John Kotter on Transformational Change
As Konos uke Mats us hita Profes s or of Leaders hip at Harvard Bus ines s School, John
Kotter is regarded as one of the world’s foremos t experts on leaders hip and
trans formational change. Kotter argues that around 70% of all major change efforts fail,
often becaus e organis ations do not take the holis tic, long-term approach needed to s ee
the change through s ucces s fully. This article takes a detailed look at Kotter’s clas s ic
Eight Step Change Model, which has helped many organis ations achieve s ucces s ful
change.

Kotter’s Eight Step Change Model
Kotter introduced his model in the 1996 book Leading Change. [1] It outlines eight s teps
which organis ations can follow to increas e the likelihood of s ucces s ful trans formational
change. As illus trated in the diagram below, the firs t four s teps aim to unlock or defreeze the organis ation’s exis ting culture, firs tly by creating a s trong s ens e of
urgency for change, s econdly by as s embling a powerful group or coalition to lead
the change proces s , thirdly by developing a des irable vision of the future and fourthly
by communicating the vision effectively. Steps five, s ix and s even help to make the
change a reality by removing obstacles to the vis ion, creating short-term wins and
consolidating successes. The final eighth s tep then re-freezes the organis ation’s
new culture by anchoring positive behaviours into the new culture and values of the
organis ation. [2]
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Step 1: establish a sense of urgency
The firs t s tep in the proces s of s ucces s ful trans formational change is about helping
people acros s the organis ation understand the need for change. Without wides pread
s upport right at the beginning of the change proces s , it is likely to fail. A common
mis take is that leaders can underes timate the difficulty of driving people out of their
comfort zones, and often lack the patience needed to build an appropriate s ens e of
urgency.
To addres s this , Kotter s ays that the change leader (who s hould ideally be the
organis ation’s chief executive or s omeone of s ignificant s eniority) s hould clearly explain
the problem(s) with the status quo to employees . They s hould als o identify why
things cannot remain as they are (e.g. pres s ure from new competitors or products ,
falling profits , s hrinking market s hare etc.). Particular attention s hould be paid to
making s ure that people unders tand the reas ons for the change and the part they will
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play in the overall proces s .
A further problem is that people can become disillusioned by the often unpleas ant
realities of change. To combat this , change leaders need to ‘ aim for the hearts ’ of their
employees when making the bus ines s cas e for change. Although the cas e mus t be
bas ed on s olid market res earch and environmental data, a greater s ens e of urgency
will be achieved by relating the change to human experiences and us ing messages
which are simple yet imaginative, and which provide a powerful call to action.

Step 2: form a powerful coalition

The s econd s tep in Kotter’s model is about bringing together the right people to
make change a reality. Although many trans formational change proces s es s tart with jus t
a few people, many more need to lend their s upport to make the change a s ucces s ful
one. Kotter calls this influential group the guiding coalition. Without the right people
on board from an early s tage, the change effort is likely to fail. Kotter s ays that in the
mos t s ucces s ful cas es , the guiding coalition has five key qualities :
1. Position power. There s hould be enough of an organis ation’s key players on
board s o that thos e who are not involved cannot block progres s .
2. Expertise. All areas of the bus ines s s hould be repres ented s o that decisions
about the development and implementation of the change s trategy are informed
and evidence-based.
3. Credibility. Members of the guiding coalition s hould have s ufficient credibility
acros s the wider bus ines s s o that the change effort will be respected and taken
s erious ly.
4. Leadership. The guiding coalition s hould contain a number of proven leaders
who can effectively drive the change proces s .
5. Trust. The coalition members mus t have trust in one another and develop a
shared overall goal. This does not happen overnight, s o Kotter recommends
team-building s es s ions (away from the everyday workplace) to help people
connect with each other and develop a s hared s ens e of what they want to
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achieve.
It may not be pos s ible to convince everyone in an organis ation that the chos en
approach is the right one. However, es tablis hing a powerful coalition of influential
people to get behind the idea is vital for getting others on board.

