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Why It’s Important to Change 
Other People

Brian’s $170,000,000 Turnaround

When my client Brian Gaffney stepped into the role of CEO 
of Allianz Global Distributors, a financial services com-
pany with over $90 billion in assets, the company was losing 
$30 million a year. Not only was Allianz struggling, but the 
entire industry was in turmoil (many other asset management 
companies were closing their doors) and morale was low.

“My team is made up of incredibly talented people,” Brian 
told me a short while after assuming the role. “But most of 
them have issues that are getting in the way of their effec-
tiveness. One is rubbing people the wrong way by clumsy 
communications. Another isn’t being clear with direct reports 
and isn’t managing people effectively. A third needs to be 
more proactive; he isn’t having hard conversations that need 
to happen. A fourth is brilliant but sloppy, and several people 
are commenting on the risk to his credibility.”

So we went to work. And under Brian’s leadership, a declin-
ing company made a complete turnaround. In the period that 
we worked together, he turned that $30 million loss into an 
annual profit of $140 million.

CHAPTER 1
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Here’s what’s really important about this story: Brian’s 
turnaround at Allianz happened with the same leadership 
team that had been losing $30 million a year.

In other words, in a few short years, under Brian’s lead-
ership, the same people who were struggling with all those 
issues— the people who were leading the company to a dam-
aging, unsustainable loss— changed.

And it was Brian who helped them change. By doing 
and saying specific things. Things that moved strong- willed 
individuals in positive, productive ways. Things that had a 
business- saving impact on revenue and profitability.

What Brian did was not magic. Neither was it the product 
of Brian’s charisma or powers of persuasion. It was straight-
forward, methodical, and replicable. And you can do it too, in 
your world.

What you need is a process.

Can You Really Change Other People?

You can’t change other people; you can only change yourself. 
It’s a truism.

Only it’s not true.
I1 know this— with 100 percent certainty— because it’s my 

job to change other people. As an executive coach for CEOs 
and senior leaders in organizations of all sizes, my success 
depends on it.

Helping others change and improve when it’s hard and 
when they may not want to (at first) can look and feel like 
magic, but it’s not. It’s a skill— a set of repeatable steps— that 
I’ve studied, developed, and honed over 30 years of practice. 

1Throughout the book, “I” refers to Peter.
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And it’s teachable because I’ve taught it to people who have 
become some of the best coaches in the world.

By the time you finish this book, you’ll have that skill too, 
which is important, because we all need the skill. No mat-
ter your role at work and in life, your success is dependent, 
at least in part, on the success of those around you. In many 
situations, it would be great for you if people changed for 
the better.

Just about all of the time, though, it would be better for 
them too: an employee who’s more capable than they realize, 
who could be taking on bigger projects. A bright colleague 
who, if only they spoke up and shared their perspective, could 
have a positive impact on the team and, consequently, their 
success in the company. A boss whose visionary strategy 
would finally get traction if they focused more, resisting the 
distraction of bright, shiny objects.

For many of us, helping people change is not just a nice- 
to- have skill; it’s a requirement. If you’re a leader or manager 
in an organization, it’s your job to change others: to transform 
squabbling coworkers into a capable team. To turn excuse- 
makers into responsibility- takers. To help high- potential con-
tributors overcome dysfunctional habits and achieve their 
potential.

Changing others is perhaps the most important capability a leader 
can develop.

And yet it’s a capability that most people lack. We avoid 
difficult conversations or handle them in ways that make 
things worse. We generate resistance rather than change. We 
point out how we want people to improve, but we lack the 
skills to get them there. We try to help and end up doing 
their work for them, making them dependent on us, when 
we should be helping them grow their independent capa-
bility. When emotions run high, we can even damage those 
relationships.
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We feel stuck between a rock and a hard place: caring too 
much to keep our mouths shut, yet regretting the ineffective 
and hurtful things we say.

