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Develop and share the vision for change:  
Ensure the ‘what,’ ‘how’ and, most importantly,  
‘why’, for the change are universally understood.

Foster a sense of urgency: Necessity ignites  
people to acceptance and action.

Broaden the circle of leadership: Empowering  
moreindividuals reduces the burden on senior 
leadership, and deepens buy-in and accountability 
across stakeholders.

Prioritise buy-in throughout the change process: 
Ongoing dialogue with stakeholders (students, 
teachers, parents and community) builds ownership 
and ensures a wide range of innovative ideas 
are considered. It also reduces friction during 
implementation and sets a solid foundation for 
sustaining the change.

Be flexible, and know your plan will (and should) 
change: Rigidity and deterministic planning is an 
inefficient use of time and impairs the effectiveness 
of leadership.
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Prototype, and allow space for failures: 
Experimentation allows for validation and 
improvement of new approaches, and  
builds a culture of innovation and ownership.

Encourage broader collaboration, including 
interschool: Collaboration helps stakeholders 
frame the change initiative in the larger  
context and allows for innovation while reducing 
redundancy and reinvention.

Maintain an active model: Consciously apply a 
model of continuous improvement that will 
keep people invested in the change, discourage 
complacency and allow for sustained change.

Measure the change: Use data and evidence 
to monitor change outcomes. When data 
are positive it will increase buy-in and build 
momentum, and when negative it will  
allow for understanding and improvement.

Entrench changes within culture: By anchoring 
values of community, ownership and 
improvement within school culture, staff become 
more invested in the success and maintenance  
of the change.

Quick Guide
10 tips for leading  
sustainable change
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Introduction

Leading enduring organisational change  
is extremely difficult. 

Research across a range of industries has found that 
organisational change initiatives fail 60-70% of the time 
to create sustained implementation (Ashkenas, 2013). 
Particularly in post-quake Canterbury, schools are 
experiencing their most significant period of change ever 
(Osborne, 2014). Many of these changes, such as 
demographic shifts, school co-locations and the opportunity 
to explore more flexible learning environments, are 
unprecedented in the rapidity of their introduction— 
or even in their introduction at all—and are devoid of 
existing roadmaps for implementation.
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While extensive literature exists about organisational  
change management, little focuses specifically on  
the education system, and even less on New Zealand’s 
landscape. So how should school leaders facilitate  
change initiatives that are likely to endure?

To this end, the authors of this study sought to learn from 
leaders of greater Christchurch schools who have 
successfully led change initiatives. The authors interviewed 
17 school leaders, mainly principals, and complemented 
these lessons with research from expert literature about 
change management.

The result is this case study, which uses primary and 
secondary research to explain important considerations, 
best practices, and potential pitfalls for leading change 
efforts and sustaining those changes, particularly in the 
context of educational institutions. 
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Before implementing 
change

This section discusses practices that lay the 
groundwork for leading successful change. 
While these considerations are of primary 
importance prior to change occurring, they 
remain significant throughout implementing 
and maintaining change.

Understand the scope of the change
Guiding all other considerations is what type of change 
the organisation seeks. Broadly speaking, there are two 
categories of change: first-order and second-order. As 
one author explains, “First-order change involves minor 
adjustments and improvements in one or a few dimensions 
of the organisation; it does not change the organisation’s 
core” (Kezar, 2001, p. 16). A first-order change, for instance, 
could be implementing a new teaching and learning medium, 
like BYOD (Bring your own device).

Second-order change, by contrast, is transformational, 
causing fundamental shifts to an organisation and its 
stakeholders. Often, the same author elaborates, “Second-
order change is associated with a crisis that precipitates 
the change… [such changes] tend to be multi-dimensional… 
multi-level… [and can] seem irrational because the change 
is based on an unfamiliar logic or worldview.” (Kezar, 2001, 
p. 16). Nearly all the leaders interviewed for this study
were leading second-order changes, usually involving
transformation of teaching and learning pedagogies. For
some leaders, this change was aligned to a rebuild or
redevelopment of the school buildings.
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Second order changes present tremendous opportunity, 
but can also receive greater resistance by their very 
nature of affecting a wider range of stakeholders and an 
organisation’s underlying values. These changes are more 
complex and require more maintenance to ensure successful 
implementation and endurance. Given their increased 
difficulty, and the abundance of New Zealand schools 
undergoing second-order changes, this study will focus on 
approaches for implementing and sustaining these higher-
order changes (although most are still applicable, albeit 
perhaps more than necessary, for first-order changes).

Responsive leadership
Facilitating successful change starts with, though goes 
well beyond, an organisation’s executive leader. Leaders 
who have spent their career within the industry in which 
they are leading change often receive an extra level of 
credibility from stakeholders. School principals, having 
generally ascended to this leadership role from a teaching 
background, are therefore well-positioned to lead change 
efforts. Far more important than a leader’s background, 
however, is the leadership style they employ.

Be a transformational leader
Instrumental to achieving second-order change is a 
transformational leader at the organisation’s helm. A 
transformational leader is characterised as understanding 
the need for distributed leadership (as opposed to top-
down) and intrinsic motivation (as opposed to transactional 
or extrinsic motivation), and gently but relentlessly guides 
stakeholders throughout the school community to expand 
their aspirations (Hallinger, 2003). A recent research project 
conducted across several Canterbury secondary schools 
supported the importance of transformational leadership. 
In this project, teachers from schools were asked to report 
the qualities consistently found in the most effective 
leaders, and the results described the definitional makeup of 
transformational leadership (Moir, Hattie & Jansen, 2015).

