


 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

     One of the key challenges in profit organizations is 
how to use an effective change model that will predict 
a certain degree of success. Unfortunately, some change 
management models are mainly focused on the imple-
mentation phase: how to deal with resistance and work 
out barriers. This is important; however, data supports 
that the phases before and after introducing the change 
are fundamental to ensuring that the change is sustain-
able and will become part of the organizational culture.

     Additionally, studies have found leadership to be 
important in success. These studies are against a very 
leader-centric approach, which entails the leader driv-
ing the change through personal involvement, persua-
sion and influence. On the other hand, more facilitative 
and enabling leadership was successful. This article 
will address the leader’s role in the change manage-
ment process within organizations, stating that lead-
ers have an active role from the change beginning to 
the change institutionalization. Specifically, change 
becomes more effective when those leaders maintain 
their active participation throughout the entire change 
process, and not just at the beginning to sponsor the 
change start up. John Kotter’s change model will be 
the framework for this article. The model defines eight 
specific steps to deal with change, which include: 

a) establishing a sense of urgency; b) creating a guiding 
coalition; c) developing a vision and strategy; d) commu-
nicating the change vision; e) empowering employees 
for broad-based action; f ) generating short term wins; 
g) consolidating gains and producing more change; 
and, h) anchoring new approaches in the culture. 

Moreover, case studies at Jeppeson, GE Capital and Pep-
siCo show that when leaders maintain themselves as ac-
tive members in the process, the success and results are 
better.

     
Tools, models and ideas presented in this article rein-
force the importance of active leadership in a change 
process. Leaders must create the case for change by 
effectively engaging others in recognizing the busi-
ness need for change, creating structural change, and 
ensuring that the change is based on a depth of un-
derstanding of the issues and supported with a con-
sistent set of tools and processes.  In addition, leaders 
must engage others in the whole change process and 
build commitment; implement and sustain changes by 
developing effective plans and ensuring good monitor-
ing; and facilitate and develop capability by ensuring 
that people are challenged to find their own answers 
and that they are supported in doing this. Leaders can 
determine successful change implementation if they 
are aware and actively engaged during the process.

Leaders’ Full Engagement Determines Success During  
Organizational Change Implementations

By Ernesto Sanchez, (PepsiCo/Manhattanville College, Purchase-New York, April 2007)
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INTRODUCTION

     A simple observation of reality permits anyone to 
confirm that change is a constant variable at any time, 
in any place, and for any entity. The corporate and profit 
worlds are no exception, especially when technology 
and globalization drive the course of economies in to-
day’s world. Organizations need to learn how to adapt 
themselves to change their structures, products, ser-
vices, culture, resources and processes in response to 
the current, rapidly changeable environment. Change is 
part of daily organizational life.

This topic becomes relevant especially when many orga-
nizations have introduced dramatic changes into their 
internal and external processes, sometimes successfully, 
yet most of the time unsuccessfully or with confusing 
results in terms of profit return and market share. Al-
though the growing need for change in organizations is 
widely acknowledged–considering that 70% of changes 
fail—there is no conclusive answer about why changes 
fail. There is a need for empirical work to demonstrate 
the real cause. However, within the growing literature 
on change leadership, there are assertions that the root 
cause of many change problems is leadership behavior 
(Higgs and Rowland 121).    
      
Consequently, one of the key challenges is to find an 
effective change model which will predict one way to 
succeed. 
Change in large companies has become an almost-dai-
ly onslaught of initiatives, strategies and flavor-of-the 
month programs. Rarely do these efforts link together, 
integrate, or sustain--and rarely do they address the 
most critical success factor in sustainable change--
changing people’s behavior. (Schmidt and Jackson 1)

Based on this need, different approaches to deal with 
change have been created to help organizations be suc-
cessful. Some of those approaches are uniform, consid-
ering “change as a predictable phenomena” (Higgs and 
Rowland 126), while some other approaches are more 
disseminated and differentiated, based on a concept 
that change is a complex phenomena. However, which-
ever approach is used to deal with change, there is a 
common variable that determines success in the pro-
cess: the leader’s role. Which leadership behaviors tend 
to be associated with effective change management? 
What is the leader’s role in a change management pro-
cess? Specific research on approaches to change show 
there is no single answer to these questions. However, it 
is possible to define specific guidelines to help leaders 

improve their skills and knowledge, and, consequently, 
their possibilities of success.  
          
