
 

CHANGE INITIATIVES & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 

 

How effective are your change initiatives? Studies in 1995 (John Kotter) and 2008 (McKinsey & 

Company) both determined that 70% of change programs fail. That rate might be even higher if you 

rigorously calculated the financial and human impact of the effort, both direct and lost opportunity costs. 

The failure rate also might rise if you asked those who had to live with the changes every day rather than 

the leaders who initially championed the changes. The bottom line is that a very significant opportunity 

exists to more effectively execute change initiatives. 

 

The best way to implement successful change in any organization is to ensure stakeholder engagement 

through copious communication that celebrates small wins, indirect leader buy-in, and effective 

implementation/execution. For purposes of this discussion, “stakeholder” is defined as any group that will 

be affected by the change initiative, which, at the minimum, includes employees, customers, and supply 

chain. We identify key stakeholder groups in the following sections. 

 

To boost the likelihood of success for major changes, it’s helpful to start with lessons learned from the 

company’s most recent change initiatives. Open-ended questions can serve two purposes. They 

encourage descriptive answers that open additional avenues of inquiry. They also begin a conversation, 

which must continue throughout the initiative to build trust gradually. Sample questions include: 

 Why did the initiative fall short of its initial goals? 

 Was the planning inadequate? 

 Were inadequate resources devoted to it? 

 Did you have the wrong people working on it? 

 Were the goals inappropriate? 

 

The breakdown can often be traced to one or more of the following gaps, all linked to stakeholders: 

 Incomplete stakeholder engagement 

 Inadequate communication 

 Ineffective implementation 
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Stakeholder Gaps 

 

Potential Gap 1: Incomplete Stakeholder Engagement 

A CEO once admitted that he had blocked more initiatives as a middle manager than he successfully led 

as CEO. Shortfalls often can be traced to inadequate stakeholder engagement at the outset, which 

impedes implementation after the planning has been celebrated, awards issued, and consultants paid. 

 

Let’s look at how this process unfolds. We start by identifying a gap or opportunity and proposing to 

senior management that they establish a team to study the problem and develop options to remediate it. 

Although any constituency can be missed on occasion, let’s focus on three groups most often overlooked 

when the team is formed. Think of stakeholder input as the thrusters on a rocket. If the thrusters are not 

evenly balanced, the rocket will quickly veer off course. 

 

 
 

Stakeholder Group 1: Capturing the voice of customers is a critical component. Do we know 

who they are and what they need, and do we know what they think we should change? While we 

must stay true to our vision and strategy, if we’re investing in activities that don’t benefit our 

customers, we’re unlikely to stay in business long. 

 

Stakeholder Group 2: A second group frequently overlooked is the team that will live with the 

changes implemented. Ironically, this is the group most likely to know what should be changed, 

as they live with the systems and processes every day. Why are they overlooked? It certainly 

depends on the setting, but there is often a perception that they are less educated or experienced 

and that the answer must come from someone older and wiser. Early in my career, a classic 

example of this misperception arose. Considerable time and money were invested in technical 

consultants to solve a packaging problem. It took a long time, but the investigation eventually got 

around to the operator on the packaging line, who immediately pointed to a flaw in the packaging 

setup. Problem solved! Why wasn’t he consulted initially? Perhaps they thought he wasn’t 

capable of solving that type of technical problem, as he hadn’t gone to college. It’s amazing how 

smart you can be if you do something eight hours a day! 

 

Stakeholder Group 3: The third group is hardly ever consulted, and yet, like the CEO mentioned 

previously, this is the group that can consistently cause initiatives to fail or fall short of the mark. I 

call them the consummate technicians. They have spent 20–30 years rising to the top of their 

technical professions. They may be PhD-level scientists or engineers who have spent their entire 

careers developing and polishing their technical skills. No one is more knowledgeable, yet they 

are seldom tapped, as they are apolitical and may be very cynical about managerial initiatives. 

Properly employed, they will unfailingly identify pitfalls and opportunities, and their primary 

motivation is making the process better, not achieving the next promotion. 

 

There will still be challenges, even if you remember to include stakeholders from these groups, 

with the possible exception of Group 1. These stakeholder groups have been overlooked so often 



 

that trust must be built to engage them actively. Trust takes time, but you can shorten the cycle a 

bit by implementing quick wins and communicating consistently throughout the planning cycle. 

 

Potential Gap 2: Inadequate Communication         

By ensuring that all stakeholders are involved at the outset, you establish a good base, but that’s just the 

beginning. Failure to communicate regularly with all groups actually can be worse than not engaging 

these overlooked constituencies up front. Once you raise their expectations, it’s important to continue 

building trust. 

