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Challenging the Status Quo:
Embracing Change
By Trudy Shay Petty
Petty and Associates

L

et’s get right to the point – adapt and thrive, or fall behind.
There are no two ways about it and this applies in good
economic times and bad. Sometimes as business leaders
we become complacent especially in the good times where we
perpetuate the status quo for ourselves and our companies. Why
do we resist the opportunity to change and grow? Some possible
answers – it is easier to do things like we have always done them
than acquire new skills and new ways of thinking – we are by
nature creatures of habit. Or we convince ourselves everything
has worked ﬁne up to this point so why go through the hassle of
changing and learning something new. Or we are focused solely
on surviving today and not thinking about or planning for the
future.
A frequently cited reason for clinging to the status quo
is fear – fear of the unknown, not knowing what it is that we
should be doing better or different, not knowing how to get
others on board if we initiated a change, or concern we will look
less confident to others when we are out of our comfort zone.
While it is often more appealing to do what is most comfortable,
the definition of insanity is “doing things like we have always
done them and expecting different results.”
See if you agree with this statement, ‘Most people naturally
resist change.’ I have asked about this in seminars over the years
and the answer might surprise you. On average, 80 to 90 percent
of people agree suggesting the majority of people perceive
change negatively. However if you look at human nature over
the years, people are designed to change. Over time as we age
from infancy to adulthood, we learn to change and adapt. The
lesson is we need to capitalize on our natural ability to change
and grow, and not fight it.
Now think about what happens when you and others hear
the word “status quo.” Usually people wince thinking about its
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negative connotation even if nothing specific is mentioned.
Webster defines status quo as “the existing state of affairs.”
So why do so many people hear something else? The answer is
when people are happy with how everything is going in their
life, “status quo” doesn’t trigger a reaction. However most people can think of at least one thing that is not working as well as
they want it to and thus the negative feelings. Each of us has
an opportunity to choose status quo or change, and for some
people more than others, the choice is more difficult. You have
the promise and uncertainty that change offers or the comfort
and security of the status quo.
Successful industry leaders Walt Gill, President of Pinnacle
Prime Contractors, Inc. in Valdosta, and Rilo Stephens, President
of Eckardt Electric Company in Chamblee, both know to compete
today they must strive to be different. When talking to these
gentlemen you don’t get the impression that change is something they fear or resist. Quite the contrary – each embraces
and promotes positive change for themselves, their employees,
clients and companies.
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Gill says, “While today’s economy certainly presents unique
challenges, to me the economic crisis is a shameful thing to
waste and provides us at Pinnacle with an opportunity to reset
our course. When we are running at 100 percent capacity and
doing the best we can to keep up with projects and customers, we don’t have as much time as we would like to refocus our
energies, talents and insights on improving internal operations.
We now have the opportunity to put new business processes in
place to help elevate our firm from being perceived as a commodity to more of a value-based company. A hard bid delivery
system combined with many industry leaders’ lack of willingness or sense of urgency to learn and change over the years has
contributed to some of the downfalls I see in the construction
industry today. To help develop myself as a leader, I dedicate
time every day to reading. I also have surrounded myself at the
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company with people who are more knowledgeable than me in
key areas. I do everything I can to accelerate my growth and
learning to benefit our employees, clients and other business
partners so we can successfully challenge status quo thinking.”
For Stephens who grew up in the family business and is a
third generation owner, leading change has been a careful balance of honoring the traditions and history of a 70+ year old
company while implementing new ways of doing things. He
says, “Change is hard and I knew it started with me. With new
responsibilities to lead Eckardt into the future, I recognized
early on my need for training to make the transition into this
11
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leadership role. I became active with a
national peer group of electrical contractors and have taken advantage of executive management education through
NECA. I learned I couldn’t rely on how my
grandfather and father ran the company.
Instead I needed to give myself permission to be open to new ways of doing
things. While there has been some resistance, I am excited about the changes
we are implementing that build on our
company’s strong foundation of taking care of customers and doing what is
right. We hired a controller for the first
time, upgraded and integrated our software across departments, and several of
our project managers work from home a
few days each week. My message to our
employees is we are a great company but
we want to be better.”
One thing for sure – when any of us
decide to try new things, mistakes happen and we will falter in some of our
efforts which is normal in getting to a
better place. This is how we learn, grow

and make progress. As the saying goes,
“if we aren’t growing, we are dying,”
and this applies to people as well as
companies.
Ske et Mc Gowan, Gener al Sup erintendent, with Batchelor & Kimball, Inc.
in Lithonia, who oversees field operations and is responsible for companywide safety says, “Over the course of a
few years, I tried everything to get our
people to take personal responsibility for
being safe. We relied on the ‘tried and
true’ methods of handing out rules and
regulations, having our people attend
safety classes, telling them over and
over what to do, getting after them when
they were unsafe, and rewarding them
when they were safe. After all of that, we
still weren’t as safe as I felt we needed
to be so after much trial and error, selfreflection and collaboration with David
Batchelor. Today, we now are experiencing greater success in safety by investing
the time to change one person at a time
and do whatever it takes to get them

