
 

 

© 2010 The HR Alliance, All Rights Reserved   May 2010 |  1 
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The days are getting longer 

and the sun is shining 

brighter, which can only 

mean that summer is al-

most here. And you know 

what that means, itôs time 

for The HR Alliance community wide an-

nual summertime celebration.  

Please join us on Thursday, June 3, 

2010 , as The HR Alliance, with sponsor-

ship from the Staten Island Yankees  and 

Ceridian , hosts its Fourth Annual Summer 

Cocktail Reception . This yearôs party is be-

ing held at the Terrace Club , located oppo-

site Rockefeller Center with spectacular 

views of Rockefeller Center and St. Pat-

rickôs Cathedral.  

The HR Alliance saw many positive 

changes so far this year. These initiatives 

have received extremely positive feedback 

and we hope to continue to exceed expec-

tations while keeping in line with our mis-

sion to enable the HR community to share 

knowledge and expertise, educate one an-

other, and, of course, network!  

Please feel free to invite your colleagues, 

clients, and friends.  

We look forward to seeing you and many 

new faces!   

 All the best,  

What do President Obama, the late Mother 

Theresa, Turkish former President Ataturk, 

and King Frederick the Great of Prussia 

have in common with Human Resources 

professionals?  All have at one point dis-

covered that, while it often sounds great in 

theory, change can be very hard to imple-

ment.  What separates a good change 

leader from a poor one is simple:  under-

standing the emotion attached to the 

change and managing it in a strategic way.  

Learning from the mistakes of the past and 

drawing on psychological and neuroscien-

tific findings, HR professionals should be 

smarter about this process.  

On May 4, 2010, Erik Van Slyke , an ex-

perienced HR consultant, author, and cur-

rent managing director of Solleva Group, 

presented some novel change manage-

ment approaches (and some time -tested 

ones) to The HR Alliance in a talk entitled 

ñBeyond 

Rational: 

The New 

Rules For 

Managing 

Changeò.  

Citing nu-

merous 

psychol-

ogy -based sources, Van Slyke discussed 

the reasons why a vast majority of change 

initiatives fail in business organizations.  In 

sum, where human beings are involved, a 

change leader must consider the processes 

of the brain in handling new information 

and reacting to it.  As even common sense 

can tell us, when faced with the unex-

pected, many people react with nervous-

ness and fear.  The theory of cognitive dis-

sonance can work against change as well.  

If people are asked to do something that 
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they donôt agree with, they wonôt truly support it, and there will be a negative backlash. 

History, recent and old, lends terrific examples of change management gone wrong.  Fortunately, some of these were 

later turned around with great success.  The question remains, how did they do it?  Van Slyke pointed to 18 th  century 

Prussian King Frederick the Great, who tried to popularize potatoes to a naïve constituency that only trusted wheat 

but was suffering a famine.  To turn around the resistance to eating potatoes (they were considered unsavory, and no 

one knew how to cook them properly), King Frederick decreed that only members of the royal family may eat pota-

toes, making them wildly coveted and causing a wave of trespassing and potato theft!   

Another example provided by Van Slyke:  Post World War I Turkish President Ataturk, in efforts to secularize the 

newly defunct Ottoman Empire, tried to convince devout Muslim women to unveil their faces in public.  Initially, he 

had no success ï women associated their veil with how their husbands viewed them.  Their faces were for their hus-

bandôs eyes only.  In a stroke of genius, Van Slyke noted, Ataturk mandated that all prostitutes must veil their faces 

in public ï well who would want to be compared with a prostitute?  Understanding the emotion, Ataturk was able to 

turn it on its head.  

How are these examples to be used in the HR world?  To answer this, Van Slyke encouraged listeners to follow a few 

simple rules and ask appropriate questions before communicating any organizational change:  

1.  Rule # 1: Listen.  Ask: Whatôs their need?  Whatôs their fear? 

2.  Rule # 2: Create a new reality.  Ask:  What emotions are attached to the present state?  

3.  Rule # 3: Show them the possibilities.  Ask: How can I elevate expectations?  

4.  Rule # 4: Engage them.  Ask:  How can I get them involved?  What is their strength?  

In conclusion, Van Slyke advised the audience to employ an adaptive leadership style in implementing any change, 

quoting the late master Frank Lloyd Wright, who said that ñThe architectôs most useful tools are the eraser at the 

drawing board and the wrecking bar at the site.ò   If we continue to ignore psychology and neuroscience, which tells 

us that emotions rule over reason, history will repeat itself time and time again.  Instead, HR is tasked with planning 

ahead for the emotions tied to any change, and, rather than expecting adults to set them aside in the name of busi-

ness, leverage them to the organizationôs advantage. 

