
PRACTICAL GUIDE

Making
Change
Stick
THE HUMAN SIDE OF OPERATIONAL CHANGE

Most change initiatives fail, not because the strategy was wrong, but because

the human side was underestimated. This guide covers the frameworks,

resistance patterns, and first-principles that separate change that sticks from

change that reverts.
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  I N T R O D U C T I O N

This guide is written for founders and business leaders navigating meaningful change in their

organizations: new systems, new structure, new accountability, new ways of making

decisions.

You are not installing a system into a business. You are installing a system into people's

behaviors. The technical side is the easy part. Whether people actually use it is where

everything succeeds or fails.

The technical side of change, the new process, the new tool, the reorganized chart, is almost always easier

than the people side. The vast majority of operational change initiatives fail not because the strategy was

wrong, but because the human dynamics were underestimated or ignored entirely.

Research from McKinsey puts the failure rate of major change initiatives at 70%. It is almost never the

strategy or the tools. It is the human side.

These are the frameworks practitioners use to understand, anticipate, and navigate those human

dynamics. Understanding them will not make change comfortable. It will make it more predictable. And

that changes everything.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Who This Guide Is
For
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 1

Change is external. Transition is internal.

Change has a date: the new accountability structure goes live on Tuesday.

Transition is the psychological process a person goes through as they actually let go of the old way and

adopt the new one. It can take months after the change event, sometimes much longer.

A business can have every new system built, implemented, and documented and still be mid-transition, not

done. If you treat implementation as the finish line, the new system ends up on a shelf.

P A R T  1  O F  6

The Most
Important
Distinction
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 2

Before you can fix a failed implementation, you need to name what actually caused it. Each root cause

requires a different response.

Root Cause What It Is What It Means for You

1. Loss Aversion People feel losses more intensely than gains.

A team member who has been the go-to for

a process does not experience a new

accountability structure as progress. They

experience it as a reduction in their

relevance.

Do not argue with the loss feeling.

Acknowledge what they are giving

up, then connect the change to

something they personally gain.

2. Status Quo Bias Familiarity requires less mental energy. Every

new system adds cognitive load. Resistance

here is not laziness. It is how brains work.

The fix is repetition and consistency

until the new behavior becomes the

default. Do not interpret slow

adoption as rejection.

3. Reactance When people feel their autonomy is being

restricted, they push back, even if they

would have chosen the same thing on their

own.

Involvement is a mechanism, not a

nicety. People who help design a

system are far more likely to use it.

4. Fear of Incompetence Change exposes gaps. Someone who excels

under the current system may fear the new

one will reveal a skill they lack.

Watch for logic objections that mask

fear. Address the underlying concern,

not the stated one.

5. Distrust If they have seen change initiatives

abandoned before, they have learned that

change efforts are announcements, not

commitments.

"We tried that before" means trust

repair is required before forward

motion. Build in accountability that

makes this time different.

P A R T  2  O F  6

Why People
Resist:
5 Root Causes
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The Founder as the Primary Source of Resistance

In founder-led businesses, the primary source of resistance is almost always the founder, not the

team.

This is not a character flaw. It is a structural reality:

Identity Threat The founder's identity is often built on being indispensable. Systems that

transfer decision-making can feel like an attack on that identity, even when the

founder says they want freedom.

Loss of Control Some founders are energized by being the firefighter. A structured operating

rhythm removes that role. Even when they intellectually want it, the transition

involves a form of grief.

Expertise Displacement Particularly common in trades and manufacturing. Systematizing hard-earned

methods can feel like reducing a craft to a checklist.

The team watches the founder's behavior, not their words. If the leader bypasses the new system, even

once, even for good reason, the team learns the system is optional. New behaviors only anchor when

leadership models them consistently.
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 3

These six frameworks are the most widely used and practically applicable models for

navigating organizational change. Used together, they give a complete picture.

1. Lewin's 3-Stage Model

Unfreeze → Change → Refreeze

Stage What It Is In Practice

Unfreeze Create felt urgency, not just understood

urgency. A leader who intellectually knows their

business is over-dependent on them is not

unfrozen. Mapping that dependency and seeing

it clearly. That is the moment.

Self-assessment tools and diagnostic

exercises are most valuable here.

Urgency must be felt, not just

acknowledged.

Change Implement the new systems, structures, or

processes. This is the most visible phase, and the

most fragile. Compliance with a new system is

not the same as adoption.

Track behavior, not just completion. A

system that exists but is not used is

not a system.

Refreeze Anchor the new behavior so it becomes the

default without constant enforcement. Change

without a reinforcement structure is an

incomplete change cycle.