Step 3: create a vision
This element of the change proces s is about describing how the organisation’s
future will be different from the status quo. A common leaders hip error is failing
to es tablis h a compelling vis ion for the change programme as a whole. Without a clear
vis ion, a trans formation effort can quickly degenerate into a lis t of confus ing and
incompatible projects that can take the organis ation in the wrong direction, or nowhere
at all. Kotter s ays that for a vis ion to be effective it s hould be:
1. Imaginable. The vis ion needs to convey a clear picture of what the future will
look like.
2. Desirable. It mus t appeal to the long-term interes ts of employees , cus tomers ,
s hareholders and other key s takeholders .
3. Feasible. It s hould have realis tic and attainable goals.
4. Focused. The vis ion mus t be clear to guide decis ion-making.
5. Flexible. The vis ion s hould allow for individual initiative and alternative
res pons es in light of fluctuating market conditions .
6. Communicable. It mus t be eas y to communicate and explain. Kotter s ays that if
the vis ion cannot be communicated in five minutes or les s , and provoke a
reaction which s hows that it has been unders tood and s parks interes t, then it is
too inacces s ible.

Step 4: communicate the vision
This phas e of the change proces s ens ures that as many people as pos s ible
understand and accept the vis ion. Succes s ful change leaders maximis e every
available communication channel to broadcas t the vis ion acros s the whole
organis ation. This is particularly important if downs izing and potential job los s es are
part of the approach. A common failing at this point is that change leaders often vas tly
underes timate the amount of communication that is needed to capture the hearts and
minds of employees . Whether the communication is via pres entations , briefing s es s ions
with employees , in internal company news letters , intranets or blogs , the mes s ages
need to be consistent and clear s o that they are eas ily unders tood.
Effective communication needs to come in the form of deeds as well as words. The
positive actions of the guiding coalition s hould therefore be us ed to model the
behaviours needed acros s the organis ation. Kotter calls this ‘walking the talk’ , where
s enior leaders behave in a way which is cons is tent with the new vis ion and culture.
Furthermore, managers who communicate the change effectively are thos e who can
incorporate it into their hour-by-hour activities and discussions with employees .

Step 5: remove obstacles to the vision
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This s tep of the change proces s is about empowering people to make it a reality, and
removing as many barriers as pos s ible to allow this to happen. Thes e barriers may be
tangible obs tacles s uch as the organis ation’s structure, remuneration or
performance appraisal systems, or unwilling individuals in management
positions. A problem at this s tage is that change leaders can s ometimes fail to identify
and remove potential obs tacles , which then become permanent blockages that prevent
the s trategy from moving forward. Leaders therefore need to be able to remove or
adapt s ys tems , s tructures , proces s es and even people who undermine the vis ion.
Furthermore, people can be empowered to drive change by encouraging more risktaking (within clear limits ) and generating new ideas and activities to s upport it.

Step 6: plan for and create short-term wins
This phas e is about creating visible short-term wins to keep the momentum of the
change proces s going. With large-s cale trans formational change projects , s trategy
implementation can take a long time, during which motivation and momentum can begin
to wane. Kotter s ays that vis ible evidence of s ucces s is vital for maintaining motivation,
es pecially within the firs t year of a change programme. However, problems can occur
when change leaders don’t systematically plan for and create achievable shortterms wins. Thes e are important miles tones , where the employees involved can be
recognised and rewarded for their efforts .