The majority of participants in this study fell into this 
category, and actively understood and articulated the need 
to practice transformational leadership, especially in  
growing the base of leaders. “A leader has to grow leaders,” 
one participant acknowledged. “You can’t achieve [change] 
on your own. Senior leaders and team leaders—these  
people really drive the change.” Another participant added 
the believe that: “The teachers need to be leading the 

Source: Jansen, 2014.

Recognise and  
value people

Develop peoples’  
skills and strengths

Foster independant 
leadership roles

Share ownership  
and responsibility

Host collaborative 
conversations

Role model generative  
listening and learning

Developing  
organisational culture

Build in mechanisms  
for dialogue

Seek out shared  
values

Disempower ego  
through humility

Gain clarity of focus

Proactively 
mentor 

individuals

Distribute 
power and 

decentralise 
control

Foster 
interaction and 
shared learning

Articulate 
shared vision 

and values

Overview of leadership 
actions that facilitate 
self-organisation
Figure 1
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change and the leadership team need to act as the support.” 
Many components of transformational leadership will be 
discussed in ensuing sections of this study, though one 
figure summarises the high-level actions a transformational 
leader should take to implement and sustain a second-order 
change is outlined to the left.

Do your homework
Before leading any change, leaders must ‘do their 
homework’. Interview participants spent ample time reading 
relevant literature and taking courses. They spent even 
more time understanding the nuanced dynamics of their 
organisations, especially through meetings with internal 
stakeholders, which helped them: “gauge how up for change 
and opportunity people [are].”

Also important is gaining outside perspectives, which are 
inherently less biased. This practice, one participant noted, 
allowed for: “a clear context of what the school was like…  
what its strengths and weaknesses were.” 

Another preliminary consideration for transformational leaders 
is to learn the power dynamics within their community (Hardy, 
1996). One participant spent significant effort to: “…understand 
the [school’s] stakeholders, find out where the power is  
and where the power sits (whether that be kids, staff, board). 
[This helped me] form relationships with those in power.”

By “looking, watching, observing, and creating relationships 
[with staff]… before discussing any changes outwardly,” 
participants gained insightful information about their 
employees’ strengths and personalities, as well as any necessary 
skillsets lacking within the school. Unsurprisingly, relationship 
building is an imperative component of driving change, and will 
be a theme throughout most subsequent topics.

“…the culture of an organisation and how 
people respond to change and innovation  
is shaped substantially by the behaviours 
of the leader.”

– Kavanagh & Ashkanasy, 2006, p. S82

Look at the ‘why’. If there is no reason for 
change, then it is really hard to get  
buy-in from people. Look at the change 
from different perspectives and research.”

– Interview participant
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Consider using a formal framework to guide  
change initiatives
Many change management models have created general 
frameworks and structures to guide change efforts. Most 
models share overarching approaches, but diverge in 
their nuances. While individuals leading organisational 
change should remain flexible in their approach, they may 
gain confidence and grounding by having a framework to 
reference at different phases of implementation.

One framework that broadly aligns with the 
recommendations of this study was developed by the 
social scientist, Kurt Lewin. This framework (shown above) 
suggests a period of pre-actions before implementing a 
change, and a period of ‘re-freezing’ after implementation, 
where the gains from the change are explicitly embedded 
and ‘locked in’, before repeating the cycle as appropriate.  
In reading this study, readers may find it useful to keep 
Lewin’s framework in mind.

Build unity, gain buy-in
No leader can lead change alone. Therefore, it is vital for 
leaders to gain buy-in from their organisation’s stakeholders 
before any implementation occurs. The main stakeholders of 
schools tend to be students, staff, board members, parents, 
and the wider community. The benefits from buy-in are vast, 
including: creating a larger ring of support, which allows for 
positive momentum; empowering stakeholders and creating 
a larger network of leaders (critical for second-order 
changes); and unifying the vision and strategy around the 
change (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008).

Taking the time to gain buy-in prior to implementation 
allows for something critical: giving stakeholders time to 
absorb the reality of the situation. Most people, even those 
who become enthusiastic supporters of change, innately 
prefer the status quo (Kim & Kankanhalli, 2009). “First 
reactions are always defensive due to a lack of confidence in 
change,” one participant explained.

Participants reported that what helped staff and teachers 
accept their new realities was advanced warning. “What 
[staff] wanted was time…,” one participant shared. “Plenty 

Lewin’s Framework  
for Change
Figure 2

Source: Jansen, 2014.
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of lead time [helped] teachers digest and implement the 
changes over time, rather than be caught out when the time 
comes.” Of course, time has not been a luxury frequently 
afforded to Canterbury schools in recent years. But even 
short lead-times, participants noted, when combined with 
transparency and honest communication, encouraged 
adoption of change.

There are many vital tools to help gain unity and buy-in from 
stakeholders, the most important of which are discussed on 
the next page.

Develop the organisation’s vision and strategy
A compelling vision outlining the ‘what,’ ‘how’ and, most 
importantly, ‘why’ of the change plan is an important  
way to gain broad support and momentum towards a change 
initiative. “If people buy into the vision, if you are clear 
enough about why you are doing what you are doing, and if 
your rationale is right, most employees will understand even 
if they are surprised at first” (Kotter & Cohen, 2002,  
p. 302). Most interview participants found it smoother  
to develop the vision for change with stakeholders in waves, 
starting with more central parties, like senior leadership, 
before expanding to external stakeholders.