Operating rhythms, regular reviews,

and visible accountability transform

new behavior into permanent default.

2. Kotter's 8-Step Model

Kotter studied over 100 major change initiatives and found that failures almost always traced back to

insufficient work on the first two steps.

P A R T  3  O F  6

The Six
Frameworks
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Steps Phase What Must Happen

1-2 Before you start Urgency and commitment. Without genuine urgency and visible

sponsor commitment, new systems get built but never adopted.

3-6 Implementation Clear vision, involvement, removing barriers, early wins. The first

time a new process runs cleanly without intervention is your early

win. Make it visible.

7-8 Long-term anchoring Sustaining gains and anchoring new behaviors in culture. Most

change efforts stop at Step 6. Steps 7 and 8 are where it becomes

permanent.

M O S T  C O M M O N  FA I L U R E  M O D E

Premature victory. Early wins feel like completion. The anchoring work of Steps 7-8 gets abandoned, and

the change reverts.

3. ADKAR Model

Awareness → Desire → Knowledge → Ability → Reinforcement

ADKAR is individual-level and sequential. A gap at any stage blocks everything that follows. The key

diagnostic question: which element is the specific barrier for this specific person right now?

Most organizations treat all resistance as an Awareness problem and send more communication.

That fixes almost nothing.

A · Awareness Understands why the change is necessary. Being told is not the same as awareness.

D · Desire Wants to support the change. A person can fully understand the rationale and still

not want to participate. Desire is governed by the same triggers as purchasing

decisions: reciprocity, social proof, shared identity, and the felt cost of not changing.

Logic alone does not move it.

K · Knowledge Knows how to change, both what to do and how to do it in practice, not just in

theory.
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A · Ability Can actually execute the change. Ability is built through repetition, feedback, and

time. It cannot be delivered in a training session.

R · Reinforcement Sustained over time. Without reinforcement, change reverts. No consequence for

reverting means no anchor.
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 3

4. Bridges Transition Model

Ending → Neutral Zone → New Beginning

Stage What It Is When It Shows Up

Ending / Letting Go Every transition starts with an ending. Old

behaviors must be acknowledged, grieved, and

released. Most organizations skip this. The

result is resistance that looks inexplicable.

Early in any change initiative. The

more established the old way, the

more important it is to explicitly

acknowledge what is ending.

Neutral Zone The wilderness. After the old way is gone but

before the new way is established.

Performance dips here. This is normal, and the

moment most leaders abandon the change.

Typically weeks 3-6 of

implementation. If you know to

expect it, you can hold through it

instead of interpreting it as failure.

New Beginning When the new behavior starts to feel natural.

Fragile at first. Needs active reinforcement

before it becomes self-sustaining.

The first time a new process runs

without prompting. The first

decision routed correctly without a

reminder.

5. McKinsey 7-S Model

An alignment diagnostic. Seven interdependent elements that must all be aligned for change to succeed.

Changing one without adjusting the others creates misalignment, and over time, the misaligned element

wins.

Hard Elements

Strategy The plan for competitive positioning and resource allocation.

Structure Org chart, reporting lines, and decision rights.

Systems The processes and tools governing daily operations.

Soft Elements (culture-driven, harder to change, more powerful long-term)

Shared Values Core beliefs and norms. When a change conflicts with Shared Values, the change

loses.
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Style Leadership behavior. What leaders actually do signals what is valued more than

any announcement.

Staff The people in the organization, their composition and culture.

Skills Distinct competencies of the organization as a whole.

The most common pattern: new systems are installed, but leadership behavior has not changed.

The leader is still the essential path for all decisions. The team learns to bypass the system. The

system atrophies.

6. Satir Change Model

Late Status Quo → Resistance → Chaos → Integration → New Status Quo

The most critical stage is Chaos. Most leaders interpret the performance dip as evidence the change was a

mistake. It is not. It is evidence the old way has been successfully disrupted.

If a leader abandons the change during Chaos and reverts, the team learns a powerful lesson: if we resist

long enough, the change will be reversed. Every future change initiative becomes harder to launch.

Brief your team before this moment arrives: "There will be a point in the next few weeks

where the new system feels like it is making things worse. That moment is not a signal to

stop. It is a signal that the system is doing its job."
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 4

These patterns show up in nearly every business going through significant operational change. Each has a

predictable structure, and a predictable response.

Pattern What It Really Means What You Can Do

"We tried that before" Trust damaged by a prior initiative

that did not stick.

"What would need to be

different this time for you

to believe it would stick?"

Design accountability

around that answer.

