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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to share ideas for how we identify and estimate how much change is 
happening in our organisations mitigate the risk that there is so much change that it risks destabilising 
the current operations. 

The ideas shared in this paper are the result of numerous workshops I have been involved in over the 
last year with diverse organisations representing the third sector, the private sector and the public 
sector in the UK, US and Middle East. One thing all these workshops have in common is a realisation 
that there are no easy solutions. Organisations have far more ambition than they have resources, 
requiring decisions on what to prioritise and what to put on hold.  

I have also noticed that the debates in these workshops indicate a demand for a new type of change 
management, which I will refer to as enterprise level change management. It is no longer sufficient to 
have a lifecycle and a toolkit for managing individual changes. We need techniques for managing the 
collective effort of change and to understand how that collective effort impacts the strategic capability 
and achievements of our organisations.  

Current situation 

The volume of change continues to increase, as a result of external triggers and the internal pressure 
for continuous improvement.  
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This has led to an increasingly important issue, which is how does an organisation find the optimum 
balance between “business as usual” and innovation? Too much change and there is not enough 
resource to spread between the two priorities. Too little change and the organisation risks falling 
behind as others in its industry continue to innovate and improve. 
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Staff feel this pressure, and try to incorporate working on change, whilst doing their day job which is 
leading to increasing levels of stress: 

• Staff feel they do not have the time to do things to the right standard before they have to move 
off and do something else. 

• There is pressure as staff try to address multiple issues at once, with the associated productivity 
dips as they try to remember where they had got to with a task since they last addressed it. 

• A feeling of never being finished, and the hopelessness that this can trigger as every day is a 
rush through a To Do List that never ends. 

Too little consideration for how initiatives will impact those in the business functions means that 
capacity planning is not undertaken, leading to increasing workloads beyond what is possible to 
achieve: 
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Many organisations are struggling to address this dilemma, often because they are failing at the first 
step, which is to accurately identify and track what change is taking place and what is planned. 
Portfolio management is an essential element of a change management capability, because it enables 
business leaders to consider what else is happening, before taking a decision to commission another 
idea. 
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This is the beginning of an enterprise-wide approach to managing change. How can the decision to 
trigger a new change idea be the right one if the current situation, considering all changes that have 
most recently changed business as usual, plus those currently underway and others that are already 
planned have not been understood? How does a senior leader take an informed decision about the 
overlaps, inter-dependencies and duplication in scope without this information? 

Even if an organisation has established a portfolio of initiatives and is actively evaluating their move 
through the lifecycle from initial idea, to authorising the work to plan them and then authorising their 
implementation, there are still problems.  
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More than 90% of the organisations that I talk to do not capture any metrics outside of project metrics. 
They capture data on delivery of the project deliverables, but do not track the impact of incorporating 
these deliverables into current ways of working. Nor do they calculate the required effort and time to 
make these changes and train staff in these new ways of working.  

The result is often a “naïve” portfolio which underestimates the true time and cost required to realise 
the benefits from each of the initiatives. 

Possible solutions 

As a result of the problems outlined above, I think there is a vicious circle, where the difficulties of 
understanding how much change is taking place, how it might impact staff and their capacity to deliver 
business as usual and how to get the information we need to take the right decisions all feed each 
other. 

I am going to address each of these issues to provide a range of practical actions that we can take 
depending on the most pressing issues in our organisations including: 

• Collecting and collating data 
• Getting agreement on what to track to understand the impact of change 
• Understanding why tracking the impact of change is valuable 
• Gaining senior level commitment to these actions 
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Collecting and collating data 

Assessing the impact of change on a business unit is a subjective exercise. The same change can be 
viewed by different individuals as significant upheaval, requiring effort and time to address, whereas a 
colleague feels that they are not disrupted, and that the change just adds an extra task to what they 
already do.  

I think we need to agree a composite measure of impact that summarises the likely effect on 
processes, systems, the way work is allocated to team members, and any changes to timing of work, 
equipment used, required inputs or format of outputs.  

We could try to collect this information for each of these factors, but I worry that it makes the job too 
labour intensive. This Impact Assessment template looks daunting to complete, as it asks a lot of 
specific questions for each team to complete. 
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Collecting this much data makes collation and understanding what the data is telling us very difficult, 
including how serious the impact is. We need to agree simple values for levels of seriousness. As 
Impact Assessments are essentially a guess about how disruptive a change is going to be, I favour two 
measures: 

• Not much impact, quite chilled about the effect of the change 
• Will require work, will disrupt current ways and new design for what we do and how we do it is 

needed. 

Some colleagues have suggested that these two measures can be enhanced to create a form of RAG 
(Red, Amber, Green) reporting, introducing a middle value for Amber where these is some impact but 
perhaps doesn’t involve complete reworking of current procedures. The reason for this suggestion is 
that many organisations are familiar with the concept of RAG reporting so it helps to maintain this 
familiar format. 

I think there is a lot more work to do to agree what makes something a sizeable impact but a friend of 
mine put forward an interesting idea, that those of in change management should work with our 
colleagues in psychology. After all, there are established measures for what makes something stressful 
e.g. moving to a new house, death of a parent, loss of a job etc. Again, these are subjective, with the 
impact differing from person to person but I think we could come up with a league table of highly 
impactful to less impactful changes to help size the overall impact on a business unit. 