Change visions consisted of several common key  
elements. First, they were embedded within the established  
mission and values of the school, which brought continuity 
to the changes. Second, they focused on the students’ 
futures when describing the ‘why’ for the changes, which 
resonated with their stakeholders. Third, they used  
data to support the proposed changes. Finally, they used 
language that elevated stakeholders to see beyond  
their personal vantage point, to that of the entire school  
(or in some cases, the broader education system).  
“Growing a teacher’s understanding that it’s not ‘my class, 

my kids’ but that it’s ‘the entire school’”, as one participant 
put it, compelled staff to voluntarily opt into the changes, 
and become invested in the success of the change.

One other component of visioning that participants  
found crucial to creating buy-in and ownership is including 
stakeholders in the creation process. Such a practice 
inherently allows for a better outcome, as more thought  
and perspectives are incorporated. But even greater,  
when stakeholders are involved in the process, they 
naturally feel more invested in the initiative, and are more 
likely to sustain the changes moving forward, even in  
the face of challenges (Kotter, 2012).

In addition to creating a formal vision, it is beneficial for 
a leader to craft powerful, informal narratives about their 
views for the school’s future. Research of business leaders 
who successfully drove second-order changes concludes 
that storytelling, and customising this story for different 
stakeholders, is an effective way to gain support for the 
change (Anthony & Schwartz, 2017). Good leadership during 
change, according to one principal, is “‘the act of painting  
a picture of the future that is better than the current reality’” 
(Osborne, 2014, p. 5). This is more effective when the leader 
can paint the picture from multiple vantage points.
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“The right vision is feasible and easy to 
communicate. It is emotionally appealing  
as well as strategically smart. And it  
gives the [core stakeholders] a picture of 
success and enough information and 
direction to make consequential decisions 
on the fly, without having to seek 
permission at every turn.”

– Kotter, 2012, p. 52

“Teachers need to be leading the change 
and the leadership team need to act as  
the support.”

– Interview participant

Express a sense of urgency
Urgency is one of the most powerful tools in encouraging 
buy-in. “In successful change efforts,” one author on change 
writes, “the first step is making sure sufficient people act 
with sufficient urgency—with on-your-toes behaviour 
that looks for opportunities and problems, that energises 
colleagues, that beams a sense of ‘let’s go’” (Anthony 
& Schwartz, 2017, p. 43). Not only will urgency compel 
stakeholders into action: it paves the path for sustaining the 
change. As another author explains: “It’s this setting out of a 
compelling and motivating vision that something is not only 
desirable, but vital for a school’s continued success, that 
gives urgency to a change” (Osborne, 2014, p. 5). Employing 
such ‘leadership change’ also lays the groundwork for 
ingraining the change within a new culture of innovation and 
forward-thinking in the organisation. This essential practice 
of embedding change within the culture will be discussed in 
a later section.

Emphasising the immediate need for change is especially 
practical for many New Zealand schools, given the reality 
of their situations. One participant recalled the impact of 
expressing urgency: “Teachers of one school were quite 
resistant to the news of a co-location, until the principal 
stressed: ‘this school will close if we don’t make a change.’” 
This painfully honest statement helped staff to understand 
the situation, and work to avoid this outcome.

Expressing urgency implies another powerful tool: stressing 
the ‘why’ for the change initiative over the ‘how’ or ‘what.’ 
“People don’t buy ‘what’ you do, they buy ‘why’ you do it,” 
one author asserts (Sinek, 2009). The ‘why,’ he says, is the 
component many leaders neglect, instead only harping on 
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’. Emphasising the ‘why’, particularly 
when it presents the urgent necessity of the change, will 
increase acceptance and action.
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Express a sense of urgency
Vital to implementing second-order changes is broadening 
the number of stakeholders in leadership positions. 
Participants employed an array of strategies to expand the 
leadership base before implementing any changes, from 
vision groups comprising staff from mixed levels, to focus 
groups with staff, students and parents.

Broadening the leadership base also helps spread 
acceptance more quickly among different groups of 
stakeholders (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). Since different 
stakeholders have different interconnectedness and 
influence, creating a more diverse pool of individuals to 
communicate and advocate for changes increases the 
influence the senior leadership team might have alone.

This was exemplified at one school, where senior leadership 
was facing some scepticism from the community about the 
proposed rebuild. The school’s principal chose to contract a 
parent to write the formal brief for the rebuild. This parent 
went into the community to understand its concerns and 
desires for the rebuild, and unearthed several key factors, 
such as including professional development opportunities. 
The parent wrote these considerations into the brief, and 
gained broader buy-in from the community, which now felt 
heard and supported.

Don’t just tell: Show
Even the most compelling words and facts can fail in 
convincing individuals to adopt new systems or processes. 
Second only to providing lead-time, participants found 
showing stakeholders examples of institutions that have 
implemented similar changes was the most effective  
way of gaining buy-in.

At one school where classroom design was to change 
drastically, for instance, the principal explained how teachers 
“…kinda get it in theory but [they] haven’t seen it.” It was 
only when “teachers went and had a look at some schools 
[for themselves]” that they fully grasped and accepted the 
new configuration. Other groups of stakeholders, especially 
parents, felt more comfortable with the proposed changes 
once they saw them first-hand. This will be discussed 
further in the context of prototyping or piloting change.

It’s also important for the leader to show stakeholders  
their commitment to, and belief in, the proposed changes. 
How to do this is less prescriptive, but even physically 
being present helps. One participant noted: “It’s just really 
important that in that whole sustaining change you  
need to be highly visible in it and you have to walk the talk.  
People need to see that you are riding the journey too.” 
Context will dictate how leaders should best model the 
change, but of universal importance is the consistency with 
which leaders exemplify the behaviours and practices they 
want all stakeholders to adopt. Consistency of action and 
messaging across senior leadership is what stakeholders 
want to see before truly embracing the transformation 
themselves (Osborne, 2014).