 

A robust communication plan serves two purposes, which will evolve as the planning proceeds. First, 

comprehensive stakeholder feedback can eliminate many errors and create a shared ownership that may 

streamline later activities. Second, timely and routine communication keeps all participants engaged and, 

more importantly, provides critical design input when it’s least costly to make changes. The following 

diagram is a classic representation of the exponential increase in cost to make design changes as a 

project proceeds. 

 

                                                  
 

There is another, often-overlooked reason to communicate with stakeholders and with everyone who will 

be affected by the activity. William Bridges, in “Transitions, Making Sense of Life's Changes,” identifies 

three phases of transition: endings, period of unrest, and beginning anew. First, we need to let go of the 

current state. Even if we’re pleased with the pending change, we will feel a sense of loss that we must 

process. Then, there’s a period of unrest, during which we may be managing two systems or processes, 

there may be organizational changes, and we’ll be learning new ways of doing things. Finally, we shift to 

the new system, process, or organization. This transition can take weeks, months, or even longer. 

Remember that different groups will begin the transition at different times. The leadership team will 

typically be on board earliest, as they’ve been involved from the outset. Employees on the “shop floor” 

may not even know about the initiative until the plans are mostly in place. Remember, the transition will 

usually take longer than you expect, and there will usually be a cascade effect, with groups farthest from 

the decision learning of it last. 

 

Today’s blogging community suggests an answer to the communication challenge. Many companies are 

reducing traditional advertising spending and shifting that money to social media, especially to bloggers. 

They have realized that we’re more likely to listen to a trusted “friend” than an impersonal company. That 

theme applies within a company. Creating advocates at all levels makes it far easier to communicate, and 

it spurs dialogue that will quickly uncover gaps. 

       

A final word on communication comes from Simon Sinek. His insightful TED talk inverts the typical 

approach to announcing major change. Most likely, everyone has attended a presentation that devotes 
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most of the time to explaining what will be done, perhaps a bit of time to how it’s going to be done, and, if 

time permits, a brief discussion of why it’s being done. Sinek asks us to start instead with why and, if time 

permits, get to the other two items, with the least time allocated to what. If we don’t understand why 

we’re doing something, the details of how and what border on irrelevant. 

 

Potential Gap 3: Ineffective Implementation 

More than anything else, lack of stakeholder engagement can cause the implementation phase to fail. 

Potential Gap 1 identified three stakeholder groups. It’s important to remember that the definition of 

“stakeholder” is anyone who will be affected by the initiative. Candidates can include lateral departments, 

upstream or downstream groups, shop-floor employees, customers, leadership, and others. 

 

The following story is told as a joke, but it’s close to the typical outcome. Senior leaders attend the final 

consultant presentation, which highlights everything that’s been discovered and outlines a crystal-clear 

roadmap to success. The CEO says, “Fantastic; let’s get started.” The consultant laughs. The CEO asks, 

“Why?” The consultant replies, “Our work is done; good luck!” If leaders haven’t engaged the two key 

internal groups, the shop floor folks and the apolitical, cynical middle managers, they have a very difficult 

path ahead. The subject matter experts who developed the plan are leaving, and the company’s internal 

subject matter experts don’t know (or don’t care) what was planned. They also feel little incentive to 

support the implementation. This is not to suggest that they’ll refuse to help, only that modest effort will 

doom the implementation. 

 

The secret to addressing the third gap has already been established in discussion of the first two gaps. If 

they are addressed, sustainable implementation has a far higher chance of success. This is not to 

suggest that the traditional aspects of managing change initiatives are irrelevant. It’s essential to establish 

a strategically aligned plan, short- and long-term objectives, and a capable implementation team with 

clear accountability. In my experience, these elements typically are developed effectively. That’s why I 

suggest that the secret to success is stakeholder engagement. 

 

 

 

About HHPS: We coach business owners and leaders, helping them uncover and implement innovative 
strategies that will lead them to new opportunities, which, in turn, will separate them from their 
competition. Diverse career experiences, from the Navy nuclear power program and ROTC instructor duty 
to the pharmaceutical, medical device, start-up, and nonprofit industries, give us unique insights and the 
ability to translate strategy into actionable steps. 

You get the experience of the big consultant firms without the overhead, and you’re always dealing with a 
seasoned individual with cross-industry savvy. 

What's Ed's secret sauce? He has a very diverse network, including biopharma, service academies, 
differently abled, and nonprofit, and several regional affiliations. He provides a complete solution and 
challenges you to find a question he can't get answered within his network. 


