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Background

At this year's Amplifying Your Effectiveness (AYE) conference I attended a class called "Being a Change Leader." One of the instructors, Sheila Smith, selected five volunteers from the audience. She told these volunteers that for this role-playing demonstration they were now her employees and she was their manager. Their company had studied and researched ways to improve productivity, and had determined that they could obtain a 50% increase in productivity by learning to juggle. The company was now making it mandatory for all employees to learn how to juggle.

After explaining the importance of learning to juggle, the manager handed out 3 small bean bags to each person and asked the team to start juggling. One person came close to juggling, and the manager pointed him out as an example. "See, Bret is getting it, so the rest of you should be able to do it too." Everyone kept trying, and the bean bags kept scattering everywhere.
Modeling the Change

Once the manager figured out that her employees didn't know how to juggle, she decided to help them by giving a demonstration. First she explained that she had already learned how to juggle. Then she juggled 3 bean bags and told everyone to watch her so that they, too, would be able to juggle. After a couple of juggling demonstrations the manager asked her employees to try it again. The employees tried juggling again, but there was little or no improvement as, once again, bean bags scattered everywhere. The manager was visibly growing impatient.

Conducting a Briefing

The manager now decided to give a quick overview of juggling technique. These instructions were designed to teach the essential, "must know" principles of juggling. While demonstrating she described the process:

· Place two objects in one hand, one in the other.

· Throw one of the objects with the hand that has two.

· When the object thrown reaches the top of its arc, throw with the hand that has one, and catch the first object thrown.

· Continue to throw a new object whenever one reaches the top of its arc.

After giving this "executive briefing," the frustrated manager again asked her team to juggle. The employees tried again to juggle, and bean bags scattered everywhere.

Providing Remedial Training

The manager was now becoming exasperated, and told her employees she would provide some remedial training. She had each person put down one of the objects and practice "juggling" just two objects. Everyone seemed somewhat capable of this for at least one or two attempts, so the manager told them to keep doing it but just add one more object. As you can probably guess, adding one more object caused the bean bags to again scatter everywhere.

The manager then pointed out that she had the book Juggling for the Complete Klutz available for anyone that wanted to borrow it. She also asked if anyone in the audience knew how to juggle, and when I raised my hand she asked me to help coach and tutor anyone that requested my help in learning how to juggle.

At this point the instructor ended the exercise, which was just in time for me because I felt like I had been set up for failure as a coach.

What Was the Point of this Exercise?

This exercise was an exaggerated example of the kinds of change that can happen at work (or home or hobby, for that matter). Management decided to implement a new process, and the employees needed to figure out how to deal with that change. In our example, the new process was obviously a beneficial change for the business (50% more productivity), and the employees were willing to give it a try. Yet, the change didn't happen. This exercise was the starting point for discussing how to lead change, especially in regards to preparing and leading people through the emotional cycles that are part of any change. It also helped us as individuals to recognize our own emotional patterns in dealing with change.

The Three "C"s of Change

Any time there is an organizational change, individuals are going to feel threatened in their Comfort, Confidence, and Competence. For example, when I was asked to be a personal coach I immediately felt outside my comfort zone. I had never taught anyone else how to juggle, and I certainly didn't feel confident that I would be able to teach the others in a short amount of time. And by failing as a coach, my competence would be in question. Even though I felt comfortable, confident, and competent at juggling, I felt uncomfortable, insecure, and incompetent in teaching that skill to others.

Creating A Safe Environment

Those who are leading a change will be more successful if they lessen the threat to each person's comfort, confidence, and competence. The key is to provide a safe environment. And how do you provide a safe environment? That is probably the most important question, and your ability to provide a safe environment will most likely determine the success of the change that you are trying to lead.

If we were to try the juggling exercise again but this time focus on creating a safe environment, what are some of the things the manager and employees might have done differently? I won't be able to list all of the possibilities, but here are a few basic ideas:

· Acknowledge the difficulty of the task at hand. For example, point out that everyone who has learned to juggle has had to struggle and practice. There will be many failures before there will be success.

· Offer appropriate support and encouragement. Those who are trying to learn to juggle will benefit from praise and words of comfort. Those who are having the most difficulty usually need the most encouragement.

· Set realistic expectations. In the case of juggling, don't expect someone who has never juggled to be able to learn in 5 minutes. Explain the challenges of juggling and help people understand the amount of time and effort which will be required to be successful.

· Provide ample time for the change. This is perhaps one of the most basic principles, yet one of the least followed. Learning to juggle takes time.

· Validate concerns and complaints. Recognize that what works for one person might not work for another, and try to find reasonable compromises.

Does This Apply to Me?

Maybe you have been reading this article and thinking, "I don't lead change. I just do what they tell me. A 'safe environment' is my manager's responsibility, not mine." If you have had thoughts similar to these, consider that, at the very least, you are a change leader for yourself. You have the responsibility to manage your own career, and ultimately you are the one deciding if and when you will change.

Acknowledge that "Change happens one person at a time." Recognize that even if an entire organization is going through a change, the actual changes are occurring on an individual basis. If you are being asked to change, you can take steps to help provide your own safe environment. This may involve discussions and individual goal-setting with your manager, participation in a process-improvement team, attendance of question-and-answer sessions, and/or training. By acknowledging that your comfort, confidence, and competence are being challenged you can then begin taking appropriate steps to create a safe environment for the change. 

Conclusion

Change is inevitable. Even the best changes we make will initially threaten our feelings of comfort, confidence, and competence. This is natural and expected.  Only after we begin to see positive results from changes do our levels of comfort, confidence, and competence begin to return to their previous levels (or even higher). And yes, juggling may actually help you to be more productive. You don't believe me? Try this experiment: Each time you are leading change, whether in yourself or others, try juggling. Whether or not you are successful at juggling, you will be reminded of the principles suggested in this article. The act of trying to juggle will then remind you to provide a safe environment for change, which in turn will lead you and your team to increased productivity.
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