Listen, listen, listen
Embedded in nearly all topics of this study is this one:  
listen, listen, and then listen some more. Not only is this a 
way for all involved to feel heard and valued: it is a way  
to improve upon the leader’s vision and strategy. This is a 
simple, obvious tool, but its criticality is sometimes 
overlooked. Putting in the time to listen and build 
relationships with all parties before initiating changes  
will pay dividends both when implementing changes  
and working to sustain them.
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One way in which this up-front time investment will help 
sustain change is by allowing leaders to identify talents and 
see potential in a broader circle of staff. Even if there is no 
present need, at some point during or after implementation, 
circumstances will undoubtedly arise—such as turnover, 
additional initiatives, or scaling—that require new (or more) 
expertise and leadership. By identifying the areas of skill 
in which staff are keen to develop, it can support an 
organisation to respond to challenges without losing 
momentum. Additionally, rather than relying on the usual set 
of staff in such situations, as organisational leaders often 
do, leaders will widen the pool of empowered staff, growing 
the breath of ownership and buy-in within the organisation 
(Gastil, 1994).

Ultimately, spending time listening to stakeholders helps 
create an organisational culture consistent with the values 
necessary for the new processes or structure to endure, 
including: community, respect, and diffused ownership. As 
will be discussed in a later section, entrenching the change 
and associated values within the culture is a critical  
element in sustaining the change.

Evolving an organisation’s values is a natural process 
that takes time, but is achievable through repetition and 
continuous reinforcement. Embodying these values  
early through the act of excessive listening is a terrific way 
to encourage other stakeholders to follow suit, which  
will improve the implementation and endurance of the 
change initiative (Kotter & Cohen, 2002).

“Whether at the top of a large private 
enterprise or in small groups at the bottom 
of a non-profit, those who are most 
successful at significant change begin their 
work by creating a sense of urgency among 
relevant people.”

– Kotter, 2002, p. 23

“An absence of trust down the line is  
what causes problems and people are less  
likely to try new things in the fear of 
making mistakes.”

– Interview participant
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Address resistance

While resistance to change is human nature, 
not all who initially resist are in fact resistors. 

As one participant put it: “Some people just don’t like 
change and some are afraid of it… those who are afraid of 
change can be very useful so long as you can alleviate  
that fear through enhancing their understanding.” 

Most of the topics in the previous section help overcome  
scepticism towards change, but the approaches  
outlined below are intended to help when opposition 
remains after the initial period. These practices are 
beneficial throughout all phases of implementation.
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Common reasons for resistance
There are many reasons why individuals resist change, 
but three of the most common and relevant are: believing 
the change is occurring too quickly; feeling devalued or 
unheard, and disagreeing with the vision (even if it is well 
articulated). In short, the most proven method to  
counter these resistances is to listen, understand, and 
counter opponents’ arguments (Blount & Carroll, 2017).  
The following paragraphs explore each type of resistance 
and ways to combat them.

Feeling change is occurring too quickly
Resistance from the speed of change is particularly strong  
in long-tenured stakeholders, those who have previously 
held leadership positions, and older individuals (Oreg, 2006). 
As discussed previously, advanced warning and urgency  
are effective in appeasing many with this objection.  
For those who are still concerned, participants employed 
several successful approaches.

One approach was to frequently emphasise the reality of  
the short timeframe, which: “acted as deadline, so people 
had to accept that the[y] had to change too.” In initiatives 
involving new physical spaces, many of the participants 
eased anxiety by: “letting [employees] see the [new] 
environments, giving them time to plan.” Ultimately, the 
timeframe for implementation is often outside of leadership’s 
control, so empathy and transparency are two of the best 
means of gaining acceptance from this type of resistance.

Feeling devalued or unheard
Second-order changes can cause stakeholders, especially 
those closest to the changes, to feel devalued or unheard. 
Often such feelings are caused by miscommunications 
about what one party says, and what another party, often 
listening through a self-interested lens, infers. 

For instance, when one principal made plans to change 
curricula, some teachers inferred this to mean they were  

bad teachers and could not properly teach the  
curriculum. Important to addressing such breakdowns in 
messaging, several participants stated, is to: “get  
everything on the table… and encourage the vent.”

Several participants also stated variations of another 
important approach: “Reassure them that they are great 
teachers and that they are here for the right reasons.” 
Research shows how often simply addressing the 
miscommunication, thereby instilling confidence and gaining 
trust, can resolve this issue (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008).

Disagreeing with the vision
Confronting those who disagree with the vision for change 
is perhaps the most challenging resistance to overcome. 
It is important here to understand the opposing viewpoint 
through difficult, honest conversations, which address the 
ideas rather than the person.

Returning to the ‘why’ of the change at hand, improving 
children’s futures, often helps to placate, if not persuade in 
such tough conversations (Moran & Brightman, 2000).  
One participant described how to approach such 
conversations: “we are going to be really honest here, we 
are going to talk about some things that make you feel 
uncomfortable, that make me feel uncomfortable. But you 
can’t hurt me [that is, don’t worry about offending me],  
we are staff and professional colleagues, here to talk about 
improving learning.”

It is also worth noting that in such discussions, a leader 
should not rule out the possibility of changing the plan; 
often stakeholders have good reasons for their opposition, 
and flexibility by one party tends to lead to reciprocation  
of that flexibility by the other party.

Ultimately, lots of resistance boils down to lack of 
communication, in addition to miscommunication.  
Such breakdowns are particularly dangerous because of  
the potential spiralling of misinformation between  
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parties, which can exacerbate rifts and resistance.  
One participant explained the need to over communicate, 
“being proactive that you don’t assume people know  
what you’re doing or saying.”