I think we could also benefit from adopting one of the techniques from Agile. In the Scaled Agile 
Framework (SAFe®) there is an event called a Planning Increment that brings together all the project 
teams to collaboratively plan the next few months work. We could ask PMOs to facilitate something 
similar to review and understand the impact expected from all the initiatives currently in the portfolio, 
every few months, to get an early warning of change overload. 
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Understanding why tracking impact data is important 

To generate the support for collecting impact data, we should show how integral it is to create a fully 

costed Business Case. Too often the Business Case only includes costs for the delivery part of change 

and doesn’t look at the costs of adopting these project deliverables. This doesn’t make sense to me, 
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because the Benefits that are claimed in the Business Case will only be realised if new ways of working 

become the new “business as usual”. 

 

I think one of the reasons we do not include these costs is because in many cases they are not a 

separate expenditure. The work to adjust to change is undertaken within the business using staff time 

that is already paid for. However, this ignores other costs of transition including: 

• Keeping project teams in place for longer to be able to assist with the implementation of project 

deliverables 

• Costs of addressing the performance dip triggered when staff begin to work in new ways, when 

they are not as fast or error free as when using established ways of working. These costs 

include: 

o Backfill – providing additional temporary workers to manage the volume of work 

o Opportunity cost – the cost of putting other ideas on hold whilst staff are getting used to 

this change 

o Cost of running old and new systems and processes in parallel until the new ways of 

working are at an acceptable pace and level of accuracy. 
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The impact of change should be considered as a series of risks in the Business Case. These risks 
include: 

• Risk of failing to gain expected level of return on investment/not realising the benefits promised 
in the Business Case 

• Risk of losing talented staff during the transition as the uncertainty leads them to seek out more 
stable employment 

• Risk of destabilising business as usual, where level of customer service and staff engagement fall 
below acceptable levels. 
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The impact of change can give greater clarity on how benefits will be realised as managing the impact 
of the change leads to the adoption of the change which is when benefits are realised 

Getting senior level commitment 

Without senior level commitment, the effort required to collect and collate the expected impact of 
changes will not be authorised. In the vicious circle diagram earlier in this paper, it is clear that if senior 
leaders are not asking for the data, then the data is not collected, but they only ask for it when they 
see the value of it, and they only see the value of it when they receive it. It is a classic Catch-22 and 
we can only break the deadlock by better explaining the value of change management. 

We need to be clear about what we mean by the impact of change, clarifying the difference between 
creating a change using project management and involving the business in creating new ways of 
working. This ‘transition’ from current ways of working to new practices often takes longer and involves 
many more people than the creation of project deliverables. The community involved in transition is 
everyone who needs to change how they work, not simply a small project team. 
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Of course, if a Sponsor doesn’t realise that change is this two-step process of Delivery and Adoption 
then they will not be interested in tracking the impact of the move from current to new ways of 
working. So as a first step, we need to clarify the full scope of the Sponsor role with senior leaders. 

Another approach is to describe change overload in terms relevant to executives. Often in 
managing change, I find myself explaining the importance of getting the buy-in and support of 
those impacted by change, and how I need their participation in creating new ways of working. I 
can feel senior leaders getting bored, because what I am saying sounds to them like a delay to the 
achievement of their desired outcome. 
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I am far more effective in getting their support if I talk in their language, which is the language of 
risk and returns. Tracking the total level of impact of change on the current business environment 
is a risk management activity. It minimises the risk that the organisation cannot manage the 
current volume of change. This in turn manages the risk that staff do not have the energy and 
focus needed to land the really important initiatives because their efforts are being spread across a 
broad range of initiatives. 

As the volume of change continues to increase, the risk of change overload and its negative impact 
on the ability of the organisation to fulfil its strategic objectives becomes greater. I think we must 
continue to explain change management as a risk management strategy if we are to get the 
support of senior leaders. 

 

Conclusion 

I think the difficulty for change professionals is that we cannot tackle the problem of change overload 

in isolation. Impact assessments stray into the area of business metrics, and demand input from all 

those in the business units who already frantically busy doing the day job. Unless we can get 

appreciation of the importance of the questions we are asking and can demonstrate how the 

information we collect will be used to improve decisions on which initiatives are implemented, we will 

not get the business involvement we need.  

 

I think this is why at the most recent workshop I attended on this subject, so many of my fellow 

change professionals felt the need to take a step back and work on gaining senior level understanding 

and commitment to the value and benefits of change management. 
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About the author 

I have been responsible for the successful delivery of effective change and for creating environments 

that support transformational change for over twenty years. I have an impressive track record of 

successful consulting assignments and I am an acknowledged thought leader in Change Management.  

 

I am the Co-Chair of the Change Management Institute UK and a respected author of text books and 

articles on change, project and programme management. I am a talented communicator with a 

reputation for delivering complex information with humour and passion. I draw on my wealth of 

practical experience to illustrate concepts and to engage my audience in lively debates on advantages 

and disadvantages of each approach that I outline. 

 

To access more resources about change management, connect with Melanie on LinkedIn 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/melaniefranklin1/ 
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