If only there were a third option.
There is. In this book, I will show you exactly why what 

you’ve been doing hasn’t been working, and I will teach you 
what to do instead.

I’ll share my process, which I call the Four Steps. I have yet 
to find a more elegant, kind, and effective method for helping 
people make the changes they want and need to make in their 
work and their lives.

Rather than inviting resistance, the Four Steps generate 
ownership. Rather than fostering dependence, they create 
independent capability. Rather than strain the relationship 
between you and the person you’re helping, the Four Steps 
grow and deepen your relationships.

The ability to help other people change, even when they’ve 
been stuck for years, and even when they don’t believe they 
can, is a superpower. Up until now, this superpower has been 
an esoteric skill set, honed and used by some of the world’s 
most effective coaches. In this book, I’m going to deconstruct 
that superpower so you can practice and master it.

Using the Four Steps, I helped one CEO of a high- tech 
company grow revenue from $350 million to over a billion 
as its stock price soared from $19 to $107. At another com-
pany, the senior team began working together, helping rather 
than criticizing each other, and their stock price tripled in a 
year. When leaders skillfully help each other— and the people 
around them— up their game, exceptional results follow.

When I teach the Four Steps to CEOs and their leadership 
teams, the positive results cascade throughout the organization, 
generating independently capable teams that perform at much 
higher levels than before. People work together better and  
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accept more accountability. People own their mistakes and 
failures, set and achieve higher goals, and resist the temptation 
of behaviors that get in the way.

Over years of doing this work, I discovered something 
wonderful: The C- suite leaders I work with reported that 
not only are they more effective at their jobs, and not only 
are their employees stepping up and becoming leaders in their 
own right, but their personal lives are easier and more satisfy-
ing as well. They stopped fighting with, and micromanaging, 
their kids. They had more empowering conversations with 
their spouses. And they found themselves helping others dig 
out of ruts that were sometimes decades in the making.

My coauthor, Howie, in addition to his work with busi-
ness clients, also uses the Four Steps to help people change 
destructive lifelong habits and regain their health. While doc-
tors acknowledge that lifestyle can be as powerful as drugs and 
surgery, most don’t offer this option to patients in the belief 
that they won’t comply. Yet Howie’s clients change their life-
styles all the time. One became a competitive triathlete, los-
ing sixty pounds in the process. Another reversed his type 2 
diabetes and reduced his blood pressure meds by 75 percent 
through dietary changes, daily exercise, and meditation prac-
tice. A third finally got off the binge/diet/binge cycle, for the 
first time in her life maintaining a healthy weight free “from 
the impending doom of relapse.”

Let’s banish the pain that comes from trying to change 
others in frustrated, angry ways— complaining, attacking, and 
manipulating them to get them to act differently. Those tac-
tics cause tremendous damage. They don’t feel good to any-
one involved. And they don’t work.

The Four Steps do work. And they heal relationships as 
people become allies instead of enemies, choosing skillful 
support over clumsy, destructive criticism.
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Once you begin using the Four Steps, your world will feel 
lighter. You’ll be happier. The people around you will be hap-
pier. You’ll all get more done.

I wrote this book because that’s the world I want to live in. 
A world where we build ownership, capability, and courage all 
around us. Where, rather than lashing out as annoyed critics, 
we reach out as allies. A world where we help raise people up 
to be the best they can be. And where they make us better 
people in return.

I’m grateful that you’re taking the time to read this book. 
Thank you.

A Tour of the Book

Before you start using the Four Steps, it’s important to under-
stand why they work, which I’ll cover in Part One.

Part One:  A New Way to Help People 
(Because the Old Ways Don’t Work)

First, I’ll debunk the myth that people resist change and 
explain why so many of our efforts to change others fail 
(Chapter 2).

Then I’ll introduce you to the four powers that a person 
needs in order to change: ownership, independent capability, 
emotional courage, and future- proofing (Chapters 3–6).

If someone doesn’t change, they are missing at least one of 
these powers.

