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Today, leaders are facing constant change and 
complexity. This includes new technologies, markets, 
and competition, regulatory requirements and ways 
of working. Leading within layers of change has 
become the new normal. 

To thrive as a leader, you are required to balance 
managing today and creating tomorrow. Leaders 
need to adjust to new demands, learn new skills and 
behaviours, and begin working collectively towards 
shared goals. 

Leaders need to be vulnerable and strong, steady and 
agile, and accountable and innovative. This isn't easy in 
challenging environments. 

Adaptive problems require adaptive leaders.

Leaders increasingly face challenges where there is 
no clear answer and the right decision still needs to 
be made. Navigating problems require judgement, 
intuition and knowledge to be able to read the cues, 
make decisions and anticipate the consequences of 
those decisions. Leaders with poor emotional 
awareness and relationships will struggle. Being right 
doesn't matter if you have no one following you.  

Change success relies on people, not on strategy, 
structure or shiny new things. Leaders need to lead 
people from where they are, not from where they 
expect them to be or want them to be. This 
fundamental leadership truth provides challenges for 
leaders who have often had the benefit of time to 
get their heads around the change they are leading. 

Most organisational change efforts take longer and 
cost more money than anticipated. 

While no organisation is perfect, the percentage of 
change that fails or gets derailed is high. A McKinsey 
report found 70 percent of change programs fail to 
achieve their goals, largely due to employee 

i
resistance and lack of management support. 

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 
BALANCES MANAGING TODAY 
AND CREATING TOMORROW

At our core, we're wired for change: to make 
progress, improve and do better. We're also wired 
for certainty: to keep things the same and to keep 
ourselves safe. This conundrum makes leading 
change hard.  
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People want leadership that puts people first.

There is no single right definition of leadership. Yet 
the definition has changed. Leadership has moved 
from managing the process to hitting performance 
benchmarks (transactional leadership) to engaging 
and inspiring people towards shared goals and vision 
(transformational leadership). 

People today are looking for purpose. They want 
their roles to mean more than having a to-do list. 
Leading through the 'why' and the 'how' lenses has 
replaced the old-school command and control 'what' 
lens. Purpose provides the foundation for 
empowerment and engagement.

Empowering people through change starts with 
people feeling connected-in.

The future of work is creative, flexible and human. 
People can be their best selves when they feel 
listened to, valued and championed over time. 

 

Gaps in leadership and culture are amplified when 
leading people through change, for example, 
between the organisational values (the ideal) and 
behavioural norms (the reality).  

Change management models inform the process. 
The trouble with the process is that it doesn't 
teach leaders how to lead.

We can't expect people to:

a. Feel connected-in when they can't connect their 
effort to their output in a way that's meaningful 
to them.

b. Be engaged if they feel disconnected.

c. Feel empowered to speak up when trust is 
lacking.

d. Feel fulfilled if they're not learning and growing 
in some way.

There are stages of internal motivation that link 
leadership and culture. Great leaders tap into 
people's internal motivation by creating 
environments that build connection, psychological 
safety and belonging. 
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Figure 1 : Stages of Internal Motivation Linking Leadership and Culture © Toni Courtney 2019
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In summary, authentic and adaptive leaders, who 
know how to put their people first by creating 
cultural environments that support people bringing 
and being their best, will outperform those who 
don't. This is how leaders become change-maker 
leaders; they are ready for the future they're trying 
to create. 
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Empowering people through change is underpinned 
by five interlocking lynchpins:

1. Aligned game plan

2. Leadership example

3. Putting people first

4. Effective processes

5. Strong communication.

These lynchpins are connected by one requisite: 
trust. Trust and respect are the foundation upon 
which every relationship is built. People will only 
willingly follow a leader they trust. The best strategy, 
the right answer or the purest of intentions won't 

matter if there is no trust.

People will only speak up and challenge the status 
quo when they perceive it is safe to do so. When 
followers trust their leaders, one in two are engaged. 
When followers don't find leaders trustworthy, only 

iiione in 12 are engaged at work.  

Trust is necessary to drive change that sticks

In an environment of trust, communication, 
collaboration, change and transformation can 
succeed. 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO 
BECOME TO BE A 
CHANGE-MAKER LEADER?

