
 1 

A Bridge of Trust: Leading Change in Turbulent Times 

 

by  Prof. A.R. Elangovan, PhD 

 

Managing change in organizations is one of the most challenging and critical competencies for 
leaders and senior executives.   In times of economic turbulence, the ability to successfully lead 
change is even more crucial as organizations try to adapt and make tough decisions.  Often these 
situations call for radical change efforts that are fraught with pitfalls and impediments.  

Bringing about successful change is contingent on the presence of a few key ingredients:  the 
need for change, an idea for the change, sufficient resources for carrying through the change, the 
support of senior management, and effective implementation.   First, all change efforts should be 
underpinned by a clear need for change.  Such a need ought to be clearly articulated to the 
employees so that there is collective commitment to the change.  It is the responsibility of the 
leaders advocating change to frame this need for change – they have to create a sense of a 
“burning platform” to get employees onside for change.  The second ingredient is the other half of 
the same coin – it pertains to clearly articulating an idea that fits the need.  In other words, the 
solution to address the “burning platform” should be highlighted and consistently articulated to 
gain the active support of the employees.  Third, successful change requires sufficient resources 
to make change a reality.  These resources often come in the form of time – time for planning, 
meeting, coordinating, organizing, and taking actions and following through.  This is important 
issue since managers are often reluctant to spare scarce human resources and time when the 
business is in a downturn.  However, it is especially in such situations that the necessity of 
investing resources for change becomes integral for success.  Fourth, the support of senior 
management is an important ingredient for effective change.   Senior managers and leaders in 
organizations have the visibility, legitimate authority and persuasive power to make or break 
change efforts.  They are also instrumental in ensuring that sufficient resources are allocated to 
the change initiatives and supporting those leading them.  Lastly, effective implementation 
constitutes the final ingredient for a successful change process, and merits a deeper discussion. 

 

The Implementation Challenge 

The first four ingredients discussed above reflect the basic background conditions that are 
pivotal for change to happen – they are necessary but not sufficient conditions for success.  
Implementation of the change is the last piece of this complex puzzle and, perhaps, the most 
difficult one.  The path to successful intention is strewn with impediments and pitfalls that stump 
change efforts.  More often than not good intentions and grand plans for change flounder after an 
enthusiastic start as shifting priorities, short-term problems, day-to-day issues, waning interests 
and organizational politics eat away at the energy and resources needed for success. 

Successful implementation involves paying attention to a range of factors, especially the fostering 
of champions, developing detailed action plans, overcoming resistance to change, persisting and 
persevering, and sharing the glory.  
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First, change of any magnitude, but especially radical change, requires that a critical mass of 
leaders in the organization champion the change efforts.  These leaders may be either senior 
executives and/or highly respected experts within the organization who speak with one voice, 
reinforce each other words and actions, support each other’s efforts and share the work load and 
responsibility for success.  In the absence of such a core team of change champions, the change 
efforts may come to naught as just one or two individuals push for change and are either 
sidelined or give up due to burnout.   

Second, it is important that this core team of change champions develop detailed action plans 
that outline short-term, medium-term and long-term tasks, objectives, accountabilities, and 
performance measures.  It is true that when it comes to change, the “devil is in the details” and all 
the sweeping talk of a grand vision will not see the light of the day if the organization does not 
pay attention to the details.   Often, it is tempting to view the change as a fait accompli based on 
the initial excitement – but without the detailed, systemic follow-through, the change effort is 
bound to fade away. 

Third, the implementation of any change efforts is bound to run into resistance from some 
employees and stakeholders.  While some of this resistance may be due to genuine concerns and 
objections on the part of some employees regarding the viability or appropriateness of the 
change initiatives, it also likely to be driven by personal agendas, perceptions of  future gains and 
losses, and organizational politics.  It behooves the leaders of change to anticipate such 
resistance, plan for it and overcome it through rational, legitimate or normative approaches to 
persuasion.   

Fourth, change like any other process stretches over time.  As such, it is bound to have its ups and 
downs and twists and turns.  Change in organizations involves so many interconnected and 
integrated parts that any change process is likely to be affected (and hindered) by hidden 
surprises.  Further, as the process rolls out the disruptions of the change is likely to be felt 
immediately by the organizations while the benefits don’t materialize for quite some time.  In 
such situations, the change process may often appear to be a failure as criticisms mount but 
results are yet to materialise.  It is important to recognize that pulling out at such a time would 
automatically make the change effort a failure.  What is needed is for the change champions to 
persist and persevere under those conditions. 

Lastly, the more people who own the change the more comprehensive and effective the change is 
likely to be.  So it is important to not only celebrate the small victories along the way but also 
ensure that everyone shares in the glory.  Change leaders should change the “I” to a “we” or a 
smaller “we” to a bigger “we”.  Inclusion rather than exclusion ought to be the guiding principle 
as the wheels of implementation move forward and bear fruit. 

 

Role of Trust in Successful Implementation 

Trust occupies centre stage in this push towards successful implementation.  The key steps of the 
implementation are successful only when the leaders mobilizing the forces for change are 
perceived as trustworthy by the employees and those who need to act to bring about the change.  
Research on trustworthiness has shown that it is a function of three elements – ability, 
benevolence and integrity.   
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First, employees need to believe that the leaders advocating the change have the ability to deliver 
on the expectations they have created.  Often, leaders promise significant improvements and 
gains in their attempts to gain buy-in from the employees.  Their efforts are likely to fall short if 
the employees perceive them as incapable of delivering on the change initiatives.  It is important 
to note that this assessment by the employees is different from their judgment of the soundness 
of the idea for change.  The latter refers to whether the employees think the change initiatives 
will lead to the promised results; the former refers to whether the employees think senior 
management (or those championing the change) can lead the organization through the change 
initiatives.  

Second, employees need to believe that the leaders advocating change are benevolent towards 
the employees.  In other words, employees will trust their leaders and buy into the change only if 
they perceive their leaders as having goodwill towards them.  For this to happen, employees need 
to believe that their leaders know them, understand their needs and concerns, and will keep their 
best interests at heart when making decisions regarding change and implementing them.  In the 
absence of such a perception of benevolence, employees will judge the change initiatives to self-
serving by those advocating it and will be passive, if not reluctant, followers.   

Third, employees need to believe that the leaders advocating change possess integrity in order to 
trust them.  Integrity in this context refers to the employees’ perceptions of their leaders’ 
adherence to a commonly held set of ethical principles and values.  Decisions (including those 
pertaining to change) are made based on a set of criteria that, in turn, are grounded in these 
closely held (perhaps subconscious) set of values.  Employees’ trust towards their leaders 
increases when they perceive a congruence in these values and feel ensured that their leaders 
will do the right thing under conditions of uncertainty.   

In sum, for the implementation of change to be successful, the leaders championing the change 
need to be perceived as trustworthy.  When employees trust their leaders, they not only buy into 
the change, but they also become actively engaged in the process.  Such a perception of 
trustworthiness is contingent on the leaders being viewed as having ability, benevolence and 
integrity in the eyes of the employees.   

 

Conclusion 

Change is indeed the only constant, and managing it effectively is often what separates success 
from failure, especially in turbulent times.  Leaders need to ensure that all the ingredients of 
change are present and that the different steps for implementation are addressed.  Lastly, they 
need to recognize that trust sits at the heart of any change initiative and work to build trust as 
the bridge to successful change.  


