
 
 
The aim of this Guide is to give a general overview of the 
8 step process of successful change implementation as 
outlined by John P Kotter, an eminent thinker in 
leadership and change management (Kotter 1996, Kotter 
and Cohen 2002). The Kotter 8 step model not only 
assists us in understanding the steps involved in 
successful change processes, but also guides thinking 
around our specific approach to creating major change.  
 
Each step of this process incorporates an understanding 
of how people approach and respond to change, based 
on how they see, feel and then embrace change. Each of 
the steps is supported with links to online resources, 
tools and contextual information relevant to the 
organisational environment. 
 
This model is flexible enough to be tailored to suit all 
scales of change. However, there are advantages and 
disadvantages associated with the use of the model. 
 
 

About the change process 
It’s important to note that the model is not as linear as it 
may at first suggest. You don’t ‘finish’ Step 1 and then 
start Step 2, then more on to Step 3, etc. You may start 
thinking about and forming the guiding coalition (Step 2) 
whilst still creating the urgency for change (Step 1). The 
guiding coalition will change and re-form over time as 
the change process evolves and you become clearer 
about the scope and scale and who should be involved. 
Broad-based action (Step 5) may lead to refinements to 
the vision and strategy (Step 3) and new communication 
strategies (Step 4). The steps do provide a logical 
framework for you to think through the issues related to 
your change initiative and ensure you have a 
comprehensive change process. 
 

Ready to get started? 
Read an overview of the eight steps, go to Step 1: Create 
a sense of urgency or go back to the Guide homepage. 
 

 
 
  

https://www.managementstudyguide.com/kotters-8-step-model-of-change.htm
https://www.managementstudyguide.com/kotters-8-step-model-of-change.htm


 
Creating a sense of urgency is about helping people see 
the need for change, either to take advantage of an 
opportunity or to deal with an issue that is holding us 
back. Without urgency we risk becoming complacent 
and losing our leading status and reputation as an 
organisation.  
 

→ Watch  John Kotter talk through some of the 
issues related to urgency. 

 
It’s important that we understand that at this step in the 
process we have not yet determined specifically what or 
how we need to change – we are just establishing that 
change is urgent and necessary to take advantage of an 
opportunity or to deal with an issue that is holding us 
back. In step 3: Create a vision and strategy; we firm up 
on specifically what we will change and how we will go 
about it. 
 
Help others see the need for change and the 
importance of acting immediately 
One of the first things to consider in any change process 
is to ensure everyone in your service, team or workplace 
understands the need for the change and the 
importance of acting immediately. By developing a sense 
of urgency around the need for change, you will be able 
to spark the initial motivation to get things moving. This 
is about opening up an honest and convincing dialogue 
about the opportunities and issues that are relevant to 
us. Developing an understanding of the nature of and 
reasons for change in the early stages can provide a 
sound base for action. 
 
Assess your current situation 
• How is my service or team currently performing? 
• What are our strengths and how can we capitalise on 
them? 
• Are there any weaknesses in the overall performance 
of our area? 
• Where can we improve? 
• What are the external or internal factors that are 
impacting on the future? 
• What is the likely impact on people of the current 
future outlook? 

Key questions to shape your thinking 
• Why is the status quo no longer acceptable? 
• What are the possible downsides of not changing? 
• What are the possible benefits of changing? 
• How will change affect individuals? 
 
A SWOT analysis  can be a useful tool to assist us to 
assess the current situation. You can run this exercise 
yourself or as a team. 
We all understand that change can bring out an 
emotional response from our people. It is important 
therefore to make sure that right from the beginning of 
the change process we understand the need to engage 
people emotionally with change, in a positive way. The 
table below differentiates those aspects of the change 
that speak to logic and those aspects that appeal to 
emotions. By engaging both of these, you will be relating 
to people’s response and approach to change so that 
they are able to see, feel and then embrace the need for 
change. 
 

 
 
Watch John Kotter talk about how to win over both 
hearts and minds. 
 
