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To keep the organization future-focused, you need to 
create structures that ensure the new aspirations can
be achieved.  

 Know the power of conversation 

It is critical to understand the true power of conversation.

There is a common belief among individuals and society 
that “talk is cheap”, and we have probably all heard the
phrase “actions speak louder than words”. The fundamental 
assumption here is that “what you say doesn’t really
matter”, because action is what matters. This is a fallacy. 
How we talk and listen determines both our actions and
the actions of the people around us. Action follows the
way we speak, listen and think.

“How we talk and listen determines both 
our actions and the actions of the people
around us.”   
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 A good example is that of a sales convention held by a 
well-known global FMCG organization. Picture a profes-
sional stage, dry-ice, big music and theatrical introduc-
tions. Then add a high-energy speech from the Sales 
Director encouraging his teams to strive for 50% growth
with the promise of better cars, bigger bonuses and slick
new phones. Naturally, the sales teams are highly moti-
vated, and there is positive energy buzzing and momentum
built around this breakthrough target.

 Later on that day, during evening drinks, the Sales Director 
lets it slip that in fact, “10% growth would be just great,
guys”. This smashes the context that had been built up 
earlier and constructs a new reality – “10% is what is really
expected”. Sure enough, at the end of each quarter over 
the next 12 months, the sales for that year were re-forecast.
The company delivered 9% sales growth.

 It’s obvious that words matter – what a leader says can 
lead to an unintended consequence inconsistent with the
results you want. For example, comments after a dif! cult 
conversation with a colleague or re" ections on their own
levels of possibility for the company. 

 What people say creates reality. For example, when the 
boss says, “You are ! red” you experience a major shift in 
your reality; just as when the vicar says, “You are married”
– or a Prime Minister says, “We are at war”. Consider the 
reality that you want to build in the minds of your people
– do your words re" ect your ambitions? Let’s consider an 
example of a negotiation, if you were selling an item for 
£100 and were committed to getting this, then you would 
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need to act consistently with that objective. In this example,
if you discuss the price with a potential buyer and receive
a counter-offer and you change your price expectation to 
bridge the gap, the buyer will immediately know that you
have shifted once and there is a high probability that you
will do so again. The negotiation will continue. The lesson
here is even when you are making a stand for change, once 
you shift, people will think about compromise and how
they can bridge the gap between today’s reality and tomor-
row – your vision immediately starts to be diluted. 

 “What people say creates reality.”   

 A leader’s role and what that leader says are pivotal in 
training teams to speak and think from the future. Con-
sider typical conversations held at a major sporting event, 
such as a football match. There is a key difference between 
the conversations of the commentators and the conversa-
tions the coach has with the team.

 Leaders need to consider themselves as the coach; always 
thinking about how to get the best out of their team. They 
should be having conversations about how to win and how 
to move the game forward, not being in! uenced by conversa-
tions at the sidelines, speculation and general commentary.

 In organizations, minute by minute, moment by moment, 
we are either commentating on some kind of mediocrity
based on the past or coaching ourselves to some kind of 
future we want. These are two fundamentally different
paradigms, as illustrated in the following diagram.         



98 / THE LITTLE BLACK BOOK OF CHANGE

c06 98 26 November 2015 09:31 PM

Future possibilities
Visions

Commitments

I declare ...
I’m committed to ...

What’s possible is ...
We are capable of ...

Breakthrough Thinking

A future free from the past

Conventional Thinking

A future created by your past

Commentator Player Coach

Past interpretations
Assessments

Opinions
Judgements

Stories
I think ...

My opinion/view is ...
I agree/don’t agree ...
The evidence shows

that ...

Present actions
Facts

Promises and request

The facts are ...
I promise to ...

I request that you ...
I can’t do this, but can

do ...

 Action follows both commentating and coaching. However, 
coaching conversations produce fundamentally different
actions. When someone has a new project or initiative, 
people will often give you a commentary on why it is dif-
! cult to accomplish. This is only natural. Yet the action that 
people take in the face of this commentary generally leads
to continuous improvement, but not extraordinary results.

 Interestingly, a number of studies have indicated that a large 
proportion (>80%) of conversations in the Western world 
are based on commentating not actions and possibilities.  

 Make strong commitments 

 Leading your organization to remain in a future that is 
liberated from the past also involves making strong
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commitments and declarations about current and future
actions. 

