals or teams should be held accountable.  Failure to hold personnel to a reasonable level of accountability often results in a loss of forward momentum in the organization and may be resented by other team members who are producing results.  

TQM – “Team” vs “Total” Quality Management
TQM, or Total Quality Management, has had a significant impact on American businesses and management since the late 1980s focusing on process improvement.  The impact of the “Information Era” and the Internet has resulted in an explosion of useful information being available to everyone, and allowed us to literally communicate with anyone in the world at any time.  At the same time, the “downsizing” of American businesses and the United States government has forced the breakdown of traditional organizational “stovepipes” and the move to cross-functional matrix teams that work across and throughout organizations.

Most staffs have been reduced to the point that they do not have the depth of talent they had in the 1980s with only one, or perhaps two specialists per area of expertise.  In order for organizations to move forward on major cross-functional initiatives, leaders have to be able to tap into this smaller, but critical, talent pool in a way that is not perceived as “resource grabbing” and integrates the efforts of many people of diverse disciplines.  A real change leader has to expertly manage “Team Quality Management” by initiating suggestions/action, enlisting the aid of critical stakeholders of diverse backgrounds; carefully listening to and integrating their advice into evolving solutions; creating acceptable compromises and work-arounds; and finally gaining consensus for future action.

Personal/Organizational Recognition 

In order to change the culture of an organization and the behavior of those within it, you need to reward efforts that are in alignment with the new culture.  Recognition systems that provide incentives that encourage and reward desired behavior need to be in place and practiced so that team members will observe that top management is serious about making cultural changes – i.e. management “walks the talk.”  An example used by GSA Boston to encourage customer satisfaction and risk taking is their “Giraffe Award.”  This award is given to the GSA employee who sticks his/her neck out the farthest (read “risk”) to help out their customers.  In addition GSA Boston team members are provided cards signed by their Regional Administrator that essentially state that if you have an idea and it’s legal, ethical, supports the customer, improves efficiency or effectiveness, and you are willing to be held accountable, then you don’t have to ask permission to implement it, you already have permission.  These two policy statements by the GSA Boston management have done more to implement truly responsible empowerment and risk taking than any amount of training or verbiage from management ever could.

HOW YOU CAN LEAD CHANGE – Wherever You are in the Organization

Become an “Expert”

The more knowledgeable you are on an issue, and the more you can look at it objectively from many perspectives and honestly evaluate the pros and cons of various options, the more credibility you will have when speaking about the issue.  By becoming an “expert” on the topic you become a “credible advisor” when making recommendations to those making the ultimate decisions.  In addition to becoming expert on an issue, become an expert communicator – discussing your ideas with all key stakeholders and listening to their concerns and suggestions to build trust and alignment within your organization.  The result is that you can positively influence others (teammates and superiors) through your actions.  Recommendations leading to successful change efforts will result in increasing your personal sphere of influence and can pave the way for future successful change initiatives.

One word of caution however; you must be careful not to be perceived as an “arrogant” expert or professional (i.e. I’m the expert…here’s why you can’t do it…) or people will tend to shy away from you and your suggestions may not be accepted regardless of how good they may be.

Honestly Assess Benefits, Costs and Risks of Change Initiatives

(Organizational and Personal)

It is critically important to have a good understanding of the pros and cons of an initiative including the benefits, costs and risks for both the organization and yourself before embarking on a major or controversial change initiative.  As mentioned above it is helpful to attempt to view the initiative from the perspective of the various stakeholders who may perceive the benefits, costs, and risks differently than you do.  By mitigating their concerns early on, you will have a far better chance of gaining their support and creating successful change.

Strategies for Successfully Implementing Change Initiatives:  Many strategies can help you succeed in suggesting and leading change initiatives.  Some of these strategies are described below.

1. Network/Team/Partner for Success

2. Find a Mentor/Champion(s)

3. Ask the Key Question to Remove “Barriers” (being developed)
4. “Prototype” or model the change (perceived as less risk)

5. Using a third party or consultant to “market” your initiative to decision makers

6. “Bootlegging” (3M concept) – finding “unofficial” resources

7. Be “Intelligently Persistent!”

Networking, teaming and partnering an initiative with key players is by far the best way to get buy in from stakeholders and develop the best global solution that addresses everyone’s interests and concerns.

