
Introduction ix

in Quality, Innovation and Speed, Milwaukee, WI: ASQC Quality Press. 1993. (See
appendix A.) Specific IMT tools adapted here include Team Charter, Product Self-test,
Customer Roles Matrix, Focus Group, Focus Group (new product), Voice-of-the-
Customer Table, FACT Sheet, Product Flowchart, Process Analysis Checklist, and Pro-
ject Selection Matrix.

Quentin Wilson, you are the master of guerilla warfare. Your confidence in me has
allowed me to grow in ways I never could have imagined. You gave me free reign to
try out new ideas and methods. You threw me into situations where you were the
only one confident that I would come out alive. The fact that you empowered a 20-
something kid to radically remake a highly visible organization of which you were
in charge astounds me and is a real testament to your character. The secrets and sur-
vival tips that I outline in this book are a direct result of chances you allowed me to
take and our Friday afternoon debates about management theory. Know that I will
follow you into any battle. 

Thanks also to all of the teams, clients, organizations, fellow change agents, and
enlightened managers I have had the pleasure to lead, facilitate, train, support,
counsel, and learn from. I would especially like to thank Kay, Mellodie, Greg, Stan,
Glenda, Bev, Carolyn, Carolyn, Blake, Bill, my father, Lisa, Lisa, and Lesa.

Becoming a Change Agent
What separates excellent organizations from the truly ordinary? What allows some
organizations to rapidly change and continually reinvent themselves while others
have trouble turning the boat even slightly? The best-selling business books and
management gurus offer a dizzying array of silver bullets and panaceas. While all
are sound theories, they continue to overlook the fundamental ingredient that must
be in place for the improvement to work: the presence of change agents.

Change agents are individuals who have the knowledge, skills, and tools to help
organizations create radical improvement. In short, the people that get tapped to
make it happen, whatever it may be (leading the strategic planning retreat, facilitat-
ing a reengineering team, managing the new project, and so on). Rarely in a position
of authority, they achieve results with their keen ability to facilitate groups of peo-
ple through well-defined processes to develop, organize, and sell new ideas. They
challenge teams to get outside of the box and utilize innovative tools to harness that
creativity to make improvements that matter to the bottom line. Change agents are
the invisible hands behind the scenes that turn vision into action. They are a leader’s
best friends. While it is true that you can have change agents and not have success,
you cannot have success without change agents. 

There is nothing more difficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of success, nor more
dangerous to handle, than to initiate a new order of things. For the reformer has enemies in
all those who profit by the old order, and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would
profit by the new order, this lukewarmness arising partly from fear of their adversaries, who
have laws in their favour; and partly from the incredulity of mankind, who do not truly
believe in anything new until they have had actual experience of it. Thus it arises that on
every opportunity for attacking the reformer, his opponents do so with the zeal of partisans,
the others only defend him half-heartedley, so that between them he runs great danger.

Niccolo Machiavelli

Change agents are
individuals with the
knowledge, skills,
and tools to help
organizations create
radical improvement.
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The Change Agent Body of Knowledge
The role of a change agent is to help:

■ Decide what to change
■ Facilitate what to change to
■ Sell the change
■ Implement the change

The key word is help. Change agents do not ride in on a white horse to solve the
organization’s ills. Rather, they work with and through people to make improvement
happen. They live by the credo that people only support what they help create. In
order to carry out their role successfully, change agents must be skilled in five areas:
business knowledge, change processes, change agent tools, facilitation skills, and the
politics of change.

Business Knowledge 
The foundation of a change agent is business knowledge. This knowledge is not so
much what one might learn in an MBA program, such as marketing, accounting, or
manufacturing; rather, it is a deep understanding of how work gets done. Change
agents must understand the system of work (Figure I.1), its components, and their
interactions in order to know where a change is needed and what change process is
required. From a few known symptoms, the change agent must be able to diagnose
what system to change and where in the system to make the change and must have
a process to help a team change it. 

There are three environments1 in which the change agent must work, each with
its own set of change processes and tools (see Figure I.2). Organizational-level
change deals with the larger systems that help the organization set direction, develop
plans, set priorities, and allocate resources. System-level change improves all of the
components of the system of work model, whether that be determining customer expec-
tations, redesigning products, or reengineering processes. Individual-level change
deals with the products and systems that help employees excel and grow, including
performance expectations, development plans, positive reinforcement, and training.

Figure I.1 The system of work.
Source: Adapted from IMT’s workshop, “Creating a Customer-Centered Culture.”® Used with permission.
(See appendix A.)
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The change agent must be able to move freely between all three environments, apply-
ing the methods and tools to enhance performance at each level. 

At the core of all three environments is the DNA of change (Figure I.3). Individ-
uals, business processes, and organizations as a whole must have this DNA to make
improvement continuous. The change agent understands this and knows how to
implement it in all three environments. 

Change Processes
There is an old bit of cautionary wisdom that says if you give a man a hammer,
everything looks like a nail. Unfortunately, this is how too many organizations and
change agents function. They apply a seven-step problem-solving method to every
issue that presents itself, whether applicable or not. Reducing errors by 25 percent
calls for problem solving; cutting process cycle time by 80 percent does not. Whether
the objective is improving customer satisfaction, reducing absenteeism, improving
on-time delivery, or developing new innovative products, a different process with a
different set of tools is required for each. 

Change Agent Tools
Associated with each change process is a set of tools. When used correctly, these tools
make the change processes systematic, effective, and quick. They are designed to
ensure that team members are asking the right questions and arriving at the best
answers. However, it is important to stress that they are just tools. Without an
organized change process, they accomplish little. The change process drives the tools.