This article will address the leader’s role in the change 
management process within organizations, stating that 
leaders have an active role from the change beginning 
to the change institutionalization. Specifically, there are 
case studies about how change becomes more effective 
when those leaders maintain their active participation 
throughout the entire change process and not just at 
the beginning to sponsor the change start up. A spe-
cific change model (Kotter 8) will be the framework for 
this article. The model defines eight specific steps to 
deal with change; additionally, three case studies help 
to illustrate how, when leaders maintain themselves as 
active members in the process, the success and results 
are better.

Tools, models and ideas presented in this article rein-
force the importance of active leadership in a change 
process. Leaders are responsible for creating the case 
for change by effectively engaging others in recogniz-
ing the business need for change, creating structural 
change, and ensuring that the change is based on depth 
of understanding of the issues and supported with a 
consistent set of tools and processes; engaging others 
in the whole change process and building commitment; 
implementing and sustaining changes by developing 
effective plans and ensuring good monitoring; facilitat-
ing and developing capability by ensuring that people 
are challenged to find their own answers and that they 
are supported in doing this. Leaders can determine suc-
cessful change implementation if they are aware and 
actively engaged during the process.

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Change Management Models 
     
It is important to choose a change model appropriate to 
the specific situation. Higgs and Rowland reported two 
major trends on change management approaches: one 
states that change is a linear process and organizations 
are systems trying to stay stable in an equilibrium. Then, 
the model approaches are more linear and predictable. 
A second approach states that change is a complex 
process and recognizes the difficulties of constructing 
structured approaches to change. Based on this evolu-
tionary and complex view of change, the change model 
is not easily implemented in a “top-down” approach or 
on a uniform basis (123-127). 

Both approaches are valid, depending upon the con-
text and the type of change to be addressed. Higgs’ 
and Rowland’s research shows how, in high-magnitude 
changes (changes that impact a large number of peo-
ple and multiple parts of the system), the most effec-
tive change approach is a model that includes a wide 
range of interventions, a few big rules and a loosely set 
direction. In this approach, change can be initiated any-
where in an organization, but usually there is frequent 
contact with clients/customers. For small scope changes 
and changes within organizations whose managers are 
learning to manage change, a linear approach is highly 
recommended. If accountability for change lies with lo-
cal managers and change is easily controlled and man-
aged, a model with a simple theory for change and a 
few rules of thumb can be used. This article will address 
changes with narrow scope and controlled implementa-
tion; thus, the change approach used will be John Kot-
ter’s linear model, which uses a practical approach, one 
that can easily be implemented by any manager.

John Kotter’s Model
    
John P. Kotter is a qualified author who belongs to the 
Harvard Business School. He has written several business 
articles around change management. Kotter became 
famous after writing the bestseller, Leading Change. 
He has also co-written The Heart of Change with Dan 
Cohen, which presents practical examples around his 
change model. 

Kotter proposes an eight-stage process which includes: 
a) establishing a sense of urgency; b) creating a guiding 
coalition; c) developing a vision and strategy; d) commu-
nicating the change vision; e) empowering employees 
for broad-based action; f ) generating short term wins; 

g) consolidating gains and producing more change; 
and, h) anchoring new approaches in the culture. It is 
valuable to highlight how Kotter’s model proposes an 
approach where there are three previous preparation 
stages before change takes place and another three 
after it has happened. This implies that a leader would 
need to adapt his/her behavior before, during and after 
a change process. Kotter also provides analysis of how 
the change process will demand different types of com-
petencies. It is important to describe each of the eight 
stages and later describe how a leader would behave in 
each one to be successful. 