And when you use the Four Steps to help someone change, 
what you’re really doing is igniting these powers in them so 
they change themselves. In Part Two, I’ll teach you to do 
just that.
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Part Two: The Four Steps

This is the practical “how-to” portion of the book. To illus-
trate the Four Steps, we’ll follow one scenario all the way 
from the initial problem to a detailed plan of action. You’ll 
listen in on the conversation at the beginning of each step. 
Then we’ll debrief that step in the following chapters, explor-
ing underlying principles, dos and don’ts, and exceptions.

Here’s a brief description of each step:

Step 1: Shift from Critic to Ally (Chapters 7–13) This 
is the magic move. It gets you to the place where your con-
versation partner2 agrees to receive your help. You’ll learn how 
to initiate conversations that help others change. Even bet-
ter, you’ll learn to recognize and capitalize on “silver platter” 
opportunities, times when people come to you already open 
to you helping them change— everyday opportunities that are 
easy to spot once you know what to look for. Start with this 
step and you’ll move quickly past any potential resistance, well 
positioned as a trusted guide to help your partner change.

Step 2: Identify an Energizing Outcome ( Chapters 14–17)  
This step shifts your partner from focusing on the problem to 
focusing on the outcome they want. It’s a deceptively simple 
reorientation that moves people from frustration to excite-
ment. For many years I didn’t think this was such a big deal, 
but my clients tell me focusing on the desired outcome is not 
an obvious thing to do when they’re mired in a difficult situ-
ation. It reliably gives them the right focus, exposing new and 
creative ways forward.

2Throughout this book, I refer to the person you want to help as your 
partner with plural pronouns (their, them, etc.). I hope this helps you orient 
yourself toward them in a supportive, friendly, and collaborative way.
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Step 3: Find the Hidden Opportunity (Chapters 18–22)
In this step you return to the problem, but now you use it as 
an opportunity to achieve the outcome in a creative or unex-
pected way. Here’s where you can help people change so that 
they not only get out of the mess they’re in, but emerge at a 
whole new level of functioning.

Step 4: Create a Level- 10 Plan (Chapters 23–27) In this 
final step you help your partner generate, refine, and commit 
to a specific action plan to achieve their energizing outcome. 
You’re going for a “Level- 10” plan, where they know exactly 
what they’re going to do and are confident they can do it. This 
final step turns insight into action and intentions into impact.

Those are the Four Steps: Ally, Outcome, Opportunity, 
Plan. If you’re into mnemonics, think of “Ally- OOP,” which, 
appropriately, sounds like the basketball pass that sets your 
teammate up for a slam dunk.

The companion website to this book (BregmanPartners.
com/change) shares sample “partner dialogues” that demon-
strate the Four Steps in different contexts. You’ll find typi-
cal Four- Step conversations around hard issues that vary by 
domain (work and personal), power dynamic (supervisor/
employee, spouses, parent/child, friends), and topic (work 
performance, health, relationship, personal goals). Before you 
have your first Four- Step conversation with a partner, read 
the sample dialogue that is most similar to the situation. It 
will help you find the right words to say and what kinds of 
responses you might expect from your partner.

***

Although I share important principles about personal 
change, especially in the first few chapters, this is not a con-
ceptual book. You Can Change Other People is a user’s manual, 
meant to be as practical as possible.
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Don’t wait until you’ve mastered the Four Steps to start 
using them to help people change. Transparency is part of 
this process. You should feel free to share exactly what you’re 
doing and why you’re doing it. Tell the truth: “Hey, I got this 
book and I think I can use the process to help you. I’m new at 
this, so it may not look smooth and polished. In fact, I might 
even pause and refer to the text from time to time. Are you 
open to that?”

Once you’ve read the book and practiced a few times, you 
will quickly grow your capability and confidence to use the 
Four Steps to help the people around you live fuller, richer, 
more powerful, and more authentic lives.

First, though, let’s dispel the myth that people resist change.
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