It is also important for those leading change to be aware  
of concerns that may not be vocalised to them. “Cynics 
aren’t always openly cynical,” one participant shared, “so you 
have to make sure to talk with them, not just to convince, 
but to understand what they think and may not be saying.”

Different levels of schools tended to have differing 
susceptibilities to communication breakdowns. In secondary 
schools, for instance, where parents are much less present, 
miscommunications with parents can occur more frequently 
than in primary schools, requiring additional safeguards.

Empower supporters to influence the fringe
To gain broad adoption of a change, it may not be necessary 
to ‘convert’ the minority of staunch resistors: rather, it is 
the people wavering on the fringe who are most important. 
To illustrate this point, it is helpful to consider Rogers’ 
Diffusions of Innovations model, as shown overleaf. While 
created to explain consumers’ adoption of a new technology, 
the model is based on inclination towards change, and 
remains universal in explaining how humans adopt changes.

People on the fringe equate generally to a portion of the 
‘late majority’, while staunch resistors equate to ‘laggards’. 
Converting those on the fringe produces enough momentum 
for the adoption to reach critical mass (Rogers, 1995),  
and isolates resistors of change. It is helpful to consider 
Rogers’ Diffusions of Innovations model, as shown overleaf.

The key to converting the fringe is empowering strong 
supporters (‘innovators,’ and ‘early adopters’) to showcase 
the effectiveness of the new system. This strategy, observed 
by several participants, is especially effective when the 
changes are being introduced in stages. In addition, 

“Cognitive conflict and critical reflection 
are key tools.”

– Interview participant

“Making [the vision] student-focused 
created buy in from teachers.”

– Interview participant

“You need not convert the biggest 
resistors. Don’t need them to be your 
supporters, but can’t have them tank you.”

– Interview participant
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Diffusion of 
Innovations
Figure 3

Market
Share %

Market Share

Technology Adoption
Bell Curve

Categories 
of Adopters

Innovators

2.5%

Early Adopters

2.5%

Early Majority

2.5%

Late Majority

2.5%

Laggards

2.5%

100

75

50

25

0

supporters help reduce resistance by showcasing their 
contagious enthusiasm for the new system. As one 
participant put it, “Enthusiasm spills over onto other people.”

Empowering supporters not only reduces resistance to the 
change: it helps sustain change by instilling a greater 
sense of ownership within these supporters. Participants 
understood how having supporters volunteer to lead pilots, 
rather than asking them or telling them to do so, would 
improve the amount of self-efficacy the supporters gained 
from the experience. One participants explained: “[A] 
voluntary approach is important. [It] gives people a sense  
of choice and ownership in their decision making.” 
Empowering supporters to help sustain change initiatives  
is crucial, and will be discussed further in later sections.

Allow for people to choose other pathways
Ultimately, not everyone will accept the organisational 
changes, and it is important to realise that this is both 
acceptable and inevitable. Despite their efforts, all 
participants faced at least one steadfast resistor, even  
after the organisation overwhelmingly accepted the  
plan. At such a juncture, it is essential to push forward  
with the plan, while providing a clear exit for anyone who 
prefers that route. It is also important that this exit is 
amicable and non-judgemental.

Many participants used the analogy of a school bus in  
this situation, with one explaining: “Everybody is going to  
be a part of this change whether you like it or not. [So]  
you get on the bus, [and] let people off the bus when  
they don’t like where they are going… [but] they won’t be  
pushed off the bus.”
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Implementing change

The following topics address several best 
practices for implementing change. 

As will be evident, some of these challenges bear 
similaritiesto those in the preliminary stages of  
change, though often require additional tools and 
considerations in addressing them. Additionally,  
while these tools should be utilised during the 
implementation phase, their continued employment  
is vital for sustaining the change too.

1919



Pool risk by sharing responsibility
The more drastic and uncharted a change initiative, the 
larger the change’s associated risk. Here, risk refers not  
to financial risks, but to the risk of accountability for failure. 
When such risk of failure lies with one leader, it can stifle 
risk-taking, reduce a leader’s effectiveness, and ultimately 
undermining the organisation’s attempt to maintain a 
change (March, 1981).

The most effective way to reduce this risk is by spreading  
it across more individuals (March, 1981). For example,  
the risk of stakeholder resistance discussed previously 
was reduced by shifting certain responsibilities from senior 
leadership to mid-level leadership. Not only can spreading 
risk help sustain change initiatives by empowering more 
stakeholders and increasing buy-in; it also helps by reducing 
burnout rates, particularly in senior leadership.

One participant noted how there was a “huge burnout  
factor in the leadership faction because people need the 
resilience, energy, courage, strength to be able to sustain 
change in a large organisation. For a leader to maintain  
that momentum, you need a shared leadership model.”  
Many of the following topics, while presented as their own 
tools, contain elements of risk pooling.

Control the speed of change
Change should only be introduced as quickly as an 
organisation can manage. What an organisation can manage 
varies with the organisation’s systems and culture, the  
scope of the change, and the risk of failure. As Lewin’s 
framework demonstrates, it is important to ‘freeze’ change 
efforts before the organisation becomes overwhelmed and 
unable to assess and internalise them.

If people in the organisation do become overwhelmed, 
leadership must be aware and respond. One participant 
heeded the importance of: “Looking out for people and 
looking out for when they are under pressure from change 
and helping them manage that and help them… knowing 
your team and looking after them means that they are  
more likely to take in the change.” After all, the same 
participant finished, “[You] can’t burn people you need to 
bring with you.”