Now what? 
Once we’ve created the urgency for change, we need to 
build a team to help guide us forward on our change 
journey:  Step 2: Form a powerful coalition. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Yfrj2Y9IlI
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1NKti9MyAAw


 
 
Forming a powerful coalition is about making sure you 
have a team with the expertise to help with achieving 
the outcomes you need from the change initiative. 
Without the right people to help us, the change effort 
can stall and we can miss important perspectives and 
information. 
 
In this step of the process we start to involve as many 
people as we can, at many levels and across many parts 
of the organisation, to enable us to fully understand the 
opportunities or issues that we are dealing with and help 
bring us to a better understanding of possible ways 
forward. 
 

→ Watch John Kotter talk through some of the 
issues related to forming a guiding coalition. 

 

The role of the coalition 
The guiding coalition is your group of change leaders, 
and has a very important role to play. The guiding 
coalition is involved in setting direction for the change, 
identifying options and making decisions about where 
energy should be focused, as well as mustering support 
and resources from other parts of the organisation. 
 

Creating the team 
Creating the team is about putting together a group with 
enough influence and energy to lead the change, and 
then getting that group to work together as a team to:  

• develop the right vision 
• communicate it to large numbers of people 
• eliminate all of the key obstacles 
• generate short term wins 
• lead and manage the change process, and 
• embed the new approach in to the 

organisation’s culture. 
 
Putting together the right team to lead a change 
initiative is critical to its success. That team must have 
the right balance of skills, a significant level of trust, and 
a shared objective. It is key to look for the right 
individuals outside the traditional hierarchy. Build the 
right team by looking in a variety of sources, including - 
job role, status, expertise, and representation from 
different levels of the organisation affected by the 
change or who can help with the change. These people 

should be committed to supporting the change from 
beginning to end. 
 

Involve supporting areas 
Supporting areas have a critical role to play in any 
change initiative and should be engaged early in the 
process. Depending on the nature of the change and the 
extent of what is being proposed, supporting areas you 
involve may include the following: 

• your directorate business support (HR 
Business; Finance; Procurement, 
Communications and IT Partner) 

• support from the Organisational 
Development coordinator 

 
They can all contribute to the success of a change 
initiative and by offering specialist advice from the initial 
stages onwards. 
 

Building a coalition that can make change happen 
Consider the following questions about your proposed 
coalition: 

• Do we have people with influence, 
knowledge of the change process  and high 
credibility? 

• Do we have people with strong leadership 
skills? 

• Is there broad based representation? 
• Is the size and structure of the coalition the 

right size for the level and scope of change? 
 

Enterprise Agreement implications 
It is important to note that the Guiding Coalition is 
formed before the scope and level of change has been 
decided – in fact, this is one of their key initial tasks. 
Even at this early stage, however, often some sense of 
the scope and scale starts to emerge and to be 
discussed. If it becomes apparent that the change will 
likely to be contentious or perhaps result in job loss, you 
should discuss your early thinking with your HR business 
partner. 
 

Now what? 
Now that we have our Guiding Coalition, we can use 
their input to create our vision and strategy (Step 3). 

 

https://vimeo.com/19996508


 

 
 
Steps 1 and 2 were about creating motivation for change 
and bringing together people who can lead change. In 
Step 3, create the vision and strategy, the guiding 
coalition has two distinct roles: 

1. Creating a vision for change that clearly paints a 
picture of where we want to go; and 
2. Developing a plan to get us there. 
 

→ Watch John Kotter talk through his views on how 
to create a powerful vision for change. 

 
In this step in the process we use the guiding coalition to 
help us more fully understand the opportunities or 
issues that we are dealing with and bring us to a clear 
vision and strategy for moving forward. 
 

Create your vision 
Once the need for change has been clarified we need to 
be able to explain the purpose of the change – what are 
we trying to achieve, or, in other words, what is the 
vision for the future? The success of the change will 
depend on the picture of a desirable future and how well 
it is communicated and understood. If the vision is not 
clearly defined, the change efforts can become 
confusing a take the service in the wrong direction. 
 