Figure 2 : Empowering People Through Change – 5 Lynchpin Model © Toni Courtney 2019
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1. Aligned game plan

Top sporting teams win by design not by chance. 

Sporting teams start with a game plan—an 
overarching strategy for how they plan to 
win—where each player knows their input. It's the 
alignment of the game plan—the collective 
understanding of how the team will work 
together—that makes the game plan work. There is 
no room for confusion or self-interest. It's about the 
team working together to win.

The same logic applies in business. Organisations 
with an aligned game plan that cascades through the 
organisation (through shared strategies and goals, 
and aligned performance benchmarks and priorities) 
are afforded an opportunity to win. Effective teams 
stay on their 'main game'; they flex and re-chart 
when they need to; and they never lose sight of the 
overarching end game. This means ruthlessly 
prioritising, saying 'no' to good ideas, channelling 
resources efficiently, making trade-offs explicit and 
executing on the things that matter.  

Rather than allowing the organisation to work as one 
team, silos promotes individual games where teams 
are invested in protecting their turf and having 
control. Silos divide a company.

Position change as a marker for progress.

When a change objective aligns to a broader game 
plan, leaders have the opportunity to create 
compelling narratives about why the change matters 
within a bigger contextual framework. When people 
feel they are on a meaningful journey—where 
change is a necessary element—people will accept 
change and engage in it. 

‘Give everyone the opportunity to be inspired and 
become a part of something that matters. Because 

really, no matter what we do, we all want to feel 
like we're contributing to something meaningful. 
And that something may just look a little different 

to me than it does to you.’

—Simon Sinek

2. Leadership example

Effective leadership drives effective change.

There is no perfect leadership. Every leader needs to 
decide the leadership benchmarks that are right for 
them and bring those benchmarks intentionally into 
their leadership. That said, a new breed of 'real' 
leadership is emerging: value-based leadership with 
four key interlocking dimensions:  

Value self
 vs egoSelf-awareness

1.

Value others
 vs self-focusedOthers-focused

2.

Value the greater good
 vs self-interestShared interest

4.

Create value
 vs Transformational change

transactional change

3.
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1. Value self enough to lead from your core. 

Leadership is more about who you are than what you 
do.

Who are you as a leader? People won't want to go on 
a journey with you if they don't know who you are. 
People want to connect with the real you; they want 
to see your strengths, quirks and stuff-ups. No one is 
perfect, and your authenticity gives others 
permission to be their authentic selves too. 

Your self-esteem is your biggest asset. Knowing, 
valuing and backing yourself is the key to your 
leadership and how you react and respond in any 
situation. The quality of the relationship you have 
with yourself drives all your other relationships. 

2. Value others   

The journey of leadership is moving from self-focus to 
others-focus.

The side of your leadership people want to see most 
is the side that tells them you care. Your care for 
others is a capacity or a motivation for 
understanding others; it's not a soft emotion and it 
isn't about 'letting others off the hook'. 

Finding value in someone's contributions rather than 
judging the contribution as good / bad or right / 
wrong allows leaders to lead through a lens of 
contribution vs judgement. Leaders practise diversity 
and demonstrate humility by harnessing the value in 
their people.  

Our humility shows in how we speak to others; how 
open we are with them; when we invite their 
different ideas and perspectives, when we show 
respect, and when we listen with gratitude. These 
are all cues to how we can show up for others in a 
way that tells them we are here to make a difference 
to them.

There is no room for ego in value-based leadership.

3. Create value

You have to be able to look back at your performance 
and answer the question: What did I deliver?

The value of your brand is defined by who you are 
and what you've achieved. You need to create 
personal accountability to show you can deliver 
results. You also need to show that you can own, 
drive and deliver change that matters. This is how 
you create value, position your potential and 
futureproof your career. 

4. Value the greater good 

People want to know how their contribution 
contributed toward the greater good

People want to place their trust in others and 
organisations that are invested in the greater good, 
where 'doing the right thing' and sharing the 
benefits are prioritised over self-interest and money.
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3. People

Changing how people think is at the heart of 
managing change.