 a. Establishing a sense of urgency 
     At this stage, Kotter proposes examining the market 
and competitive realities, identifying and discussing cri-
ses, potential crises, or major opportunities. In order to 
get support and cooperation from all of the constituen-
cies and stake holders involved in any change process, it 
is fundamental to establish a high sense of urgency. This 
urgency will give people clear motivation to change the 
status quo, especially when their own interests are being 
affected. Change involves different kinds of resources 
(time, money, power); with a high level of energy, based 
on a clear understanding of the “why to change,” there 
will be more willingness to be successful in the transfor-
mation process (Kotter 36).

 b. Creating a guiding coalition
     One of the critical steps in Kotter’s model is to create 
an effective team that can lead and manage the change 
effort. Position power is the first criteria to consider; the 
decision maker must be sure to involve the key players 
and to never leave out those who could block the pro-
cess from being considered. At the same time, the group 
diversity is fundamental, especially because of the need 
for different points of view to address the problem prop-
erly (Kotter 57).

 c. Developing a vision and strategy
     In this third step, Kotter suggests creating a vision to 
help direct the change effort and also to help develop 
strategies for achieving that vision. A vision refers to a 
picture of the future with some implicit or explicit com-
mentary on why people should strive to create that future. 
It clarifies the general direction for change, motivates 
people to take action in the right direction and helps to 
coordinate the actions of different people. A good vision 
is imaginable, desirable, feasible, focused, flexible and 
communicable. A vision wouldn’t be complete without 
a grounded strategy. This answers the question about 
how the transformation would happen (Kotter 67). 
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 d. Communicating the change vision 
Leaders must use every vehicle possible to constantly 
communicate the new vision and strategies, and have 
the guiding coalition model the behavior expected of 
employees. Kotter recommends keeping the communi-
cation simple, eliminating jargon and techno-babble. 
He also recommends the use of metaphor, analogies 
and examples. Multiple forums and repetition are use-
ful. Leaders must be an example of behavior and elimi-
nate inconsistency through explanation when it seems 
to be important. Finally, two-way communication is al-
ways best (Kotter 85).

 e. Empowering broad based action 
This means getting rid of obstacles, changing systems 
or structures that undermine the change vision, encour-
aging risk taking and nontraditional ideas, and promot-
ing activities and actions. During this stage the change 
happens. It is the most critical one, since resistance and 
barriers arise, sometimes from unexpected sources or 
people. Communication and capability creation play 
an important role because, most of the time, resistance 
comes from fear toward unknown situations or lack of 
skills (Kotter 101).

 f. Generating short term wins 
This sixth stage requires visible plan improvements in 
performance; later, it implies visibly recognizing and 
rewarding people who made the wins possible. Short 
term wins provide evidence that sacrifices are worth it; 
rewards for change help fine-tune the vision and strate-
gies; short term wins undermine cynics and self-serving 
resisters; they also keep bosses on-board and build the 
momentum (Kotter 117).

 g. Consolidating gains and producing more 
change 
This phase implies the use of the credibility already cre-
ated to change all systems, structures, and policies that 
don’t fit together and don’t fit the transformation vi-
sion. It also requires auditing the new process standard 
to ensure change has happened. At this point, hiring, 
promoting, and developing people who are ready to 
continue with change implementation reinvigorates the 
process with new projects, themes and change agents 
(Kotter 131).

 h. Anchoring new approaches in the culture 
This last phase in Kotter’s model demands ensuring that 
“change” is part of the organization’s culture: this means 
that the policies, procedures, manuals, orientation and 
training programs, compensation, rewards and recog-
nitions, communication events, and all “institutional” 

processes have included the newly implemented pro-
cess. The outcome will be a better performance through 
customer- and productivity-oriented behavior, more 
and better leadership, and more effective management 
(Kotter 145).

A Leader’s Role in Change Management
     
For the purposes of this article and in the context of 
change management, a leader is defined as a person in 
any organization who takes on a critical role in actively 
endorsing a change implementation and its sustainabil-
ity (PepsiCo 32). The following section will describe the 
way leaders can embrace change and play a critical role 
all the way through the change management process, 
using Kotter’s eight-stage change model. 
    