A clear vision serves four important purposes: 

• It motivates us to take action in the right 
direction 

• It can be communicated quickly and clearly 
• It helps co-ordinate actions in a fast and efficient 

manner 
• It empowers action. 

 
To be effective, a vision should include the realities of 
the current situation but also set in place goals that are 
truly ambitious. Great leaders know how to make these 
ambitious goals seem achievable and meaningful. When 
communicating your vision, ensure you convey to your 
audience that it is underpinned by a strong, credible 
strategy; this will help them see the vision as achievable 
and relevant. 
 
The process you use to create your vision will depend on 
the size and scale of the proposed change. For example, 
the change vision for a large scale change such as a full 

service review it would involve a Review Committee (the 
guiding coalition) developing a business case, inviting 
broad based consultation and then creating the vision – 
the Formal Proposal.  
 
Your vision will be appropriate to the change proposed, 
for example: 

‘We will embrace new mobile work scheduling 
technology as a way to deliver increased productivity 
and trackable progress to share with our staff and 
customers.’ 
 
This may take you a number of attempts, and you’ll need 
to have conversations with your guiding coalition and 
broader stakeholder group to ensure the vision is 
compelling and focussed. 
 

Create your strategy 
The change strategy is not the same as a detailed change 
management plan. A change strategy is a high-level 
document that considers three crucial elements: 

• The ‘content’ of the change - strategy, structure, 
systems, technology, business processes, products, 
services, or culture 

• The ‘people’ aspect of the change - people’s 
emotional reactions to the change changes in 
mindset, behaviour, and culture that your future 
state requires, how to engage your people in design 
and implementation, and how to ensure 
commitment and capacity to change 

• The ‘process’ component of the change - a high-
level roadmap to get you from where you are today 
to where you need to be to achieve results from 
your change. You will flesh out your change strategy 
with specific actions at different levels as you move 
through the change process.  

 
Read this on-line resource by Anderson & Anderson 
from the Change Leader’s Network on ‘Building Your 
Change Strategy: How to Ensure that Your Effort Is on 
the Right Track.’ 
 

Enterprise Agreement implications 
It’s important as you create your vision and strategy that 
you consider our obligations under our Enterprise 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yA1a0khcuKo
http://changeleadersnetwork.com/free-resources/building-your-change-strategy-how-to-ensure-that-your-effort-is-on-the-right-track


Bargaining Agreement (EBA) with regards to change 
consultation. You will need to consider the scale and 
scope of change and engage with the Unions as 
appropriate through the HR Business Partner. It’s 
important to note that it is a requirement under our EBA 
that staff and their union representatives have the 
opportunity to influence decisions around proposed 

change. Consult your HR Business Partner if the 
proposed change is contentious or may result in job loss. 
 

Now what? 
Now that we have created our vision and strategy, we 
need to communicate the vision and strategy (Step 4). 

 
 
  



 
Having developed the vision and strategy in Step 3, the 
next key step is communication. Of course, you have 
been communicating continuously already with as broad 
a range of people as possible leading up to this point, so 
people are expecting now to hear more detail. 
 

→ Watch John Kotter talk through his views on 
how to communicate a vision for change. 

 

Identify and understand stakeholders 
Simply put, a stakeholder is an individual or a group of 
individuals who are directly or indirectly impacted by the 
change you are implementing. With the help of your 
team you should list all stakeholders and explore your 
understanding of their response to the change. With this 
initial understanding you can develop appropriate 
messages or forums for this group to be engaged. 
Remember to include your own people as stakeholders 
in the change. 
 
A <<stakeholder analysis and communications plan>> 
can be a useful tool to ensure that your communication 
is appropriate for different stakeholder groups. 
 

Key questions 
• Who are the people who need to know about your 
change? 
• What are the key points you need each group of 
people to know/understand? 
• How are you going to ensure they understand it? How 
will you know that they have understood? 
• What are the likely concerns for each group? 
• How will you respond to them, to ensure you build a 
critical mass of people who support your change? 
• What systems, behaviours and beliefs are hindering or 
supporting your change and what are you doing to 
reduce that hindrance and reinforce the support? 
• How are you supporting individuals and groups 
through the change? 
• Are the processes used in the change fair and 
transparent?  
 

