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Big  
Talk

How to communicate with and manage 
employees during change.	 		  By John Ely

Change happens. Okay, let me apologize in 
advance for using such a worn-out cliché, but 
really, change is all around us—all the time! If 
we tracked and documented all the changes in 
our lives, we would be amazed.
	 As I write this article, I’m thinking back over the last two years, and the changes 
in my personal and professional life have been profound. And this motion will nev-
er stop. What’s important is that we embrace it, realize it is coming, and continu-
ously plan for its arrival. Change is that relative that keeps showing up at your door, 
so let’s get used to him.
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listen to this feature
at www.astd.org/TD/TDpodcasts.htm
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When communicating 
a brand or culture 
change to employees, 
don’t start by training 
them to adopt 
new practices and 
procedures. Take a 
step back. 
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are really experiencing. This is also a good time to get feedback 
from your employees. Here are some questions that need to be 
answered during this phase of change:

•	 Does a brand exist at all, and if so, what does it say?
•	 What is the brand promise to customers?
•	 Are we really keeping those promises?
•	 Is there a consistent and unified brand message 

throughout the entire company?
	 After getting the answers to these questions and adjust-
ing the brand as needed, executives can then build a com-
munications campaign for different audiences starting with 
the most important audience—the employees.

People first
While executives are sometimes eager to share the details of 
an organizational change with the external audience, I can’t 
stress enough the importance of educating your own team 
first. Your own team can make more of a statement than any 
amount of advertising can, just by delivering on your brand 
promise, exceeding expectations, and creating legendary 
customer experiences.
	 When communicating a brand or culture change to 
employees, don’t start by training them to adopt new 
practices and procedures. Take a step back. Take time to 

	 During times of change, it’s paramount that we are 
able to relate with our employees. During times of radical 
change, that becomes even more of a challenge, because 
managers or executives are doubly tasked with the duties 
associated with the change and communicating its effects 
to staff. 
	 Just like a messy divorce and custody battle, it’s easy to 
lose sight of what is truly important. During times of un-
expected, unwanted, and unpredictable change, emotions 
often run high because resistance to the different or the 
unknown is an omnipresent aspect of human nature.
	 As with a custody case in which parents debate what is 
best for their children, businesses must remain focused on 
what is best for their customers. It is this primary objective 
that employees need to embrace from the very beginning of 
any organizational change.
	 While managing workplace change is often difficult, 
there is a silver lining. Change can represent an opportune 
time for executives and employees to re-evaluate the culture 
or brand.
	 Begin any change, especially a merger or acquisition, by 
pulling together key executives to talk about brand messages—
the promises you make to your customers. Don’t discuss the 
rose-colored version of your brand, but what your customers 
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answer employees’ questions about the change, while 
focusing on the benefits. Like most audiences, employees 
want to know what’s in it for them.
	 You should also emphasize the importance of employ-
ees’ roles in delivery. Explain that you can only convey the 
new brand messaging with their help. Make employees feel 
like a valued part of both the transition process and the 
customer’s experience. You’ll be amazed at their motiva-
tion and the quality of communications and service they’ll 
deliver in return.
	 Once the brand message has been communicated to em-
ployees, then you will need to provide the tools necessary 
for employees to properly deliver on those brand promises.

Show and prove
For many employees, delivering legendary customer service 
as part of the brand promise is not a natural skill. There 
must be a plan that encourages and measures changes in 
behavior. The following are a few tips to consider:
Invest in training. A comprehensive training program 
devoted to customer service offers many advantages 
by assuring that all employees are getting the same 
message and skills. Employees need to be taught what 
is expected of them and how they need to execute 
legendary service. Set standards with the expectation 
that they will be followed. 
	 Training also shows a commitment to the employee. I re-
member another economically challenging time in the early 
1990s—the company I worked for had to make some hard 
choices in terms of the workforce. During the necessary 
layoffs, they also enacted a training program for those of 
us who survived, and this gave us some sense that we were 
preparing to come out of the economic slump fully armed 
to take on the competition. This measure simultaneously 
boosted workplace morale. 
Set an example. Employees learn customer service skills 
from management. It’s important for them to see manage-
ment interacting with customers in a positive and person-
able manner. This enthusiasm will be contagious. Too often 
managers are dealing with the multitude of operational 
issues rather than providing service to customers and work-
ing with the staff.
Practice and reinforce training. Training is critical to the 
success of your operation, but the training alone will not 
help to achieve customer service objectives. Training must 
be reinforced and coached. Investing in training without a 
reinforcement strategy could severely diminish the return-
on-investment.
Create a positive and supportive environment. When 
employees like working for a company, it shows. Being 
positive and supportive will help create an atmosphere 
where employees like to come to work and take care of 
customers. This translates to greater customer loyalty and a 
more profitable business model. 

What Do You Think?
T+D welcomes your comments. If you would 
like to respond to this article, or any article 
that appears in T+D, please send your feedback 
to mailbox@astd.org. Responses sent to the 
mailbox are considered available for publication 
and may be edited for length and clarity.

	 Employee attrition is a risk during all organizational 
change, but investing in training is an important step for 
keeping turnover to a minimum. Providing an effective 
training program sets clear expectations and gives employ-
ees the tools they need.
	 It also shows employees that you are willing to invest in 
their professional development and that you want them to 
succeed. Consistently survey employees on their job satis-
faction, and correct areas of concern. 

Delivering
While reducing employee attrition is the best way to en-
sure a consistent brand message during times of change, a 
small amount of turnover is inevitable. Employees who stay 
should be rewarded for their loyalty. Communicate to them 
the opportunities that exist when others leave the company 
by means of promotion, increased responsibilities, or wid-
ening job scopes. 
	 It is also these employees who will help orient new hires. 
Seasoned employees not only teach new employees the 
technical aspects of their jobs, but will help convey the cor-
porate culture and internal brand. 
	 During times of change, delivering on your brand prom-
ise should be foremost. While it’s common for employees 
to be distracted and anxious, investing in training will help 
them be less concerned about their future and more con-
cerned with your customers. t+D

John Ely is senior vice president of marketing for Signature 
Worldwide, a training and business solutions company dedicated 
to helping clients create legendary experiences for their customers; 
www.signatureworldwide.com/pr.
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