Considering that in any organizational change process 
there are different incumbents, it is important to clarify 
why leaders play a critical role in the process. This does 
not mean that implementers, technical support teams, 
and physical and monetary resources won’t play an 
important role. However, based on research about “ef-
fecting change in business enterprises, leadership was 
found as one of the three critical factors for success in 
change. The other two factors were alignment across 
the organization and management of competitive pres-
sure” (Guy and Beaman 23).
    
Some research reports that to ensure proper engage-
ment across the organization toward what to change, 
80% of the interviewed executives recognized that 
knowledge and competitive leadership were critical in 
the process; 83% pointed to leaders’ commitment, and 
73% mentioned employee involvement (23). As this data 
points out, it is critical for change success to have lead-
ers engaged during the entire change process journey.
 
There has been valuable research done by Higgs and 
Rowland, who are professors and certified researchers 
at the Henley Management College, one of the top ten 
schools related with Change Management in Greenland, 
Oxfordshire, U.K. Their research reports that a leader’s 
behavior will influence his/her approach to change and 
its implementation. They go on to define five broad ar-
eas of leadership competency associated with success-
ful change implementation:

 Creating the case for change: effectively engaging 
others who may not recognize the business need for 
change.

 Creating structural change: ensuring that the change 
is based on depth of understanding of the issues and 
supported with consistent set-off tools and processes.

 Engaging others in the whole change process and 
building commitment.

 Implementing and sustaining changes: developing 
effective plans and ensuring good monitoring and re-
view of practices.

 Faci litating and developing capability: ensuring that 
people are challenged to find their own answers and 
that they are supported in doing the change. (127)

a  Establishing a sense of urgency

At this stage, a leader’s role is to create the rationale for 
the change: why change? why now? A case study docu-
mented by Gerry Schmidt, PhD, and Lisa Jackson, princi-
pals of Matrix Consulting Group, Inc., illustrates this prac-
tically. They presented the case of Jeppesen, Inc., which 
is a premiere provider of navigation tools for the avia-
tion industry. At the beginning of 1998, Jeppesen was 
facing a significant challenge: to make their products 
available electronically or become obsolete and go out 
of business. Mark Van Tine, a CEO with strong IT creden-
tials, was hired the same year to face the transformation 
challenge. There wasn’t a sense of urgency: for 70 years, 
strengthened by a regulation which mandated the use 
of their product, there wasn’t any real competition; no 
crisis and no changes for several years allowed the lead-
ership team and the 1,800 employees to go about their 
work enjoying their success. Mark Van Tine came into 
his role with a vision: while the company’s product was 
fundamentally article-based, he knew the future was in 
digital information delivery. The question was how to es-
tablish a sense of urgency for this vision among his em-
ployees. How could they align a new senior leadership 
team around the new vision? How could they convince 
1,800 people, who had succeeded together as a publish-
ing company that their company’s future was at risk? All 
of this came at a time of increasing industry pressure 
from airlines to lower costs, improve quality and service, 
and make products more user-friendly. 
     
What the Jeppesen leadership team decided to do was 
create a large-scale communication campaign to deliv-
er the business case for change in 30 one-day sessions 
with all 1,800 employees. Twenty-eight change agents 
were selected and trained to deliver the sessions. These 
included managers and front-line employees who were 
committed to change. Within three months, the place 
was on fire. Ironically, so much energy and ownership 
was ignited that the process got a little ahead of itself (2-4). 
     
Leaders played a critical role in the process. First, pre-
vious to this communication process, they had several 

meetings to align among themselves and understand 
the reason for change. It was not easy to align all of them 
around the new vision and strategy. At the end of these 
meetings, the senior leadership team understood that 
the new company was going to require a very different 
culture from the old one. And they agreed to expand 
this sense of urgency all across the organization (5).

