
What if organizations actually knew how to 
manage change? In today’s environment 
of dynamic, unpredictable change and 
increased competition, the amount of 
change taking place in organizations can be 
overwhelming. In efforts to be competitive 
in a global marketplace, organizations are 
changing their missions, strategies, goals, 
cultures, processes, systems, practices, 
technologies, who owns them and who 
they own, and in some cases, even their 
core values. They are flattening their 
organizations, downsizing, restructuring, 
redefining roles of people from top to 
bottom, and struggling to keep up with 
constantly changing technology. The reality 
is that how organizations manage change 
has become a significant factor in their 
success or failure and their competitive 
advantage or disadvantage.

The problem is that studies tracking 
various types of organization changes 
indicate that 70% or more of significant 
organization changes either fail to achieve 
the desired results, fail altogether, or make 
things worse (Burke, 2008, Doyle, 1992, 
Miller, 2002, Senge, 1999). 

Imagine the impact of a 70% or more 
failure rate at implementing change. 
Consider the disillusionment, frustration, 
chaos, waste of time and human and 
capital resources, the loss of trust and 
confidence in leaders, the damage to 
morale, and the growing resistance to 
change and skepticism towards each 
new announcement of change. The 
costs of change mismanagement to 
organizations and the people in them can 
be considerable!

The Potential Payoffs Of Skillfully 
Managed Change 

On the other hand, consider the 
competitive advantage that could be 
gained and the confidence in leaders and 
the organization’s ability to make needed 
changes that would also be gained if the 
organization became skilled at managing 
change and could achieve a 70% or 
more success rate. Resistance to change 
would be minimal and change could be 
accomplished much faster with success 
being the norm. In other words, investing 
in developing skills in managing change is 
a high payoff investment for organizations 
of all types and sizes and should be a 
high priority for any organization that is 
committed to thriving or even surviving in 
rapidly changing times. 

Why So Few Changes Succeed

The primary reason so few change efforts 
succeed is a lack of understanding of 
how to successfully manage change, 
particularly by top management, but also 
by management at all levels and others 
involved in change efforts. The people 
initiating change may be visionary leaders, 
excellent managers, or star employees. 
However, they may have little knowledge 
of how to manage change which requires 
excellent instincts about change or training 
in how to champion and manage change. 
It is the equivalent of expecting a person 
to intuitively know how to play tennis 
or the piano with no training when both 
require a high degree of skills to do well. 

“In other words, investing in developing skills in managing change is a high payoff investment 
for organizations of all types and sizes and should be a high priority for any organization that is 
committed to thriving or even surviving in rapidly changing times.”
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With change, even the right changes 
implemented the wrong way are likely to 
fail. 

A Possible Solution: The Need for 
Organization Change Champions

An alternative for addressing this 
important issue of change mismanagement 
and for significantly improving the 
success rate of organizational changes is 
to develop change champions throughout 
the organization, and especially at the 
top, who can effectively champion 
important organizational changes. A 
change champion can be defined as a 
person at any level of the organization 
who is skilled at initiating, facilitating, 
and implementing change. Change 
champions are to be distinguished from 
change agents who are trained specialist 
in organization development and change. 
Every organization large or small needs to 
have or have access to one or more change 
agents. Change agents can provide many 
valuable services to organizations and are 
definitely needed for helping manage large 
scale or complex changes. They can also 
be helpful in training change champions. 
However, what is being proposed here is 
developing change champions at all levels 
of the organization, encouraging them to 
champion needed changes, involving them 
in various change efforts when needed, 
and making them available to help others 
involved in making changes. This simple 
approach would require minimal time 
from the regular jobs of change champions 
and would significantly improve an 
organization’s success at making and 
managing changes. 

Change champions have always 
existed in organizations and have been 
responsible for most of the significant 
changes that succeed (Beatty and Gordon, 
1991, Maidique, 1980, Schon, 1963). 
While there may not have been a formal 
name to describe this important role or 
training to prepare people for this role, the 
fact is that change is rarely accomplished 
without someone championing it. The 
term as used in this article would certainly 
include people who by nature are skilled 
at championing change but in particular 

refers to people in organizations who have 
been trained to champion change. 

All executives and managers should 
be trained in this role because of their 
involvement in initiating most of an 
organization’s changes. Imagine the impact 
on an organization if only the CEO was 
trained to champion change. Then consider 
the impact if all senior leaders were trained 
to be change champions. Or, if you want 
to grasp more of what is possible, consider 
training leaders at all levels to be change 
champions. However, this article is about 
going even a step further and in addition 
to training leaders at all levels, training key 
employees throughout the organization to 
be change champions.

