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“Arts organizations succeed when they implement their mission through the lens of a strong business model. With this as a guid-
ing principle, Alberta Ballet has spent the past three years rebuilding its team, directing focus on core business activities and re-in-
vigorating stakeholder relations.” (Clausen, L. 2018)

BACKGROUND 

Alberta Ballet, a professional company since 1966, is the 
fourth largest ballet company in Canada and calls Calgary 
and Edmonton home. There are Alberta Ballet private 
schools in both cities, where students receive fully accredit-
ed academic programming, in addition to studying classical 
and contemporary dance. The ballet company is situated in 
Calgary and has a relatively small staff, comprised of 32 
dancers, a CEO, an Artistic Director, and 24 operational and 
production staff. The company’s mission is to give world 
class live dance to Alberta and be the place for dancers to 
train and perform. 
As a not for profit company, financial reports are published 
on their website.

From 2013 to 2016 I served as Technical Director for the 
company, and I was there for the events leading up to the 
change, and for a short period after. Before the change, the 
Executive Director was growing the company, aiming to 
elevate Alberta Ballet to a higher rank in the ballet world. 
Business choices fell short of targets and created a ‘cumula-
tive trend of deficits’ (Classen, 2017), leading the company to 
face bankruptcy. Change management was essential to 
save the Ballet. 

In this paper I will provide an analysis of the change manage-
ment, leadership and structure and I will wrap up with a con-
clusion and three recommendations. 

ANALYSIS

There was a trail of events leading to the 2016 bankruptcy 
danger. Spending had not been carefully controlled: ambi-
tious plans to produce large ballets designed to give the com-
pany a higher profile and generate more revenue had fallen 
short of target with lower than projected ticket sales, resulting 
in a steadily growing shortfall. 

(i) Change Management

If we examine Bullock and Batten’s (1985) model of change, 
an ‘exploration phase’ happened at this period where a clear 
need for change and the requirement that consultants be 
brought in was identified. A path for change management 
was mapped out with consultants Finley & Associates con-
tracted to turn around the company at short notice, within a 
two-week time period.  
Finley had a track record of change implementation in the 
arts, having saved the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra from 
bankruptcy some ten years prior. This turnaround had been 
so successful that Finley was considered the logical choice.
Dunphy and al. (1988) describe the need for transformational 
change to counter organizational extinction. If I am to situate 
the consultants’ change methods on Dunphy & Stace’s (1988) 
Leading Change matrix, much was in the Charismatic Trans-
formation quadrant, however the situation of bankruptcy and 
a shortage of time made it essential that transformation 
could drift into forced and dictatorial if required. 

Lewin’s Force Field Analysis 
A review of driving and restraining forces at this time will help 
to provide a deeper understanding of the forces at work at the 
company in 2016. 
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Kotter’s 8-step recipe for change 

 The consultant’s change management steps fit neatly into Kotter’s model:  

Kotter’s Stage Implemented Notes

1. Establish a 
sense of urgency 

•  On Kotter and Schlesigner’s (2008) strategic con-
tinuum, the consultant’s approach to change was on 
the left side: FAST. Despite the negative side effects 
that Kotter and Schlesinger attach to this approach, 
the urgent situation of bankruptcy and a time limit of 
two weeks in which to effect change necessitated it. 
•  To overcome resistance and for the consultants to 
take a measure of how employees were coping, daily 
company meetings were held where clear and 
honest updates were delivered.  
•  A sense of urgency was communicated to staff: it 
was communicated that to save the company all 
options were on the table and any roles could be 
eliminated. 
•  The two most important roles were let go: the 
Executive Director and Chairperson of the Board. 
Employees were left feeling rudderless and demoral-
ized (Littlefield cited in Wilkie (2017) but senior man-
agement were visible and available for support. 

2. Form a powerful 
coalition 

•  The consultants assembled a formal team of spe-
cialists from within their company and external 
experts. 
•  To include staff in the coalition for change, they 
were informed in daily meetings where results were 
shared, changes communicated, suggestions 
sought but the final say was with the Board and new 
Executive Director who operated on the consultants’ 
recommendations. 

3. Create a Vision  •  The key vision agreed upon by the Board and com-
municated to staff, was the company has great 
cultural value and should be saved from bankruptcy
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•  To achieve this, the consultants project team 
examined the finances and operations with the 
assistance of the managers. The consultants had 
nightly discussion with the Board to communicate 
findings, and the Board decided on strategies and 
actions.
•  Some staff were asked to take a paycut based on 
their reduced role, which tested loyalty.

