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Many bemoan that constant change has

become the mantra of business schools and

gurus, and a way of life for executives

seeking to make their mark in organisations.

Yet, as far back as the fifth century BC,

Heraclitus commented that no man ever

steps in the same river twice by which he

sought to explain that the world is ever

changing and that we live in a state of

perpetual flux. Of course, “stepping” into

change or seeking a “step change” requires

more than just an acceptance of change, and

more than just good old managerial

common sense given that so many change

programmes fail to deliver their full value to

organisations. 

A recently published IRS study states that

seven of every ten organisations restructured

in the last year, with change programmes

being common across all industries as

companies have downsized to cope with

difficult trading conditions or to get a better

focus on customer needs.  According to

research by the CIPD, the average business

can expect a major re-organisation every

three years.

Change in a telecom

Facing the volatility in their market, COLT

Telecom Systems Operations was faced with

the need to improve operational efficiencies

and to improve the consistency of the

services offered to customers. COLT also

recognised the need to harmonise

management practices across its European

operations and sought to establish a more

cohesive group-wide culture aligned to its

business objectives. While COLT was well

equipped with the hard technical skills

necessary to operate in its market, the

company felt that it did not have or had yet

to harness the people skills sufficient for it to

realise the success that it sought.

As observed by Peter Walmsely, HR Director

of Operations & Technology “We recognised

that we had limited experience of effectively

leading and managing change, and we had 

the desire to do something different to

demonstrate that COLT could successfully

manage change.  We wanted to adopt a more

engaging approach and to learn the lessons

of past failings.  Overall, we recognised that

we needed help and education for our

managers and employees.”

Change is about people ...

While several approaches were incorporated

in the change programme, among the key

factors underpinning the success of the

programme was the identification of change

agents who were brought together through a

series of workshops that provided them with

training in the use of tools for identifying

stakeholders and target groups most at risk

from becoming detached from the change.

The workshops provided the change agents

with development in the psychology of

change and skills in predicting the

psychological impact of change on key

constituencies, as well as how to devise and

implement strategies for keeping these

constituencies on side.  The change agents

were also helped to develop greater self-

awareness in their own ability to cope with

the demands of delivering the change.  By

creating local networks of change agents,

questions could be answered more

effectively and key message promoted more

consistently.

Experiencing business value 

from change

The change programme has resulted in

many business benefits.  For example, the

outsourcing of a number of call centre

operations was achieved four months ahead

of schedule, minimising disruption as well

as realising significant cost savings to the

business.  Where there were a lot of cynical

views, the programme has helped turn

attitudes around to realise the reasons for

and commitment to the change at COLT.

Peter Walmsely believes that senior

management now recognises the

importance of keeping employees engaged

and that they have themselves committed

to a better understanding of the people

dimension involved in the change process.

Indeed, other parts of the business are now

asking what has happened and how they

can adopt the lessons learned from this

programme.
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Context

With the introduction of a new EU

legislation, a large automobile organisation

had a specific and urgent need to introduce 

a European-wide, multi-language, on-line

system to assess all of their existing Sales

Consultants, and to use the same method 

for selection of new recruits. 

The EU implementation of the Block

Exemption Regulation (BER) was introduced

to increase consumer’s access to new cars at

the same cost and service across the EU. Car

dealerships can now be set up to allow

different brands to compete with each other

within the same dealership. As a result of

this, the car manufacturers may have less

control over the specific staff that sells their

vehicles. To compensate for this effect, the

regulation incorporates the provision for

dealerships to have “certified” dealers for

each manufacturer requiring them to meet

minimum standards. These minimum

standards are to be defined by the

manufacturer and then assessed through 

a standardised certification programme. 

Meeting the challenge 

The client was faced with the following

challenges. 

• Identifying clearly what their minimum 

standards are

• Certifying their existing sales consultants 

against these standards

• Finding a method of certification 

appropriate to and flexible enough for 

a European-wide field sales team who 

are not direct employees 

• Adapting this certification process to 

be used as part of the recruitment process

to ‘approve’ new sales consultants 

Because of the numerous and European-wide

spread of dealerships and the volume of

people participating in the assessment

process, a number of practical limitations

applied. For example, assessment centres were

not feasible due to cost, time and the

practicalities of adequately trained assessors

for each dealership. The solution selected was

an on-line system that could be administered

easily within each dealership with a report

automatically generated for each candidate.

This solution was then developed to include a

customised situational judgement assessment

built around the client’s sales consultant

competency framework (other assessments

also include job knowledge interviews as well

as other psychometric tools).

Research has shown that situational

judgement tests are a useful compliment to

traditional selection procedures in terms of

enhancing predictive validity, reducing

adverse impact (regarding gender) and

broadening the constructs measured. Also,

candidate acceptance levels are generally

positive and the method has proved popular

amongst those who have implemented it. 

Implementing the solution

The project involved a number of stages

including a critical incident job analysis

across Europe and investigating any

differences in the role of the sales consultant

across the different European countries;

developing the items for the situational

judgement instrument and ensuring that the

test was equally applicable to all the

European markets; calibrating the test so that

it was set at the appropriate difficulty for

both job incumbents and applicants;

convincing and training dealership staff to

use and administer the certification process.

Reactions to the solution

The situational judgement test is seen by the

organisation as providing a direct way of

assessing sales consultant’s judgements using

typical work scenarios in a way that is also

seen as relevant by those participating in the

assessment.  As the items are all linked to

specific competencies within the client’s

competency framework, it is also seen as

proving efficient and reliable access to data

on current and prospective employees that is

directly tied to business performance as well

as addressing the legislative issues faced by

the client. In addition, feedback has shown

that it provides an effective realistic job

preview to those applying for the sales

consultant role.
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