
No Time to Argue
Joan is facing a common problem among successful entrepreneurs –resistance to change.  Sometimes the entrepreneur is the source of the problem.  As time passes and their business environment changes, they resist making necessary changes because they like things the way they have been.  In Joan’s case, she recognizes the need to change to remain successful and the resistance is coming from her staff.  Unfortunately knowing is not enough, and she is facing the very same resistance from her staff for the very same reasons.

It is important for Joan to recognize the negative comments and dislike for new ideas she is hearing for what it is – fear.  All of us develop routines whether we recognize them or not, and change threatens those routines.  Routines give us confidence in what is coming, and how we need to respond to it.  Routines give us experience dealing with situations and circumstances we are familiar with.  When the environment we work in begins to change, our routines become disrupted and things didn’t work the way we want or expect them to anymore.  This where the fear comes from.

People worry they will not know how to respond, or worse, that they will respond incorrectly.  Something might go wrong and they will be at fault.  Mistakes might happen and their sense of self-worth might be shaken, or they may loose the respect of coworkers.  Regardless, it is that fear of the unknown that worries us, and it is the unknown that puts us in situations where we are unprepared because we are in unfamiliar territory.  Of course there are adventurers in every organization that embrace change, but they tend to be the minority.

Breaking Down the Numbers

Years of research and observation have uncovered some basic truths about how people react to change.  One of the most common rules of thumb is called the rule of thirds.  The rule of thirds says that anytime a new idea is presented, one third of the people being asked to evaluate or execute the change will be vocal resistors.  They will find every excuse they can why the idea won’t work.  They will look under rocks and make assumptions; they may even stretch the truth to create fear themselves and try to drive the idea out of any future conversations or thoughts.  The vocal resistors tend to create the greatest noise and consume the most amount of time.

The next group is the vocal supporters, the third of the group that sees the need to change to maintain excellence or to keep up with the market and customers.  They tend to see the positive and overlook the negatives, being entirely optimistic with limited knowledge or research.  They are your adventurers.  A word of caution with this group, don’t get carried away by their enthusiasm.  Harness their energy and use it to explore and be certain the changes being proposed will be positive and move your organization forward.  

The vocal supporters are your cheerleaders; the people who will help convince the rest of the staff that the changes being proposed will be good, and that there is no reason to fear them.

The final third is the group of silent resistors.  That’s right; two thirds of the people on your team will be resistors.  Half will be vocal and half will sit by quietly and watch the vocal people fight it out.  The silent resistors are never overly passionate or rash, they tend to watch, listen and learn.  They are open to new ideas even though they don’t particularly like them, so if they see a chance to avoid them they will, kind of like walking down a dark alley at night in a strange part of town.  But if they see there are others willing to go down that alley with them they will go down it even though they may be afraid.

The Best Approach

The best choice for Joan is option C – ignore those few people who don’t seem to have “buy-in” and focus on the people who are enthusiastic about the new direction.  

Joan must first clearly explain to all why the new ideas and direction are critical to the ongoing success of the company.  Everyone has to hear and see her commitment to them.  They have to believe Joan will be watching out for them and give them room to make mistakes, to train them, and to be there with them when problems arise.  Then she needs to allow the vocal resistors to disagree and focus on the vocal supporters.

The saying about the squeaky wheel came from obvious need, but just like the boy who cried wolf, sometimes our attentions are drawn to issues we can ignore and let time and nature take its course.  This is the case with the vocal resistors.  If Joan allows herself to be drawn into debate with the vocal resistors she will be fighting a loosing battle.  Not only will she loose precious time that should be spent on strategy and planning, she will be ignoring her supporters, the very people she will need to turn new ideas into reality.  If this becomes a common practice, the supporters will see how easy it is for any resistance to derail change and eventually look for someplace else they can flourish and grow.

Harsh Realities

As the rest of the staff begins to see that she is not going to be diverted, and that there are others in the organization that support her, they will either begin to come around or leave.  As unpleasant as it may seem, one of the harsh realities of growth is that there are often those individuals who don’t belong in a larger, growing organization.  They will always drag their feet, and when it comes time to change or leave, they will choose to leave.  We never look forward to loosing a good employee, especially when we feel they are leaving a great future and opportunity.  None the less it does happen.  Brace yourself for it because as you grow and become even more successful, this issue will continue to spring up.

If this story sounds like we had a fly on the wall in your office as you were trying to solve a similar team buy-in problem it is because this story is familiar to us.  We have helped many companies with similar problems and we understand the challenges of running a business. 

Please review the issue Joan is facing this month in our contest section below.  Give us your opinion on what she should do and email info@beyondpointb.com or call 916-787-9909 x1 to find how we can help you with your issues!
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