Oftentimes it is helpful to find a progressive mentor or champion to assist you in advancing new ideas.  This person may very often be a superior, but don’t overlook the opportunity to work with a highly respected peer to gain support for your initiatives.  A “champion” can often open doors and create opportunities that you may not get without their help.

Frequently, potentially positive initiatives are not supported because of a risk-averse culture or hierarchy.  One way of mitigating risk in the eyes of others is to protoype the initiative on an experimental basis.  This strategy has several advantages.  If the prototype does not go well for some reason, you have limited its impact to a certain time period and a subset of the organization that was aware that the initiative was being tried on a trial basis.  If the prototype goes reasonably well and warrants being continued and expanded, you can apply the “lessons learned” to improve implementation of the initiative on a larger scale.

Occasionally you will find that despite your best efforts, you cannot move a good change initiative forward yourself, and your efforts to team and partner with key stakeholders has not resulted in a sufficiently strong coalition to overcome organizational or hierarchial barriers.  When this is the case, you may be successful by bringing in a third party (someone from outside your immediate organization, a consultant or colleague from another department) to “objectively” look at the costs, benefits, and risks of the proprosal and make recommendations to senior management.  Ironically and sadly, such third parties often have more credibility with senior management than their own staff because they are perceived as not having “an agenda” and as being independent of internal politics.  The reality, however, is that if you have honestly attempted to engage key stakeholders and address their interests and concerns, they will likely reach the same conclusions you have and will report that to senior management thus reinforcing your recommendations.  A warning however; if you have not truly engaged other key stakeholders prior to making your recommendation, the consultant could come to a very different conclusion; one that could very likely conflict with your recommendation and reduce your credibility with senior management.

3M Corporation, Malcom-Baldridge Quality Award winner in 1997, is known for its corporate culture of innovation.  To encourage innovation, 3M allows its scientists and engineers to use 15% of their time to work on projects of their own choosing.  The goal is to develop an atmosphere that encourages creativity and “tinkering” to create new products or new applications for existing products.  This environment led to the “Post-its” that are so widely used today which evolved from a failed adhesive material under development.  The concept of “bootlegging” is encouraged by 3M management as a way to bring the most promising of these pet projects to market.  Bootlegging is a condoned way of finding unofficial resources to support a potentially successful concept and involves a scientist/engineer with an idea convincing others to spend a portion of their 15% free-thinking time to work on their project.  Likewise, a scientist/engineer may try to get unsanctioned financial support (in small quantities) from those parts of the organization that may benefit from successful development of the product.  3M then follows up by lavishly recognizing successful team efforts to develop innovative products (in many cases even if the product is not a success!) by hosting award ceremonies highlighting members’ efforts in front of their peers.

If you are convinced your initiative will result in constructive change, and your discussions with the key stakeholders reinforce that belief, the best overall strategy is to be intelligently persistent!  Try different combinations of the above strategies to overcome barriers.  Timing can be very important – don’t try to get a budget increase at the end of the fiscal year if you know the organization does not have any remaining funds available; wait until the beginning of the new budget year.  Organizations are dynamic  – keep your eyes and ears open.  Individuals who may act as barriers sometimes move to other jobs, as do their supervisors.  New policies are always being developed – one may set a precedent you can use for your initiative.  Sometimes project funds cannot be obligated before year end and they may be available on short notice to someone who is ready to execute quickly.  In summary, always be alert for opportunities that may help you move forward with your change initiative.  Good timing can often mean the difference between success and failure.