Persuasion does not work

here. A credible structure

does.

"Our business is different" Fear the approach will not fit;

skepticism rooted in industry

complexity.

Separate what is

genuinely different from

what is structurally the

same. Most businesses

are more similar beneath

the surface than their

founders believe.

"My team won't do it" The leader does not believe the team

is capable, and may be unconsciously

protecting that belief.

"Have you given them the

tools and the practice to

do it? Or have you always

stepped in before they

had the chance to try?"

P A R T  4  O F  6

The 5 Common
Resistance
Patterns
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"We don't have time" Urgency is not felt strongly enough to

override daily demands.

"You will not have time

for this until you do this.

Not having time is the

diagnosis, not the

excuse."

Visible agreement, invisible non-adoption They are in the Neutral Zone, waiting

to see if the change is real before

committing energy to it.

Create early wins. Make

the new way work visibly,

at least once. Real results

build commitment faster

than any communication.
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 5

In founder-led businesses, change follows a predictable hierarchy. The layers at the bottom

are the root: slowest to change, highest leverage. Most operational improvements target only

the top two layers. That is why they do not last.

1 Founder Beliefs Deepest layer. Slowest to change. Highest leverage.

2 Founder Behaviors Visible and coachable. The most direct lever available.

3 Team Behaviors Follow the founder's behavior more than their words.

4 System Adoption Follows team behavior, not the other way around.

5 Business Outcomes The result of everything above it.

Most change management efforts target Layers 4 and 5: the system and the outcome. Sustainable

change requires work at Layers 1 through 3 as well. Skip the root layers and the system atrophies

the moment external pressure is removed.

Framework by Engagement Phase

At Freedom Systems, we map these frameworks to specific phases of every engagement so we are

applying the right diagnostic lens at the right time.

P A R T  5  O F  6

The Change
Hierarchy
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Engagement Phase Primary Framework Primary Risk

Initial Diagnosis Lewin: Unfreeze Insufficient urgency

Kickoff Kotter Steps 1-3 Weak sponsor commitment

Early Implementation Bridges: Ending Phase Idealization, defensiveness

Mid Implementation ADKAR: Desire + Knowledge Passive compliance

Operating Rhythm Lewin: Refreeze + Satir Reversion, founder re-insertion

Long-term Anchoring Kotter Steps 7-8 + 7-S Style / Systems misalignment
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M A K I N G  C H A N G E  S T I C K  ·  PA RT 6

Distilled from all six frameworks. These hold across industries, business sizes, and change types.

1 Change the system before you change the people. Systems create the conditions for behavior. A person

operating a certain way because the system rewarded it is not broken. The system is.

2 Every change produces a performance dip. Name it before it happens. A leader unprepared for the dip will

interpret it as failure and revert.

3 Resistance is information. Ask what it is telling you before trying to overcome it.

4 The leader's visible behavior is the most powerful change management tool available. What they do is

louder than any system they endorse.

5 Change is not complete when implementation is done. It is complete when the behavior is habitual.

6 People do not resist change. They resist loss. Ask what they are losing before asking them to gain

anything.

7 The Neutral Zone is not failure. It is necessary. Name it, hold the direction through it.

8 Anchoring matters more than launching. Most change investment goes into design and launch. Most

change failure happens in the anchoring phase. Invert the investment.

9 The founding leader is everything in a small business. One person's visible commitment or defection

determines the entire trajectory.

10 Done-with-you change is more durable than done-for-you. The more the team builds the system

alongside leadership, the more they own it. Ownership drives maintenance.

11 External support creates conditions. It cannot create commitment. The internal leader has to hold the

direction.

P A R T  6  O F  6

12 First-Principles for
Making Change
Permanent
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12 Name the change before it happens. Predicting what will occur builds credibility when it arrives and

prevents normal friction from being misread as failure.

You are not in the implementation business. You are in the behavior-change business. The

systems are scaffolding. What you are actually building is a new way of working.

A B O U T  F R E E D O M  S Y S T E M S

Freedom Systems partners with founder-led businesses to build operating infrastructure that actually gets

used. Every engagement addresses the full cycle of change: from initial diagnosis through system design,

implementation, and the behavioral anchoring that makes new ways of working permanent.

We work primarily with manufacturing, trades, and professional services businesses where the founder is

still the essential path for most critical decisions, and where that dynamic is the primary constraint on

growth.

If this resonated, the next step is a diagnosis.

A 30-minute call. No pitch. Just an honest look at where your business stands and what it

would take to make the change hold.

freedomsystems.biz

SCAN TO BOOK A CALL
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