Figure I.2 Three levels of focus.
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In addition to the tools that support particular change processes, there are com-
mon sets of tools used by each process. These tools help organize projects, analyze
data, and cultivate, express, and implement ideas. 

Facilitation Skills 
All change is difficult, and most projects fail before they even begin. A change agent
must understand how to organize a project so that it has the best chance to succeed.
Tantamount to this is uncovering the project’s success criteria, securing management
support, and building the right team. From there, a change agent must be able to
keep that team motivated and focused to accomplish its mission. Finally, the change
agent must be able to make the group of individuals function like a team by building
consensus, resolving conflict, and cultivating participation. The change agent must
push the group members to think of what they never thought possible. 

Politics of Change 
Brilliant ideas are produced every day in organizations. There are shelves full of
binders with wonderful team recommendations, new product ideas, and cutting-
edge strategies. Unfortunately, these things are rarely implemented. Successful
change agents have the ability to navigate the politics of change. It is their job not
only to make sure that the team generates dazzling ideas but also to build the
compelling case for change and the sales pitch to close the deal. The change agent
must understand the six layers of resistance and how to overcome them. They need
to know the tactics for reducing resistance to innovation. Most importantly, they
need to know who has the power and how to hit their hot buttons. The outcome
should be determined before a team ever makes a presentation.

Figure I.3 DNA of change.
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It is the rare few that possess all five sets of skills (Table I.1). The rest of this book,
through use of the change agent model, is designed to create a well-balanced change
agent who is adaptable and successful no matter the challenge.

Change Agent Model
Anybody who has ever been a part of a change project knows the journey can be a
harrowing one; rife with drama, pitfalls, and fleeting moments of exhilaration. The
success of these projects is often in the balance, hinging on many factors like scope,
team-member selection, management support, fate, and so on. Despite all of these
factors, many projects succeed and produce astounding results.

The change agent model was developed after observing hundreds of teams,
many of them successful and many not. The truly successful projects consistently
had three things in common:

1. The team was working on the right thing
2. The team was using the right change process
3. The team made a compelling case for change

Working on the Right Thing 
The problem with many teams can best be summarized by a headline that appeared
in a recent newspaper: “University Team Attempts to Solve World Hunger.” Too
often team projects tackle a scope so large and so nebulous that success is nearly
impossible. Successful change projects need to be focused on specific things such as
outcomes, products, and processes (that is, systems) that will lead to tangible results.
Teams cannot solve world hunger (or “improve communication” or “raise morale”),
but they can improve the speed of a process by 80 percent or redesign a core
product/service to improve customer satisfaction (ultimately improving morale and

Change Agent Skills

Diagnose issues to
determine proper
change strategies

Work with senior
management to
pinpoint key areas
for improvement

Organize project
teams

Lead effective
meetings

Manage group
dynamics and
maximize team
participation

Create a compelling
case for change

Collect actionable
data

Analyze data for
improvement
opportunities

Conduct customer
focus groups

Measure customer
satisfaction

Facilitate innovative
solutions

Eliminate 80 percent
of process cycle
time

Get to “yes” by
managing the
politics of change

Orchestrate large-
scale change
initiatives

Table I.1 Change agent skills.

Business Change Facilitation Politics of
knowledge processes skills Tools change Result

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ Radical improvement

Minor improvement with little 0 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ bottom-line impact

✔ 0 ✔ ✔ ✔ Wrong solution for situation

Mediocre ideas with little 
✔ ✔ 0 ✔ ✔ consensus or passion

✔ ✔ ✔ 0 ✔ Lots of talk, little progress

Good ideas that never get 
✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 0 implemented
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communication in the process). The change agent model equips change agents with
the ability to diagnose the real issue affecting the organization, to scope the project
accordingly, and to select the right change process that will lead to dramatic results.

The Right Change Process 
It is amazing how many teams try to fit square pegs into round holes. Although one
size rarely fits all, too often teams try to apply a seven-step problem-solving model
to every situation they face, or they define everything as a process and try to
flowchart their way to improvement. A change agent has to truly understand how
business works, how to determine what is preventing the organization from
succeeding, and how to apply a change process that makes sense given the situation.
Most improvement projects tend to fall into one of four categories: problem solving,
process improvement, customer satisfaction, or planning. The change agent model
teaches change agents how to manage each type of project. The model also
recognizes that no matter what change process is required, the front end and back
end of the project are the same. That is, a process-improvement team or a problem-
solving team still must have a team charter, team sponsor, and team-member
orientation. In addition, these teams will follow the same process once the solutions
have been identified; that is, they will sell the ideas, implement the ideas, document
their impact, and celebrate success. The change agent model diverges at the change
processes and converges after the solutions have been rendered.

A Compelling Case for Change 
Most seven-step team processes leave out two crucial steps: diagnosis and creating
buy-in. While these models provide great guidance on how to solve a problem or
improve a process, they do little to help the organization pick the right things to
work on; equally as important, they do not teach the teams how to get their ideas
implemented. Change does not happen because it is the right thing to do; rather, a
team must be able to make a compelling case for change targeted at the right
decision makers and supported by facts that matter to them. The change agent
model ensures that teams work on projects that matter to the bottom line, produce
dramatic results, and win the support of people in power.

The change agent model integrates the best practices in organizational develop-
ment, team building, voice of the customer, reengineering, problem solving, creativ-
ity, innovation, and project management. In short, it is the whole elephant. By
integrating all the pieces, it ensures that teams:

■ Identify the right issues to work on
■ Scope the project properly
■ Identify the right team members
■ Use the right tools and processes
■ Make compelling cases for change
■ Generate breakthrough ideas that get implemented
■ Achieve results that are tangible, measured, and celebrated

Successful change
projects need to be
focused on specific
things like products,
processes, and
systems.
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Celebration
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