Communication principles 
Kotter and Cohen (2005) provide the following broad 
principles for effective communication of the vision for 
change. These communication principles can be applied 
by any member of the organisation communicating 
about change. 

 
 

Building your implementation plan 
As you communicate with people about the vision and 
strategy you will gain invaluable information about the 
change, opportunities and potential pitfalls. As your 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGVe3wRKmH0


vision gets more buy-in, you can use this input to bring 
the strategy to life and develop a detailed project plan  
 
(Note: Online support & Training in project planning is 
available through the PMO toolkit. 
 
Now what? 
It’s now time to move from communication and planning 
to Step 5: Empower broad-based action. 
 

 
 
 
  

http://thezone/CorporateGovernance/pmt/pmt_home.asp


 

 
 
We are now well into our change initiative: we have a 
guiding coalition to help lead the change, we have a 
clear vision and strategy, we have communicated the 
change initiative extensively and we have at the very 
least the beginnings of a detailed implementation plan. 
 
Step 5 is about action and getting things done that will 
bring us to realise the change vision. In order to 
implement changes that will last, it’s important that 
people across the University are empowered to take 
action and make changes in their own areas. The guiding 
coalition has an essential role to play in continuing to 
communicate direction, smoothing the way and 
removing obstacles.  
 
Read through Robert Tanner's views on empowering 
broad based action. 
 
Encourage ownership and participation 
This is the opportunity to really encourage people to 
take ownership for the proposed change. By owning the 
change, people will be less inclined to create barriers to 
change. They will begin to participate in the process and 
come up with innovative solutions to achieve the desired 
outcomes. At this stage it is important to build a culture 
that encourages and rewards knowledge sharing and 
provides people with opportunities to impact processes 
and the meeting of UQ’s goals. 
 
In successful change efforts, it is important that people’s 
successes in understanding and acting on the change 
vision are rewarded through recognition. However, for 
people to feel motivated to embrace the change vision, 
the rewards need to be in sync with the direction of the 
needed change. This means encouraging and rewarding 
team work and the contribution of ideas. 
 
It may be necessary for the coalition to ‘let go’ 
somewhat during this stage. As the momentum shifts 
towards employees feeling empowered to take action, 
the coalition’s role can sometimes be just to ensure the 
actions are in alignment with the change vision. 
 
Overcoming obstacles 
During this step you may encounter many obstacles to 
work through and overcome. Some of these may be 

system or policy constraints. It is here that having 
support areas involved in your Guiding Coalition really 
pays off. HR, Finance, ITS, etc. can assist you to remove 
obstacles based in systems, procedures and policies. If 
you’ve involved these areas early, and they are on board 
with the change already, it’s much easier to work 
collaboratively together to overcome these obstacles. 
 
People’s responses and concerns 
This is a good time to remind ourselves that people 
process and deal with change in different ways and at a 
different pace. Look at <<Peoples’ Reactions to 
Change>> and consider where your people are and how 
best to continue to support them through the change 
process. 
 
About resistance 
In this step, we may encounter resistance as some 
people realise that we have moved from ‘talk’ to ‘action’ 
and they try to undermine, block or resist the change. 
The key to overcoming resistance is understanding the 
reasons for resistance. People resist change for many 
reasons, each of which will require a different approach. 
Once you can identify the reason for the resistance, you 
will be better equipped to work with the person 
productively. Some common reasons for resistance 
include: 

• Fear of the change and what it will mean for them 
• Lack of acknowledgement of what will be lost in 
change (even positive changes inevitably involve some 
loss) 
• Uncertainty about what will be gained from the 
change, what the benefits are, or the reasons 
• Disagreement about the need for change or the 
suitability of the selected change 
• Not knowing how to change or what to do, or not 
having the skills or resources to change 
• Not feeling consulted or communicated with, or valued 
• There is greater reward for continuing with the old 
way 
• Mistrust or ill will due to previous experience. 
 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter provides some reasons why 
people may resist change, and how change leaders can 
work with them. However, it is realistic to accept that it 
might not be possible to win the hearts and minds of 

https://managementisajourney.com/leading-change-step-5-empower-broad-based-action/
file:///C:/Users/KiWong/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/5HRTZ3O3/Rosabeth%20Moss%20Kanter


every individual. Some people will resist change for their 
own reasons, or for the sake of resisting.  
 
