
Change Agents are Needed 
 
The problems with our national economy apparently are not going to be solved quickly. 
Many of our local businesses have been forced to operate more efficiently and/or 
redirect their product line in order to survive.  In this rapidly changing business 
environment, organizations need to identify problems, seek direction, identify 
opportunities, evaluate risk, select solutions, and implement cost-effective changes.  
Organizations that respond quickly and effectively have the best chance for survival.  
Static organizations close.  In today’s business environment, the only constant is 
change and people that actively promote change are, by definition, change agents.  
Fortunately, change agents perceive problems as opportunities for innovation.    
 
Significant organizational changes are difficult labor-intensive processes that frequently 
threaten users, create high stress levels, provoke anger, and drain the organization’s 
energy, emotion, and funds.  Change agents must deal with these factors and be able 
to inspire others to accept and support change.  They must also address hostile 
employees that impede the acceptance of change; whereas, the success of the 
organization may rest on the character, tact, and diplomacy of the change agents.  
 
It is critical that change agents have strong analytical skills and understand how each 
element of the business works.  It would be foolish to attempt to design a system 
without a clear understanding of the present operations that may include purchasing, 
inventory control, production, services, sales, transactions, credit, deliveries, customer 
relations, human resources, and other areas of the business affected by the proposed 
change.   In addition, change agents must remain focused to provide direction during 
stressful times of uncertainty, changing priorities, chaos, and deadlines.  Obviously, 
change agents are results-oriented, but they must communicate well with multiple levels 
of management, employees, vendors, contractors, and other parties while under 
pressure to produce a successful transition.   
 
Change agents should note that to be successful, changes must be supported by all 
users and that if users were not represented in the design stage; they are reluctant to 
support the solution.  Years ago, I was responsible for implementing process control 
systems in paper mills.  One paper mill purchased a process control system without 
involving the paper making crews.  The crews were angered to learn that a new system 
to control their papermaking process had been designed and delivered without their 
involvement.  During the weekend, the system was discovered at the bottom of an 
elevator shaft under a forklift.   Always involve users…. 
 
Kiwanis recently posted an interesting ad for a change agent:  
 

Help Wanted: Change Agents 
Kiwanis is looking for a few great men and women who want to help change the 
world.  Must be open to new ideas and innovative ways of solving problems. 
Must have personal courage and a willingness to challenge those in authority. 
Should be willing to ask important questions like:  Why?  So What?  Who Cares?  



Positions available in 8000 locations worldwide, with opportunities for 
advancement into positions of leadership at a District and International level.  
Salary is not negotiable ($0), but the benefits are awesome. Contact 
robparker@kiwanis.org 
 

This ad describes a change agent’s responsibility; although, with other organizations, it 
is a paid position and the benefits may not be awesome. 
  
Consider preparing to be a change agent.  Be assured that the need for change will 
continue and those organizations that adapt quickly and effectively to demands in their 
business environment and can conceptualize and implement effective solutions will 
have the best opportunity for success.  For students of all ages, this is your time of 
preparation, do your best, learn all that you can, excel at what you do, create a path for 
others to follow that makes a positive difference, and be rewarded for your efforts.   
 
Charles L. McDonald, Jr., Ph.D. 
Professor of Management Information Systems 
Texas A&M University-Texarkana  
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***************************************** 
For the next few years, be assured that change will continue and those that adapt 
quickly and effectively to demands in their environment and can conceptualize and 
implement effective solutions will have the best opportunity for success.  For students of 
all ages, this is your time of preparation, do your best, learn all that you can, excel at 
what you do, create a path for others that makes a positive difference, and be rewarded 
for your efforts.   
 
Organizations that remained static or were unable to shift their product line, closed. 

Ashoka is growing. We are looking for creative, entrepreneurial people to lead major initiatives 

worldwide. We are looking for people who demonstrate the highest ethical standards, a deep 

sense of collegiality, and a strong self-image to lead positive change. 

If you have started your own endeavor, or significantly transformed the operations of an existing 

institution – a corporation, media outlet, or a citizen sector organization – then you may be a fit 

with Ashoka’s culture of entrepreneurship and social innovation. 