A second business case study used to illustrate change 
management application is a PepsiCo experience in im-
plementing specific best practice changes around the 
world between 1996 and 2006. It explains the learning 
obtained from ten years of experience implementing 
operations and sales initiatives. These experiences show 
how, by using a linear model, it is possible to be suc-
cessful, particularly when change is narrowed to specific 
initiatives located in specific departments. PepsiCo re-
ports two unsuccessful change implementations (one in 
China, in 1998, and the second in Mexico, in 1997) where 
the implementation team tried to implement a best 
practice tools, without engaging the bottler’s top man-
agement, by presenting a business case study with data 
about why the sales distribution system needed to be 
changed (PepsiCo 23). More information from PepsiCo’s 
experience will be addressed in the following sections 
of this article.

b Creating a guiding coalition

Higgs and Rowland reported that successful change 
implementations are linked with some specific leader-
ship behaviors that create a guiding coalition. To cre-
ate an effective guiding coalition, authors recommend 
leaders help others to deepen their understanding of 
the business need for change; communicate and have 
open discussions with change agents; and let different 
kinds of employees be part of the change team (127). 
Diversity enhances points of view and guarantees influ-
ence all across the organization. What this shows is that 
after creating a sense of urgency, leaders must use that 
business case information to engage all employees and 
make them align with the need for change.

A guiding coalition can be considered a team, formed 
by a “small number of people with complementary skills 
who are committed to a common purpose, performance 
goals, and a unified approach for which they hold them-
selves mutually accountable” (Katzenbach and Smith 
14). The authors emphasize the importance of size, con-
sidering that a large number of people have trouble 
interacting constructively as a group, much less agree-
ing on action specifics. Logistically, issues like physical 
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space and an agreeable time to meet together arise with 
a large number of members. The solution would be to di-
vide the group and create several teams (8-10 members 
each) or define one “core team” with extended teams or 
groups that support the main team purpose. 

Besides the size and common goals to be successful in 
a guiding coalition, PepsiCo’s business case suggested 
that the members of the team write a contract where all 
incumbents have a clear definition of their roles (Pep-
siCo 25): 

For the sake of modularity, it is important to consider 
a contract as a document that details a binding agree-
ment between all parties.  It usually concerns a change 
implementation process. A contract provides a formal 
structure without having a legal connotation, but it re-
mains flexible.  It is not about the spaces on the contract.  
It is an expression of an open, honest conversation with 
those we support, and the agreement with which we 
can both live.  That is why the written signature is not 
mandatory.  The contract represents a moral commit-
ment. (PepsiCo 26)

Some change initiative case stud-
ies report an increase of 38% in 
their effectiveness when leaders 
started to use a contract as a way 
to integrate guiding coalitions; 
the tool was also used to clarify 
roles and responsibilities (32).

Who should be part of this guid-
ing coalition?  Schmidt and Jack-
son (4) agreed that it is important 
to enroll strong champions of the 
change effort. One must have the right people in terms 
of power, relationships, influence, and capability.  Since 
complementary skills are the main purpose of the team 
formation, diversity and inclusion are the keys to inte-
grating change initiative teams.  Katzenbach and Smith 
have studied that in a diverse team, the team integra-
tion demands a longer process; however, great change 
implementation and better solutions could arise from 
these types of teams (35). 

At this stage, leaders play a sponsorship role: “When 
key corporate and local leaders are seen as sponsoring 
and endorsing the goals and mechanisms of change, 
it encourages alignment at the organizational and de-
partmental levels. Sponsors should communicate com-
pelling reasons about why change needs to occur” (Guy 
and Beaman 22).  

Peter Senge et al., a recognized authority in learning or-
ganization and change management topics at Harvard 
University, recommends that leaders demonstrate they 
have the ability to work on relationships with associ-
ates and secure positive attitudes. These are essential 
competencies for implementing change, “especially in 
today’s enterprise environment where people involved 
in change initiatives need enough flexibility to devote 
time to reflection and practice” (Senge et al. 5). Senge et 
al., emphasize that the challenges of initiating change 
develop as soon as any pilot group begins to work, es-
pecially because members express lack of time to invest 
in change projects, lack of help from corporate officers, 
lack of coaching or guidance, and other phases related 
to typical resistance during change implementation. 