A CORPORATE CHANGE AGENT: COAST GUARD CIVIL ENGINEERING UNIT (CEU) PROVIDENCE, RI – The Team and Individuals

Organization, Mission, Vision and Guiding Principles

One Coast Guard unit that practices many of the concepts described in this paper and embodies the spirit necessary to thrive in a changing environment is Civil Engineering Unit (CEU) Providence.  CEU Providence is a relatively small team of 55 individuals (12 Coast Guard officers and 43 Coast Guard civilian personnel) tasked with managing and maintaining Coast Guard shore facilities (search and rescue stations, air stations, bases, maintenance facilities, lighthouses) from mid-New Jersey north through Maine.  The team is a professional staff comprised mostly of engineers (civil, mechanical, electrical, oceanic), architects, environmental specialists/engineers, contracting officers, construction inspectors, real property professionals, planners and command support staff.  The team’s vision is to provide the very best shore facilities possible for their customers, the operational Coast Guard units and their personnel.  The guiding principles are: 1) always be customer focused; 2) always act with professionalism and integrity; 3) be stewards of the shore facilities, for the long term, as well as short term requirements; and 4) strive for the highest quality in everything they do.

The CEU Culture – “Taking the PLUNGE for Top Performance”

The CEU culture thrives on challenges, encourages innovation and intelligent risk taking, and enjoys having fun.  All CEU personnel understand and integrate the four guiding principles into all their work activities and as a result, senior management has a great deal of trust in, and truly empowers, team members.  CEU personnel feel (and have!) a great sense of freedom to take initiatives which support the CEU guiding principles – and have created some truly remarkable results, some of which are described below.

The leadership philosophy at CEU Providence has bee described as “taking the PLUNGE for top performance” where “PLUNGE” consists of Partnering, Leadership, coUrage, and chaNGE.

CEU’s Partnering successes are many and include examples such as moving Highland Light (120-year-old, 66-foot-tall, 450-ton lighthouse on Cape Cod) away from an eroding 100-foot bluff – with National Park Service, State of Massachusetts, Army Corps of Engineers and local community to raise $1,000,000 in addition to the Coast Guard’s $600,000 to save the lighthouse; crafting a historic Programmatic Agreement for Governors Island closure that delicately balanced competing interests of five agencies; developing an exceptional partnership with GSA that generated over $6,500,000 for the Coast Guard with the disposal of Coast Guard housing; transferring 28 lighthouses in Maine to the public sector while retaining the required navigation equipment; and successfully executing one of the first energy-savings performance contracts which will result in utility rebates in excess of $600,000 at the Coast Guard Academy.  More important to CEU’s day-to-day operations, are the successes achieved and lessons learned by working with their customers to develop joint solutions to shore facility problems.

The key to CEU’s Partnering success is proactive participation and empathetic listening.  When CEU is notified of a problem, challenge or opportunity, their team members engage customers, suppliers and/or potential partners to understand the challenge or opportunity, its impact, and to develop solution alternatives.  They listen empathetically, to truly understand the situation, the constraints and impacts, and use open dialogue to jointly develop good and often creative solutions.

The second letter in “PLUNGE,” “L,” stands for Leadership.  In the case of CEU Providence the key to their success lies in a “lack of directive management from the top” of the unit… yes, that’s right, “a lack of management” from the top…because of the personal leadership expected of, and taken by, every member of the CEU Team.  Team members are afforded the freedom to do what they need to do to accomplish the task at hand without asking permission first.  Some may believe this could lead to chaos and serious problems, but it is actually simpler than you would think, once… and this is the key point…once everyone in the organization understands the vision, core values of customer service, responsible shore facility management, professionalism and integrity, and the guiding principles of pursuit of excellence, innovation and integrated solutions.

Leadership in most organizations is viewed as coming from the top of the pyramid, typically the Commanding Officer and the Executive Officer in the military.  At CEU Providence however, once the vision, core values, and guiding principles are set and understood, the leadership routinely comes from the frontline – those dealing directly with customers and suppliers to solve problems or create opportunities.  In fact, the CEU organization could be viewed as an inverted pyramid with leadership entrusted to those frontline problem solvers, supported by middle and senior managers who work to remove barriers or create opportunities for them.

The “U” in “PLUNGE” is from the center of the word COURAGE.  You (“U”) have to have courage to stand up for what you believe is right, and the courage to take calculated risks.  This requires organizational courage as well, as policies and procedures will be questioned and challenged.  If the challenges are based upon the organization’s vision, core values, and guiding principles then constructive change may result.  Likewise, the organization has to be willing to allow people to make mistakes, especially as they come up with innovative solutions.

