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INTRODUCTION

Ensuring a successful change process takes investment of time, energy, and 
commitment at every level of an organization. A strong, well-developed plan 
creates the framework in which invested parties know that their voices are 
heard, understand how change will occur, and what success looks like for them 
as a group. 

The following is a framework for constructing such a change process. By moving 
through four steps: Learn, Collaborate, Implement, and Evaluate, stakeholders 
have the opportunity to co-create their change process through shared 
visioning, collaborative process development, and iterative feedback. 

Change is difficult and resistance is to be expected. People may not see the need 
for a change, may hold other higher priorities, or feel they don’t have time to 
implement the change. Expression of resistance can manifest either overtly 
(through conversation, written or other communication) or covertly (through 
subtle or passive resistance), covert resistance being more difficult to surface 
and mitigate (Stonehouse, 2012). With the understanding that people are 
more amenable to change that they are engaged in, the following toolkit was 
developed grounded in empathic design principles (Mättelmaki et al., 2014) and 
appreciative inquiry (Faure, 2006).

LEARN COLLABORATE IMPLEMENT EVALUATE

INTRODUCTION
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Empathic design incorporated at the outset validates the feelings of the 
stakeholders, inviting them to co-design the process, drawing on their 
expertise and imagination. With investment in the process, Mättelmaki et 
al. state that people become more committed to the ideas generated (2014). 
Empathy displayed by leadership has been shown to have a positive effect 
on group task coordination and the growth of group trust (Burstyn, 2003). 

Use of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) to:

Set a positive, energizing tone.

Value the participants.

Create personal connections.

Reduce differences.

Reduce anxiety (Faure, 2006, p. 23)

Skillful use of AI minimizes power imbalances through participation and 
collaboration of a broad spectrum of stakeholders (Rogers & Fraser, 2003). 
A change process that is built upon empathic design and AI principles from 
the outset, allows stakeholders to enter the process focusing on solutions, 
rather than problems, and better embrace natural resistance to change.

EMPATHIC&EMPATHIC DESIGN

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRYAPPRECIATIVE
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LEARN 

How does an organization learn who needs to be involved, identifying 
the stakeholders and ensuring they have a voice? Aligning the 
stakeholders’ values with that of the organization will support 
success, especially in sweeping or deep organizational change (Moran 
& Brightman, 2001, as cited in Al Haddad & Kotnour, 2015).

Start with identifying the stakeholders. This can be done as Starr (2011) 
recommends, through the creation of a mind map of the organization 
ensuring that no one is missed. Organizations are complex systems 
(Weiner, 2009) in which change in one area has repercussions in 
another, sometimes on an unexpected scale. An internal scan of the 
organization and its structure in this initiation phase (Watt, 2014) 
allows the change leadership to understand who all the stakeholders 
are and how they might be affected in the change process ahead.

Engage with the identified stakeholders through surveys, 
appreciative interviews, internal scans and focus groups 
to paint a vivid picture of the change landscape. 

Through these processes change leaders become informed as to what 
has been tried historically and the relative success of various initiatives. 
Deeper understanding of the organization creates space for development 
and understanding of the organizational values, and conversations at 
this time that ensure value alignment between the mission and vision 
of the organization, the change and the stakeholders, will increase 
the likelihood of a successful change process (Weiner, 2009). 

At this time, change agents (Stonehouse, 2012) can be identified, 
individuals emerging from within the organization to become 
champions for and star implementers of the organizational change. 
It is through this type of stakeholder engagement that change leaders 
minimize covert resistance, and keep overt resistance discussable.

LEARN
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COLLABORATE 
A change process built on empathic design principles and 
AI has deeper, and perhaps more authentic, implications 
for collaboration. Use of group processes to co-create in 
the planning phase (Watt, 2014) promotes engagement 
and commitment on the part of the participants (Weiner, 
2009). Leadership has the opportunity at this point to 
work together with all stakeholders and co-define the 
problem being addressed to identify the change strategy.

Pieces that need to be codesigned are:

Clear definition of the problem being addressed

Activities and tasks 

Costs (human capital hours, fixtures, expenditures, etc.)