Step 7: consolidate improvements
The penultimate s tep in Kotter’s model is about consolidating progress and driving
the changes forward. Kotter argues that a s ucces s ful trans formational change
proces s can take up to 10 years to be fully embedded. However, if the change team is
impatient, or there is n’t a great enough s ens e of urgency, victory might be declared too
s oon. Premature celebrations often kill momentum and breed complacency within
organis ations . When this happens , old habits and res is tance s tart to creep back in,
undoing the good work achieved s o far. At this point in a s ucces s ful change initiative,
effort and activities s hould increas e with:
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more projects introduced to invigorate and embed the change deeper within the
organis ation
additional people and change agents brought in to implement the changes –
by hiring, promoting and developing key people to take projects forward
s enior leaders hip focus ing on giving increased clarity to the vis ion and
purpos e of the change programme
employees at all levels being empowered to lead and take projects forward
changes to exis ting systems, processes and structures which don’t fit the
vis ion of the future
cons is tent, regular proof us ed to demonstrate that the ‘new way’ is working
effectively (e.g. improved performance, cos t s avings , market pos ition etc.)

Step 8: institutionalise change
The final s tep in Kotter’s model is about embedding the changes deep within the
organis ation’s new culture. A common error during s trategy implementation is not
anchoring new behaviours into the culture, values and daily practices of the
organis ation. If employees don’t begin to s ee the benefits of change, and s enior
management don’t unders tand and pers onify the new approach, people can eas ily s lip
back into old habits . According to Kotter, the changes need to become ‘the way we do
things around here’ s o that they are embedded as part of the organis ation’s new
culture. Exis ting traditions , norms and practices are powerful forces agains t change,
but through the proces s of change organis ations can create new traditions which will
stick for both exis ting and new employees .

Some important caveats
While Kotter’s eight s teps are undoubtedly a great s tarting point for leaders and
managers res pons ible for achieving s ucces s ful organis ational change, it is important to
be aware of the model’s limitations:
1. A number of commentators have pointed out the rigidity of Kotter’s approach.
[3] Kotter argues that his eight s teps mus t be followed in order, and that if the
s teps overlap too much it can harm the potential s ucces s of the whole change
initiative. However, this is rather a mechanistic approach. Sometimes , the
des ire to ‘s tick to the plan’ can caus e problems , particularly where change
throws up unexpected challenges . It is therefore important to be aware of the
bigger picture in your organis ation throughout the change proces s , and to build
s ome flexibility into your plans . You can do this by regularly ‘s ens e-checking’
where you are in the proces s , and cons idering how changes in the
organis ation’s internal and external lands cape may be affecting progres s .
2. Another is s ue to be aware of is that Kotter’s model des cribes a top-down
approach to change management, which may not be s uitable for s ome
organis ations . Kotter’s experience in change management has been gained as a
res ult of working with big corporations to deliver large-s cale change. In the
model, change is driven down from the top of an organis ation, notably by a
s enior guiding coalition res pons ible for initiating and s us taining high level
s upport for change. In practice, a top-down approach may not always filter down
to to the lowes t levels of the organis ation, particularly where key changes in
behaviour are required. Depending on your organis ation’s s ize and the prevailing
culture, a combination of top-down and bottom-up activities may be more
appropriate. For example, cons ider how you might create opportunities for more
direct employee participation in the decis ion-making proces s . Why not tap into
localis ed knowledge by as king groups of employees or teams to inves tigate how
they could make the vis ion for change a reality for their area? [4]
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3. Some parts of the model have been criticis ed for their lack of detail,
particularly where it comes to the people elements of change. Indeed, Kotter
hims elf has s aid that the core problems organis ations face when implementing
his eight s teps are not to do with ‘s trategy, s tructure and s ys tems ’ , but rather
about ‘changing the behaviour of people.’ [5] Although dealing with res is tance to
change and garnering las ting commitment are critically important as pects of the
change proces s , the model has been criticis ed for the lack of detail in thes e key
areas . If you are res pons ible for managing change, it is es s ential that your plans
take account of the likelihood of employee res is tance and how this will be
addres s ed.

Conclusion
Kotter s ays that no large-s cale change effort is eas y. Even s ucces s ful change
programmes often don’t turn out completely according to plan. Kotter’s model identifies
the eight mos t common errors that can occur during trans formational change. It als o
explains what an organis ation’s change team can to do avoid them. By following
Kotter’s roadmap, organis ations will greatly increas e the likelihood of s ucces s ful
change.
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