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Abstract 
 
Significant structural and cultural changes are needed in VET organisations to support 
a responsive national training system (Mitchell & Young 2001). VET practitioners 
functioning as specialist change agents could be one way to bring about such changes 
(Mitchell 2002). While the organisational development literature (e.g. Cummings & 
Worley 1997) has established the legitimacy of the specialist change agent who is 
external to – but works with – organisations like Registered Training Organisations 
(RTOs), a research project was undertaken by Reframing the Future during 2003 to 
determine the potential role and efficacy of internal change agents within RTOs.  
 
The paper indicates that it is important that more vocational education and training 
(VET) practitioners develop expertise as change agents to meet many of the 
challenges presented by a demand-driven national training system. However, the 
change agent role is complex and not to be under-estimated, as change agents need 
the agility to adopt a range of roles which could include being opportunists, diplomats 
and networkers. Change agents need an advanced range of skills and knowledge – as 
well as a high level of judgment, courage and sensitivity – to effectively assist the 
change process. Change agents also need to be reflective and insightful while coping 
with resistance, apathy, exuberance or turmoil.   
 
Introduction 
 
The term ‘change agent’ refers to anyone involved in initiating or implementing 
change, whether or not they have an official job title recognising that responsibility 
(Buchanan & Badham 2000, p.4).  
 
The paper presents findings from the evaluation of eleven VET professionals who 
were funded to operate as change agents in the VET sector in Australia in 2003, in a 
pilot activity conducted by the Reframing the Future program. The paper documents 
how a group of eleven VET practitioners were able to acquire extensive skills and 
knowledge as change agents, after participating in a six-month-long structured 
program of guided practice. A full report on the 2003 project (The Skillling of VET 
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Change Agents, Mitchell 2004), available from http://reframingthefuture.net, under 
‘Publications’, provided the basis for this paper.  
 
Reframing the Future is the national staff development and change management 
program funded through the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA). 
Reframing the Future is designed to support the implementation of a national training 
system that is industry-led, demand-driven and consistently of a high quality.  
 
Reframing the Future focuses predominantly on internal change agents who are staff 
members of VET organisations, operating as change agents within their own 
organisations. However, the sub-program also caters for ‘external’ change agents who 
might be employed by a VET organisation such as an Industry Skills Council or 
systemic groups such as the Australian Council for Private Education and Training 
(ACPET) or TAFE Directors’ Australia (TDA). The sub-program is not focused on 
‘external’ change agents who are engaged by RTOs as change agents but who are 
employed outside the VET organisations, such as in consulting firms.  

 
The evaluation set out to test a number of propositions in the literature: 

?? that change agents are needed in modern organisations (Burnes 2000, p.297) 

?? that change agents need diagnostic models of change that focus on identifying 
what it is that needs to be changed (Hayes 2002, pp.18-19) 

?? that change agents need process models of change which are concerned with the 
how of change management (Hayes 2002, pp.18-19) 

?? that change agents need a raft of skills (King & Anderson 2002, pp.191-192) 

?? that change agents can be of benefit to organisations and be impeded by 
organisational constraints (Paton & McCalmon 2003, p.189) 

?? that managers or their delegates can learn to be change agents (Hayes 2002, p.18).  

 
Drawing on the above propositions in the literature, the focus of the evaluation was on 
six key questions: 

?? Why are internal change agents needed in VET? 

?? What diagnostic models for change agency are available? 

?? What process models for change agency are available? 

?? What other skills and knowledge are needed by internal change agents? 

?? What are the potential benefits and limitations of internal change agents?  

?? Can a VET practitioner learn to be a change agent?  

