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L E A D E R S H I P  BR I E F I N G  
Managing Your Team’s Responses to Change 

Change is on the horizon in your organization. For some on your team, this is an exciting time full of 

promise and eager anticipation for what the future holds. For others, it is a disruptive time when anxiety 

and uncertainty run high. They may be personally and/or professionally invested in maintaining the status 

quo. Still others may be simultaneously hopeful about what is to come and confused about what it will 

mean for them. Suffice it to say, change can yield all sorts of reactions. As a leader, it is up to you to 

manage these varied reactions in a way that harnesses the positive energy and minimizes the damaging 

impact of the negative. The table below identifies five common responses team members may have to 

change with specific guidance for leaders on how best to engage them to create the desired results. 

5 Types of Response to Change 
WHO THEY ARE STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGING CAUTION 

Champion: vocal and 
enthusiastic supporter of the 
change effort 

 Make sure they are heard. 
Offer a platform to express 
their opinion. 

 Make sure they are valid. 
Inaccuracies in statements can 
be damaging (sometimes they 
overpromise due to 
excitement). 

 Make sure they want the 
change that’s coming. Ensure 
that they can conceptualize 
the vision, not just change for 
the sake of change. 

Obviously, the champion can be 
your biggest ally, but they can 
also create the biggest problems. 
Vet for accuracy and deliberately 
positive action steps. 

Passive Observer: general 
population; will follow the 
masses 

 Be patient. Provide frequent 
and consistent messaging to 
this group. 

 This group will respond to 
passion, but they will need to 
sustain the change. Provide 
passionate facts. 

 Early wins will help move this 
group. Talking about change 
can be paralyzing to this 
demographic so you need to 
show them. 

Passive Observers will say they 
want to hear your plan (and they 
think they do), but the more they 
hear, the more anxious they will 
become (whether they agree or 
not). Get to work early and 
SHOW them results. 
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Silent Spectator: quiet, without 
a clear intention of support 

 Silence equals silence. It does 
not equal support or dissent. 

 Find out WHY they are silent, 
and WHERE they are not silent 
(few people are “always 
silent”). 

 Don’t wait too long. This is the 
median group and represents 
the culture you are trying to 
change. Leave them dormant 
for too long and they will 
create the unwritten aspects 
of the new culture. 

Assumptions can destroy your 
efforts with the silent spectator. 
Learn what is quieting them. 

Dissenter: loud and vocal 
opposition 

 Listen. Offer them a platform 
to express their opinion. This 
opposition group can become 
your biggest ally. 

 Make sure they are valid. 
Inaccuracies in statements can 
be damaging. (Support their 
facts). 

 They hold the key. Regardless 
of motivations, suggestions or 
observations from this group 
can unlock your ability to 
create the change you desire. 

Determine who they are really. 
Are they “cantankerous” or “a 
person with genuine and 
appropriate concerns” (i.e., 
committed to the past, troubled 
by aspects of your approach?) 

Permanent Resister: will not be 
convinced 

 Conserve your energy. No 
amount of effort will convert 
them. 

 Time is vital. Allow enough 
time to confirm that a staff 
member is, in fact, a resister 
(offer positive change, see if it 
moves them). If unmoved and 
unwavering, move swiftly to 
remove them from your 
future. 

 Embrace positive attrition. 
Coach this group onto a more 
suitable tomorrow. 

Don’t make this group your 
“cause.” Separate the dissenters 
from the permanent resisters 
(will take a little time) and put 
your energy toward the 
dissenters. 

 

http://www.planetree.org/