Participants faced difficulties at times “knowing when to 
pause or pull the reins back on change.” Overloading staff 
was one of the most common errors participants believed 
they made during implementation. “I learned the hard way 
that you don’t have multiple changes at once,” one shared. 

Mistakes will happen, of course, but what is vital is to 
understand when to slow down and lock in gains, when to 
incrementally improve an existing element, and when to 
push forward with a new initiative. Often, participants found 
leaving sufficient time for periods of incremental change  
not only resulted in a smoother embedding process,  
but also provided the infrastructure and capacity for their 
organisations to sustain the improvements.
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Empower stakeholders, especially staff
Empowering more stakeholders to help lead the change 
process is one of the most important tools in successfully 
implementing and sustaining organisational change. Beyond 
the benefit of reducing opposition (as discussed previously), 
empowering staff increases their level of autonomy and 
commitment to the change and the organisation (Blundson 
& Reed, 2003).

Even more, broadened leadership provides opportunities 
for staff to leave their silos and interact with stakeholders 
across the organisation, resulting in greater organisational 
collaboration and performance (Morgan & Zeffane, 2003). 
This practice also leverages collective intelligence,  
as it increases the number of individuals contributing ideas,  
time and effort towards strategy and innovation.

To this end, many participants created committees to  
lead components of the change, author documents, and 
present progress reports to other stakeholders such 
as board members. As mentioned earlier, however, it is 
important that staff can volunteer to participate,  
rather than be told or asked to do so, as the act of choice 
promotes ownership and sustained interest.

This can be difficult at times for leaders, who want to 
proactively create diverse teams to ensure all relevant 
perspectives are incorporated. But as many  
participants reflected, creating structures and allowing  
staff to opt in (and to choose with whom they worked) 
resulted in high-quality work as well as high morale.

This balance between allowing for choice and ensuring 
diversity is delicate, and how much (if any) involvement 
leadership should have in asking specific staff to participate 
ultimately depends on context. But in any situation, many 
participants agreed, “acknowledgment and praise [of staff] 
are really important” in reinforcing stakeholders’ increased 
involvement. In particular, celebrating short-term wins is  
a great way to build and maintain momentum (Kotter, 2012).

“Leadership has to be really strong to help 
narrow the focus for the staff to help them 
from being overwhelmed.”

– Interview participant

“It is an illusion to expect that an executive 
team on its own will find the best way into 
the future. So you must use leadership 
to generate more leadership deep in the 
organization.”

– Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky, 2009, p. 67
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Allow space for trial and error
Many participants mentioned the importance of allowing 
time and space for staff to make mistakes, which is echoed in 
literature: “Organisations need to maintain a balance between 
explicitly sensible processes of change… and certain elements 
of foolishness that are difficult to justify but are important to 
the broader system” (March, 1981,  p. 572). By foolishness, this 
author means the characteristics that make people human, 
such as playfulness, slipups and changing opinions, as well as 
the qualities that make people accept the human condition, 
such as compassion and altruism.

Simply relying on a rational approach will create a  
tense, rigid environment that is transactional and unrealistic 
to sustain. Fostering an environment of understanding,  
risk-taking, and altruism, on the other hand, is a proven 
recipe for sustaining change. The following two topics 
address forms of ‘playfulness’ that should be incorporated  
to implement, maintain and improve upon change.

Be flexible
As discussed, sustaining an organisational change is  
more likely when there is broader buy-in and distribution 
of leadership. But including additional people in leadership 
positions means that the actual result will differ from  
the preconceived plan, no matter how many possible 
scenarios are anticipated.

“It is an illusion to expect that an executive 
team on its own will find the best way into 
the future. So you must use leadership 
to generate more leadership deep in the 
organization.”

– Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky, 2009, p. 67

“It was really beneficial for me to have 
people that I could talk to, who were going 
through similar experiences of change 
and receive feedback from it… a lot of 
professional dialogue. This helped me with 
confidence [about the new changes].”

– Interview participant 
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Encourage broader collaboration
Integrate the change across the entire school
When a change initiative is integrated across an entire 
organisation (as opposed to individual departments), it is 
more likely to achieve a successful and enduring outcome 
(Bryson, 2011). One recent report analysing efforts by  
multiple New Zealand schools to improve outcomes for 
Māori students through the Te Kotahitanga programme 
reflected the same conclusion; the institutions that integrated 
the changes throughout the school had the best results 
(Bishop, Berryman, Wearmouth, Peter & Clapham, 2011).

Full integration has three key benefits: it increases 
collaboration between staff of different departments; instils 
more ownership in staff by providing them with a higher-
order understanding of the change; and improves outcomes 
by increasing innovation and reducing redundancy. One 
participants shared how, by fully integrating the proposed 
changes and encouraging new peer-collaboration, “Teachers 
get [time] to wander through the other learning environments 
which helps ensure they don’t just replicate each other. And 
our team leaders have the opportunity to discuss what their 
plans are for next week or the big picture. We want to be 
heading in the right direction as a school, but not so much so 
that we have robots all doing the same thing.”

Network between schools
Just as fully integrating changes allows for staff 
empowerment and interdepartmental communication, 
building collaboration across schools produces these 
benefits at a larger scale. “Networks are super important,” 
explained one principal who often spoke and collaborated 
with colleagues across schools, “I’m glad that I’m able to pick 
up on bits and pieces from other schools, and now am able 
to pass on what I’ve learned about this process.”

Unsurprisingly, broader collaboration allows for improved 
results for both individual schools and the wider education 
sector. Additionally, staff who interact with more schools 
gain even greater perspective for the new changes, 
increasing the likelihood of buy-in and investment in the 
outcome. A number of participants had found cluster 
involvement useful for reinforcing and sustaining change: 
“It’s been quite powerful working with the cluster. If 
something is being done at a cluster level, then it’s not easy 
to opt out of [the new processes], which has been quite 
useful to embed the change. Every school within our cluster 
is changing and so the message for teachers is almost 
universally reinforced within their community.”