 

At the International Convention in San Antonio we discussed the need for an army of change 

agents to help drive change all the way through the organization.  Attached is the "want ad" that 

we shared.  Please feel free to use this at any level in the organization to see if you can uncover 

people who want to be part of the amazing future we are developing together.  Consider using it 

in your district bulletin, club newsletter or any communication vehicle that you have access to.  

Please have them respond to someone in your club or division or district who will make sure 

they get plugged in somewhere.  If you want to send a copy to me as well, I am keeping a master 

list.  Here is the ad: 

Help Wanted: Change Agents 
Kiwanis is looking for a few great men and women who want to help change the world.  Must be 

open to new ideas and innovative ways of solving problems. Must have personal courage and a 

willingness to challenge those in authority. Should be willing to ask important questions like:  

Why?  So What?  Who Cares?  Positions available in 8000 locations worldwide, with 

opportunities for advancement into positions of leadership at a District and International level.  

Salary is not negotiable ($0), but the benefits are awesome. Contact robparker@kiwanis.org 

…Americans have finally awakened to the fact that we all have been called to be change agents. 

Originally posted to the "Black in America" social network (www.blackinamerica.com) on 

November 5, 2008. 

The Change Agent needs to get rid of the roadblock generation---those who remain wedded to the old 
system and are hostile to change---and begin molding the new 
 

 
These people will be the change agents – the ones on whom the success of the organization's change 
effort will depend. 
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What makes good change agents? 

When assessing potential candidates for roles as change agents, three questions need to be asked: Do 
they have the right attitude? Do they possess the appropriate knowledge? And do they have the 
necessary skills? Here is an exploration of each of these questions: 

The Right Attitude 

Change agents cannot succeed without great persistence. Change is a complex and labor-intensive 
process that arouses feelings and emotions. Angry people, frustrated teammates, conflicting priorities, 
unforeseen problems and behind-the-scene resistance are typical daily challenges. Project leaders or 
managers cannot lead teams through these difficulties without determination and stamina. 

To avoid changes in leadership in the midst of change, change agents must be fully committed to see 
projects through to completion. A good way to ensure such commitment is to appoint ambitious and 
enthusiastic individuals who have potential for career advancement within the organization. They will look 
at the challenges as a career-development opportunity and will be highly motivated to succeed. These 
high potential employees will gain a broader understanding of the business, an extended network of 
relationships and stronger leadership skills. 

Attitude is one aspect of good change agents that is often 
overlooked. As depicted by the Chinese word "Ren," 
illustrated above, the two strokes supporting each other 
signify that "knowledge and skills" have to be complemented 
by "beliefs and attitudes."  

A person with relevant knowledge and skills but inappropriate 
attitude will not be able to contribute as much to the 
organization and the community. Moreover, the higher the 
skills and knowledge of a person, the greater damage they 
can do to the organization if their attitude is flawed. Change 
agents must be prepared to stand up for their projects, even if 

it means tactfully challenging powerful executives – including the senior leadership. In many cases, 
implementation problems are due to the project sponsors or top management under-estimating the 
significance of their own duties. They are reluctant to commit the necessary resources; they sometimes 
send conflicting messages about the importance of change by failing to apply enough pressure to those 
who resist; or they alter priorities half-way through the change. 

Change agents must act as "voices of conscience" when any mid-course corrections are contemplated. It 
is the responsibility of change agents to make sure such issues get a complete airing in order to avoid the 
project ending in failure. One effective change agent summed up the attitude needed: "My primary goal is 
to ensure this project succeeds, no matter what. My secondary objective is to preserve my personal 
relationship with all senior management." The best change agents are tactful and diplomatic. "Political 
skills" are necessary, not so change agents can join in the game, but so they can better understand it. 
Change leaders must make their own judgments and keep their own counsel. No one can do that for 
them. 

The Appropriate Knowledge 

Project sponsors should be seasoned change agents with a general understanding of the business. 
However, project managers should be subject-matter experts in their respective area of responsibility. 
Having someone with excellent project management skills is simply not enough. They will crash due to 
lack of detailed understanding of the subject area. Expertise also brings the credibility and respect 
needed to succeed in their role. 