 WHAT DO COMMITTED PEOPLE SAY AND DO? 

 People who are committed to achieving breakthrough 
results hold a different kind of conversation, following the 
principles outlined below:   

Conventional Conversation Breakthrough Conversation

•      Considers process. 
•    Is concerned with search 
and discovery. 
•    Is based on black and white
and immediate judgement (yes/
no, right/wrong, true/false,
either/or).
•    Sets up dichotomies and
contradictions to force a 
choice or decision. 
•    Believes that information 
and judgement are enough.
•    Seeks to explain. 
•    Describes and reports, and
talks about change.               
• Asks “what’s wrong or
lacking?”
• Seeks the right process.
• Uses adversarial argument 
to explore a subject

•      Considers results. 
•    Is concerned with design 
and invention.
•    Explores possibilities 
without drawing premature 
conclusions.
•    Embraces both sides of a
contradiction, and seeks to 
design a way forward.
•    Deliberately generates new 
ideas and new concepts.
•    Seeks to initiate. 
•    Generates change. 
•    Asks “what’s missing and
how can I provide it?”
• Seeks the result.
• Uses a subject
cooperatively, with a
willingness to be surprised.
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 People who are committed to a future free from the past 
will avoid having conversations based upon assessments, 
opinions and justi! cations. Instead, they will typically make
statements such as:

•    “I’m committed to …” 
•    “What’s possible is …” 
•    “We are capable of …”   

 Commentators can be a power force ! eld in an organiza-
tion – to such an extent that a company strategy or desired 
direction freezes. The situation often leads to an organiza-
tion being very busy but with little or no alignment or
focus; basically standing still and remaining in a static or 
frozen state – often described as stability. The bigger an
organization or company becomes, the more likely this 
situation will arise.

“As the fear of loss is generally greater 
than the desire for gain, staying in the 
frozen state requires little convincing.”

 Different work environments can be more effective in 
gaining an organization’s alignment and focus in deliver-
ing a new and exciting vision. However, often the organi-
zation will need to be unfrozen to enable progress. In a 
frozen state the commentators play a lead role in express-
ing all the risks associated with any proposed change. As 
the fear of loss is generally greater than the desire for 
gain, staying in the frozen state requires little 
convincing. 
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 UNFREEZING AN ORGANIZATION 

 Consider when a company is acquired, a school is integrated 
with an adjacent district or county, or a hospital is trans-
ferred under the management of a new healthcare trust. In 
these situations the organization becomes unfrozen and 
during that time will be more accepting of change.

 Now let’s take this matter a little deeper and consider an 
acquisition that involves all or part of a business moving
under the new ownership.

 On the day the organization is acquired and the name 
above the main entrance is changed, this does not consti-
tute an immediate change of behaviour, mindset or a new 
way of working. However, it is one event that initiates the 
unfreezing of the organization. Speculation about the
future begins and staff start to build a future in their minds 
based on the limited and often inaccurate information they
have to hand. Whether the change involves a large or small 
organization a similar situation generally occurs.

 The organization now starts to unfreeze and prepare itself 
for a change based on personal insights and opinions of staff. 
Few organizations take the opportunity during a period when 
an organization is unfrozen to make signi! cant changes, yet 
staff are preparing themselves for a different world.

 “Few organizations take the opportunity 
during a period when the organization is
unfrozen to make signi! cant changes, yet 
staff are preparing themselves for a 
different world.”  
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 Initially when a company is acquired management may 
create a bold vision set between executives and key man-
agement. It is relatively easy at this point in time to be 
optimistic; however, as time progresses conditions and con-
straints begin to in! uence management’s thinking. The need 
for an easy life creeps in. Commentators see all the risks.

 Signi" cant opportunity can be missed, as staff are expect-
ing something different to happen and generally their
expectations go way beyond what is " nally planned. Staff 
continue to build a picture in their mind of a new state 
following change, talking at coffee machines and building
on each other’s views and opinions. In most cases they are
not informed suf" ciently and therefore their thinking is 
not constrained by any real constraints.

 In these situations, the worst is feared or the best assumed 
and staff are prepared for the extremes. In the meantime,
management is working hard to minimize disruption,
tighten controls and avoid risk.

