
Gearing up for change:
Careful planning leads to better results





Contemplating the journey ahead, you look toward 
the horizon and see a clear vision for the future: a 
high-performing organization with robust systems, 
efficient production processes and a world-class 
sales force that cleanly outpaces your competition. 
You can easily envision the outcome of the change. 
Unfortunately, how to achieve this success is not as 
apparent. The seas of change are stormy, and navi-
gating them requires more than a clear vision. If 
your employees aren’t fully on board and prepared 
for the journey, even the best compass won’t guide 
you through the transformation. Only by capturing 
the hearts and minds of your workforce will you have 
a chance at arriving successfully at your destination. 

Mission critical: Managing the people 
side of change

Managing the people side of change is mission 
critical for successful business transformations. 
What’s Working™, Mercer’s global study of workforce 
attitudes, reveals that when employees believe 
change is well managed, their level of engagement 
rises dramatically. (See Exhibit 1.) Yet getting people 
to adopt your vision and embrace their roles in this 
process is often the most daunting – and typically, 
the most avoided – challenge of managing change.

Convincing employees that change is in their best 
interests requires an understanding of what they 
care about – their desires, fears and motivations. 
This understanding holds the key to guiding 
employees through transitions because it helps 
leaders shape a communication strategy that 
successfully accelerates the change process.

Discovery: The foundation for 
successful change

In Mercer’s view, creating an effective change 
communication strategy involves three broad phases 
– discovery, delivery and assessment – that provide 
the essential discipline for successfully accelerating 
change through people.

In this article, we focus on the first phase – discovery. 
Here, the advance team of change leaders explores 
the path ahead and charts a course for successful 
transformation, providing strong guidance for the 
change journey. This careful planning lays the 
foundation for change, making it possible to achieve 
better results.

The discovery phase includes four vital elements:

■   Understanding the context for change
■   Assessing the current state and levers to 

drive change
■   Analyzing key stakeholders
■   Crafting the story of change

Percentage of employees who are engaged...
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The dynamic journey: Understanding 
the context for change

In the strategic work of change, context is every-
thing. The question of how to approach change 
communication must be shaped by the specific 
objectives of the transformation as well as the 
unique character and culture of the organization. 
Simply modeling best practices ignores the specific 
context of a particular change and introduces 
unnecessary risks and challenges. What is needed 
is a process to help build a solid foundation for a 
change communication strategy. Mercer has created 
the Change Dynamic™ model as a tool to help 
articulate the context for change along four dimen-
sions. (See Exhibit 2.)

■   Content of change refers to the aspects of an 
organization that must change; these typically 
include strategy, people, culture, structure and/or 
processes. As you consider the content areas of 
change, it is important to keep in mind that trans-
formation rarely falls neatly into these categories, 
and virtually all change involves a series of 
micro changes with critical interdependencies. 
For example, the launch of new technology may 
require modified work processes, organizational 
structures, information flows, decision-making 
patterns and competencies. Identifying and 
mapping these interdependencies enable change 
leaders to better understand what they will be 
asking of managers, employees and other key 
stakeholders. 

■   Scope of change gauges how broadly an organiza-
tion will be affected by change. For example, a 
structural change in one part of the organization 
might require process changes in other parts 
of the organization. By assessing the scope of 
change (enterprise, business unit, or individual), 
change leaders can determine how extensive the 
communication effort should be. 

The scope of change also will help change leaders 
identify the effort required by and the potential 
disruption to the organization and quickly high-
light where time should be spent and what needs 
to be done.

■   Pace of change plots the speed with which change 
must be accomplished, as driven by the objectives 
and the strategic imperative for change. For 
example, some changes can and should be 
accomplished quickly, with minimal disruption 
to the organization. Others can be  implemented 
over time with staged milestones, again minimizing 
disruption. However, some transformations need 
to occur very quickly and dramatically, and will 
have a significant impact on many stakeholders. 
Understanding the pace of change is essential 
to creating the right change communication 
strategies.

