How to Deal With Resistance to Change

 By Tony Reiss

Management consultants have recognised that at least three things need to be considered before any change can successfully be introduced into any group. In our experience it is even more important to get this right in a partnership than in a corporate structure.
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Most firms focus more on the task than on the other strands and they usually get this right. Let us look at a relatively simple project: imagine you are putting in a new word-processing system. It is relatively straightforward to select an appropriate system to introduce. Similarly, the process that the firm will adopt to introduce this system (by which I mean the sequence of steps to be taken) will probably be thought about reasonably well. In most cases firms will underestimate the amount of time and resources required and the complexity of the process – however, something is usually cobbled together that works and this is not a big problem.

However, one area that is frequently mishandled is dealing with the people involved. This people strand can be thought of as consisting of the three C’s:

· Capability

· Commitment

· Culture

Sometimes the capability aspect is touched on, for example through the provision of technical training for users of the new WP system. However what is often given insufficient attention is:

· The need to build people’s commitment to the outcome

· The importance of generating a culture within the partnership or group that will encourage partners and staff to be more receptive to change

We believe that, unless these people aspects are taken into account, the shift in attitudes and behaviour that is the bedrock of any real change in a firm will not happen.

Force Field Analysis

Another way of looking at this can be seen from the following diagram, which uses a technique developed by Kurt Lewin, called Force Field Analysis,:












An important step in defining the best processes (the how) that will build the commitment of the people to a good technical solution is to diagnose the change in terms of:

· A definition of where you are now and where you are trying to get to

· The factors that are helping the organisation to move towards the desired state (ie the driving forces)

· The factors that are impeding progress (ie the restraining forces)

We often take into account the obvious driving forces and some of the easy-to-resolve, technical, hindering forces. We also assume that reinforcing the driving forces will overcome some of the restraining forces.

However a basic law of physics is that to every force we apply in one direction we generate an equal opposing force. If we recall the last time we found ourselves talking to a sceptic about the benefits of introducing a new concept, we’ll probably have to admit that all we did was reinforce their scepticism!

An explicit analysis of the driving and restraining forces relating to the three C’s of capability, commitment and culture is rarely done, particularly in partnerships.

Let me offer you an example. If we imagine a typical issue for a practice group head: namely, how to get more of your partners committed to business development activities. You might want to consider whether any of the following are hindering this change taking place:

· Partners thinking they lack the skills to do effective marketing or selling

· Partners feeling that fee earning is critical and that marketing activity is not valued by their peers

· Partners feeling uncomfortable in selling situations

The benefits of taking time to do this diagnosis thoroughly are that it allows you the space to understand how people and culture may undermine the change that you are seeking. Once you have completed this diagnosis. You can think of different ways of dealing with the restraining forces.

Dealing with Strong Resistance

Heads of practice groups are often surprised and dispirited by the amount of resistance they encounter after partners have been fully involved in projects and have voted overwhelmingly to go ahead. This is often caused by partners giving intellectual acceptance to the project going ahead but then, when the partners realise the more personal implications of proceeding, resistance builds up. Leaders should not underestimate the problems at the transition phase (ie when the project is first implemented) because this is when partners are moved out of what you might call their comfort zone. 

Commitment needs to be built both during and after the decision is made.

When dealing with people that are strongly resisting change, it is easy for heads of practice groups to react in such a way that actually reduces their chances of turning them around.

Common adverse reactions you might experience in yourself are as follows:


They are being deliberately difficult


This is personal criticism of me


I know I’m right and I’ll prove I’m right


I don’t care what they think anyway


It’s better to avoid conflict, so I’ll ignore them and the problem is sure to go away


This person is always a problem. They’ll have to go!

Allowing these reactions to dominate your thinking will mean you run the risk of generating more resistance and also of resistance spreading to others. There can also be significant long-term effects in terms of loss of motivation and other management problems.

The Importance of Culture

During the early stages of any project that is trying to introduce a significant change, ideally there should be an environment that encourages the generation of ideas and some experimentation.

At a later stage people will be going through the discomfort of developing new skills, taking risks, making some mistakes and learning from reviewing what worked and what did not.

Most partnership cultures do not encourage risk-taking and making mistakes. This is understandable in that individuals are encouraged to see themselves as technical experts and where the nature of the professional training and the work itself have instilled a culture of “getting it right”.

Those leaders that can develop a culture that is more receptive to change will have huge advantages over their rivals, particularly given the increasing rate of change in the market for professional services. It can be helpful to introduce measurement and reward systems that will encourage the culture you are trying to establish. See the case studies for examples of this approach.

Also, practice group leaders need the wisdom of Solomon to judge when to be patient and allow the partners to make incremental improvements to the new way of doing things and when to step in if partners are not living by the new agreements. Some tricky decisions may be required here, but it should be recognised that it only needs one or two partners to renege on the agreement and scupper the whole project.



Maximising the Chance of Introducing Change Successfully

Our suggestion is to work on the three C’s of capability, commitment and culture.

· Develop people’s capability in terms of the knowledge, skills and behaviours needed to adopt the change together with confidence in themselves

· Build people’s commitment through involvement and clear communication. 

· Involve as many interested parties as possible in the process of deciding what changes should be introduced and agreeing the best strategy for getting there

· Be open with partners and staff and communicate, communicate, communicate

· Develop two-way communication so that partners and staff know what is happening and why and so they can raise any personal ideas and concerns

· Create a culture, which encourages the first few people to take a step into a world of experimentation and learning through trying things out and making mistakes. This can be done by:

· Valuing them for deciding to step outside their comfort zone

· Providing high quality support in terms of coaching

· Reassuring them that it is okay to make mistakes

This article was first published in Managing Partner in November 1999.
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Case Study One: Marketing





One of the top 20 law firms had a problem of partners investing too little of their time on business development activities. I was asked to look into this and recommend what the firm should do differently. I interviewed some partners who told me that the reason that they didn’t spend time trying to get more business was because they didn’t know how. This seemed plausible, so I designed some business development training programmes. The courses were well received. Indeed, virtually all the partners volunteered to attend workshops.





Six months later we looked at how things were going. It was clear that the courses hadn’t encouraged the partners to spend any more time on business development activities. After conducting further, more probing, interviews with partners, it became clear that the fundamental issue was cultural. Specifically, partners didn’t think that achievements on the selling front were valued by other partners.





To tackle this, the firm decided to change how practice group performance was measured. Chargeable hours by fee earner were not circulated. Instead, group profit figures were measured which encouraged delegation and in turn freed partners up to do more business development.





A further six months later, profits were improved and clients were being looked after after better.








Case Study Two: Leverage





Another City law firm carried out a major strategic review that resulted in the partners deciding to do more of certain types of work that required the firm to increase the ratio of the number of fee earners per partner. The partners were fully involved in this review and appreciated that the implications of the decision were that they would need to manage the work and supervise teams rather than do the work themselves. 





In this case the firm introduced skills training to ensure the partners had the capability to delegate effectively. However nothing changed in their behaviour because the partners continued to be rewarded based on their performance based on individual billing targets.
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