 There quickly becomes a misalignment of expectations, 
which can cause delays and relatively poor results. This is
a period when cool heads with ambition and fresh thinking 
can create a platform for rapid change, building organiza-
tional muscle on the journey to a new and more dynamic
business model.

 Whilst management fear instability, they are also con-
cerned about putting their business with customers at risk.
It is important that management do not underestimate the
capability of the organization to keep the wheels of the
business turning. The risk is likely to be lower than perceived.
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Change in ownership   

The challenge 

A PE backed company was acquired by a Plc. Gener-
ally this acquisition could be described as two com-
petitors coming together. The market was and still is 
highly competitive. The new owners set the objective
to have a professional and controlled integration of 
the two companies to help manage risk.  

The approach

To this end, the new owners asserted that both com-
panies would continue to compete (rather than
integrate). This would slow down the integration
process but enable stability and a more controlled
move to a new state (one company). However, com-
mercial teams could not continue effectively as com-
petitors as the context had changed.

Business routines will continue; the paradigm is strong and
it naturally creates sustainability in the day-to-day require-
ments for servicing its customers.

 The risk associated with poor ambition of management is 
that the organization freezes again. If the organization
freezes, it can be a 12-month process to create an environ-
ment that provides a similar context for change. !
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 For example, customers were pushing for a more rapid 
integration to streamline their interfaces with the new 
company. In addition, the acquired company felt 
uncomfortable competing with the sales team from 
the acquiring company soon to be their new col-
leagues. The company’s sales performance started to 
come under pressure because sales staff were trying 
to foster new relationships with the new owners and 
were watching as integration of less business critical 
back of! ces was being planned. Focus was lost. Confu-
sion reigned. The company was unfrozen. 

 Commentators from both companies started to create 
stories about why the organizations were ! nding it 
dif! cult and business was being negatively impacted. 
For example, we acquired this company and they are 
not as good as we were told: “look at the performance 
now”. Conversely, the acquired teams were citing poor 
communication to customers with claims from com-
peting sales staff that “the acquired company would 
soon have its products removed from sale as many 
were not required in the future”.

 This situation created an impossible working envi-
ronment, where staff were trying to accelerate the 
integration of both companies, yet being asked to 
compete with each other until the of! cial integra-
tion could commence. This led to each company’s 
sales teams remaining competitors in the market 
until integration meant they were no longer enemies 
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anymore! This all happened because management
were worried about the risks, and decided to keep
the organizations separate until they could ! nd a
better way and a less risky time to put them together.

The organizations became unfrozen as a result of the
change in ownership, yet management was trying to
still operate in the previous frozen state. There was
a clear misalignment between management and
staff.

There was concern about integration, so going slower
appeared more sensible. However, the staff couldn’t
cope and became very frustrated. They wanted to go
faster and move to a new and more exciting state with
all the bene! ts of the newly formed organization.
Staff could see customers getting confused because
they didn’t understand what the future looked like
and whilst the two companies were still competing
there was no clear picture of the future for them.  

The results

When the organization did ! nally integrate, the
process was smooth with little or no disruption in
relation to the scale and complexity to be managed.
So much was changed quickly because everybody
was ready for change. Management got in the way
of change because they were frightened of losing
control. Nobody was the winner during this period.
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    Key Takeaway Practices  

•    Recognize the different conversations people 
are having. Are they anchored in the past, present
or future? Ask questions to move people to the
future state.
•    Turn concerns into identifying what is missing
and requests – this always moves things forwards.
•    Manage conversations – turning past
interpretations to future possibility. 
•    Have new sets of conversations:

•    Imagine you have already achieved the goal:
how did it happen? 
•    Focus on what is happening versus stories.
•    Identify what the commitment is and what is 
missing.  

•    Make bold promises and requests to put yourself 
and others to the test.   

 This case study highlights much of the learning from 
this section. Unfrozen organizations can, if given the 
freedom, help to deliver a bold new future. Staff are 
prepared for change and will help the change move 
quickly and effectively if alignment with manage-
ment objectives is reached quickly. Otherwise the 
road ahead can be severely challenged, with com-
mentators creating unhelpful and often disruptive 
stories all leading to a lot of frustrated people.  
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 “You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only 
connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that 
the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have 
to trust in something - your gut, destiny, life, karma, what-
ever. This approach has never let me down, and it has made
all the difference in my life.”

  Steve Jobs       
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