CEU Providence practices the “Waterline” philosophy of risk management – decisions that could result in “damage below the waterline” of the command (or “ship”) involve senior management consultation; otherwise team members are entrusted to use their best judgment to mitigate risks while creating solutions to challenges.  If the organization builds trust with the team members that “mistakes” will be treated as “learning opportunities” and not to condemn individuals, the team will develop the courage to take the personal leadership described above.

The “NGE” of “PLUNGE” stands for chaNGE.  Change is occurring at an exponentially increasing rate and organizations need to be willing, and eager to embrace change, challenge the status quo, and innovate.  If an organization constructively partners with others, encourages personal leadership, and promotes courage, it will thrive in a changing environment dealing with major challenges and searching for new opportunities.  CEU Providence proved itself time and again to be on the cutting edge of many new initiatives – the results attributable to the hard work and initiative of all the leaders at CEU, all 55 of them.

Some Impressive Achievements
CEU Providence has an impressive record of notable achievements including the partnering successes mentioned above; execution of nearly 30 additional engineering projects during one year as the Coast Guard streamlined it operations and facilities; making the Coast Guard’s largest facility, Governors Island in New York Harbor, ready for closure; and executing its largest project ever – the construction of the Coast Guard’s new $2.8M Leadership Development Center at the Coast Guard Academy.  Even more impressive, the bulk of these projects was done simultaneously, in addition to the traditional CEU workload, over only a 30-month period!

The partnering successes mentioned earlier were a direct result of the creativity and “out-of-the-box” thinking and execution by the CEU team, and resulted in unique challenges and opportunities.  The move of Highland Light, a significant engineering challenge (the lighthouse was moved on rails using computer-controlled hydraulic jacks –without any damage to the 120-year-old structure!), was every bit as much a resource and partnering challenge, and was orchestrated almost solely by a Lieutenant Commander and followed up by a GS-13.

When presented a high risk opportunity to dispose of excess Coast Guard housing in New Orleans, a project no one else would attempt and clearly outside of CEU Providence’s area of responsibility, two CEU GS-12 real property specialists rose to the challenge.  They partnered closely with customer-focused GSA property disposal staff to obtain $550K from GSA within thirty days of an initial meeting (which was used to move remaining families out of the housing area) and then sell the property and retain over $1,700,000 for the Coast Guard, all within 7 months.  This project set a precedent as the first time the Coast Guard was ever able to keep surplus property sale proceeds.

The CEU Providence team was charged with providing planning, real property, engineering and environmental services to ensure that the Coast Guard’s largest facility, Governors Island, was ready for closure.  In the middle of New York Harbor, with scenic views of the Statue of Liberty, Brooklyn Bridge and the skline of lower Manhattan, Governors Island has been estimated to have a value of up to $500 million.  This huge challenge was aggressively and very successfully executed by the CEU team who: 1) developed and executed a very sensitive five-agency (Coast Guard, GSA, City and State of New York, and National Historic Trust) Programmatic Agreement for continued maintenance and historic preservation of the facilities within the very limited resources available; 2) executed and completed several million dollars of construction projects picked up from the closing CEU in New York; 3) executed over 30 environmental remediation projects on the Island; 4) completed the largest report of property excess in Coast Guard History – completed six months ahead of the original schedule; and 5) provided detailed coordination and transition planning with GSA and other agencies.

CEU’s Chief of Real Property (GS-12), when asked by an interested non-profit group about the possibility of obtaining a lighthouse in Maine, returned the question with another – “Why just one lighthouse; why not five or ten or twenty?”  This led to a dialogue which expanded the vision of the non- profit organization to become a non-profit leader and role model within Maine.  The non-profit organization took on the role of “champion” and acted as a broker between the state of Maine and the Coast Guard.  Legislative language was drafted and later enacted that authorized the transfer of 36 lighthouses from the Coast Guard to responsible third parties as determined by a Lighthouse Commission appointed by the Governor.  The third parties would be responsible for maintaining the grounds and facilities (including the historic lighthouses) and the Coast Guard would continue to operate the aids-to-navigation equipment at the sites (light signals and foghorns).  In all, 28 lighthouses were transferred from the Coast Guard to responsible parties – reducing the burden on the Coast Guard budget and federal taxpayers, improving pride in the local heritage, and increasing opportunities for the public to visit lighthouses.