c  Developing a vision and strategy
 
Schmidt and Jackson define this stage as “establishing 
direction, by creating a clear expectation and a com-
pelling story that engages early commitment from key 
stakeholders. It ensures the project will link with the 

business strategy” (4).  The same 
authors reported in the Jeppesen 
case study that the executive team 
created a common vision, which 
helped them to become aligned 
among themselves. A series of 
interviews and off-site meetings 
for the CEO and his direct reports 
were held to map out a new vision 
and strategy via a process that led 
to agreement and understanding 
about its tangibility. The CEO re-
ported:

On the other hand, PepsiCo case study reports a suc-
cessful organizational transformation within the Latin 
American Region during the years between 2003 and 
2006. The organization health survey showed that 85% 
of people considered that having a clear vision, mission, 
values and strategy, helped them believe in the change 
and move onto the transformation (53).

d  Communicating the change vision

Guy and Beaman reinforced the vital importance of 
communication in change management. Based on their 
research, they found that the following approaches to 
communication are most effective in achieving success: 
clarity, continuity and constancy. The communication 
must also be reciprocal; management has to listen as 

well as talk (15). Communication is a continued process 
during the change journey. It is not just an isolated stage 
after the vision creation–which could be misunderstood 
from a superficial review of Kotter’s Model (Kotter 67-
84). 
Guy and Beaman also found that “successful implemen-
tation is greatly facilitated 
when the people carrying out the change are engaged 
in the process and buy into the strategy and tactics. Ide-
ally, this should involve: acceptance, understanding, 
willing participation and enthusiasm. Achieving this re-
quires a two way communication process” (17). 

Finally, based on the Jeppesen case study, the goal in ef-
fective change to produce ownership among employees 
required monthly forums, in which employees were able 
to ask questions and get answers from senior leadership 
(Schmidt and Jackson 6). 

e  Empowering broad based action

This is the step where change happens: the new pro-
cess is implemented; the new technology takes place; 
the new structure is executed; the new management ar-
rives, etc. Understandably, the leadership role changes 
here from the previous stages, where the leader’s role 
was mostly to draw and communicate the change based 
on a business case. In this last stage, leaders mostly need 
to face reality and work out resistance and barriers.

Senge et al., report that self-proclaimed “change agents” 
often complain that “people resist change.” However, 
from a systems viewpoint, it is not the people “who are 
resisting,” rather it is a system functioning to maintain its 
internal balances, as all living systems do. That’s why it 
is possible to differentiate resistance from barriers, un-
derstanding that resistance comes from the systems and 
barriers from people who are opposed to the change 
(16).

How can a company deal with resistance and barriers? 
What is the leader’s role? PepsiCo’s case study reported 
that in 75% of its successful implementations, leaders 
attended the entire training for the change; included 
the change project as part of the key players’ annual 
objectives; revisited, updated and discussed the change 
business case during change effort follow up meetings; 
allocated the resources agreed upon for the project; 
reviewed, evaluated and followed up on the change 
implementation process and its milestones; made the 
change part of the management review meeting agen-
da; kept themselves actively engaged in the process of 

persuading, convincing, and negotiating with all the key 
players who could facilitate the change implementation; 
talked to and asked people about the progress, and re-
warded or applied pressure to gain support for the new 
change(53). These behaviors were helpful to PepsiCo 
leaders in embracing and confronting the typical barri-
ers expressed by people who opposed the change. 

Another good example to illustrate this important phase 
comes from a GE Capital case study. The case study pres-
ents the entire process for how GE integrated acquisi-
tions starting in 1995.  The acquisitions and merges 
made by GE were successful because of a good change 
management process application. Mergers and acqui-
sitions are thought to be change efforts, because they 
produce pain and anxiety. They involve job loss, respon-
sibility adjustments, derailed careers, power dismissal 
and much else that is stressful (Ashkenas et al. 166).

Ashkenas et al., report that to manage change during 
an integration, it requires leaders to be engaged and 
preoccupied with running the company and, also, to be 
thinking about how to integrate the cultures, processes, 
and people. A leader should be available, so people can 
talk to him/her freely, and s/he can help the employees 
to understand “how things work at GE Capital” (169). 