 
As the 2003 sub-program on change agency was a pilot program, the participants 
were selected according to a number of criteria: one from each State and Territory, if 
possible; a mix of public and private providers; and a mix of people within RTOs and 
outside of RTOs (e.g. ITABs). Most of the eleven pilot change agents selected for the 
project were at supervisory management level, such as Head Teacher. This selection 
was deliberate, in order to investigate the challenges faced by change agents in 
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winning legitimacy without senior management positional power. But all the 2003 
change agents were seen as modelling – before the sub-program was launched – some 
of the skills and knowledge required of a change agent.  
 
The rationale for selecting people with some existing skills of a change agent was as 
follows: as it was a pilot activity, it was considered inappropriate to put any 
participant at risk of failure due to insufficient prior learning; there was an acceptance 
within Reframing the Future that change agency is a difficult field, so it is wise to 
fund staff who have a sound base from which to learn additional skills; the time frame 
available from July-November 2003 was too short a time for personnel to start from 
scratch as it was known from the literature that change agents require a range of 
skills; and Reframing the Future wanted to obtain from the 2003 pilot examples of 
good practice to guide subsequent VET change agents.  
 
Literature review 
 
Three key terms in this paper – change management, change agents and change 
agency – are defined differently by different authors. Some useful, starting definitions 
are as follows: 

Change management is the process of modifying or transforming organisations in order to 
maintain or improve their effectiveness (Hayes 2002, p.22). 

The term ‘change agent’ is used here loosely to refer to anyone involved in initiating or 
implementing change, whether or not they have an official job title recognising that responsibility 
(Buchanan & Badham 2000, p.4).  

Change agency refers to the ability of a manager or other agent of change to affect the way an 
organisation responds to change (Hayes 2002, p.17). 

In addition to using the term change agents, theorists also use terms such as 
‘facilitators of change’ (Paton & McCalman 2003); ‘change manager’ (Hayes 2002); 
‘political entrepreneur’ and ‘change driver’ (Buchanan & Badham 2000); and ‘leader 
of educational change’ and ‘change manager’ (Scott 1999). For brevity, the term 
change agent will be used throughout this paper, to describe anyone involved in 
initiating or implementing organisational change. 
 
This paper addresses a number of key issues in the literature on change agency and 
applies them to VET. For example, there is some debate in the literature about 
whether it is better for one person or a group to take the responsibility for change. 
There is also debate between those who believe that any manager or staff member can 
be a change agent and those who see the role as a specialist one. This paper addresses 
these debates in relation to VET. There is a lack of literature on the legitimacy or 
efficacy of internal change agents working inside of RTOs and this paper attempts to 
fill some of that gap. 
 
There is some debate in the literature about whether it is better for one person or a 
group to take the responsibility for change. For example, Buchanan & Badham (2000) 
believe that change always involves a ‘cast of characters’ and that a wide range of 
roles need to be performed for change to succeed, such as the role of patron or the role 
of driver. On the other hand, Paton & McCalman (2003) agree that change will 
involve the group, but that someone is, in the end, responsible for the change: 
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The focal point of a change need not be an individual; a work group could quite easily be 
designated as a special task force responsible for managing the change. However, generally 
within, or above, any work group there is still someone who ultimately is accountable and 
responsible (pp.49-50). 

Burnes (2000) agrees that whatever approach is taken to change, it has to be managed: 
someone has to take responsibility for ensuring that change takes place. Whether this person is a 
team leader, facilitator, coach or even a dictator, there is usually one individual who bears the 
responsibility for being the change agent (p.297). 

 
There is also a debate in the literature between those who believe that any manager or 
staff member can be a change agent and those who see the role as a specialist one. 
Burnes (2000) notes the following argument that every manager needs to be a change 
agent: 

It is because change is so complex and multifaceted that Clarke (1994) suggested that mastering 
the challenge of change is not a specialist activity to be facilitated or driven by an expert but an 
increasingly important part of every manager’s role (p.285).  

While it is an attractive goal that every manager be a change expert, even Clarke 
(1994) cites a list of strengths required by the manager to be an effective change 
agent: 

Managers will require knowledge of and expertise in strategy formulation, human resource 
management, marketing/sales and negotiation/conflict resolution (Burnes 2000, p.291). 