Another principal explained the importance of school 
leadership networking and the connectivity of partner 
schools: “We can’t do it in isolation. Students are flowing 
from one school to the next, so it is important change 

goes across their journey, to make them better once they 
reach the next school. There needs to be a flow-on effect 

in culture and values between the partner schools.”
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Sustaining change

Sustaining organisational change can be  
the most difficult phase for many reasons,  
not the least of which are complacency,  
turnover, and lack of precedent or roadmaps. 

Utilising these final tools addressed below – as well  

as revisiting the topics discussed previously – will embed 
change into an organisation’s infrastructure, enabling  
the organisation to sustain and improve upon the new 
system, even in the face of future challenges.
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Maintain an active model  
of continuous improvement
Maintaining second-order change requires an active model, 
where many individuals from the organisation are involved 
and continually seeking to improve the system (Boyce, 2003). 
This concept of continuous improvement is most known in its 
Japanese form: kaizen. An example of this in the education 
sector, professional learning communities work interdependently 
to actively evolve learning practices to achieve the unified 
goal of improving educational outcomes (Jansen, Cammock & 
Conner, 2010). Too frequently, once an organisation achieves 
any level of success with a change initiative, leadership stops 
to appreciate the gain, allowing inertia and complacency 
to stagnate improvement (Kotter & Cohen, 2002). It is, of 
course, important not to accelerate change faster than the 
organisation can handle. But that is the very reason tools 
should be used to ensure active processes that “constantly 
make sure that the bar doesn’t drop” and maintain continuous 
improvement at the speed manageable to the organisation.

Establish feedback loops
Feedback loops help to drive change by providing constant 
and diverse feedback, but also help sustain the changes 
through a culture of open, constructive communication 
across stakeholders. Participants ensured avenues existed 
for all groups of stakeholders to provide feedback. Many 
processes were formal, such as creating customised surveys 
for community members, parents, children and board 
members, to understand what was and was not working. 
While many schools already conducted stakeholder surveys, 
most had increased the frequency at which they conduct 
them since beginning implementation. For feedback loops to 
work, an organisation must maintain a culture of continuous 
improvement, where stakeholders feel comfortable sharing, 
even when their feedback is not positive.

“A challenge moving forward is how do  
we continually challenge supported growth 
between teachers. [We] can’t endorse 
complacency.”

– Interview participant

“I [literally] ask the kids: ‘what can I do 
better as your principal?”

– Interview participant
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Measure the change
Measurement is a key component of models of continuous 
improvement (Anders, 1997). Participants used multiple 
approaches to collect quantitative and qualitative data 
across stakeholders, including: evaluations; parent surveys; 
databases; and even questionnaires to students measuring 
their wellbeing and friendships. Measurement and data 
have different benefits depending on their results, but in 
any scenario, they allow for increased communication and 
transparency between stakeholders.

In addition to validating supporters’ buy-in to the change 
initiative, positive measurements sway sceptics to accept the 
change by providing proof. “Not everyone was on board pre-
transition,” reflected one participant, whose school recorded 
positive increases to student empowerment post-change, “but 
post-transition most people were on board. Parents came to me 
describing that they thought that it was going to be a complete 
shambles. However, they have seen their children take control 
and manage their own learning, which is really cool.”

The implications of convincing parents go beyond satisfaction: 
they can increase retention and enrolment. One primary school 
participant explained, for example, how part of the cohort always 
moves to a private school following Year 6. After collecting data 
demonstrating the improved academic outcomes, the school’s 
retention rate improved: “The year before we moved in we lost 
about 10. The year after we only lost one.”

“Measurement helps not only to validate, but also to correct 
problems,” one participant expressed. When something is not 
working, data and measurement provide a vehicle to identify 
the root issue, not just symptoms, and correct it.

Update educational documents and materials
One way to promote continuous learning is to update relevant 
documents to reflect the new vision, goals and standards of 
the organisation. Many participants discussed encouraging or 
requiring teachers to create MATES (Mutually Agreed Team 
Essentials) and adopt a team approach to teacher inquiries, 
which they believe has helped promote collaboration and 
accountability among teachers. Having teams write their own 
documentation also increases ownership, just as including 
them in visioning does. One author explained how those 
involved in crafting such documents: “are far more likely to 
be emotionally invested in it and committed to ensuring it 
succeeds” (Osborn, 2014, p. 6).

“When [the school] had an array of kids 
that were achieving below expectations, 
we went into data collection mode. [We] 
developed a team, looked at data from 
five years, and brought kids and parents 
in incrementally. This had an immediate 
impact on student achievement, and helped 
us with [developing] a new process… We 
now have a review process to look at these 
issues, [including] talking to parents.”

– Interview participant

“Creating culture that is not only 
empowering, but also a culture of teachers 
creating community… That’s how change 
stays. People staying, collaborating,  
being empowered.”

– Interview participant
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In addition to these benefits, updating documents provides a 
way to prevent reversion by staff who fall short of embodying 
the standards to which all have agreed. One participant 
recounted: “When someone does do something outside of 
these parameters, then you have a document to explain (or 
prove) that what they have done is a breach of the values 
and beliefs of the school and community.” Ideally there would 
not be a need to review documents for punitive reasons, but 
even the act of crafting and signing such documents greatly 
encourages buy-in to an active model of improvement.

