
The 7 Biggest Mistakes 
Organizations Make When 

Implementing Change! 

by 
Kathy Wilson  



Oh, Implementing Change 
We Hardly Understood Ya… 

Somewhere floating around out there in the universe is the idea 

that all you need to know about implementing organizational 

change is that you need to have a goal, idea or plan, and then 

you implement it. Find the latest 

software program, or Six Sigma 

program, or efficient compliance 

process, tell the people it is 

coming (or don’t tell them, as 

the case may be), and then turn 

it loose on your people. The 

only word I find appropriate to address that idea is, “No.”  

Implementing change complex. Yet you so desperately want it to 

be simple that you look for short-cuts, you convince yourself they 

will work, and when they don’t you exclaim, “What the heck is 

wrong with those people?” But is it really the people’s fault? 

Organizational change is not a one-time thing. It’s not an 

announcement (or a warning). It is a process. How does 

implementing change go wrong? Let me count the ways. Seven  
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to be exact. And I’m only hitting the tip of the iceberg.  

Mistake #1 
Failure to Understand Change Management 

Anything you want to change in an organization is what you 

would term a project. Want to change the way you submit 

expense reports, project. Want to switch from one technology 

platform to another, project. Want to improve leadership skills, 

project. All of the above require a project-management process. 

However, if you want the people to buy into the change, and if 

you want them to actually implement the change, and if you want 

them want to make the change a part of the way they do things 

forever and ever, that requires a change-management process. 

Change management is all about the people. 

In order for your projects to be successfully implemented, you 

must have a change management process running in conjunction 

with your project-management process. Over 50% of 

organizations change initiatives fail. Why? Because leaders in 
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organizations don’t understand that both processes must be in 

play. When they are not, failure is almost inevitable. 

Project management is all about processes, structure, and 

timelines. Change management deals with buy-in, resistance, 

and skills. If people have to execute the change, how successful 

can you be if you don’t have a plan for the people, and you only 

have a plan for the project? Let’s just say, “not very”. So don’t 

make that mistake. Get your change management process now! 

Mistake #2 
Failure to Drive Change from the Top Down 

Quote from one of my favorite movies is “Fish stinks from the 

head, Captain” (I’ll leave you to guess what movie it is). If your 

change initiative is not “working”, look to the leaders. So often 

leaders want to implement change by delegating it to other 

people and other departments, then they  sit back and wonder 

why it isn’t working. Every level of the organization has to be 

involved in a change initiative, and they all play different roles. 

But none of it works if senior leaders are not driving it. Change  
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without senior leadership is like a bus with no driver. 

Senior leadership sets the tone for the change, delivers the state 

of the union, consistently communicates the vision, removes 

barriers, and acknowledges the victories, among other things. 

People will look directly to leadership when deciding whether or 

not the change is “for real” and whether or not to buy in. If 

leadership is not driving the change, is not involved in the 

process, people will excuse themselves from having to fully 

participate. And just so we’re clear, we are talking about your C-

Suite folks on down. 

In order to succeed at change top leadership must be involved, 

and they must call on others, and influence others, to be 

committed to the process through their words and actions. 

Mistake #3 
Failure to Recognize Culture & People 

I’m combining these two because an organization is not one 

entity, it is made up of people. And people create the culture. 
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How do the people in your organization think, behave, 

communicate, engage, interact, work, and feel? Failure to know  

the answers to those questions equals a failed change initiative.  

To be successful at change 

you have to know what’s 

going on with your people 

and your culture. Many 

organizations try to push 

change through without 

understanding the culture. They get so focused on the bottom 

line, or on processes and outcomes, that they forget they have to 

get the people on board. And it is those very people who are 

going to dictate either the success or the failure of the change 

initiative. So you must know what is going on with the people.  

Culture is a key element in implementing change. When you 

understand your culture and your people you will put yourself in 

the position to also understand how to motivate people, how to 

deal with resistance, and how to shape a change initiative that 

will fit your organization.   
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Mistake #4 
Failure to Get Buy-In 

In the infamous words of Jerry Maguire, “Who’s with me?!” If you 

have forgotten to get buy in, probably very few people are with 

you. It is great to have a good idea and to want to implement 

change for the better, but one crucial step that is often skipped is 

making sure you get buy in. It isn’t enough that you think change 

is a great idea. You have to make a good case to the people in 

order to get them to think change is a great idea.   

Many organizations make the fatal assumption that if leadership 

thinks it’s a good idea then everyone will inevitably see that it is a 

great idea and get on board. They assume that everyone thinks 

the way they do and will see things the way they do. And that 

could not be further from the truth.  