4. Communicating 
the Vision  

•  There was a public presence of the consultants 
each day. Her message was delivered with compas-
sion, and clearly dedicated to the goal of saving the 
company.
•  Despite a loaded schedule of meetings at the 
company and elsewhere, the Executive Director 
made it clear he was available for any meetings 
requested by staff.  
•  Staff were asked to continue operations as close 
to normal as possible and adjust to new behaviors 
when they were communicated.

5. Empowering 
others to act on 
the vision   

•  Kotter and Schlesigner (2008) point out that resis-
tance must be dealt with coercively in situations 
where speed is essential. While staff concerns were 
listened to in meetings, it was clear that solving 
bankruptcy made all options viable, including job 
losses.
•  Changes were implemented immediately, includ-
ing outsourcing some operations, installing a new 
Director of Finance, and removing a director who had 
combined marketing, communications and develop-
ment under her direction with a growing staff. Her 
resistance came from fear of losing her ‘psychologi-
cal contract with the organization’ (Kotter and 
Schlesinger, 2008) undermining the change manage-
ment.
•  An early adopter of the change was so vocal of the 
benefits to be gained that he influenced the ‘take-off’ 
(Rogers cited in Buchanan and Huczynski, 1995).

Kotter’s Stage Implemented Notes
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6. Planning for 
and creating 
short term wins   

•  A sense of rebirth was being felt throughout the 
company.
•  Staff were congratulated for remaining loyal 
throughout the turnaround, and their work was 
appreciated.
•  At this point in the 8-step process, the consultant 
had finished their work and began to phase them-
selves out, leaving the company to function below 
the new Executive Director.
•  A small but significant party was held to recognize 
and corroborate the consultant’s work, and all staff 
were invited.

7. Consolidating 
improvements 
and producing 
still more change  

Some staff departed shortly after the turnaround, as 
the stress had been too much or they did not fit with 
the new direction of the company. 
•  A member of the artistic team with a genuine 
understanding of taking a business approach to 
performing arts was promoted to Associate Artistic 
Director.
•  The headcount of dancers was reduced. 
•  The incoming Executive Director brought a trans-
formational leadership style to the company. The 
former Chairperson announced he would stay to 
help the Board adapt.
•  More operational outsourcing and the financial 
departments headcount reduced.

8. Institutionalizing 
new approaches   

A new, leaner company structure was introduced. 
•  Two of Goleman’s (2000) leadership styles are 
used by the new Executive Director: democratic and 
coaching. This combination engenders collaboration 
and teamwork, and importantly develops people.
•  Board meetings are dynamic with skilful members 
who love performing arts and are business leaders. 
•  Membership on the Board is desirable, and a suc-
cession plan is in place. 
•   New financial statements posted on the company 
website contain reports which communicate the 
company’s direction and 

Kotter’s Stage Implemented Notes



Page 6A. Smith 2020

What follows is a recommendation for Stage 5: empowering 
others to act on the vision: 
This ranks as ‘deep change’ on the scale proposed by Palmer 
et al. (2016). It changes the philosophy of the organization, 
going from growth to responsibility. 
Rogers (1995) identifies the pattern of innovation thus: small 
numbers adopt the change followed by a ‘take-off’, which is 
proceeded by a large group of adopters. The principal adopt-
er was a member of the artistic team who saw the changes 
potential. He announced his fearlessness of job loss and 
pointed out that the Ballet’s survival mattered most. This led 
to the ‘take-off’, and the company recognized this with a 
promotion.

I would recommend meeting with influencers – the senior 
management level – to convince them of the merits of the 
vision and encourage them to pass on the vision to their 
staff. Kotter and Schlesinger cited in Buchanan and 
Huczynski (2008) describe in their methods for dealing with 
resistance to change that anxiety and uncertainty can be 
met with facilitation and support. This method does takes 
time and can be expensive but may help.