A GS-12 contracting officer was attempting to recoup potential energy rebates from a utility company for the Coast Guard Academy in New London, Connecticut.  The concept was seriously jeopardized when he was informed that the federal government could not commit future savings to repay capital investments to reduce energy consumption.  Refusing to lose this great opportunity, he partnered with a Coast Guard attorney and together they found an exception to the standard rule for Energy Savings Performance Contracts (ESPCs).  He located a regional ESPC contract being managed by the U.S. Army in Alabama and was able to execute contracts to make the energy saving capital improvements before the rebate opportunity expired.  By proactively partnering with the Army, the projects were initiated (without any capital funds investment by the Coast Guard) in time to obtain over $600,000 in rebates.

CEU was given the opportunity to plan, design, contract and construct the new Leadership Development Center at the Coast Guard Academy when it appeared that traditional methods would not be able to keep the project within the tight budget and the extremely constrained timeframe required; in fact some said it could not be done!  This was by far the biggest project ever undertaken by CEU at $2,800,000 and was about five times larger than most of CEU’s large projects.  The project was successfully accomplished with a lot of hard work and innovative techniques through the integration of planning design, environmental engineering, contracting and procurement staffs and was ready in time for the dedication ceremony.

“David vs. Goliath” – A single CEU Change Agent Takes on the Navy Bureaucracy to Create Win-Win

One short story of one of the less-notable of CEU’s achievements clearly illustrates how frontline CEU team members take the “PLUNGE” for top performance.  This is an example of how one person partnered, showed initiative and leadership, displayed personal courage and resolve when given the “wrong” answer, fought for change, and made a difference, not only for his project, but in relations between the Coast Guard and the Navy.

A GS-12 environmental specialist was tasked with developing a program to recover aids-to-navigation (ATON) batteries that had been dumped in the water at various sites prior to the 1970s when these batteries were first recognized as being an enviromental hazard because they contained small amounts of mercury.  He had been very successful the year before using Army divers from Virginia to recover batteries in Lake Champlain (on the New York/Vermont border), to save approximately $200,000 in commercial contractor costs, and seeked to expand the program thoughout New England.  He contacted about ten active and reserve Navy dive units from Philadelphia to Maine and his requests for assistance were received very favorably by the local dive units.

After a few weeks however, the dive teams started calling saying that although they would gladly participate in the battery recovery program, they were being told it was prohibited by Navy policy.  When the CEU environmental specialist pressed them to provide a copy of the policy, he found that it was not a written policy, but the unofficial policy of the Navy program manager at the Pentagon that the Navy would not assist the Coast Guard in the recovery of ATON batteries.  As he dug further, he found that the policy apparently came as a result of a disagreement with Coast Guard divers in the past on battery recovery operations.

When he finally got through to the program manager’s office, the comment was rather cynically made that if he didn’t like the policy, he could write the Chief of Naval Operations, a four-star Admiral at the very top of the Navy.  After conferring with Coast Guard Headquarters on the subject, and not being able to get the situation resolved, the GS-12 briefed his Commanding Officer (CO).  After the brief, he and his CO looked at each other and said “Why not?”  So the environmental specialist drafted a letter questioning the Navy’s informal policy and requesting assistance from the Chief of Naval Operations.  The letter was later signed and sent by a Coast Guard Admiral at Headquarters.

Although no formal answer was ever received from the Navy, about two months later, the GS-12 received a phone call from the Commanding Officer of a forty-person dive team in Panama City, Florida stating that if the CEU needed any diving assistance, including the recovery of ATON batteries, they were ready and willing to assist.  Last year this frontline leader at CEU Providence worked together with several Navy dive teams to assist in completing the last of battery recovery operations at aquatic sites in New England, three years ahead of the originally planned schedule and saving hundreds of thousands of dollars!

