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"Let me speak to the yet unknowing world how these things came about.  So shall you 
hear of carnal, bloody and unnatural acts, of accidental judgements and casual 

slaughters ……..All this can I truly deliver!" 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Business change rarely ends in the bloody conclusion found in 
ShakespeareÕs Hamlet. Yet this play, with its intrigue, power 
struggles and many twists of fate provides a fitting theme and 
lessons for todayÕs business world. 
 
Why is this?  Because business change is not a solely rational, 
analytical process.  It is fraught with "accidental judgements", even 
"unnatural acts".  People fight for power and put themselves first. 
Things go wrong.  Sometimes change projects fail, only to emerge 
in a different guise at some later stage. 
 
HamletÕs mission to change the Danish court through deposing his 
uncle (and become the rightful heir) is full of rich human behaviour 
seen in todayÕs changing business world.  In managing change we 
need to learn from these timeless messages and successfully 
incorporate them in the implementation of change. 

 
People who manage change, Ôchange managersÕ, need to influence 
human behaviour, emotions, politics, motivations and 
communications Ð the non-rational Ð for change to succeed. 
 
“The time is out of joint: oh cursed spite, that ever I was born to set 
it right!” 
 
Change genuinely happens when Òthe time is out of jointÓ, when 
events are pressing on the status quo and a change or shift needs 
to occur. 
 
These pressures can be caused by many trigger events including 
a shift in the marketplace and management challenges. 
 
Whatever the case, business change will not happen on its own. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A change manager is needed to unearth and clarify the problems 
and help staff and organisation bring about beneficial change. 
 
From this, the question arises whether an internally appointed 
change agent can be effective as an external consultant.  When 
you consider that a key role of this person is to challenge the 
existing order, this can be difficult, if not impossible if they are part 
of the establishment. 
 
Not only can external experienced professionals readily challenge 
the board; they can also steer clear of pitfalls and anticipate the 
politics and behaviours that will certainly be met.  If well handled 
they can make the change programme a success and their fee 
well worth paying. 
 
“Though this be madness, yet there is method in it” 

If you are caught in the midst of a complex change 
which needs to be resolved, life appears daunting.  
Taking this seemingly chaotic situation and devising 
a "method through the madness" provides clear 
stages to understand and follow.  In this way 
people, who generally resist change can see a path 
and a goal to aim for. 
 
There are many methods of delivering successful 
change but the basic model usually requires: 
 
• Making sense of chaos Ð understanding all the 

issues surrounding potential change 
 

• Establishing the need to act and commit 
resources 
 

• Delivering a balanced programme for the change 
required. 
 

A change manager is needed to unearth the 
problems and help staff and organisation bring 
about beneficial change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
“For murder, though it has no tongue, will speak” 
 
I always find it extraordinary what people will reveal 
if you ask well-structured questions about the 
events happening in their world.  Numerous issues 
come to light about staff motivation, their business, 
its politics and organisation.  A picture begins to 
emerge representing the many perspectives of 
people interviewed.  Some of these may be based 
on feelings; others may be the result of painstaking 
research and analysis. 
 
It is always interesting to talk to people about what 
motivates them.  The greatest motivator is self-
interest, which needs to be balanced with the needs 
of the organisation and business. 
 
“This is the very coinage of your brain” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are perspectives, what are true facts, what is 
the very coinage of your brain?  In business, as in 
ShakespeareÕs time the truth is fleeting, difficult to 
pin down and open to interpretation.  Change 
managers have to put a filter on all findings and 
make sense of them.  Their worth is proven by their 
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ability to Ôget it rightÕ and this requires broad 
business knowledge and understanding people and 
organisations.  Staff interviews need to be viewed 
against financial, market and other business data. 
 
In the end the findings should be summarised into 
categories for review and backing by the client. 
 
“When sorrows come, they come not single spies 
but in battalions” 
 
How true it is that Ôit never rains but it poursÕ when 
things need changing in business.  Think of Marks & 
Spencer and the litany of disasters that combined to 
make up their recent serious problems Ð out of sync 
with the market, declining sales, loss of consumer 
confidence, boardroom battles Ð a hard case to turn 
around indeed.   
 

Change categories for discussion can be many and 
varied and will depend on the type of change facing 
the business.  If the company is implementing a new 
IT system, then there will be systems, people and 
business process which will need to be balanced.  
In the case of a merger a vast array of items will 
relate to synergy in the marketplace, compatibility of 
IT systems, eBusiness and staff resistance to 
change. 
 
“These words like daggers enter into my ears” 
 
If only BritainÕs managers could articulate their 
feelings through Shakespeare.  How often they 
would cry, "these words like daggers enter into my 
earsÓ when it comes to accepting the issues which 
challenge the status quo of their organisation.  
Denial, denial, denial followed by denial and then Ð 
"well it could be true", is what holds them back.

 
Hold tight everyone, this is the 
trickiest and most traumatic part in 
change.  The change manager 
needs to hold his own, feedback 
issues, take the flak, and get the 
messages across. 
 
As an example I recently helped a 
mortgage company fully integrate 
with its parent bank.  After 
interviewing senior managers I fed 
back to them their views about the 
future.  Most were horrified to hear 
what they had actually told me!  
“These words like daggers enter 
into my ears” Ð the reality of 
change was suddenly upon them. 
 