Understanding The Role of Change 
Champions

Drawing from various research studies 
on people who are skilled at championing 
changes (for example see Kanter, 1983, 
Chakrabarti, 1987, and Leavitt, 1987), and 
over 30 years of experience in observing 
and working with people who excel at 
championing change, I have identified 
three major roles played by change 
champions: (1) Initiating; (2) Facilitating; 

and (3) Implementing . These roles are 
shown in Figure 1 and explained below. 

Initiating

The first step in learning to be a change 
champion is to develop a change mindset. 
Those with a change mindset are always 
looking for new and better ways of doing 
things and for opportunities to launch new 
programs or ideas or to inspire, motivate, 
or encourage others to do likewise. They 
are reasonably savvy about what can and 
cannot be changed, whom to involve and 
gain support from, how to get things 
done, and they are not easily deterred by 
obstacles. 

Providing visionary leadership is 
perhaps the most important skill of all 
in championing change. Skilled leaders 
provide vision (a clear understanding of 
the purpose and advantages of the change), 
direction (simplifying and clarifying 
goals, milestones, and what needs to be 
done), and inspiration (inspiring and 
engaging people in the change process). 
It is important also for change champions 
to be well informed about the issues, the 
opportunities, and how to get things done. 
Credibility plays a major role in being able 

Table 1:  The Role of Change Champions

Change Champion
A person at any level of an organization who is skilled at 

initiating, facilitating, and implementing change

R O L E  S K I L L S

Initiating •  Developing a change mindset 
 •  Providing visionary leadership
 •   Being well informed about the issues, opportunities, 

and how to get things done
 •  Involving key stakeholders and building commitment

Facilitating •  Working with people 
 •  Working with teams 
 •  Networking and getting the right people together 

Implementing •  Planning and managing the change process
 •  Making things happen 
 •  Keeping people focused and motivated
 •   Developing feedback mechanisms to evaluate and 

monitor progress
 •  Persevering until the change succeeds
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to initiate change so it is important that 
change champions are well informed and 
are treating the real issues rather than 
symptoms, that they have a clear vision of 
what is possible, and that they know how to 
get things done. Finally in initiating change 
it is important to involve key stakeholders 
and build commitment to changes. Key 
stakeholders are people who are in the 
best position to influence or contribute 
to the success of the desired change. The 
involvement of key stakeholders is critical 
to designing and implementing successful 
changes and the need to build and re-
build buy in and commitment to change 
is something for which change champions 
must be constantly aware. 

Facilitating

Another valuable role change champions 
can play is facilitating a variety of activities 
in the change process either for changes 
they are involved in or for others. Much of 
facilitating involves working with people so 
change champions should be trained in a 
variety of people skills. For example, they 

can be trained in listening skills, coaching 
skills, and skills in leveling, confronting, 
and conflict resolution. Frankly, a genuine 
concern for others and practicing the 
golden rule of treating others the way you 
want to be treated will take care of most 
people skills. 

Change champions particularly need 
to develop skills in working with teams. 
This could include learning to facilitate a 

variety of activities such as building change 
teams into high performance teams, 
guiding brainstorming, problem solving, 
planning, and conflict resolution meetings, 
and helping teams design and implement 
successful changes. Facilitating also 
requires skills in networking and getting 
the right people together. Networking and 

building relationships with key people 
makes it possible to pave the way for 
change. In addition change champions 
need to learn the value of bringing the 
appropriate people together to gather 
information, plan, address issues, and 
accomplish tasks. Thinking strategically 
about who to involve and how is important 
in keeping the interest high and time 
commitment value added. 

Implementing

With skillful implementation, the 
success rate for change efforts improves 
significantly! At the heart of successfully 
implementing change is developing 
skills in planning and managing the 
change process. Much has been written 
about the change process. Change has 
been described by many labels such as 
evolutionary, incremental, discontinuous, 
transactional, and transformational and 
numerous authors go into great depth 
about the complexities and messiness of 
change (for example see Burke, 2008, 
Cawsey and Deszca, 2007, Palmer, 
Dunford, and Akin, 2009). However, 
for the change champion, the clearest 
models for understanding, designing, and 
managing the change process are the three 
stage models that began with Lewin and 
evolved through other authors. Figure 2 
shows examples of three stage models. 

Some have criticized the three 
stage process as being linear and not 
representative of how change works but the 
three stages are intended to be dynamic, 
interactive, and overlapping (see for 
example Schein, 1987). It is recommended 
that an organization adopt an existing 
change model or develop one tailored to the 
organization so that all change champions 
can be trained to understand, plan, and 
manage changes based on the model. 