Rewards and Recognition – An Important “By-Product” of Top Performance
The story above is just one example of the leadership displayed by all the members of CEU Providence, resulting in truly remarkable accomplishments.  Like most federal agencies, the personal leadership and accomplishments are recognized by annual performance awards, special act awards and military decorations.  Unlike many organizations though, leadership by individuals and teams is also recognized in less traditional ways.  Often less traditional awards are more meaningful to team members.  Some of the recognition CEU team members received include: an award from the Federal Comptrollers Association to a contracting officer for working to develop Contracting Centers of Excellence; the Society of American Military Engineers OREN medal awarded to a design team supervisor for the most outstanding contribution by an individual to the Coast Guard civil engineering program; a GS-13 being recognized as Rhode Island’s Professional Engineer of the Year; a GS-12 architect/planner being awarded the Department of Transportation’s highest award for excellence (nominated by a customer!); a GS-12 contracting officer recognized by the Department of Energy for his part in establishing a major Energy Performance Saving Contract; a GS-11 computer specialist and a GS-5 Secretary being recognized by the Rhode Island Federal Executive Board as the Technical Support and Administrative Federal Employees of the Year respectively; two GS-12 real property specialists and a GS-5 assistant recognized by receiving the National GSA Achievment Award ($5,000 cash award) for innovative partnering solutions to real property disposal; and GSA’s nomination of the Chief of Real Property and two senior managers for the Vice President’s Hammer Award.  In addition to recognition of the leadership and accomplishment of individuals, the innovative and “can-do” culture of CEU Providence has been recognized and hence reinforced by several unit awards including: the first offered Reinvention Effort of the Year (1997) given by the Rhode Island Federal Executive Board for a broad array of change initiatives from moving lighthouses to innovative property disposal techniques; 1998 Spirit of Excellence Quality Award – Silver Medal given by the Coast Guard Maintenance and Logistics Command Atlantic; 1998 Commandant’s Quality Cup – Silver Medal (highest evaluated score ever achieved for a firt time entry) given by Coast Guard Headquarters; 1998 Unit Commendation –highest Coast Guard unit award short of Presidential citation; and the 1999 COWART Award given by the Society of American Military Engineers for the most outstanding unit contribution to Coast Guard Civil Engineering.

These awards, both personal and organizational, though noteworthy, are not a goal in and of themselves, but are a by-product of the culture of CEU Providence where EVERYONE can be, and is expected to be, a leader and change agent – NO MATTER WHERE THEY ARE IN THE ORGANIZATION!

CONCLUSIONS

Next Steps

The next steps as a team member, manager or corporate executive cutting a path for your (or your organization’s) leadership journey is up to you.  Hopefully you may find some helpful “nuggets” from this paper in addition to your own experiences and those of friends and co-workers.  Some material that may be of interest and ways to continue the dialogue on the issue are suggested below.  

The next step for the author is to try and gain feedback from a broad group of proactive professionals in an attempt to gain a better understanding of how to successfully lead change and then to share that information with others.

Where to Go for More Ideas

Appendix A is a list of books that discuss “change management” and leadeship (both corporate leadership and individual leadership) that you may find helpful.  There is often excellent information available from the Council for Excellence in Government and through its website.

Continuing the Dialogue

I am very interested in the ideas, experiences and suggestions others may have that could add to, validate or reshape some of the observations and concepts presented in this paper.  I encourage anyone with an interest to send me an e-mail with your candid comments at the internet address below.  I will attempt to share your ideas/experiences with others as appropriate at a future date.  If there is sufficient interest, perhaps the dialogue could be continued on the Council for Excellence in Government’s Senior Fellows website.

Geoff Abbott, CAPT, U.S. Coast Guard

Visiting Senior Fellow
Homeland Security Institute

703-416-3278

e-mail: Geoffrey.abbott@hsi.dhs.gov or abbottgl@aol.com 

APPENDIX A

LEADING CHANGE – SOME SUGGESTED READING

(including a subjective one-person rating of the books with respect to their content for leading change – ratings are from 1 to 10 with 10 being the highest)

“Leading Change” Kotter (10!)

“Empowerment Takes More Than a Minute” Blanchard, Carlos and Randolph (9)

“Built to Last” Collins (8)

“Leadership is an Art” Depree (7)

“Managing Transitions” Bridges (6)

“The Wisdom of Teams” Katzenback and Smith (5)

“Enlightened Leadership” Lakley and Krug (5)