■   Style of change identifies the type of leadership 
(collaborative, consultative or directive) required 
for the transformation to happen effectively 
– which may be quite different from what is 
required for day-to-day operation of the organiza-
tion. For example, an organization’s existing 
leadership style may be collaborative; yet if the 
scope of change falls into the transformational 
category or if the pace is very rapid, a more direc-
tive leadership style is usually required to manage 
the change and effectively engage employees. The 
required leadership style will guide the style and 
delivery of communication.

Exhibit 2 
Mercer’s Change Dynamic™ model
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Using Mercer’s Change Dynamic™ model to map 
out the context in this manner creates a very clear 
picture of how people will be affected by the change 
and are likely to respond. By assessing context 
along these four dimensions, change leaders can 
identify the dynamic relationships among the 
dimensions and can help define the most suitable 
change communication approach.

Finding the critical path: Assessing current 
state and levers to drive change

Clarity about the desired end state is critical to 
successful change. A shared vision of the need for 
change and the desired business outcome serves as 
a valuable guide, keeping everyone on track. 
This vision is important because the path to the 
ideal state is never straight and always involves a 
series of interrelated steps that zigzag toward the 
desired outcome.

Understanding how to create and accelerate change 
requires seeing this critical path as a series of 
desired behavior modifications and identifying the 
right levers to drive these modifications. As leaders 
pull the levers of change – organization structures, 
goals and rewards, policies, processes, and commu-
nication – employees determine whether they are 
willing to respond with the desired behaviors.

It’s vital for leaders to recognize that each change, 
no matter how small, affects the employment value 
proposition on an individual basis. Employees will 
decide for themselves the answer to the question 
“Is this for me?” (See Exhibit 3.) And their answers 
will determine whether they engage in the change 
process – and ultimately choose to stay the course 
or disengage.

A case in point: Thorough preparation 
leads to success

A newly merged pharmaceutical company set its 
vision on becoming one of the top 10 pharmaceutical 
firms in the world. The new organization had to 
integrate two very different cultures and restructure 
many of its processes due to pervasive competitive 
and technological pressures within the industry.

Its North American operations had to shift from 
a “status quo” culture and prepare the new 
organization to embrace significant change both 
corporatewide and within specific functions – 
particularly sales and marketing and IT. To meet 
aggressive business demands, most of the change 
would be radical – and would have to happen 
quickly. Yet each change was part of a continuum, 
with connections to other key stakeholders or 
processes. For example, the new technology 
platform was not just a change for IT but for each 
division in terms of how work would be accom-
plished. This put additional pressure on getting the 
communication campaign exactly right to ensure 
that key employees knew their value, saw the 
opportunities and wanted to stay.

To engage employees in the future state, the 
communication strategy focused on helping them 
understand the breadth and depth of what would 
change and when – in essence, painting the “big 
picture” of change and then giving them a road 
map to follow. Such comprehensive preparation for 
the people side of this business transformation paid 
off for the organization. In the end, the company 
retained key employees, met or exceeded most 
performance goals, and established a process for 
ongoing communication and measurement.

Exhibit 3 
How employees assess change
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With change, the employment value proposition 
evolves, and the communication implications 
are enormous. Organizations need to create and 
articulate a compelling value proposition to accom-
pany change if they are to win over employees. 
Leaders must engage people by translating what 
the new value proposition means for employees, 
what the organization expects and what types of 
opportunities the change will generate. Therefore, 
communication must evolve in step with change.

The people priority: Analyzing 
key stakeholders

Identifying who is affected by change and what they 
care about is critical to success and will help leaders 
tailor their communication to targeted audiences. 
(See Exhibit 4.)

A structured stakeholder analysis should capture 
the following:

■   Size of the group 
■   Geographic distribution 
■   Factions, motivations, concerns and implications 

of change 
■   Risks and opportunities 
■   Natural leaders and change agents 
■   The answer to “What’s in it for them?”

In addition, understanding each stakeholder group’s 
level of change readiness and potential influence on 
the outcome – and then mapping these two factors 
on a four-square quadrant – will enable change 
leaders to identify which stakeholder groups will 
require the most focused communication efforts. 
Exhibit 5 illustrates such an analysis, showing that 
stakeholders in the upper left-hand quadrant (high 
influence, low level of support) would be a priority.