Once a change model is chosen or 

 Table 2:  Three Stage Change Model

 M O D E L  S T A G E S  I N  T H E  C H A N G E  P R O C E S S

 Lewin 
 (194�) 

Unfreezing Moving Refreezing

 Beckhard And 
 Harris 

Present Transition Future 

 (19��) 
State State State

  Departures From Strategic Action Vehicles 
 Kanter 

 Tradition And Decisions And And 
 (1983)

 Crisis Prime Movers Institutionalization

 Tichy And 
 Devanna Awakening Mobilizing Reinforcing 
 (198�)

 Nadler And 
 Tushman Energizing Envisioning Enabling 
 (1989)

 Warrick Preparing for Implementing Sustaining 
 (2005) Change Change Change

Change champions particularly need to develop skills in 

working with teams. This could include learning to facilitate a 

variety of activities such as building change teams into high 

performance teams, guiding brainstorming, problem solving, 

planning, and conflict resolution meetings, and helping teams 

design and implement successful changes. Facilitating also 

requires skills in networking and getting the right people 

together. Networking and building relationships with key 

people makes it possible to pave the way for change.
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developed, changes can be conceptualized 
and designed around the model. Figure 3 
provides an example of a Change Planning 
Form based on a three stage model that 
can be used by change champions to 
design and manage change. It should be 
understood that like all plans a change plan 
may go through many revisions during the 
change process. However, it should provide 
a clear focus on what needs to be done to 
achieve successful change. 

Several other skills are important in 
implementing change. Change champions 
need to be skilled at making things happen. 
This typically involves demonstrating 
tangible progress and results, making sure 
commitments are kept and goals achieved, 
and overcoming obstacles and barriers to 
change. It is also important for change 
champions to keep people focused and 
motivated. Recognizing that most people 
involved in change are already over-
committed and have probably experienced 
change efforts as simply meaning more 
work with less resources, it is important for 
change champions to make the incentive 
for change greater than the incentive to 
stay the same and to be diligent in keeping 
people focused and motivated. 

Two additional skills are important in 
implementing change. It is very important 
for change champions to develop 
feedback mechanisms for evaluating and 
monitoring the change process. Feedback 
mechanisms could include soliciting 
feedback from key people, particularly 
those most affected by the change, and 
using questionnaires, interviews, and focus 
groups to gather information. Without 
feedback mechanisms changes can get 
derailed with those involved in making the 
changes being the last to know. Feedback 
mechanisms make it possible to know how 
changes are being received and to make 
needed adjustments. 

Finally, change champions need 
to remain strong and persevere until 
the change succeeds. Being a change 
champion is not an easy role to play. The 
role is exceptionally important to the 
organization and can be very rewarding. 
However, it can also be filled with 
obstacles, frustrations, and setbacks. 
Organizations that have the foresight and 
wisdom to develop change champions need 
to support, encourage, and value change 
champions for their efforts in helping the 
organization succeed. 

Guidelines For Training, Developing, And 
Utilizing Change Champions

How change champions are 
trained, developed, and utilized will 
determine the success of a change 
champion program and the payoffs 
to the organization. Here are some 
guidelines for developing a program. 

1. Name the program to fit what the 
culture is most likely to accept. The 
term change champion may or may 
not be readily accepted. In fact, in 
some cases it may be best to do the 
program on an informal basis without 
formally designating people as change 
champions but keeping track of who 
has been trained so they can be called 
on when needed. 

2. Tailor the program to the unique 
needs and culture of the organization. 
Some programs may be endorsed 
enthusiastically by top management 
and fit the existing culture. Others 
may need to be implemented on a 
smaller scale and more slowly because 
management is reluctant to embrace 
the concept fully and the culture will 
need to change to realize the full 
potential of the program.

3. Develop a set of tools (e.g., 
questionnaires, interview questions), 
methods (e.g., an agreed-upon 
approach to developing teams and 
facilitating groups), and strategies 
(particularly important is an agreed-
upon change process) that can be 
readily learned and utilized by change 
champions. This can be done prior to 
training by involving potential change 
champions in working with an expert 
on developing tools, methods, and 
strategies that are tailored to the unique 
needs and culture of the organization. 

