
Why change is harder (and easier)
in SMEs.

THE REALITY OF
CHANGE IN SMES



Change = Transitioning from the “current state” to a “future state”
Process: Improving how the work gets done (e.g. a new approval workflow)

People: Shifting roles, behaviours and skills (e.g. upskilling for a new service

line)

Systems: Updating tools and technology (e.g. moving from spreadsheets to a

CRM) 

Culture: Evolving the mindset and habits (e.g. “The way we do things around

here”). 

When we hear the words ‘Change Management’ we often think of massive

corporate mergers but in an SME change is simply the act of doing things

differently to stay competitive. 

What do we mean by Change?

For SMEs change isn’t about ‘The Big Transformation’. It is the small shifts like

hiring your 10  employee, changing your opening hours or responding to a

new competitor down the street. Agility is our superpower but will only work if

we manage the transition properly rather than just ‘winging it’. 
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Why Change Matters Now
The Cost of Standing Still 

Growth requires new ways of working: What got you to five employees won’t get you to fifty. Scale demands structure.

Competition is increasing: Your competitors are only a ‘click’ away. Agility is your edge over larger, slower companies. 

Digital tools are evolving fast: AI, automation and cloud tech are no longer “optional” - they are the new baseline for efficiency. 

Customer expectations are higher: Customers expect instant communication, personalisation and seamless digital experiences. 

The bottom line: In a fast moving market, standing still is the same as falling behind. 

It’s easy to look at a successful small business and think if it ain’t broke

don’t fix it. In todays economy the fix happens before the break. Why?

The world around your business is changing even if you aren’t.

The Reality Check
Growth is uncomfortable. Change management is the bridge that gets

you from where you are to where you want to be without the bridge

collapsing under the weight of the new work. 

The Growth Point

Your customers expect speed and ease. If a competitor adopts a new

tool that lets them respond to quotes in 5 minutes while you take 5 hours

you aren’t just slower - you are becoming irrelevant. 

The Digital & Customer Shift
Most SMEs don’t fail because they had bad ideas - they fail because

they didn’t adapt fast enough to the good ones. Change is the only way

to stay in the game. 

The Closing Point



Why Change Fails in SMEs
Common Pitfalls in Small Business Transitions

Lack of time and capacity: Everyone is already at 100% capacity. Change feels like ‘one more thing’ on a full plate.

Unclear direction: If the overall vision isn’t clearly defined, the team will pull in different directions.

Poor or inconsistent communication: Rumours fill the vacuum where facts are missing. 

Leadership not aligned: If the owners or managers aren’t on the same page, the team won’t be either. 

No follow-through: Starting a project is easy, finding it is where SMEs drop the ball. 

Leadership & Resource Gap
In an SME, we have Sarah in accounts and Tom in sales, both already busy. The biggest reason change fails isn’t a lack

of will, it is a lack of capacity. If we don’t give people the breathing room to learn something new, they will naturally

revert to the old way just to survive the workday. Important to note: it’s rarely about a bad strategy. Most SME owners

have brilliant visions. It is about execution gaps. It is the space between the big idea and the daily habit where change

goes to die. 



Common SME Change Mistakes
The ‘Famous Last Words’ of Change 

“We told people once - thats enough” - The Communication Gap 

“People will just get it” - The Assumption Trap

“Let’s move fast and figure it out later” - The Chaos Method 

“We don’t need a plan” - The ‘Winging It’ Strategy 

“It will stick on it’s own” - The Lack of Reinforcement

In an SME, we think because we sit in the same

room, everyone heard the message. Research shows

people need to hear a change message 5-7 times

before they truly internalise it. One email isn’t a

strategy, its a notification.

Communication
Assuming people will just get it ignores the fact that

your team is focused on their daily tasks. They aren’t

inside your head seeing the vision you see.

Assumptions



The SME Advantage

Why Small is Powerful 
Faster decision making: No endless committees or board of

directors. You can decide at 9am and implement by 10am.

Closer, more connected teams: You know your people. You know

their strengths, their fears and what motivates them. 

Less Bureaucracy: Fewer layers of management mean the message

doesn’t get diluted as it moves through the ranks. 

More flexibility: Roles in SMEs are naturally fluid. Your team is

already used to wearing many hats. 

Ability to adapt quickly: You can test an idea, fail fast and pivot

without losing millions in sunk costs. 



The Mindset Shift
From Disruption to Development

Old thinking: “Change is a disruption to our real work”

New thinking: “Change is how we grow and stay relevant”

Change is not a ‘one-off’ event: Its not a project with a finish line.

Change is continuous: The market doesn’t stop, so neither do we.

Change is a capability: It is a skill your team can get better at over time.

This mindset underpins everything else we are going to talk about in this

course. We aren’t just fixing a problem today, we are building a team that

is change-ready for tomorrow. 

Closing Notes

When we shift our thinking to ‘Change is how we grow’ we stop being

victims of the market and start being leaders of it. Think of change as a

capability - like sales, customer service or a technical skill. It is a muscle.

The first time you use it, it hurts, but the more you exercise it, the stronger

and faster your business becomes. 

The New Perspective 
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