Listen to John Kotter's view on dealing with these 
resisters. Note that what Kotter is proposing is only in 
response to the one or two hard cases. 
 
Remember that you have previously involved people in 
building the case for change, obtained their input and 

taken a broad based consultative approach to 
developing the vision and strategy, so the vast majority 
of people should now be on board. 
 
What now? 
Action is now evident in the organisation so now it’s 
time to create short-term wins (Step 6). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wdroj6F3VlQ


 
 
Step 6 is all about celebrating short-term wins in order 
to build momentum and enthusiasm for the change. 
Without tangible evidence that the change effort is 
making progress, impacted individuals and groups 
throughout the University can be critical that the 
initiative is absorbing too many resources and sceptics 
become increasingly difficult to convince. Enthusiasm 
can wane as the effort takes its toll. All of this results in 
declining urgency and a loss of crucial momentum. While 
vision, strategies and plans are good for a while, the 
most powerful argument is the visible proof that 
progress has been made. 
 
At this stage of the process, people throughout the 
Service or team are fully engaged and working hard to 
implement the change and it’s important to keep them 
motivated and working towards the vision. 
 

→ Listen to Kotter as he discusses the importance 
of celebrating short term wins. 

 

Identify short-term improvements 
When working with your team and key stakeholders use 
the following characteristics as a guide for determining 
what will make the most effective short-term wins to 
promote and celebrate: 

• Measurable - Select those with convincing 
improvements not vague and fuzzy 

• Visible - People need to see real evidence of the 
progress to validate the change effort 

• Timely - Ideally results should appear within a 
ninety-day timeframe (partial or progressive results 
are also valid) 

• Relevant to stakeholders - Ensure the 
improvements are valuable to the majority of your 
stakeholders 

• Relevant to the situation - Wins should provide a 
test of the vision and change plan against real 
conditions so they provide useful information to 
learn from. 

 
Take some time to work through the various needs of 
your stakeholders and categorise these needs by 
‘importance to the stakeholder’ and ‘ease of 
implementation’. Then you can then prioritise which 
issues you will focus on. The majority of teams will 
choose to work on those that fit the criteria of the top 

right hand quadrant ‘just do it’, shifting to ‘prioritise the 
gems’, where resources and time permit. 
 

 
 

Review your change plan 
Short-term results, both positive and negative, will 
provide useful information about the validity and the 
feasibility of the change initiative. Use the results to help 
answer the following questions and then use the 
response to shape the continued direction of the change 
plan. 

• Are the change objectives achievable/realistic? 
• Is the plan working? What is the evidence to 

support or disprove? 
• What can we learn and apply from our early 

successes, or from areas where things are working 
well? 

• Are the planning estimates accurate? Where should 
more or less time be spent? 

• What one thing would have improved results? 
• What should be stopped? 
• Who should be given more or less responsibility? 
• What should be done to ensure further success? 

 

Checklist 
You know you have successfully completed this step 
when you have: 

• Confidence that the change plan is based on 
concrete evidence 

• Momentum for the change effort, with more people 
becoming active supporters and helpers 

• A change team with renewed motivation for the 
task, inspiring others to act 

file:///C:/Users/KiWong/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/5HRTZ3O3/Listen


• A sense of excitement as people see the changes to 
date being celebrated, feel the momentum and 
therefore want to act. 

 

What now? 
Even though you are achieving and celebrating short 
term wins, it’s important to never let up (Step 7). 
 