Additionally, managers must be prepared as follows: 
To challenge their own assumptions, attitudes and mindsets so that they develop an understanding 
of the emotional and intellectual processes involved (Burnes 2000, p.291). 

These conflicting views about change agency provided the background for the 2003 
evaluation.  
 
Methodology 
 
This research was undertaken from July 2003 to February 2004 by John Mitchell from 
John Mitchell & Associates, consultant to Reframing the Future.  The field research 
was undertaken with the collaborative assistance of the National Project Director of 
Reframing the Future, Susan Young.  
 
To obtain data in response to the six questions which framed the evaluation, the 
following research methods were used: observations at national forums convened for 
the change agents at the start of the project, at the mid-way point and at the 
conclusion; observations at workshops conducted for the participants at the mid-way 
point of the 2003 program; informal discussions with the change agents; reviews of 
the participants’ action plans, mid-term progress reports and final reports; three 
telephone interviews with each participant; and facilitating and monitoring of two 
web forums. 
 
A participative evaluation methodology was used to conduct the evaluation. 
Following Parlett & Hamilton (1975), participative evaluation aims primarily to 
illuminate the processes and settings for the benefit of the participants in the pilot 
change agent projects and to assist the Reframing the Future National Project 
Director, Susan Young, to optimise the possible benefits for the personnel 
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undertaking the pilot projects. This illumination was achieved by focusing on the 
projects as a whole: their different contexts, challenges, processes, difficulties and 
achievements experienced by the change agents. The participative evaluator John 
Mitchell set out to understand and describe the complex interplay of factors affecting 
each pilot project and to feed this analysis back to the National Project Director and to 
the change agents.  
 
This participative approach provides assistance during the course of the projects and 
is in contrast to most managerialist evaluation where the evaluator is detached from 
the participants and only gives feedback to the funding body, often after the project 
concludes.  
 
Findings 
 
A summary of the key findings is provided below and a fuller description is provided 
in Mitchell (2004).  
 
Why are internal change agents needed in VET? 
 
Previous research (e.g. Mitchell & Young 2001; Mitchell 2002, 2003) indicates that 
significant structural and cultural changes are needed in VET organisations to support 
a responsive national training system and that VET practitioners functioning as 
internal change agents could be one way to bring about such changes.  
 
The change management activities undertaken by the 2003 change agents – in the 
Reframing the Future sub-program – provide examples of the wide range of changes 
required in the VET sector, specifically in response to the challenges of implementing 
the national training system. The following table sets out key change activities of the 
eleven change agents. 
Table 1: Key change management activities of the 2003 change agents 

Change agent Key change management activity 

1. Chris Cooper, Principal 
Lecturer, Challenger TAFE, WA 

introduced the new Horticulture Training Package to project teams in 
two WA TAFE Institutes 

2. Cinthia Del Grosso, National 
Project Manager, TDT Australia, 
VIC/national 

worked with industry and RTOs to find common ground between the 
industry and VET perspectives, where the core business of the 
transport industry is transporting and storing goods, while for the VET 
Industry, the core business is training 

3. Chris Steele, Senior Project 
Officer, South Australian Public 
Service, SA 

worked with industry and trainers to develop an enrolment process that 
enables trainers to contextualise training programs to suit learners’ 
needs 

4. Gillian Robertson, Education 
Manager, Gordon Institute, VIC 

developed a State-wide professional development network to support 
TAFE staff who are resistant to change, encouraging them to adopt 
changes associated with the implementation of the national training 
system 

5. Greg Stuart, Head Teacher 
Agriculture, TAFE NSW North 
Coast Institute, NSW 

defined capabilities required of Head Teachers in a TAFE Institute and 
then developed a self-assessment tool to determine Head Teachers’ 
development needs in relation to their new role 