where they need to be or there is no longer a place for them at our company. We
knew the status quo wasn’t good enough
and we thought we knew what needed to
change. In the end, through a process
of discovery, we came up with the right
solution that is providing the results we
want.”
Sometimes, we are forced to change
for better or worse due to forces beyond
our control which can put us in a reactive, troubleshooting and survivor mode.
While there are always some things
beyond our control, I see too
many contractors thinking they
have a lot less control
in certain situations
than they really do.
They t ypically
rely on their
well-honed
f ir e -f igh t in g
capabilities to remedy problems and situations as they
arise. The alternative is to become more
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proactive and open-minded about trying
out new possibilities over what you can
control and investing more upfront time
in anticipating problems and planning
both for the short and long term.
Company leaders can set a positive
example and encourage new thinking by
challenging the status quo and asking
employees and clients the following type
of open-ended questions:
• What is it we need to start doing better or different to make sure we get a
better or different result?
• What is a worst case scenario for our
future we need to plan for now?
• What are we doing that duplicates
ef for t s or is done a cer tain way
because this is how it has always
been?
• What do we know about how our clients and their respective industries
are changing? And what are the implications of these changes for us so we
can be better prepared?
• What are the areas in our company
where we don’t see the results we
want and expect?
For companies looking to control and
lower costs, increase revenues, improve
quality, win new clients, and achieve
greater efficiencies, often challenging
the status quo and opening up to change
and new ideas can yield new and different approaches. Certainly no one is advocating change for change sake plus this
type of change is harder to sell to ourselves and anyone else for that matter.
It is easy to run into a lot of resistance
when we are trying to change something
even if it is for the better. Thus, we have
to learn how to make a compelling case
for why a specific change is needed and
carefully show people how a proposed
change can make things and especially
their life better.
For Tony Pellicano, President of
Pellicano Construction in Albany, his
story about changing and growing as a
leader came from looking for a better
quality of life. “In the early ’80s, the
adversarial nature of the construction
industry was taking a toll on me and the
industry I loved so much was changing,”
Pellicano says. “I knew there had to be a
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better way and wanted to recapture the
feeling I once had of looking forward
to going to work every day. Taking the
time to reflect and understand myself
prompted me to start transitioning the
company in 1985 from 100 percent hard
bid to more negotiated opportunities in
the private sector. This meant putting
a greater emphasis on marketing and
sales than what we had done before.
Af ter several stops and starts in our

business development efforts, we began
to see things improve tremendously in
2000 where today 90 percent of our work
is negotiated and a result of the relationships we have built throughout the
Southeast. To accompany this change,
I assembled a different kind of team
who could successfully lead the negotiated effort and allow me to transition
more of my daily responsibilities to others. Making this happen sooner instead
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of waiting until I was closer to retirement has afforded me the opportunity
to mentor and develop company leaders.”
Today Pellicano supports these leaders in
an advisory role while personally overseeing the financial management of the
firm. He says having a strong team in
place allows him to focus more of his
attention on the best direction for the
company to grow – looking for opportunities to do things differently, staying on

top of market shifts, and keeping up with
changes in the business climate. He also
has more time to give back to the industry, something he cares deeply about,
and invest in his own personal growth
and development especially in leadership
and marketing.

Concluding thoughts
Are you waiting for things to get better or go back to ‘normal’ so you don’t

have to change? Are you doing things
like you have always done them before
and expecting different results? Most of
all, are you leading or chasing change?
Change is a gift and something we
need in our lives. Just as people breathe,
we must adapt to a changing world that
demands alternatives. With change comes
growth, improvement, discover y, and
adventure. Without change, we limit ourselves – physically, mentally, emotionally
and spiritually. Effective leaders embrace
change to make a difference in their
quality of life and in the lives of those
around them. If the status quo produces
the results you want, don’t change. The
choice is yours!
■
Trudy Petty is owner of Petty and
Associates, a Dallas, Texas-based management consulting firm. For the past 15 years,
she has worked with the AEC industry helping
successful companies and industry professionals become more high-performing and
customer-focused. In addition to being recognized as an expert in customer service
and marketing, she has been instrumental in
helping clients successfully navigate organizational change. She works with numerous AGC
chapters including Georgia Branch, AGC and
other high-profile construction industry clients
in the U.S. Contact Trudy at 214.341.1713 or
trudy@pettyandassociates.com.
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