To get buy in you need to make a case. And the case needs to 

be compelling and convey a sense of urgency, it has to be not 

only rational but emotional, as well. When these four element are 

missing, there is less likely to be true buy in. You will have people 

that will feign enthusiasm in the beginning but who will never 
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really commit. If people are the key to your successful change 

effort you must take the time to make sure they are on board. 

Mistake #5 
Failure to Communicate 

Communication during a change initiative is key. People need to 

know what the change is, that is being introduced, meaning 

organizations should communicate clearly to all levels exactly 

what the change is. People also need to know time frames, 

meaning are there phases to the roll-out, and how long should 

the whole process take. They also need updates to track 

progress, and encouragement when the day-to-day gets tedious, 

throughout the process. All of these forms of communication are 

important and should be built into the change plan beforehand. 

Perhaps the most important form of communication, and the one 

that is more often than not missing is communication around the 

impact. How, exactly, is the change going to impact the people. 

The first thing people worry about when they hear the word 

“change” is how the change is going to effect them. They worry 
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about their workload. They worry about being rendered 

obsolete. They worry about 

whether or not they will be able 

to adjust. They worry about how 

things are going to change. 

There is nothing worse than an 

organization going through 

change in which people have no idea what is going on, and what 

will happen to them. When there is not enough of the right kind 

of communication people feel disconnected and uncertain, and 

eventually they will lose trust in the process. And when trust in 

the process is lost, that leads to a whole other set of problems. 

So remember that communication is key! 

Mistake #6 
Failure to Assess Capacity, Skills & Resources 

Organizations often have great ideas and are busting at the 

seams to implement them and see all of the positive results. 

However, once again, it is the people - the implementers - that 
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often get overlooked. So, it might be a good idea to make sure 

that the people are not only enthusiastic about the change, but 

also that they have the capacity, the skills, and the resources to 

execute the change. 

Capacity is a varied list. It includes time, knowledge, skill, 

willingness, energy, and motivation. If success is your goal, I 

would not recommend ignoring any of these. A lack of any one of 

these spells disaster for your change effort right out the gate. 

Even if it is the perception of, say, not having enough time, 

without acknowledgment and planning that perception becomes 

a person’s reality and they will not make the time or space for 

anything outside of their current workload. 

  

When it comes to skill, there is really only one way to evaluate it. 

And it is not by asking someone if they can do it. Even if 

someone can explain how to do something, you are really only 

certain of their knowledge…maybe. Most people can tell you 

how to do a lot of things that they’ve never, ever done in their 

lives and are not actually capable of doing. The only way to 

evaluate skill is by seeing someone do it. Then, and only then, do 

you have a true assessment as to whether the are going to be 

able to carry out a task. 
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Resources include money, time, and people. Those three seem 

pretty obvious, right? But you would be shocked at how many 

organizations undertake change efforts without enough of one or 

all of the three. Don’t be that organization. Be better. Your 

success depends on it. 

Mistake #7 
Failure to Celebrate 

“So what, I’m supposed to ‘rah rah’ and pat these people on the 

back for doing exactly what they’re supposed be doing?” 

Absolutely. Why? Because the success of your change initiative 

depends on it. You might be surprised how many organizations I 

work in where the people complain non-stop about not being 

appreciated, recognized, or told “thank you”.  

So here’s what you’re going to do in order to make sure your 

change effort succeeds. You’re going to celebrate. And, no, not 

at the very end when everything is in place. But all throughout 

the process. You’re going to set milestones, reasonable ones, 

and then celebrate every time you hit one, every time someone 
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does something above and beyond, every time someone 

decides to show up and work hard on the organization’s behalf. 

You’re going to say “thank you”, you’re going to bring in a 

casserole and punch, you’re going to play music, you’re going to 

give away corny awards, and you’re going to make an 

announcement over the loud speaker telling the people how 

much their efforts are appreciated. 

If you think my ideas are dated, that’s fine. It’s not the way you 

celebrate that really counts. It is that you make the time to 

celebrate your people. Organizations only succeed at change 

because the people that work within the organization make it so. 

Don’t ever forget that. So celebrate them often and 

enthusiastically.  And don’t hold back. 

So there are your seven biggest mistakes. Yes, there are more, 

but these are the biggies because these are about the people. If 

you make a plan for your people (an actual change management 

process), and focus on getting the elements in this paper right, 

any other challenges your organization faces project-wise will be 

much easier to handle. Try it and see.
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