Order of activities and tasks

Timeframes (Watt, 2014)

At this stage, risk mitigation should be considered as 
well. Barriers to success need to be identified, including 
internal covert and overt resistance (Stonehouse,2012). 
Strategies to address each barrier are co-created at this 
stage. As much as co-creation will remain a resounding 
part of this process based on empathic design principles, 
leadership rooted in adaptive and reflective styles will 
provide the flexibility and holistic approaches that are 
invaluable in this process (Castelli, 2016; Khan, 2017). 
If valuable relationships have not previously been built 
with stakeholders and leadership, now is the time—to 
create sustainability and long-term success of changes 
that will be implemented (Kouzes & Posner, 2011).CO
LL
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IMPLEMENT 

Executing the  project plan consists of a monitoring and control phase where it 
is of the utmost importance to communicate any variations from the original 
plan. Should any adjustments be necessary, they are reported as modifications 
to the plan and published frequently. The project manager is constantly 
communicating, informing the stakeholders by measuring the status and 
quality of each deliverable and taking corrective action where necessary.

Satisfying the stakeholders is a key deliverable: “Even if all the 
deliverables are met and the objectives are satisfied, if your key 
stakeholders aren’t happy, nobody’s happy” (Watt, 2014, p. 42). 

To coordinate and motivate team members, the project manager needs 
to be mindful of their feelings and those around them especially when 
making key decisions under stressful conditions. Empathy is crucial to 
understanding what motivates and “empathy helps you to recognize 
patterns, organize tasks and help develop others” (Burstyn, 2003, para. 9).

Recommended steps for the implementation phase of the project plan:

Develop a communications plan including frequency, access, 
tools, audience, and milestones. 

Allocate resources and assign tasks: it is important to 
communicate empathically and build trust. 

Consider the risks and potential impact, make plans to avoid or 
mitigate anything that might derail your project. Recognize the 
emotions of other people around you without judgment, be ready 
to hear concerns at any time.   

Manage relationships, monitor costs and schedules and 
compare to original plans, note any changes and respond.

1.

2.

3.

4.

IMPLEMENT
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EVALUATE 
Leaders or change agents need to be cognizant of 
concerns or anxieties stemming from perceptions 
of an increased workload due to innovations and 
change (Stonehouse, 2012). The evaluation stage 
may shed further light on some stakeholders’ 
experiences and perceptions of increased 
workload. This is common and valid, and can be 
addressed in different ways. Measuring is tricky 
as many stakeholders increase the likelihood that 
divergent perspectives that will define solutions 
and success differently. This can alter previous 
support and increase resistance if not well managed. 
“Bouncebackability” (Palmer, Dunford, & Buchanan, 
2017) is a core asset of the change manager as they 
navigate through successive iterations of design.

Kanter, Stein, and Jick (1992) recommend that 
two measures are predominantly helpful. 

First, results measures: How do we 
know that we have achieved our goals? 

Second, process measures: How do we 
know we are doing what is required 
to achieve our planned outcomes, 
and how do we adjust if necessary? 

It is important to measure often and not just 
at the end of an initiative in order to sustain 
momentum. “This involves creating and 
installing metrics to assess programme success 
and to chart progress, using milestones and 
benchmarks.” (Mento, Jones, & Dirndorfer, 2002).

EVA
LU
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CONCLUSION 
There are social, cognitive, and motivational forces involved with people 
resisting change (Jost, 2015). The framework established here for constructing 
a change process moves through four steps: Learn, Collaborate, Implement, 
and Evaluate. The foundation of this change process is built on empathic 
design, whereby stakeholders have the opportunity to co-create their change 
process through shared visioning, collaborative process development, and 
iterative feedback with leadership based on reflective and adaptive models.

An effective change process requires significant and inclusive investments 
of time, resources, and relationship-building, before the implementation 
stage (Kouzes & Posner, 2011). This multifaceted framework for change 
will lead to the successful outcomes determined by an organization in 
the Learn and Collaborate stages of this model. These transformational 
organizational changes will be sustainable due to the commitments made 
by leadership to empathic design, appreciative inquiry, and adaptive and 
reflective models put into practice in the Implement and Evaluate stages. 

Change is never easy, but it is necessary to grow… together and forward.

CONCLUSION
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