(ii) Leadership at the company

A contributing factor to the need for change was a power 
struggle between the Executive Director and Artistic Director 
who reported to the Board separately; they had different 
visions for the company and sought allies on the Board to 
back their leadership plans. The Board did not seem able to 
align both directors, which created conflict. 
The Executive Director practiced ‘visionary leadership’, was 
growth oriented and drove new initiatives (Alimoj-Metcalfe 
and Bradley, 2008). He sought wealthy donors from the oil

 industry, pursued wider touring to increase the profile of the 
company, and initiated an ambitious plan to build a high-per-
formance Centre on the site of the current building. With the 
collaboration of the  Board Chairperson he steadily swapped 
out Board members, searching for the best combination to 
drive his vision forward. The charismatic leadership of the 
Artistic Director had great success collaborating with Elton 
John, Sarah McLachlan, and kd lang to produce ‘portrait’ 
ballets. He had difficulty adjusting to a strong business model 
and often reminisced about a golden time in the past when 
arts were entitled and received government financial support 
in the form of grants.

Financial issues became untenable when a collaboration with 
Joni Mitchell fell to pieces: Mitchell was unable to select a 
modest number of love songs from her canon for a two-hour 
ballet and the ballet was cancelled, creating a massive hole in 
the yearly budget as pre-sales needed to be refunded. This 
money had been allocated to cover the current year’s 
pre-spending on equipment, events, and salaries.

The company’s survival was dubious. 

Adding to the financial issues, a powerful director had com-
bined Marketing, Development & Communications together 
and led her staff with an ‘authoritative’ style (Goleman, 2000); 
each year adding one or two more staff to her team in order to 
do and deliver more. This placed financial burdens on the 
company – not only salaries but cash required for additional 
publicity and events.

Leadership to save the company from bankruptcy happened 
very quickly: The Board of Directors removed the Chairperson 
and brought back the former Chairman, a brand and crisis

celebrate successes in a clear business-like 
manner.
•  A succession plan has been created for the 
associate artistic director to take over the artistic 
direction of the company.

Kotter’s Stage Implemented Notes
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communications expert. The Executive Director was 
replaced by the Managing Director of the School of Alberta 
Ballet, who brought a collaborative and transformational 
leadership style to the company when it most ‘required 
revitalization, a new vision and institutionalizing change’  
(Tichy and Devanna, 1986).  Ashkenas (2013) points out that 
studies show a 60-70% failure rate of change management 
and posits that it is the managerial capacity to implement it 
that causes this. I believe that it was the speed of the change 
management consultants’ methods that made the turn-
around successful.

(iii) Structure

The four years since has seen the company become team 
driven with streamlined staff, and more horizontal where 
staff share the company’s goals. Meetings are informal. The 
company has financial stability, and a strong business model 
including careful investment in new works. The proven value 
of transformational leadership remains at the company. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The change management at the company was critical, was 
executed quickly and efficiently, and the company has 
thrived in the aftermath as a leaner, fiscally responsible com-
pany that has protected the artistic excellence at its core.
Recalling the change management and what has happened 
since, I have three observations that I present as recommen-
dations: 

1 - The technical team were not reviewed. Technical services 
are provided by a labour union and the technical staff are 
unionized members, resulting in loyalty to the union and 
crucially, not the company. I believe that a sense of belonging 
to the company would cancel out their ‘us and them’ attitude.
It erupted in 2019 when the entire technical team resigned at 
the same time, over an injustice they felt the company had 
made. The company lost all the intellectual capital in the 
technical area in one moment. The new team came without 
historical baggage and the company should keep them 
close.

2 - The high-performance Centre was shelved but could have 
been a great opportunity to strengthen the profile of the com-
pany, and as the consultant noted, a great opportunity to get 
funding. The company chose the direction of establishing 
fiscal responsibility and a strong business model, employing 
lean in operations.

I felt that a new building was a dream that staff could get 
behind, galvanizing them, and the funding may have been fully 
secured in the years between the change management and 
the coronavirus outbreak.

3 – Leaders conduct one-on-one ‘stay interviews’ with 
employees after a leadership change suggested by Littlefield 
cited in Wilkie (2017), listening to what would cause the 
employee to leave, and what keeps them in their job. 

Keeping the intellectual capital of good staff is important; this 
is after all recognized as an intangible asset of companies. 
Gerard R. Griffin pointed out that people work for people, not 
for companies, and the change led to resignations of some 
staff who worked for or with the terminated directors. Little-
field suggest that businesses ‘re-recruit’ their remaining 
employees after a change by appreciating them and being 
vocal about how valued they are. 
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