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INTRODUCTION

Some say change is difficult. I say change is a piece of cake (or perhaps cheese). If you want a real challenge, try to sustain a change—especially a change that requires commitment from all who do the work.

It doesn’t matter if you are an individual contributor who wants to hang on to a better work life or a CEO who wants to maintain a new high level of productivity: Sustaining change is the true test of leadership. Holding on to a culture of innovation, maintaining a higher quality of work life, constantly renewing an important customer service program, or retaining a more participative management style requires the use of a unique set of principles that are different from those used simply to initiate a change.

A large-scale change usually comes with a lot of fanfare, so in the beginning there is considerable energy. It’s typical to have meetings, training programs, off-sites, balloons, buttons, contests, pocket cards, newsletter articles, posters, and videos. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with any of these. External energy is often what it takes to catch our attention in a busy world. But external energy cannot sustain a change. That takes a different source of energy: natural energy.

When the balloons have deflated, the contests have ended, the training is complete, and the natural human tendency to look for the next new thing has started to exert itself, that is when the inevitable gravity pull of old ways sets in. When you are part of such an effort it feels like someone just took her foot off of the accelerator.

This gravity pull takes many forms, including distraction, busyness, resistance, boredom, forgetfulness, cynicism, and sabotage, to name a few. It doesn’t really matter what is at stake—a new diet or a new way to be at work—all worthwhile changes are susceptible to the forces of gravity. Successful efforts to counteract these forces in order to sustain change is what separates the great workplaces and great people from the pack.

After teaching change management to MBA and corporate seminar students for twenty years and operating my own business in an environment where change was a constant, I coauthored the book FISH! and worked on a film of the same name. Ever since, I have had the privilege of observing organizations using the ideas in FISH! (as well as principles from other management books) to address a variety of important issues and to create positive change. The most pressing workplace needs addressed by those who turn to the FISH! Philosophy include improving the quality of work life, customer service, employee retention, the facility for innovation, productivity, and recruitment. Another reason people turn to it is simply to learn how to have more fun at work.

Over the last three years I have traveled almost a million miles speaking to and visiting with those who, in one way or another, are working to implement important organizational changes. I have been especially inspired by change efforts that were sustained after the excitement of the initial rollout had waned. There is a bounty of energy present when something is new—but a year later it takes a deeper source of energy to keep it going. I have seen many successful organizations that have found that source. Any wisdom demonstrated by the characters in this book has been extracted from real people sustaining change in real organizations. The World Famous Pike Place Fish market, the inspiration for FISH!, is of course one of the many ongoing success stories from which we have learned valuable lessons.

This book is the work of my imagination, but it is based on many experiences the three of us have had over the last few years. John Christensen continues to make FISH! the main focus of his company, ChartHouse International, a place where stories are routinely collected in the course of business and where the language of possibilities rules. Harry Paul has found a life on the road speaking and consulting about FISH! It is a rare day that Harry doesn’t have something to share.

Yes, we now stand on the shoulders of thousands who have brought new possibilities into their workplaces and their lives. Some have failed, some have succeeded, and for many it is too early to tell. But we have learned from them all. FISH! STICKS is designed to highlight the special set of commitments involved in keeping any worthwhile change alive. It is truly your story: I just happened to write it.

 

Stephen C. Lundin
Lutsen, Minnesota, USA
Fall 2002


 

External energy is necessary at the beginning of any large-scale change initiative. To implement a new vision, you must first have everyone’s attention.

But external energy is only effective for the short term. Eventually, external energy must be replaced by natural energy in order for the change to stick.
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Rhonda and Will Bullock have a Sunday routine. Rhonda sings in a gospel choir and Will sits in the first pew with the kids. Then it’s off to the nursing home to spend some time with Grandma. On special Sundays, like today, the next stop is the mall, where the kids chow down on fast food while Rhonda and Will look on in amazement during the ninety seconds it takes the kids to make the food disappear. Then Will walks the kids and the baby-sitter to the cinema while Rhonda waits in line for a booth at a wonderful little restaurant called, appropriately, Brunch.

This Sunday as Rhonda waited in line for Will to return, her mind drifted to the Good Samaritan Hospital, cornerstone of the Good Samaritan Hospital System of two dozen hospitals and clinics throughout New Jersey and the whole tristate region. Good Samaritan had been her employer for eleven years, and as she thought about work she could feel herself growing tense.

“Hey. Do I detect a frown instead of the usual smile?”

“You caught me thinking about Good Samaritan, Will. Sorry. I’m guilty of violating our number one rule for Sunday: no work. . . . Did you have any trouble finding a movie suitable for an eleven-year-old boy who thinks he is an adult and a seven-year-old girl who brings her doll to the theater?”

“The usual. Mike tried to convince me that Return of Shaft would be a good movie to see even though it is R rated. He said Shaft could be a great role model, and he promised he would hold his hands over his sister’s eyes during the bad parts. Mia was willing to go wherever her big brother suggested, of course, but I explained that they needed to find a G or PG movie. They settled on the new Harry Potter film. Ann said it was great.”

For a brief moment Rhonda saw the shining face of her wonderful stepdaughter, Ann, now twenty-eight and living in Los Angeles.

As Rhonda and Will settled into their booth and ordered, Will studied his wife closely. He knew something was really bothering her. His nickname for her was “Happy Face,” because she was one of the most upbeat people he knew. She could have a cranky service-person showing her pictures of family members minutes after their first words. Today was unusual, for her mood was clearly dark.

“Forget our Sunday rule, Rhonda. Do you want to talk about what’s wrong at work?”

“Will, I’m failing in my new job.”

“I’m sure that can’t be true,” Will replied immediately.

“It is. It really is. When Madeleine left and I was














A Good Samaritan Monday Morning







































A Timely Phone Call
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