
Part 1

Grounded in empirical research, Change Vitality is a framework we use to set out the 
fundamental capacities that are key to the successful leadership of large complex change.

What Is Change Vitality?

Today’s world calls for a different way to lead change. Gone are the days when change 
was an episode, a one-off event, a “thing to be managed.” Nowadays, we live in a world 
that swirls in ongoing change. Rapid technology innovation is also causing major dis-
ruption and the need to lead from a new, emerging future. We also now live in a more 
joined-up and interconnected world, where the pace of change has exponentially 
increased, and it is harder to control or unilaterally dictate to others what to do.

All of this calls for an approach to the leadership of change that we call creating move-
ment, rather than staying in busy action. Change that is about movement takes you to 
new, unprecedented places. Change that is about busy action, while creating heat and 
noise, might just keep you stuck in today’s routines. It’s paradoxical, as creating true 
movement might mean slowing down the pace a little and looking to the source of 
today’s routines, how things get done.

So, the core insight underpinning Change Vitality is that successful change demands 
leaders to not just launch actions and initiatives—getting busy—but instead cultivate 
deep awareness of, and movement in, their own and hence their organization’s routines. 
We define change as “the disturbance of repeating patterns.” If leaders do not pay atten-
tion to a new “how” (way of operating), they will get the same “what” (results)!

Understanding Change Vitality

Still Moving Field Guide: Change Vitality At Your Fingertips, First Edition. Deborah Rowland. 
© 2021 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2021 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 
Companion website: www.wiley.com/go/stillmovingfieldguide

3

c01.indd   3 8-8-20   6.04.46 PM

CO
PYRIG

HTED
 M

ATERIA
L



Part 1  Understanding Change Vitality4

OUR CORE PREMISE...
conventionally, most change is led through action, not movement

System maintaining
Seeks new WHAT via the same

HOW
Autopilot and habitual

Led through events and
program

Layering initiatives onto current
routines

Doing change TO people
Leaders in BUSY ACTING

OKAY WHEN SOLUTIONS ARE
KNOWN AND REQUIRES TODAY’S

EXPERTISE

ACTION

System changing
Seeks new WHAT via a radically

 different HOW
Mindful and intentional

Led through few carefully
targeted INTERVENtIONS

Changes the SOURCE of today’s
routines

Doing change WITH people
Leaders in STILL MOVING

VITAL WHEN SOLUTIONS
UNKNOWN AND NEW

CAPABILITIES NEEDED

Source: © Still Moving Consultancy Ltd 2018

VERSUS

MOVEMENT

­What Makes Up Change Vitality?

Change Vitality is therefore a call to a new “how” of leading change. It is made 
up of four interconnected capacities, or Factors, which in combination lead to 
movement—that is, tangible change outcomes—and not just busy action, the rep-
etition of past routines.

The four Factors are:

●● The Inner Capacities—the quality of your inner state as a leader, how people experi-
ence your “being”

●● The External Practices—the effectiveness of your outer behavior, what people can see 
you “doing”

●● The Change Approach—how you choose overall to implement change across the sys-
tem that you lead

●● The Ordering Forces—the quality of the overall systemic health of your organization 
that impacts if your change effort will flow with ease or get stuck
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5­What  Makes  Up Change  Vitalit? ﻿

ACHIEVING MOVEMENT
True change is an outcome of four critical, interrelated factors

that together make up CHANGE VITALITY

CHANGE VITALITY

Do your people feel they belong,
can contribute, and give of their best

in changing times?

Are you doing change in ways that will
shift, or maintain, current routines?

How good are your leaders at creating purpose,
naming reality, chaneling anxiety, and modeling the

desired change? (QUALITY OF DOING)

To what extent are your leaders in the right mental
and emotional state to lead big change?

(QUALITY OF BEING)

Source: © Still Moving Consultancy Ltd 2018

These two
factors alone
account for
52% of the
reason why
big change
succeeds!

