Barriers to Change

Why Change Efforts Fail and
What Great Leaders Do Differently
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Introduction

Change isn’t new to business. Markets shift. Strategies evolve. Organizations
transform. Yet despite our experience with change, a surprising amount of it
still fails, and not because the change itself was wrong, but because the real
barriers to change were never named or addressed.

Most leaders don’t struggle with setting direction. They struggle with helping
people transition from what was to what will be. And that transition is rarely
blocked by strategy, tools, or resources. It’s blocked by how humans think,
lead, react, and make sense of uncertainty.

In our work with leaders and organizations, we’ve identified six recurring
barriers that quietly undermine change efforts. They’re subtle. They’re often
invisible. And they show up again and again in companies of every size and
industry.

This guide is designed to help you recognize these barriers, understand their
impact, begin addressing them with intention before they stall progress and
reflect on how you can begin to lead change management more effectively.

Our goal isn’t to add more theory to your world. It's to help you see change
more clearly so you can lead it with greater confidence, alignment, and
humanity.

Because when leaders understand the true barriers to change... they can
finally remove them.
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1. Cognitive biases

Leaders and teams often rely on unconscious shortcuts in thinking, anchoring on old
information, seeking evidence that confirms what they already believe, or assuming the future
will look like the past. These biases distort decision-making and cause people to underestimate
risks, resist new information, or dismiss early warning signs. As a result, they delay action or
choose the wrong course, even when evidence suggests change is needed.

Example: A leadership team continues investing heavily in a product line that’'s been
declining for years because they believe it’s still their “core strength.” Even when new
data shows customer demand shifting elsewhere, they dismiss it as an anomaly,
delaying needed innovation.

Reflect:
 Where might | be relying on past success rather than current reality?
« When was the last time | actively sought out information that contradicted my
assumptions?
+ Who in my organization feels safe enough to challenge my thinking and how often
do they?

Bonus: The Cognitive Bias Assessment on Page 3 will help you determine which, if any, you
may be operating with and tips on how to begin challenging your own cognitive biases.

2. Leaders not understanding their role in change

Many leaders think their job is simply to announce the change and hold others accountable for
implementing it. In reality, leaders must model the behaviors, reinforce priorities, remove
barriers, support people through uncertainty, and communicate consistently. When leaders don’t
recognize this responsibility, teams experience confusion, misalignment, and low confidence in
the change - and progress stalls.

Example: A CEO announces a new strategic direction and assumes the organization
will naturally follow. However, the CEO doesn’t adjust priorities, reinforce decisions, or
communicate consistently, so teams keep working the old way because nothing else
changed except the announcement.

Reflect:
» Have | clearly modeled the behaviors I’'m asking others to adopt?
+ Do my words, priorities, and resource decisions fully align with this change?
» How often am | personally reinforcing the “why” behind the change?
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3. Trying to make sense of changes (while they’re in motion)

When change is happening around them, those under your leadership often find themselves
reacting instead of leading, or trying to interpret what the change really means, how it impacts
priorities, or whether it will “stick.” This sense-making delay creates hesitation, lack of clarity,
and inconsistent direction for teams. Employees feel stuck in limbo — unsure what to do or how
to move forward — which slows execution and drains momentum.

Example: A department hears that the company is restructuring but isn’t sure what it
actually means for their work. Managers wait for clarity before making decisions, so
projects stall and employees feel anxious. In fact, productivity drops long before the
restructuring even begins.

Reflect:
* Where might my uncertainty be slowing my team down?
* Have | clearly defined what is known, unknown, and still evolving?
» What clarity do my people need from me right now to move forward confidently?

4. Leaders not engaging in rapid scenario planning

Effective leaders constantly scan their environment - customers, operations, markets,
technology, regulations - looking for weak signals that indicate what may be coming next. When
leaders fail to do this, they are repeatedly caught off guard. They then resort to rushed pivots,
emergency restructures, and reactive decision-making. This creates instability, burnout, and
confusion across the organization, not because change was needed, but because it was poorly
anticipated.