4. Select high-impact people to become 
change champions. It is usually best 
to begin with a small group, prove 
the worth of the concept, and then 
begin developing change champions 

 Table 3: Change Planning Form

PRESENT SITUATION AND REASONS FOR CHANGING

DESIRED CHANGE AND WHO WOULD BE THE BEST PERSON TO CHAMPION THE CHANGE

CHANGE GOALS 
What goals or outcomes would you ideally like to accomplish with the changes?

REALITY CHECK  
What forces would be working for and against the desired change?

  Forces Working For Change (Advocates, Compelling Reasons To Change, Timing, Etc.)

  Forces Working Against Change (Opponents, Reasons For Resistance, Obstacles, Etc.)

STAGE I - PREPARING FOR CHANGE

What needs to be done to prepare the organization for change such as building support 
and buy in, assessing reality, educating and training people, planning, etc.?

STAGE II - IMPLEMENTING CHANGE

What needs to be done to successfully lead and manage the implementation of the 
desired change and to build in feedback mechanisms to monitor progress and make 
adjustments?

STAGE III - SUSTAINING CHANGE

What needs to be done to ensure that the changes last and are working successfully 
and to assure that the organization is aligned to value the changes and to learn from the 
change process and share the information?
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throughout the organization. The first 
group should include leaders or people 
who would be naturals for the role 
such as human resource professionals 
and people who have already earned 
a reputation as being champions of 
change. Ideally, one or more top-level 
managers should also be trained so 
top-level commitment will be evident. 
Some screening requirements and a 
selection committee may be needed.

5. Use an action training model. Train 
change champions on specific roles, 
tools, methods, and change models 
using a practice-partner-coach learning 
model. For example, following training 
each change champion could identify a 
project in which to practice skills, work 
with another champion on the project, 

and rely on an experienced coach for 
guidance.

The action-oriented approach to 
training results in a fast learning curve 
for participants. Using this approach, 
I have found that change champions 
can be trained in-depth with two days 
of formal training, several practice 
assignments with another champion 
and/or coach directly or indirectly 
involved, and a 1/2-day follow-up 
session where participants can share 
experiences, learn from one another, 
and modify the tools, methods, and 
strategies. More streamlined training 
can be used depending on the goals 
of the organization. For example, 
managers can be trained in the 
fundamentals of championing change 
in a one day session. 

6. Build on the strengths of change 
champions. The change champions 
will learn and grow at different rates 

and develop different strengths. 
One may excel at initiating change, 
another at facilitating, and another 
at implementing. An awareness of 
these strengths among the change 
champions can result in better match-
ups on projects. 

7. Create a learning community for 
change champions. A stimulating 
learning community can be created 
by using imaginative ways for change 
champions to keep up to-date, share 
information and experiences, and 
continue to learn and grow. For 
example, assignments can be made for 
keeping up-to-date on books, journals, 
CDs, and current practices. Periodic 
meetings can be held to share what has 
been learned. Short workshops can also 

be organized for change champions to 
share new tools, methods, or strategies. 
Another alternative is to start a Change 
Newsletter where information, ideas, 
and what has been learned from change 
efforts can be shared. 

8. Value and reward change champions 
for their contributions. One of the risks 
of becoming a change champion is that 
the organization will continue to value 
and reward champions solely for their 
regular job duties, which they continue 
to perform. If this additional role is 
not recognized, valued, and rewarded, 
it will be difficult to persuade anyone 
to continue in the role even though 
it is occasional. Conversely, if a high 
value is placed on the role, the number 
of change champions will continue 
to increase, which should produce 
substantial benefits to the organization.

9. Keep the change champion program 
flexible and relevant. As is the case with 

any program, the program can develop 
a life of its own, become a bureaucratic 
or time-consuming activity trap, and 
render the cure worse than the disease. 
Continuously look for ways to improve 
and simplify the program and increase 
its contribution. The program needs to 
be flexible enough to adapt to changing 
conditions and even downsize or move 
on to better alternatives. Entry into 
and exit from the program should be 
smooth and flexible, with no stigma 
attached to opting out.

Conclusions

Unprecedented and non-stop change will 
be the norm for organizations now and 
in the future. Unfortunately, few of the 
changes will be successful. This fact has 
significant implications for organizations. 
Failed changes can be costly, demoralize 
employees, reduce competitiveness, 
and start an organization on the road to 
mediocrity or obsolescence. The problem 
exists because few people responsible for 
change understand how to manage change. 
Developing champions who understand 
how to initiate, facilitate, and implement 
needed change is an alternative that offers 
considerable potential for addressing 
this important issue. What does your 
organization plan to do about managing 
the tidal wave of change it will face in the 
future? Organizations must find a viable 
solution to this problem if they are to 
remain competitive.
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