6. Kaaren Blom, Senior Researcher, 
CIT-CURVE, ACT 

encouraged VET practitioners to conduct their own research to enable 
them to be responsive and adaptable in their approaches to delivery 
and in their dealings with clients and industry 
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7. Laurie Miller, Team Leader 
Horticulture, Institute of TAFE, 
Tasmania, TAS 

persuaded teachers to move from classroom based teaching to 
workplace based delivery and assessment of the Horticulture Training 
Package through a partnership between industry and the RTO   

8. Sandra Lawrence, Manager 
Research and Innovation, 
Brisbane North TAFE, QLD 

worked with VET practitioners to develop an informed approach to 
delivering and assessing generic, employability skills 

9. Sharon Johnson, Head Teacher 
Travel and Tourism, NSW TAFE 
Southern Sydney Institute, NSW 

worked with VET practitioners to shift attitudes to assessment from 
‘testing knowledge through exams’ to ‘gathering evidence to 
determine attitudes, skills and knowledge’ 

10. Wendy Davies, Project Manager, 
Manufacturing Learning 
Australia, VIC/national 

facilitated partnerships between companies and RTOs to promote the 
uptake of nationally accredited qualifications and worked with 
companies to match Training Packages to suit their own standard 
operating procedures 

11. Wendy Morrow, Director 
Australian Council for 
Private Education and 
Training SA and Principal, 
College of Natural & 
Traditional Medicine, SA 

worked with private training providers to engage them in continuous 
improvement in relation to the national training system 

 
The tasks described above show that VET organisations contain numerous change 
management challenges, to increasingly align the approaches of VET practitioners 
with the multiple needs of an industry-led national training system. To meet these 
needs, there would seem to be a multitude of tasks for individual VET change agents. 
 
What diagnostic models for change agency are available? 
 
Change agents need to know about different diagnostic models for change, to help 
identify those aspects of their organisations that need to be changed. For instance, one 
of the most popular diagnostic models in the VET sector has been the SWOT model 
for diagnosing an organisation, in terms of an organisation’s Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats. Typically, this model has both advantages, such as it 
simplicity, and limitations, such as its tendency to focus the user on the external 
environment than on the intricacies of the organisation’s internal environment.  
 
Before learning about other diagnostic models, change agents need to become aware 
of the models or lenses they currently use to analyse organisations.  As their projects 
progressed, the 2003 change agents became clearer about their existing model of how 
organisations work and sometimes their experiences in their projects caused them to 
modify their model. A number of the 2003 change agents became aware of the value 
of examining their own models or perceptions: 

… constantly evaluating my own approach seemed necessary.  Bringing about change can’t be a 
haphazard sideline if anything worthwhile is to be achieved.  I found that I had to consciously 
consider how I incorporated change into my own work and into my leadership style in 
influencing others (Lawrence 2003). 

 
What process models for change agency are available? 
 
Change agents need to know about alternative process models of change – the how of 
change management – so they can manage different types of change, such as 



7 

incremental or discontinuous change (Hayes 2002). The 2003 change agents used a 
range of different process models for managing change, from Kotter’s model to 
Cummings & Worley’s to Stace & Dunphy’s or parts of models or their own.  
 
Following their selection of a process model, the 2003 change agents used a variety of 
different interventions, from convening meetings, workshops and conferences, to 
mentoring project participants. They needed to exercise considerable professional 
judgment in selecting and timing each intervention. The 2003 change agents 
demonstrated that there is no single recipe for managing change, so they deliberately 
designed interventions that fitted with their local context. Prescriptive change 
management models and heavy-handed interventions have no value in the multi-
dimensioned world of VET.  
 
What other skills and knowledge are needed by internal change agents? 
 