“I have cause and will and strength 
and means to do it” 
 
At last the issues have been 
determined, fed back, ridden the 
waves of denial and gained 
agreement to move ahead. You 
have the cause and will and 
strength and means to do it!  
Implementation is close at hand. 
 
Successfully implementing change 
requires clear work phases to take 
the business from Ôwhere it is nowÕ 
to Ôwhere it wants to beÕ.  Normally 
these phases fall into clear stages. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“This gentle and unforced accord of Hamlet’s sits smiling to my heart” 
 
Achieving a "gentle and unforced  
accord" means that peopleÕs political behaviour needs to be 
understood and harnessed and in particular: 
 
• Communications should be carefully planned and delivered at 

every stage 
 

• The organisation needs to be aligned to the future.  This usually 
means having a new organisation design which genuinely supports 
the business  
 

• Learning should be embedded at each stage of change.  A 
learning culture is so important for long term success 
 

• The right working culture  will provide the stimulus to deliver 
results 
 

• Key performance measures should steer the business to success 
 

• A Change Operating Model should be put in place to transmit 
change strategies throughout the business. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

¥ Vision - agree on the direction and
focus of the business as a whole

¥ Strategies - using the vision as a
guide, work out change strategies for
key parts of the business

¥ Planning, resourcing and leading -
meticulously plan each change area
and have a good leader at the helm

¥ Engaging staff - overcome natural staff
resistance by open and effective
discussions and communications

¥ Implementation - deliver changes -
which could be new ways of operating,
new IT systems and a new
organisation design

¥ Review - measure the benefits of
change and learn from what you have
achieved



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In essence change managers deal 
with the entirety of business 
change.  A project or programme 
will throw up vast amounts of 
political, communication, 
behavioural, cultural and 
motivational issues.  The following 
further phrases from Hamlet show 
that Shakespeare recognised the 
hard road that is change.  We can 
learn from his words and prepare 
ourselves to be better change 
managers. 
 
“This visitation is but to whet thy 
almost blunted purpose” 
 
Change around us in constant.  In 
the words of Heraclitus (535 BCE) 
"Everything is flux".  So much so, 
that it is possible for change 
managers to tire of constant 
pressures and responsibilities 
during long and difficult stretches.  
Hamlet lost his way many times in 
his quest to revenge his fatherÕs 
murder and his fatherÕs ghost 
appeared to urge him on. 
 
Often you need 90% of your total 
energy to complete the last 10% of 
the project.  DonÕt become 
disillusioned and let your purpose 
become blunted. 
 
“One may smile and smile and be 
a villain” 
 
 
 
 

APPARENT
REALITY

FILTER

FILTER

FILTERFILTER
PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE

PERSPECTIVE



Sometimes people say 'yes' when they mean 'no'.  
Change managers particularly read peoplesÕ faces 
and actions and try to understand their deeper 
feelings and intentions.  The received information is 
filtered and judgements are based on good 
business sense and experience. 
 
“The great love the general gender bare him” 
 
Here is a great line, but it can be read in several 
ways.  Just because people are popular doesnÕt 
mean that they are competent or that they have a 
right to a key position.  Indeed, Machiavelli was 
clear about the need to replace popular people if 
they posed a threat to wider, future success.  
 
On the other hand, popular and successful people 
are looked up to by their colleagues.  If they back 
the new order, these staff should be used as agents 
for change. 
 
ÒWith sorrow I embrace my fortune” 
 
Using change methodology and their ability to 
perceive, understand and act upon human 
behaviour, change managers help their clients to 
achieve success.  The price for success is the 
blood, sweat and tears shed to surmount the 
difficulties along the way.   
 
Celebrate success knowing that clients could not 
have achieved business change without 
experienced help along the way. 

 
In ShakespeareÕs Hamlet there is a final twist to the 
ending.  The leading player creates the strategy, 
plans the change but is weak on implementation.   
 
The plan goes horribly wrong.  Hamlet is too 
emotionally caught up with the change.  He is finally 
tricked by the court and dies together with his uncle, 

mother and good friend Leartes.  A new king from 
Norway takes the crown. 
 
If only Hamlet had had a change manager's help 
history could have been rewritten! 
 

All the WorldÕs a Stage 
 
- and all the men and women players.  
 
We have seen much progress since Adam Smith 
expounded his theories on the production of 
wealth.  The concepts of capital, competition, 
marginality and the division of labour have 
progressed with technology to become the 
framework for modern business. 
 
What then of the world of human behaviour and 
experience?  How much progress have we made 
in understanding motivation, emotion, perception, 
potential, leadership, learning, creativity and 
thinking?  The answer is relatively little.  Yet what 
is a business without people working in it? 
 
Theatre and literature provide a deep source for 
understanding human behaviour but not enough 
is played into our business world or business 
schools.  Think about motivational speaking from 
Mark Anthony or leadership from Henry V in his 
Band of Brothers speech ÔÉ. for he to-day that 
sheds his blood with me shall be my brother!Õ 
 
Finally, business change is where the non-linear 
world comes to the fore.  Old operations are 
ditched for new and in the transition the full 
theatre of humanity spills out.  The rich learning 
from our great playwrights, authors and poets 
can provide well-tested lessons at the critical 
moment. 
 
If not now, when? 
  
 