In order to manage integration change properly, the 
authors recommend that leaders have strong interper-
sonal skills and sensitivity toward cultural differences. 
All leaders must have the ability to facilitate groups and 
show a deep knowledge of how the new company works 
(172).

The GE experience reinforces what Guy and Beaman re-
ported: the top three key competencies for implement-
ing change are effective communications, building trust, 
and achieving collaboration (5-6).

f  Generating short-term wins

Celebrating and recognizing short-term wins is especial-
ly important considering that not all of the change ef-
forts imply a win-win situation; some changes inevitably 
result in lay offs or in loss of staff, responsibilities or bud-
get. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to motivate 
the “losing” departments or individuals; even the immi-
nent collapse of a burning platform may not motivate a 
unit to favor a change in which it sees itself as affected. 
Overcoming such challenges cannot always be done 
without pain, and have to be handled on a case-by-case 
basis (Guy and Beaman 20). Celebrating early wins helps 
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to reinforce that the change effort is giving pay back, at 
least to benefit the rest of the organization.
Celebrating is not an easy task. How can a company, or a 
leader, talk about benefits when in some change efforts, 
like during GE acquisitions, people are scared about los-
ing their jobs? Ashkenas et al., report that when compa-
nies are purchased, the acquiring company often puts its 
own people in charge, changes policies and procedures, 
restructures, consolidates, and generally takes over. So 
people walk onto the stage of the new company feeling 
anxious, insecure, uncertain, and even angry. The au-
thors recommend that even when the news is bad, the 
one thing the staff of a newly acquired company appre-
ciates most is the truth (Ashkenas et al. 172-173).

     The PepsiCo case study reports that 87% of their change 
leaders were evaluated highly in their change leader-
ship capabilities, because they celebrated successes of 
the change implementation, recognized achievements 
from key players in their annual objectives, committed 
the resources to sustain the project, followed up on the 
change implementation with the project leaders, and 
applied audits to guarantee change sustainability (63). 

 
g  Consolidating gains and producing more 
change 

As described earlier in Kotter’s Model, this stage implies 
change consolidation and specifically requires auditing 
the new process’ standard to ensure change has hap-
pened. Ashkenas et al., presented a case in point when 
they described how GE uses audits during its change 
integration/acquisitions management to review how in-
tegration is happening. This helped them to ensure that 
the acquired company was making its practices consis-
tent with GE Capital requirements and standards (170).
Another way to review gains and produce more change 
adjusting implementation is presented by a PepsiCo case 
study. The case reports the use of an audit tool named a 
“health check.” “A Health Check is defined as a checklist 
of questions and/or statements containing key change 
process principles and steps” (PepsiCo 80).

Health checks in PepsiCo, as audits in GE Capital, are used 
to measure if change has been properly implemented. 
The case study stated that this tool became powerful 
when leaders used it. A good example was presented in 
China, in 1999, when new product displays were intro-
duced. Once the distribution center managers started 
to apply the “health check,” the project results jumped 
from 35% to 87% of satisfactory implementation in three 

months. It means that in 52% additional stores, the new 
product display was put in place. The examples also re-
flected how, when leaders get engaged in change moni-
toring, it has a positive effect on the change process.  
In PepsiCo change implementation initiatives, “health 
checks” are used by leaders as a motivational tool. They 
provide objective information to measure standard 
completion and then the possibility to reward and rec-
ognize those who have done the job properly. Tracking 
and measuring is the key in this stage. Leaders must fol-
low up and measure to give the right message to the 
organization. Guy and Beaman report that effecting 
change is no longer compartmentalized or external-
ized; rather, executives at all levels of the enterprise 
are seen as having important roles in change manage-
ment. However, day-to-day managing and sustaining 
change is more clearly assigned to the local unit leaders 
at the line level (11-12). What is important in this study 
is that all leaders play a role in sustaining and evalu-
ating change no matter the area, the level or the role.  

 
h  Anchoring new approaches in the culture 

The last stage in Kotter’s Model demands leaders ensure 
the change initiative becomes part of the enterprise cul-
ture. For the purposes of this article “company culture” 
is how things get done in the organization, including 
execution and operation of vision and strategy; internal 
and external communication; problem-solving and de-
cision-making processes; how teams are launched and 
supported and how meetings run; how cross functions 
get coordinated and ensure collaboration; how people 
are hired, fired, paid and promoted and held account-
able; how the organization handles conflicts and how it 
responds to stress. Whether or not leaders realize it, cul-
ture is either accelerating or dragging down their busi-
ness’ performance (Schmidt and Jackson 2).