Finally, updating documentation helps sustain change 
through its positive effect on new staff, who will see the 
tenets of the documents as the status quo and quickly 
begin embracing them. One participant explained how 
continuously updating team documents also acted to 
empower new staff, as well as existing staff who transfer 
teams: “Each team has their own team agreement, each 
year it is reviewed… [but] everything is reviewed when new 
personalities come in so that people can take ownership.”

Invest in your staff members’ success
While returns from investments in staff are hard to quantify, 
they are crucial to sustaining and improving upon change 
initiatives. Investing in development has important long-
term benefits, such as improved staff innovation, satisfaction 
and retention (Nadler & Tushman, 1990). Even for short-term 
success, certain investments are essential. For instance,  
if the change initiative involves newly designed classrooms, 
it is important for teachers to receive training about optimal 
utilisation of the new resources. Teachers are also likely 
to need professional development when transitioning to 
newer methodologies for student-focused learning (Mackey, 
O’Reilly, Jansen & Fletcher, 2017).

One of the biggest regrets shared by many participants  
was not choosing—or being financially able—to invest more 
in sending teachers to conferences and other schools  
to collaborate. Several participants expressed their regrets 
as cautionary tales, urging other leaders to consider the 
many ways such investment will reward their schools.  
But although financial investments are important, there are 
other impactful ways leadership can invest in staff, such  
as devoting time to meet with and support staff members. 
This type of investment should not be undervalued.

Another important investment is in support channels 
for staff. This investment often involved time and effort 
more than money. Some of this support is built within the 
feedback loop mechanisms, but it also comes from actively 
encouraging teachers to communicate and ask for help 
when they need it. One teacher participant shared that 
having the time “to discuss with other teachers about 
teaching strategies and students was really useful for me.”

School leaders need support too, though may not always 
have the mechanism. Multiple participants expressed their 
regret of not establishing a support channel for themselves. 
“It is crucial…” one participant reflected, “…recognising 
that you yourself need support to lead change that comes 
from a wide base of leadership teams.” Without such 
mechanisms, principals are more likely to burn out and leave 
their organisation. As may be expected, schools at which a 
principal leaf during a major change initiative are significantly 
less likely to sustain the change (Bishop et al., 2011).

Ideally, a leader’s closest supporter will be external to the 
organisation, in case an internal dispute arises that puts 
the leader at odds with the person who was his refuge. As 
one author put it, “The most important criterion is that your 
confidant [i.e. key supporter] care more about you than 
about the issues at stake” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 69).

“In order to sustain the change, you need  
to provide time and resources. Part of the 
resources are designed to support  
the teachers stress loads so that they can 
continue with the change without being 
overwhelmed.”

– Interview participant
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Entrench changes within the culture
Culture is a powerful tool in ensuring that transformational 
changes endure. Changing a community’s set of shared 
values and expectations requires a natural evolution, but by 
employing the tools outlined in this study consistently over 
time, people will naturally internalise and embody the new set 
of values, norms and expectations (Kotter & Cohen, 2002).

Of course, changing a deeply entrenched culture is not easy. 
One participant who was in the earlier stages of change, 
shared a challenge: “Currently we have a culture of ‘just tell 
us what to do and we’ll get on with it,’ but we are trying to 
change that because it’s not about us telling you what to 
do: it’s about ‘let’s try stuff and learn so we are better able 
to make decisions.’” Many participants observed changes in 
school culture over time, which helped maintain and even 
improve upon the organisational changes.

One notable shift in many schools’ culture was increased 
collaboration among stakeholders. One participant shared: 
“Change created a culture of collaboration with teachers, 
which spiralled in a good way.” Heightened collaboration 
could also improve the relationships between different 
sets of stakeholders. One participant expressed how the 
new culture shifted teachers’ relationship with parents: “It 
changed the idea that you are only going out to see parents 
when their kids are in trouble.”

Another cultural swing that helped sustain changes was 
shifting staff members’ mentality from self-interest to one of 
collective support and deeper service. “[We] changed [our] 
culture from teachers’ needs over students’ to the other 
way around,” remarked one participant. A staff member at 
another school explained the positive effect the principal’s 
new approach had on the entire community: “The culture 
changed when [the principal] showed that she cared about 
the teachers. Once the teachers recognised this support then 
they could support their kids.”

Finally, many participants noticed another underlying 
cultural shift: a greater sense of community among staff. 
Greater community not only encourages other benefits like 
collaboration and empowerment; it also fosters a healthier 
work environment, which can improve staff satisfaction and 
retention (Morgan & Zeffane, 2003).

“We built a culture moving away from the 
way ‘I’ do things to the way ‘we’ do things.”

– Interview participant

“All agree that change is hard, change 
takes time. Some think not even to call  
it change!”

– Interview participant
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Conclusion

The process of implementing and embedding second-order 
change is difficult and time-consuming, but this challenge 
can be countered by understanding the need for change, 
whether because of systemic requirement or simply the 
desire to improve.

In either event, implementing organisational change 
that will endure involves a blend of art and science, 
and requires extensive reflection, energy and brutally 
honest communication. Taking the time up front to lay 
the groundwork for higher-order change will give an 
organisation more time to naturally evolve and internalise it, 
creating sufficient infrastructure to sustain the new system.

Ultimately, sustaining organisational change comes down 
to empowering, growing and retaining talented people, and 
ensuring that all stakeholders don’t just accept the new 
system, but believe in the ideas behind it. This requires the 
creation of a culture where people are intrinsically motivated 
and are committed to goals that are bigger than themselves. 
If a transformational leader employs the tools in this study 
with authenticity and compassion, these less tangible tenets 
will naturally become embedded into the culture of the 
institution, and enable organisational change to endure.
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