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Change Management in 3 Steps 

“The rate of change is not going to slow down anytime soon. If anything, competition in most 
industries will probably speed up even more in the next few decades.”  

~ John P. Kotter 

Whether it’s finding out that you’ve got 20 people coming for dinner instead of the 5 you planned 
for, or realizing that the new CEO has just ripped up the old strategy and your project needs to 
majorly change direction, change happens all the time. 

The only thing you can do is to be ready to handle it. 

In project management, we call this the change management process. After the first moment when 
it feels as if the rug has suddenly been pulled from beneath your feet, you get back up again and 
start thinking about what you need to do about what’s different. 

Managing changes isn’t complicated if you have a process to work through every time. Here’s my 
quick 3-step process that works every time. 

 

Step 1: What’s the Change? 

Someone’s got a new idea for your project. You need to know what it is. You can get that 
information in a multitude of ways. 

 Through a formal change control notification form 

 Via your change management software 

 On email or through your collaboration software tools 

 In an instant message or other electronic chat request 

 During a meeting 

 Verbally at another time, such as during a conversation with a project stakeholder 

 Via carrier pigeon. 

Ok, I’ve never seen the last one in real life but you get the idea: change requests can come from all 
the places and people you’d expect and sometimes others too. And don’t forget that a change might 
originate from you! It’s your project and you’ll probably have some great ideas that you want to 
include above and beyond what you originally planned.  

Once you know what the change is, make a note of it in a change log. This is just a list of what 
changes were requested, who asked for them, when they were asked for and what the decision 
about them was. 

It helps because you’ve then got a log of all the changes that relate to this project. Sometimes 
people ask for similar things, so you can see if anyone has already come up with this idea and what 
you decided to do about it. It’s a good cross-reference to check if you’ve already been round the 
loop of investigating the idea and decided not to do it. 
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Step 2: What’s the Impact? 

You’ve got an idea to consider. Don’t immediately start work on it. First we have to work out 
whether it’s a good idea or not. 

The project manager will assess the impact of the change. Think about how – if you do it – this idea 
will affect the project plan, milestones, the quality of your end product, the scope, how much money 
you’ll have to spend, who is available to do the extra work and anything else that relates to what 
impact it will have on your project.  

Regardless of what it is, as a minimum any change will normally affect how long it is going to take to 
finish the project and how much it will cost. You’ll probably need input from your team to get the 
whole picture. 

Don’t rush this bit! Think about the problem from as many angles as you can so that you really know 
what saying ‘yes’ is going to commit you to. 

Step 3: What Are You Going To Do? 

Now you know what the impact is, you can decide what to do about it. Are you going to say yes to 
the change or not? 

For many project managers, it isn’t their call. If the change is going to impact delivery dates and the 
budget they will normally have to get managerial approval to deviate from what was originally 
agreed. If this is the case for you, you should put together a recommendation for the decision-
maker. The bride wants extra flowers on every table? When she knows what the additional cost will 
be she might not be so keen. 

If your change is approved, update your plan, secure the additional funding or resources (if you need 
any), and remember to tell your team about the decision. 

If you are in a position to make the decision, make it, and get on with the work. Commit to your 
decision and either go for it, or reject it. Be confident in your decision making process! It will help 
you avoid wondering “what would happen if…” 

There is a third option which is to defer the decision. You might want to gather more information, or 
review in a month when you know more about how the project is going. 

Equally, you (or your sponsor) can approve a change and agree it’s a good idea but not want to start 
work on it now. Maybe it will fall into Phase 2 or you’ll pick it up after the initial product launch. In 
this case, simply update your change log to reflect the fact that you’ll come back to it later. 

Everyone should follow this 3-step process to keep the team on top of the inevitable changes that 
will happen. 

Just one final thought: Approach changes positively because most of the time they are a good idea. 
The change management process is there to stop any bad ideas before you spend any time working 
on them! 

 