 
  



C 

 
Never 
You’re making progress and realisation of the vision is 
getting closer, but quick wins are just the beginning. 
Often, change efforts fail because people stop driving 
deeper change too soon – so it’s essential to keep 
supporting people to make more and larger changes that 
will stick. Whenever you let up before the job is done, 
critical momentum can be lost and regression may soon 
follow. 
 
Watch what John Kotter has to say about why change 
efforts can lose momentum. 
 
Remember that the change process is not as linear as 
the steps may suggest; you need to continue to create 
urgency, engage and revitalise your guiding coalition, 
revise your strategy, and ensure actions are being 
completed and celebrated. 
 

What you should see in Step 7 
In a successful major change initiative, by step 7 you will 
begin to see: 
• More projects being added 
• Additional people being brought in to help with the 

changes 
• Senior leadership focused on giving clarity to an 

aligned vision and shared purpose 
• Employees empowered at all levels to lead projects 
• Reduced interdependencies between areas 
• Constant effort to keep urgency high 
• Consistent show of proof that the new way is 

working 
 

Change leadership 
Leadership is invaluable in surviving Step 7. Instead of 
declaring victory and moving on, these transformational 
leaders will launch more and more projects to drive the 
change deeper into the organisation. They will also take 
the time to ensure that all the new practices are firmly 
grounded in the organisation’s culture. 
 
Managers, by their nature, think in shorter timeframes. 
It is up to leaders to steer the course for the long-term. 
Without sufficient and consistent leadership, the change 
will stall, and succeeding in a rapidly changing world 
becomes highly problematic. 

→ Listen to John Kotter’s views on the difference 
between Change Management and Change 
Leadership 

 

Continue to remove or minimise barriers 
The four main barriers that often need removing or 
minimising are: 
 

 
 
Review the barriers and gauge which are the most 
important ones to address for your particular change. 
You can then determine the most workable solution for 
your change context.  
Structure

 
Resistant managers/staff 
 
 

file:///C:/Users/KiWong/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/5HRTZ3O3/Watch
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SEfgCqnMl5E


 
 

 
 

 
 
You can find out more information about managing 
resistance and the human response to change on the 
workshop. Contact the OD team for further 
information. 
 
What now? 
The change process isn’t complete until it’s incorporated 
into the culture (Step 8). 

  

mailto:organisationaldevelopment@aberdeencity.gov.uk?subject=change%20workshops


Communicate 
The final stage in Kotter’s eight stage process for 
creating major change is to make the change permanent 
- to embed it in the culture of the organisation, making 
the change “the way we do things around here”. During 
this phase you should be focused on: 
• Persisting, monitoring and measuring progress and not 
declaring victory prematurely 
• Recognising, rewarding and modelling the new 
behaviour 
• Using champions of the change to tell their story 
 

→ Read Kotter’s The Key to Changing 
Organisational Culture. 

 
Tips for incorporating changes into the culture 
• Cultural change comes last, not first 
• You must be able to prove that the new way is 
superior to the old 
• The success must be visible and well communicated 
• You must reinforce new norms and values with 
incentives and rewards – including promotions 
• Reinforce the culture with every new employee 
 
Key questions 
• What are you doing to keep old behaviour from 
creeping back? 
• What are the key aspects of the UQ culture that should 
reinforce your change? 
• What policies, procedures and systems do you need to 
build your change into in order to make it part of 
standard practice? 
• What will you (or others) do to ensure the change you 
have delivered takes root and becomes part of the new 
culture? 
• Are you and your guiding teams modelling the new 
behaviour and reinforcing/recognising others? 
 
Assess behavioural change 
Is the change sticking? Determine the extent to which 
the new behaviour is sticking and, as a result, the 
probability that the new culture will emerge. 

Indicators that 

 
 
Putting it all together 
We’ve now worked through the 8 Steps of the Kotter 
change process. Watch this video that shows how it all 
comes together in the example of Carl's Car Wash. 
 
Want more? 
Go back to the <<Guide to Managing Change home 
page>>for more information and resources, including tip 
sheets, checklists and case studies. 
 

  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnkotter/2012/09/27/the-key-to-changing-organizational-culture/#79993c215509
https://vimeo.com/102290865
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