 



Simply put, change agents better understand how a business works – in particular, the business in which 
they are involved. This entails understanding money – where it comes from, where it goes, how it goes 
and how to keep it. The job also requires knowledge of markets and marketing, products and product 
development, customers, sales, selling, buying, hiring, firing and just about every other aspect of the 
business. 

In addition to the relevant expertise, change agents also should be well-connected throughout the 
organization. Active relationships in all areas of the organization are important in communicating 
effectively with stakeholders, developing coalitions and designing a successful rollout. 

The Necessary Skills 

The pressure on the project leadership can be tremendous. Change agents have to be able to operate 
during times of instability and uncertainty. They have to manage conflicting priorities, multiple 
constituencies and fast-approaching deadlines. They are responsible for guiding the organization through 
the numerous challenges of transition. Therefore, in order to survive, change agents must possess the 
ability to remain highly effective under intense pressure.  

In addition to being well organized and disciplined, change agents need strong analytical skills. Guessing 
won't do. Insight is nice, even useful and is sometimes mistaken for brilliance, but insight is often difficult 
to sell and almost impossible to defend. A rational, well-argued analysis can be ignored, but not 
successfully contested. Change agents must learn to take apart and reassemble operations and systems 
in novel ways, and then determine the financial and political impacts of what they have done. At the same 
time, good change agents must be flexible enough to work around roadblocks and handle evolving 
priorities. In short, a disciplined and yet flexible approach is needed to tackle the challenges of change. 

People skills – team-building, forging strong interpersonal relationships and communicating within groups 
– are mandatory for good change agents. The challenge is to build the project team, putting the team 
members' competencies to best use. To succeed, change agents must create a strong sense of identity, 
purpose and joint-ownership, as well as a high-performing mindset. To manage resistance – a natural 
part of the change process – change agents must start by understanding and acknowledging the 
resistance. They need a lot of empathy, with good listening skills. Change agents must be able to put 
themselves in the shoes of people affected by the change. Resistance is most damaging when it remains 
unnoticed. It usually occurs when the feelings and concerns of employees are ignored or when they feel 
change is forced upon them. In order to avoid resistance or the risk of hidden resistance, change agents 
must learn to listen to the voice of employees and involve them in decisions whenever possible. 

During the change, communication is the glue that keeps the organization together and moving toward 
the desired goal. Change agents need to be able to communicate effectively at all levels and across all 
organization boundaries. 

Choosing a Good Leader for a Change… 

Change is never easy and the failure rate can be high. Top management must take a hard look at the 
candidates for change agent positions. If none of the in-company candidates closely match requirements 
of the job, then a search outside the company is required. And, once an organization finds the right 
individual to be its change agent for a project, management has one more commitment to make – 
assuring the change agent has between 50 and 100 percent of their work time available to dedicate to the 
success of the initiative. 
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The only constant thing is change. 

Facilitating Change - keys to advisory success or failure 

Margerison CJ (1988) Managerial Consulting Skills - a practical guide; Gower 

The following list of key factors suggests what might contribute to the success or failure 
of an advisor (or a group of advisers) in attempting to facilitate change in a school: 

Failure can be caused by: 

1. not involving influential persons early enough - the make or break people  
2. proposing solutions before problems are diagnosed  
3. presenting reports full of content without an equal regard for the process of 

discussion  
4. moving too quickly, causing surprises and creating defensive behaviour amongst 

clients  
5. not recognising the effect of change in one part of the system on another part of 

the system  

Success is usually dependent on: 

1. spending time in understanding the cues and clues  
2. accurate summaries of issues raised, and effective conversational control  
3. in-depth contracting and agreement to ensure an action is on a solid basis  
4. attention to the political processes of the client’s organisation and the 

involvement of the relevant people  
5. delivery on time to the required standard  
6. the management of the assignment by establishing a structure through which all 

involved can resolve issues.  