Example: A competitor releases a disruptive new service model, but leadership
doesn’t take it seriously until customers begin leaving. At that point, they rush to
redesign pricing, roles, and processes — creating confusion and chaos that could
have been minimized with earlier planning.

Reflect:
* How intentionally am | scanning for early signals of change?
» Do we regularly explore “what if” scenarios or mostly react when issues surface?
+ What changes would catch us off-guard today and why?
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5. Creating a moving target instead of managing change

Most leaders don't believe they're "changing their minds." In fact, the goal often stays exactly the
same. What changes-sometimes weekly or even daily-is how leaders want the team to get
there. One week the message is speed. The next it's quality. Then it's innovation. Then it's cost
control. None of these are wrong. The problem is that when priorities shift without being
intentionally managed, the team experiences the destination as a moving target. People stop
knowing which direction to run, what to optimize for, or how success will be measured. Progress
slows, confidence erodes, and execution feels chaotic rather than aligned.

Example: A leadership team sets a clear annual goal: grow revenue by 15%. In Q1,
managers are told to push aggressive sales targets and close deals fast. In Q2, the
focus shifts to customer experience, and teams are criticized for moving too quickly. In
Q3, leadership emphasizes process discipline and margin protection, slowing
approvals. In Q4, urgency returns and teams are again pushed to "just get deals
done." The goal never changed. But the rules of the game did-without explanation,
prioritization, or reset. The result? Teams hedge, wait for the next shift, and stop
committing fully to any approach because experience has taught them it won't last.

Reflect:
 Where might we be changing the path without clearly acknowledging it?
* Are our teams clear on what to prioritize when trade-offs arise?
» How often does a new emphasis to take hold before introducing another one?
+ |If we asked our team, "What direction are we running in this quarter?" would we
get the same answer?

6. Treating change as an HR communications project

Too often, “change management” is reduced to email updates, town halls, and messaging plans
instead of preparing leaders and managers to guide people through the uncertainty, fear, and
disruption that real change creates. When change is handled only as a comms effort, employees
receive information but not support. Managers feel unequipped to respond to questions or
resistance, and the organization misses the opportunity to strengthen trust and alignment
during transition.

Example: HR sends out a well-designed email campaign explaining a major
organizational change. But managers haven’t been coached on how to address
employee concerns. So, when questions arise, leaders freeze or give conflicting
answers and trust erodes quickly.

Reflect:
+ Have leaders and managers been equipped to lead people through transition?
» Do employees receive support — or just announcements?
+ -How am | strengthening trust and connection during times of uncertainty?
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Reading this guide is easy. Leading change is not.

The barriers outlined here don’t fail organizations because leaders don’t care
or aren’t capable. They fail because these dynamics live inside our own
thinking, habits, and instincts—the very places we’re least objective.

That’s why the reflection questions matter.

They aren’t meant to be answered quickly, intellectually, or with the version of
yourself you want to be as a leader. They require honesty about how you
actually think, decide, react, and lead—especially under pressure. Without that
honesty, change efforts don’t stall because of strategy or structure. They stall
because leaders unknowingly recreate the same conditions that caused failure
before.

This is also why we included the Cognitive Bias Assessment.

Cognitive biases aren’t flaws. They’re human. Every leader has them. The risk
isn’t having biases—it’s leading change without knowing which ones are
influencing you. When left unexamined, they quietly shape priorities, distort
decision-making, and undermine execution long before results show up in the
data.

Great leaders don’t eliminate bias.
They surface it, challenge it, and design around it.

If you want change to stick - if you want alignment, confidence, and execution
to follow - start here:

+ Be honest in your reflections.

» Resist the urge to justify or defend.

» Take the Cognitive Bias Assessment with curiosity, not judgment.

» Use what you learn to lead more intentionally, not perfectly.

Because meaningful change doesn’t begin with an announcement or a plan.
It begins when leaders are willing to see themselves clearly and lead
differently as a result.
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