
Spreading Change Guide 
 

Background: Spreading change is the process of onboarding new people to implementing proven change 
ideas from your earlier PDSA tests. Change is a process; individuals may have different reactions to your 
change idea. You will want to plan strategies that provide both emotional and behavioral supports to 
implementing change. John Kotter, a Harvard Business School professor has developed a useful model 
about leading change that can be used as a framework for planning emotional and behavioral supports 
into your spreading change efforts.  

Directions: This worksheet can be used by the PDSA team leader alone or used as a brainstorming and 
planning exercise with your PDSA team members. Read the primer table below outlining the stages and 
key lessons from Kotter’s (2008) Organization Change Management Model. Then use the reflection 
questions to brainstorm strategies for spreading change.  

Primer of Kotter’s Organizational Change Management Model 
Strategy Actions Needed Pitfalls to Avoid 

1. Establish a 
sense of urgency 
 
Purpose: Help others see 
the need for change and 
the importance of acting 
immediately 

• Be open with the group about potential 
opportunities ahead; 

• Create a short, clear, powerful message about 
the opportunities that help build urgency; 

• Communicate the message in multiple ways to 
the entire group; 

• Get most group participants to want to see 
change 

• Underestimating the 
difficulty of moving people 
from their comfort zones 

• Becoming paralyzed by risks 
• Allowing those resistant to 

change to dampen urgency 

2. Form a powerful 
guiding coalition 
 
Purpose: Make sure 
there is a committed 
team guiding the change 
with the right mix of 
skills 

• Ask for volunteers from the group that are 
excited about proposed change; 

• Assemble a team with diversity of talent; 
• Build cooperative skills and unity on the team; 
• Have all team members focused on the change 

goals and strategy working together not 
separately 

• No prior experience in 
teamwork; 

• Relegating team leadership to 
senior management, human 
resources, or quality rather 
than a supervisor or worker 
directly implementing the 
change(s) 

3. Create a vision of the 
future 
 
Purpose: Clarify how the 
future will be 
different from the past 
and how you can make 
that future a reality 

• The team has created a new model or 
direction for what the future should look like; 

• The team has a simple vision statement of 
how the group will be different in the future 
and able to take advantage of new 
opportunities; 

• The vision statement is compatible with step 1 
and the statement can help the group realize 
the opportunities; 

• Leaders of the group are in support of the 
change statement 

• Presenting a vision that is too 
complicated or vague to be 
communicated in five 
minutes or less; 

• Organizational leadership 
that is not committed to the 
change and have not 
expressed their concerns to 
the team 

4. Communicate for 
buy-in 
 
Purpose: Make sure as 

• The change vision has been communicated to 
the group in multiple forms using simple 
memorable messages that inspire; 

• Under-communicating the 
vision; 

• Not managing change 
resistors; 



Strategy Actions Needed Pitfalls to Avoid 
many others as possible 
understand and accept 
the change vision and 
strategy 

• Communication involves multiple leaders and 
appeals to both the head and the heart; 

• Messaging templates have been created to 
help the communicators; 

• Buy-in has been established for most of the 
group; 

• Teach new behaviors by example of the 
guiding PDSA team; 

• Change resistors with influence have been 
identified and managed 

• Trying too hard to convince 
change resistors and losing 
focus on who the message is 
intended for: everyone else; 

• Behaving in ways not 
consistent with the change 
vision 

5. Empower others to 
act on the vision 
 
Purpose: Remove as 
many barriers as 
possible so those that 
want to help can 

• Remove or alter systems or structures 
undermining the vision; 

• Encourage risk-taking and nontraditional 
ideas, activities, and actions. 

