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Preparing for change

23rd September 2020

The third seminar of our Leadership series took place on 
23rd September, with a lively and fascinating debate from our 

international group of attendees about the challenges of change 
and the benefits of adaptability. 

This is a brief summary of the key points discussed in the main 
room and extracts of the sub-groups’ discussions.

Human beings are resistant to change as a result of the evolution of instinctive reactions that allowed our ancestors to exist in 
challenging and hazardous primal environments. The pharma and biotech industries have long had their own built-in levels 

of unpredictability, with the challenges of clinical trials, approvals, markets, political situations and the need for sustainability. 
Change and adaptability, however, are important to survive within this fast-moving environment. 

“Changing people’s primal behaviour about how they think and feel about change itself doesn’t happen overnight for most.”

A survey of attendees suggested that people are reporting a poor level of organisational adaptability currently, and there is a 
significant demand for improvement. This is being held back by habits and desire to remain in a comfort zone, fear, and a lack of 
means and resources. The consequences of not being adaptable are serious, and ultimately terminal for research and business.
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From resistance to adaptability
Adaptability helps individuals and companies to be open to the idea of change, and to develop a mindset that embraces change, 
not just for individual projects, but for the long term. However good a new strategy is, it will only work if the leaders and workforce 
have an adaptable mindset.

“The topic of adaptability is perfect, as it is extremely important in our industry given the level of change that we’re facing.”

Adaptability is about:

•	Anticipating opportunities and risks

•	Being open to the idea of change

•	Able to change direction quickly

•	Able to accelerate into uncharted territory

•	Being prepared to go in less than fully prepared

•	Seeing even negative change as the chance to emerge stronger

Being adaptable is a mindset, but it doesn’t happen overnight, and the process needs to be proactive. It’s important to help people 
to learn to be adaptable before change begins. Adaptability is also cultural; small companies and startups tend to be more agile 
and dynamic, and find it easier to change. In contrast, change is slower in big pharma companies, and the gap between knowing 
that things need to change and actually making the change is often larger. 

“Individually, people are adaptable. The challenge is that big pharma companies have not evolved much over the past two decades. 
Consulting companies have tried to stay ahead of the curve, but we need to be aware of the readiness of pharma companies. Consulting 
companies have the ideas and the adaptability, but pharma can be more staid. This creates a culture clash.”

One major issue in life sciences is how to balance adaptability with regulation.

“Adaptability is about being to turn quickly and accelerate into uncharted territory. Sometimes regulation will limit the speed that this can 
happen. Sometimes it won’t. But either way, it can never be a permanent excuse for not turning, in the same way that even fixed costs on the 
balance sheet are only fixed in the short to medium term.”

Persuading people to change
Many people, from senior leaders to junior members of staff, have worked in the 
same way over long periods of time, and have a fear of change. 

“Even when people don’t like the system, they become adapted to it.”

Change can generate anxiety and self-doubt, and leaders need to address these 
mindsets before change can be effective. However, many leaders are not equipped 
to have these kinds of discussions with staff, or are too distant to be able to 
communicate effectively and provide reassurance.

“Leaders don’t want to show vulnerability by exposing that this kind of discussion is 
difficult for them.”

Leaders may also be resistant to change, as they have the most to lose, if things don’t work as expected. This resistance will then be 
seen throughout the whole organisation.

“Often people welcome change on the way up, but once they get to the top, they like the view and tend to want to preserve the status quo.”

To lead effectively through change, leaders need to be aligned and ready. They need to be trusted, and to be prepared for people to 
open up to them about their fears. They also need to show empathy, competence, integrity, vulnerability and support. 

“My approach is to have very open, very honest and very genuine conversations.”

Leaders that are trusted will also trust their employees, and will provide a ‘safe space’ for people to put forward their own 
suggestions for change, and express their creativity. 

“Trust plays a big role in adaptability, and adaptability as a mindset can, therefore, be tied to the organisation or team. If people don’t trust 
their leaders, they will be less likely to want to follow them.”

Leaders need to work on themselves first, be prepared to be adaptable, and trust their abilities, before they lead others on the path 
to change.

““My approach is to 
have very open, very 
honest and very genuine 
conversations.””
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“Often in big organisations you may not necessarily want to do something for the sake of the company, but you will follow a leader whom 
you trust, because they showed time and time again they’d have your back.”

Change is often communicated as something that happens on a project-by-project basis.

“This will help people accept and comply with a specific change, one project at a time, and is unlikely to make a permanent difference to 
people’s adaptability i.e. their mindset about change. This approach means that every project will have to overcome the same level of human 
inertia every time.” 

There is a difference between compliance and adaptability. People often comply with change (for instance out of fear of losing a 
job, or may be conflict averse), but this does not mean they are adaptable. The challenge is to create a mindset that makes people 
want to change, not just to comply.

“Pushing people through projects may get them done but will not make people adaptable.”

The impact of Covid-19
The Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in added levels of unpredictability, and leadership, on a local and national scale, has been 
tested by the circumstances. Political leaders in the US and the UK (with the UK dealing with the additional pressure of Brexit) 
are struggling to control the virus and keep the population on board. In contrast, New Zealand, with a leader with a much more 
adaptable mindset, has seen a much lower death toll and has a population that has bought into the virus control measures. 
Switzerland’s leaders closed the borders and communicated what they were doing and why.

“Adaptability may be brought by opportunity but also necessity, as it is now in the case of COVID when we all have to adapt to this new 
reality. Yet if we were proactive in our approach a lot of these changes would have been smoother.”

The Covid-19 pandemic has also highlighted the importance of adaptability for individuals, with people having to work from 
home. 

“People had to change how they live with their families. Adaptability is no longer just a workplace topic. It is at home too.”

This brings its challenges. With many people working at a distance, it may be even more difficult to change the mindset of people.

“If you want to stimulate people, communications is a must. It’s easy to fall back into old habits.”

One approach to combat the isolation people may feel with Covid-19, is to build virtual communities of work groups to replace 
face-to-face contact.

Keeping communicating
It is vital to communicate openly and clearly, especially during the process of change. Making changes requires 
explanations, inspiration and regular contact, with transparency and openness. If the workforce does not understand 
why the changes are being made, and what the impact will be, it will be hard to motivate people. This is where the role 
of leader as communicator is important. 

“Leaders need to communicate authentically – speak to their people and not just write to them; talk to them as human beings.”

Communication needs to be about changing the mindset, and focusing on the results and what can be achieved. The 
communication, however, has to be genuine, with the goals and language tailored to specific groups.

“Communication is formatted. Senior leadership often include key words in their communication messages that “need to be 
there”, often say things in the same language that is not aimed at individuals.”

The best way to prepare people for adaptability is to explain the method and process, and to share the analysis and 
targets. 

“Identify the people who can change quickly, and use them as a ‘starter’. Also, find those people who need more time and 
coaching.”

The leaders need to understand the targets, whether these be financial, social or operational, and be able to explain 
them clearly. The bigger the changes, the harder they are to explain. It’s important to communicate change in terms of 
what’s in it for the people, not just express the expectations and wait for results. Equally, it’s important to communicate 
the consequences of adapting or not. 

“Communicate more and better, avoiding messages with fear, but rather describing visions of the future, to create a clear idea of 
what’s coming.”