 According to John Kotter and Dan S. Cohen, during this 
phase leaders tend to fail. This happens because they 
do not have clarity on all of the organization’s cultural 
processes which need to be modified (160-176).

The GE Capital case study properly illustrates this stage. 
It describes how once acquisition has happened, part 
of the success is to have leaders implementing key cul-
tural drivers, like reward and compensation systems, 
training programs that reinforce the new systems, and 
performance management systems which include ob-
jectives directed to sustain the new company systems. 
In those acquisition processes, many people need to 

learn how to live together, and the values and mind-
sets of the acquiring and acquired organizations al-
most always differ. One of the ways in which the au-
thors refer to a successful culture modification involves 
the organization of orientation and planning ses-

 CONCLUSION

The empirical and theoretical data confirm the impor-
tance of leadership during any change implementation 
process and, especially, how change can be successful 
when leaders keep themselves engaged during the en-
tire change journey. 

This doesn’t mean that leadership behaviors should 
center on the position, role and power of the leader and 
his/her abilities, because this won’t guarantee success. It 
does mean that the leader plays a critical role when he/
she really gets involved in the change process from es-
tablishing starting points for change, to designing and 
managing the change journey, including communicat-
ing guiding principles, through the creation of individu-
al and organizational compatibility.  Leaders don’t have 
a superficial role by just making others accountable or 
thinking about change.

 Engagement means that the leader transforms his/her 
role over the change process as presented in Kotter’s 
model. It is important to enhance the leaders’ conscious-
ness about how they can positively and negatively af-
fect the potential success in a change process. 

The process presented in this article will help them to 
understand their role and increase their effectiveness, 
so they can positively impact their organizations.

Business has always had to deal with change. Further-
more, “globalization, competition, and accelerated 
technological innovation are creating conditions under 
which change itself is changing. Change is becoming 
more complex and omnipresent, requiring enterprises 
to develop focused capabilities for change manage-
ment” (Guy and Beaman 6). 

In the past, change was only an episodic obligation as-
sociated with the occasional restructuring or market cri-
sis; today, change management and leaders’ roles in the 
process are increasingly perceived as permanent busi-
ness functions that are essential to keeping the organi-
zation agile and adaptable in a continuously changing 
competitive environment. And CEO’s surveyed around 
the globe by The Conference Board in 2004 seem to 
agree that speed, flexibility, and adaptability to change 
is one of their top two business challenges(6).

sions to incorporate the 25 policies and practices that 
need to be part of the acquired company (175-177).  
They also discuss the implications of differing business 
processes like how to go to market, how much to focus 
on cost, or how concepts of authority differ.
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RECOMMENDATION 

This article has explored the leader’s role in the change 
journey. It has demonstrated that a leader’s role is not 
only about sponsoring the kick-off of projects, but it is 
about working with the challenges of change all the way 
through: leaders must identify resistance and overcome 
it; ensure that the necessary steps in the change process 
are taken; build and maintain engagement among their 
employees; and cautiously demonstrate commitment 
and support by creating a sense of urgency until the 
implemented change is part of the culture. The follow-
ing recommendations will help an organization and its 
leaders ensure that they can have a positive influence in 
change.  An organization must:

 1. Ensure all leaders are educated on how change 
works and have clarity about the change model, tools 
and behaviors expected.

 2. Periodically assess leaders’ change capabilities. 
Apply measurements during the change design, imple-
mentation and sustain phases.

 3. Establish a reward system which clearly states the 
performance expectations in terms of change manage-
ment.
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