• The team has identified ways to include those 
who have influence changing the current state 
to the new vision; 

• Leadership has a clear understanding of 
barriers that are preventing change and 
techniques to remove those barriers 

• Failing to manage powerful 
individuals who resist the 
change effort; 

• Not creating compelling 
reasons for those that benefit 
in current state to also see 
benefit in future state 

6. Plan for and 
create short-term wins 
 
Purpose: Create some 
visible unambiguous 
successes as soon as 
possible 

• The team has generated some early small 
wins around the change vision that can be 
recorded and communicated to everyone; 

• The team has clearly communicated that 
everyone can help, not just those touched by 
the team; 

• Celebrations have been organized that reward 
those that who have helped, and the events 
encourage others to participate 

• Leaving short-term successes 
up to chance; 

• Failing to score successes 
early enough; 

• Creating solutions that are 
not aligned with reward and 
motivation systems already in 
place 

7. Consolidate 
improvements and 
produce more 
change 
 
Purpose: Press harder 
and faster after the first 
successes and be 
relentless with 
instituting change after 
change 

• Use increased credibility from early wins to 
change systems, structures, and policies 
undermining the change vision; 

• Reinvigorate the change process with new 
projects and change agents; 

• Keep urgency up throughout the process even 
at this later stage 

• Declaring victory too soon - 
with the first performance 
improvement; 

• Allowing resistors to convince 
“troops” that the war has 
been won 

8. Incorporate new 
approaches into the 
culture of the group 
 
Purpose: Hold on to the 
new ways of behaving 
and make sure they 
succeed until they 
become a permanent 
part of the culture 

• Articulate connections between new 
behaviors and organizational success; 

• Hire, promote, and develop employees who 
can continue to implement the vision; 

• Develop ways for new employees to 
understand the importance of adapting to 
change; 

• Create leadership development and 
succession plans consistent with the new 
approach 

• Not creating new social 
norms and shared values 
consistent with changes 

• Promoting people into 
leadership positions who do 
not personify the new 
approach 

Kotter, J.P. (2007). Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail. Harvard Business Review. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press. 



Next Steps: 

1. Use the communication plan worksheet on the Spreading Change page of the PDSA online 
toolkit to write a vision statement (strategy 1 and 3) and create a communication plan 
(strategy 4). 

2. Recruit new individuals to implement your change idea (strategy 2). Consider the following: 
a. Are there any leaders (not on the PDSA team) we need to engage to build support for 

this project? Other supervisors? Managers? Director? 
b. How would we like these leaders to engage with spreading change? (Informed, asked to 

express support, other)? 
c. Is there anyone else (not on the PDSA team) that we should recruit to be among the 

next implementers (e.g., workers, supervisors)? 
3. Plan for behavioral supports and remove anticipated barriers so that those you recruit will be 

able to act (strategy 5 and 7) and experience early successes (strategy 6). Consider the 
following: 

a. What physical resources will people need to act on this change? How will we provide 
these? 

b. What training, job aids, procedural instructions, or other resources will people need to 
make this change? How will we provide these? 

c. Are there any barriers (resources, constraints, people) to acting on our change? How will 
we address these? 

d. Who will people go to if they have a question or roadblock related to our change? How 
will we communicate this? Add to communication plan, if needed. 

e. How can we encourage sharing ideas, providing feedback/suggestions, and taking risks 
for the new people we are inviting to implement our change? 

f. Where and how can they give us this feedback? Add this to communication plan, if 
needed. (NOTE: Any time that you can communicate that their feedback mattered, and 
your team used it, take the opportunity!) 

g. How can we celebrate any early engagement and/or successes by people participating 
in the change (e.g., verbal encouragement, shout-outs, emails, align with motivation and 
reward structures already in place)? 

h. Should you implement your change idea with a smaller group of people and add new 
people in successive PDSA cycles? Who is added in at each cycle? What is added in at 
each progressive cycle to complete the final implementation and achieve your vision? 

*For each decided on strategy for spreading change make sure you identify a person responsible, list 
of tasks, and timeline. 

 

General Reflection Questions: 
• What connections do you see to Kotter’s model in the work you have already done in testing PDSA 

cycles? That is, what should you keep doing as you spread change to new individuals? 
• What suggestions stand out to you from Kotter that will be most important in spreading your 

change idea going forward? 
• What pitfalls do you anticipate could occur? How could you avoid them? 

 

 