Special thanks to Erik Van Slyke for making the presentation to The HR Alliance.  Mr. Van Slyke can be reached at  

erik.vanslyke@solleva.com  with questions and comments.  

(Continued from page 1) 
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BEYOND THE BLUEPRINT: ADAPTIVE TOOLS FOR DRIVING CHANGE 
By: Erik J. Van Slyke 

Leading change is hard no matter what methodology a 

change manager brings to the table.  Successful change 

architects have learned that to execute well, they must use 

adaptive capability to more effectively work through pro-

ject realities.  

This point was underscored in a conversation with Ellen, a 

human resources executive for a global pharmaceutical 

firm and project sponsor for a full -scale HR outsourcing 

initiative.  The project was over budget, behind schedule 

and receiving poor reviews from 

division executives, employees 

and HR leaders.  

ñWe started this initiative with 

textbook change management 

support and built a very detailed 

plan using our proven internal 

change methodology.  After ini-

tial success, we saw both techni-

cal hurdles and push back from 

the divisions, and we were 

caught by surprise.  We missed 

important cues along the way 

because we were either too fo-

cused on executing our change plan or too busy reacting to 

every little bump along the way.ò 

So, why is leading change so difficult?  Why is it that even 

with the application of proven methodologies change lead-

ers struggle achieving desired results?  

The difficulty leveraging the value of proven change models 

may lie less in the construct of any change model itself, 

and more in the challenge of applying a rational and uni-

form framework to the irrational and unpredictable ele-

ments of human behavior.  As Frank Lloyd Wright once 

said, ñThe architectôs most useful tools are an eraser at the 

drafting board and a wrecking bar at the site.ò  So, too, 

with managing change, the most useful tools are those that 

help you behave adaptively once the project begins.  

This doesnôt mean that methodologies are wrong.  In fact, 

methodologies help us establish the overall design objec-

tives and an initial blueprint for action.  But once a project 

begins there are obstacles and challenges that require re-

designing the plan or creating work -around solutions to 

help meet broader project objectives. Some problems are 

technical and can be solved by applying expertise. Others 

require solutions that are more adaptive and focused on 

navigating human emotions and behavior. Most problems 

are a combination of both and require a set of capabilities 

that allow change leaders to navigate the ambiguity and 

create flexible solutions to keep initiatives on track. For 

example, when  the sub - team Ellen assigned to implement 

new compensation administration technology missed its  

first three milestones, project leaders reacted by looking at 

the technical challenges and evaluating the quality of the 

work plan.  They focused on 

whether the team accurately 

identified the business re-

quirements or whether the 

vendor would need to make 

programming modifications to 

the technology.  They also 

looked at whether the work 

plan captured enough detail 

and accurately represented 

how much time it took to do 

the work.  

When those issues didnôt 

solve the problem, project 

leaders evaluated whether the 

team had the right capability or needed more resources.  

Attention then shifted to determining whether leaders were 

capable of doing their jobs.  At this point, team members 

from both the company and the vendor began to feel very 

disheartened, unsupported, and even hurt.  The technical 

components of their work were being questioned, and at an 

even more personal level, their capability was under fire.  

So, now not only were the original challenges still there, 

but project leaders had morale issues contributing to de-

lays.  

The Science and Art of Change  

All change efforts are a mix of Science and Art.  Change 

Science is the core to managing change effectively, provid-

ing the structure to support change management activities.  

Without Science, our insights into human motivation re-

main only insights without the corresponding actions 

needed to create desired behavioral change.  Change Art 

provides the tools for uncovering the emotionally and be-

haviorally driven challenges of a project and provides per-

spective to help change leaders see challenges more 

clearly.   A framework that balances the Science and Art of 
(Continued on page 4) 
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