The necessity to act: Crafting the story 
of change

Leaders and employees usually have differing views 
about change. Leaders see change as the path to a 
strategic vision for growth and greater profitability. 
Yet employees are frequently anxious and fearful of 
change. They may feel a loss of control and see only 
the risks, not the opportunities.

In other words, what leaders envision as a new begin-
ning, employees typically experience as endings. 
Leaders may have a difficult time understanding that 
employees are experiencing change in this manner 
– lacking the same promises of optimism and hope 
that they feel. To get the value out of change, leaders 
at all levels need to acknowledge this perception gap 
– and intentionally use convincing and compelling 
communication to build understanding and create a 
sense of urgency. (See Exhibit 6.)

Leaders must create a compelling story of change 

Exhibit 4 
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before beginning the change journey. Rather than 
relying on lofty vision statements and corporate 
buzzwords, leaders should translate change into 
communication that speaks to the desires, fears 
and motivations of employees. The story must 
be persuasive, must convince employees that the 
current state must change and must outline the 
consequences of not succeeding. It must convey that 
this new route is the only option worthy of traveling 
and that exciting opportunities lie ahead.

Smart leaders make an effective case for change 
through simple, positive, emotionally inspiring 
narrative that:

■   Cuts through the jargon to tell the straight story 
– without spin

■   Speaks to people’s feelings
■   Lures people out of their comfort zones and 

creates a sense of urgency
■   Inspires employees with what is possible
■   Prepares people for alternative outcomes as 

change proceeds

Exhibit 5 
An example of stakeholder mapping
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Exhibit 6 
Craft a convincing, compelling story to 
build urgency
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■  The opportunities for change
■  The risks if we don't change
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Making change work

Like any challenging journey, organizational change 
can stall if the discovery effort to understand and 
prepare for change is not first put into place. By fully 
understanding the context for change, the levers 
needed to drive new behaviors, and the specific 
needs of stakeholders, leaders will be able to craft a 
compelling story for change and use it as the corner-
stone of a communication strategy to effectively 

accelerate change through people.

Investing time and effort up front in the discovery 
phase will pay strong dividends over the long term. 
This initial and vital start will enhance the chance 
of success and create a more positive experience 
for all stakeholders, resulting in a more resilient 
organization that is better able to make future 
changes happen.

A case in point: Incorporating Swiss employees into a US-based multinational

Two Swiss companies, both privately held, were acquired by a US-based global education services company. 
Concerns about working for a publicly traded – particularly an American – parent firm generated animosity 
between the employees and the corporate organization during the acquisition process. These concerns were 
fueled by repeated negative mentions in key business press throughout the region.

These factors, along with several others, threatened to dilute the full value of the merger. The immediate task, 
therefore, became to fully understand not only what was changing and why, but also how to begin involving 
employees in the change process. Through a series of executive interviews, focus groups and internal audits, an 
integrated change team mapped out the case for change and identified what was needed to engage employees 
worldwide in creating value under the new operating company. This was not a one-size-fits-all solution – there 
were several unique groups of stakeholders that needed to be informed, led and listened to.

To analyze the stakeholders, change leaders had to look both outside and inside the parent and the newly 
acquired firms, in Switzerland and the US, as well as in Asia and Latin America, where operations were growing 
rapidly and acquired employees would have new opportunities to advance and develop their careers. Mercer 
helped company leadership to identify key audience groups on the external side: investors, the media, prospec-
tive students, hiring employers and the regulatory bodies of the Swiss cantons (which determine employment 
practice in that country). On the internal side, asset managers, senior staff people, and faculty and academic 
leadership were identified as the key audiences.

For each audience, communication included outcome-based goals aligned with the business strategy of short-
term cost savings as a driver of long-term financial growth and geographic expansion.

The change communications team developed a core change story and then customized it based on the value 
the transaction would create for each audience. In this way, the story became a series of value messages for 
each stakeholder group: customers, employees, investors, etc. Adapting the core messages into an employment 
value proposition for employees formed the basis for ongoing employment branding strategy and tactics. As a 
result, synergies were fully achieved on time – and, equally important, follow-up focus groups and interviews 
indicated that change acceptance exceeded targeted levels in the goal-setting process.
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