  

 

 The catalytic force moving firms and value streams out of the world of inward-
looking batch-and-queue. 
www.vmec.org/glossary/  

 An individual recruited prior to implementation of a change; must be 
representative of the user population, understand the reasoning behind the ... 
www.managingenterprisecontent.com/myweb/Glossary.htm  

 A person who lobbies to change laws, increasing access to care for the 
underserved populations. 
wps.prenhall.com/chet_nathe_dental_2/0,9128,1352887-content,00.html  

 The change agent’s or change leader’s capabilities have a major impact on 
success or failure of the project, and on the extent of potential unwanted side-

http://www.google.com/url?sa=X&start=0&oi=define&q=http://www.vmec.org/glossary/&usg=AFQjCNGd3ecrKAFE0H-G6KZf7fqP2w7KHg
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effects. ... 
www.cmapros.com/glossary.php 

A person who leads a change project or business-wide initiative by defining, researching, planning, 
building business support and carefully selecting volunteers to be part of a change team. Change Agents 
must have the conviction to state the facts based on data, even if the consequences are associated with 
unpleasantness. – from the Six Sigma website 

October 15, 2005 — CIO — I have always been fascinated by how information technology can be used 

to make an organization more competitive. And so I redesign existing business processes and design 

new processes and then try to get people to buy into these ideas.  

In short, I am a change agent. 

 

Firstly, I must say that I thing being a change agent is a noble aspiration. I assume, of course, that 
change is for the good, not purely destructive change. In my mind, change is akin to "making people 
better". Which is something we should all strive for.  
 
For a dictionary definition, I would say that a change agent is someone who "alters human capability or 
organizational systems to achieve a higher degree of output or self actualization." Beginning with the 
end in mind, the goal of a change agent is obviously to make changes that stick. The result of change 
agent activity is to enable people to do more, or find a new and better perspective on life. Sometimes 
this latter idea is the foundation for future change which achieves outcomes that were previously not 
attainable.  
 
Dictionary definitions are ok, I suppose. But in this case, I think it misses the essence of what it means 
to be a change agent. I think there is more to it than just understanding or repeating a definition. 
Change agent is as much about identity and character as it is any definitions. I offer the following 
explanations for how it feels to be a change agent.  
 
* A change agent lives in the future, not the present. Regardless of what is going on today, a change 
agent has a vision of what could or should be and uses that as the governing sense of action. To a 
certain extent, a change agent is dissatisfied with what they see around them, in favor of a much 
better vision of the future. Without this future drive, the change agent can lose their way.  
 
* A change agent is fueled by passion, and inspires passion in others, Change is hard work. It takes a 
lot of energy. Don't underestimate this. I like to think about the amount of energy it takes to boil 
water. From 212 degree water to 212 degree steam takes a lot more energy than heating water from 
211 degrees to 212 degrees. In my experience, without passion, it is very difficult indeed to muster up 
enough energy to assault the fortress of status quo that seems to otherwise carry the day.  
 
* A change agent has a strong ability to self-motivate. There will be many days where everyone 
around does not understand and will not offer props. The change agent needs to find it within 
themselves to get up every day and come to work and risk being misunderstood and misappreciated, 
knowing that the real validation may be far in the future and may be claimed by someone else.  
 
* A change agent must understand people. at the end of the day, change is about people. If you 
change everything but the people, I doubt you'll be effective as a change agent. Change will really 
"stick" when people embrace it. Therefore, change is part sales, part counseling and part 
encouragement. It's all about people.  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=X&start=3&oi=define&q=http://www.cmapros.com/glossary.php&usg=AFQjCNH28UYAp6cFfwrHtpqwL_qpvSBVbg
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At the end of the day, IT is entrusted with a very powerful lever for change - technology. With that 
lever, we can bring very powerful change to our organizations. But in order to do so, we need to 
embrace the "way of the Change Agent" and not lock ourselves in Ivory Towers of Technology. 

Barack Obama has crafted an image as an unconventional candidate, a change agent and a post-partisan politician 
who represents a dramatic break from the status quo. 

Trying to turn around a giant insurance company is like trying to parallel park a battleship 

 

A change agent is an event, organisation, material thing or, more usually, a person that acts as a 

catalyst for change. In business terms, a change agent is a person chosen to bring about 

organisational change. Corporations often hire senior managers or even chief executives because 

of their aboility to effect change. - wiki.answers.com 

http://search.politico.com/results.cfm?subject=Barack+Obama