No one likes being told what to do. Empowering 
others means creating opportunities for people to 
have a go, learn through their mistakes, and build 
confidence and new skills.

When it comes to change, people generally have 
predicable concerns that can be addressed through 
communication.  Firstly, people want open, 
transparent and factual information about the 
change to help them make sense of what is changing 
and why. Secondly, and more importantly, people 
will be assessing what the change means for them 
personally and the degree to which the change will 
benefit them positively or negatively.  Leaders need 
to acknowledge that personal concerns will be 'on 
top' for people and shape their overall mindset 
about the change being faced.

As leaders, we can't change someone's mind, we can 
only influence their thinking. It's easy for people to 
say 'yes' or put up their hand and then not align or 
commit. Leaders have to be mindful of what people 
really think and feel, then create an environment 
where they feel safe enough to challenge their own 
thinking, see different perspectives and develop 
resourceful mindsets. 

4. Process

People must be front and centre at every stage in 
the process

Use this 7-Tip Change Checklist to help connect your 
team in and keep them on track during a change 
initiative.   

1. Believe in the change. Find something in it that 
you can connect to. Your mindset and attitude 
will impact how others see it. If you don't believe 
in it, why should they?

2. Create a compelling case for why the change is 
needed and what success looks like. Your 
leadership narrative needs to accommodate 
people's different sources of motivation.

3. Give people time and space to express their 
concerns and fears. Listen and acknowledge 
where people are at. You will only bring them 
with you, if you lead them from where they are. 

4. Where you can, give up ownership. Involve 
people early and let them take the lead. 

5. Set the expectations for the dimensions for 
change and the new benchmarks. Ensure people 
know what they are responsible for by setting 
clear and aligned expectations from the get-go. 

6. Encourage people to learn new skills and give 
them the tools and resources they need. 

7. Acknowledge early wins and steps of progress. 
It's easy to focus on the gaps and issues when it 
comes to change. We need to remember to 
focus on what we can acknowledge—we all love 
getting positive feedback.

Great leaders create a circle of safety around 
themselves where people know it's okay to speak 
up and share what's on their mind.

When people are truly invested in change, it is 30 
iipercent more likely to stick.
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5. Strong communication

Everything happens through conversation.

We're communicating all the time. Everything we say 
and do, everything we don't say and don't do, and 
every verbal and non-verbal reaction communicates 
something about ourselves.

Communication underpins how people work with 
and through each other to achieve collective results 
and impact. Working with and through others isn't 
easy or straightforward. Sometimes people say 
things they don't mean and don't do what they say 
they will, and sometimes, they expect others to 
guess what they're thinking. This results in 
misunderstandings and misinterpretations that make 
communication tricky. Personalities and ego get in 
the way too, especially when expectations and goals 
aren't aligned.

Change-maker leaders have a communication toolkit 
that allows them to influence positively and adapt 
their leadership in a way that builds rather than 
hinders relationships. 

The quality of the culture of your organisation 
depends on the quality of your relationships, which 
depend on the quality of your conversations. 
Everything happens through conversation.

Bringing it all together

Given change is the only constant, leading change is 
a critical leadership competency.

When we're all working under pressure to deliver, 
it's easy for change to occur as just more work. 

When we're in that mode, it's easy to forget what 
our team needs from us and how they are thinking 
and feeling about change.

Culture builds positively when people are engaging, 
collaborating and creating positive momentum 
together. This way of working is key to 
transformational transition.

Leading change isn't easy. Ultimately, it comes down 
to getting the leadership fundamentals right and 
knowing how to lead yourself through adversity and 
challenge.

Here's to your leading change success.

Change-maker leaders use their leadership voice as 
a powerful tool.
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Toni drives the results, team development and 
profitability of every organisation with which 
she works. 

Toni brings a fresh, grounded approach 
focusing on boosting leadership impact and 
effectiveness and unlocking potential to 
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Toni is the author of Lead Real Change, 
Influence from the Inside Out and Your Bigger 
Game. She is a highly skilled executive coach, 
mentor, trainer and facilitator. She is a Telstra 
Women's Business Award nominee, and she 
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