Quality of the
leaders’ Inner

Capacities

Quality of the leaders’
External Practices

Impact of your Change Approach

Attention to the Ordering Forces

Tangible change outcomes

We visualize these four Factors as a flow of energy that rises upward through the 
spinning Change Vitality cone. Sometimes, change can feel a bit like this! A bit wobbly, 
risky, hard to stay in balance. And, we all know that the essence of a cone’s ability to 
move at pace, yet remain stable, rests on how it pivots on the ground.

That is why we start from the quality of a leader’s internal state, their Inner Capacities, 
and work upward. The entire quality of your ability to lead the swirl of today’s change 
well starts here: in stillness, with your ability to both notice and regulate your inner 
mental and emotional response to experience. When you can do this, you will perceive 
and receive the external world more clearly, and therefore take more appropriate action. 
We call this being before doing.

However, it does not stop at your personal leadership, as we also know that the suc-
cessful leadership of change requires attending to factors at the whole-system level. And 
here we have the final two Change Vitality Factors: your choice of overall Change 
Approach (top down vs. decentralized, programmatic vs. emergent) and how well you 
attend to the vital Ordering Forces that govern the flow of relational energy in all human 
systems. Ignore both of these systemic Factors at your peril.

c01.indd   5 8-8-20   6.04.47 PM



Part 1  Understanding Change Vitality6

What Change Vitality Comprises—in More Detail

Each of these four Change Vitality Factors breaks down into individual Elements—as 
seen in this list. Most of these Elements are promoters of change success: we found them 
highly correlated with the ability to lead complex change well. Some of them are detrac-
tors of change success: we found them to be highly negatively correlated with successful 
change. In total, there are 19 separate Elements.

Change Vitality Overall Factor Change Vitality Individual Elements

Inner Capacities
The quality of your “being”

Staying Present

Curious and Intentional Responding

Tuning into the System

Acknowledging the Whole

Non-Mindful*

External Practices
The quality of your “doing”

Attractor

Edge and Tension

Container

Transforming Space

Leader-Centric*

Change Approaches
Effectiveness of your overall choice on how to 
implement change

Masterful

Emergent

Directive*

Self-Assembly*

Ordering Forces**
How you attend to the overall systemic health of your 
organization

Belonging

Time

Exchange

Place

Limiting Forces*

* Detracting elements.
** No research data yet for the Ordering Forces, but we have drawn from much literature and practice in 
the systemic field for this Factor.

Why Does Change Vitality Matter?

So, you have four different Factors—comprising 19 Elements—to attend to if you wish 
to lead change well. We did say that more effortless change is not without effort! The 
good news, though, is that once you have mastered them, change will flow so much 
more easily around you.

c01.indd   6 8-8-20   6.04.47 PM



7­Why  Does  Change  Vitality  Matte? ﻿

We know this because we have built Change Vitality on the foundation of rigorous 
in-the-field research—most recently, covering 88 real case studies of large complex change 
from 65 senior leaders, who were drawn from multiple industries across five continents. 
This is the latest round in a long line of research going back almost two decades. Each 
study has sought to find out: what differentiates the leaders who can lead high-magnitude 
change well?

Change Vitality matters as we get consistent findings from all these studies that your 
personal leadership, and your choice of overall change approach, is fateful. Too often we 
“do change” on autopilot, or default mode, not even aware that our own behavior as 
leaders and the process through which we implement change fundamentally determine 
whether or not the change will succeed.

So, Change Vitality matters because:

●● Organizations and leaders who have higher degrees of Change Vitality are statistically 
much more likely to achieve real and sustained movement from their change effort.

●● Change Vitality explains over half of the reason why big change either succeeds 
or fails.

●● Change Vitality offers individuals an opportunity to rethink their personal way of 
leading large-scale, complex change so that it becomes more effortless, more sustain-
able, and ultimately more successful.

We feel this matters as we see so much wasted effort in change. Effort that depletes 
resources—be that financial, human, or even societal cost. Effort that could be so better 
redirected into creating flourishing organizations and institutions that serve society well.

The following parts of this Field Guide explain the different Change Vitality 
dimensions in more detail, provide guidance for how to rate your own leadership 
and change effort against them, and finally offer suggestions for what you can do to 
increase your own capability to deliver successful, lasting change in the team, 
organization, or system that you lead.
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