In addition to the skills and knowledge required to diagnose what needs to be changed 
and knowing how to change it, the 2003 change agents demonstrated a raft of 
diplomatic skills like staying quiet on occasions, for strategic purposes; using 
language common to the group; and speaking up when their professional judgement 
suggested it was the right step. One change agent commented:  

I learnt to sit back and let others talk, not interrupt (so often) and not give everyone the answer, 
but to let them find it for themselves. Trying to be less efficient but more diplomatic was 
definitely difficult for me, but infinitely more effective (Morrow 2003). 

 
The change agents also developed sophisticated insights into the different factors that 
might influence a person to be resistant to change, like a fear of the unknown, group 
pressure and legitimate concerns about the organisation. The change agents also learnt 
that humour can be a useful aid; that planning can sometimes circumvent resistance; 
and that it is important to operate strategically.  
 
The change agents indicated an understanding of how networks sometimes evolve 
over a number of years and how it is valuable for change agents to tap into them. 
Others realised that many different strategies can be used to expand or develop 
networks, including accessing existing frameworks such as ongoing committees or 
reference groups.  
 
What are the potential benefits and limitations of internal change agents?  
 
Internal change agents are staff members of VET organisations operating as change 
agents within their own organisations. Two limitations of internal change agents are 
that they are not always seen as legitimate in that role and they might find it difficult 
to remain objective. Other limitations that the 2003 change agents commented on 
were the temporary or fragile nature of the relationship with their client or the group 
they were working with; the need for them as change agents to address a real 
problem; and the need for them as change agents to have both competence and 
courage.  
 
The potential benefits of internal change agents are significant. Importantly, the 2003 
internal change agents assisted the implementation of the national training system in a 
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variety of ways, from developing relationships between providers and industry, to 
focusing on critical components such as assessment, to introducing new Training 
Packages, to focusing providers on workplace delivery.  
 
Also importantly, the 2003 change agents ensured their projects assisted VET 
organisations to become more client-focused by a number of means: creating 
opportunities for providers and industry to mix and to learn more about each other; 
focusing on a core client need of improved training and assessment in the workplace; 
and highlighting to providers the business benefits of an improved client focus. 
 
Can a VET practitioner learn to be a change agent?  
 
It is possible for VET practitioners to learn the theoretical skills of change agency, but 
they also need faith in their own abilities, as well as a supportive organisation. The 
2003 change agents demonstrated that it is possible to acquire skills and knowledge of 
a change agent, but it needs to be emphasised that the eleven participants had some 
pre-existing skills and knowledge that were relevant to the role.   
 
The capabilities of all the participants improved during the 2003 sub-program and a 
common experience was their development of increased consciousness about their 
ability to function effectively as change agents. And with consciousness came 
confidence. Many of the change agents learnt about the nature of change and 
developed new confidence in their abilities: 

Knowledge of the underpinning theories of change management has promoted analysis of 
situations and a more thoughtful and strategic approach to dealing with them. My confidence has 
grown as a result of learning that this is not a simple business, it takes time, there are ups and 
downs along the way and attributes like putting on a brave face, resilience and commitment are 
required (Davies 2003).  

I think that this program has helped me to realise my capacity as a change agent – a fact that I had 
previously ignored. I think that there are many people within the VET sector that have the skills 
needed and the capability to be a change agent, but probably have been carrying out this role 
without any real awareness that this has been a critical role that they have played within the sector 
(Del Grosso 2003).  

Better understanding of the dynamics of change in individual teams and an increased appreciation 
of the importance of the values, attributes and capabilities of individual members of delivery 
teams (Stuart 2003).  

Increased consciousness is a common finding among the 2003 change agents: 
I am much more aware of what is going on than I formerly was. I reflect on what is happening 
around me and try to understand what the reactions are of those with whom I come into contact 
and on whom the change will mostly impact (Johnson 2003). 

This project has had quite a different feel for me. As I now think of myself as a Change Agent, 
rather than as just a project manager running a project that happens to facilitate change. This 
change in mindset has meant that I have been conscious of my change management strategies and 
reflected on the change processes at regular stages of the project. Although I have allowed the 
projects meetings and topics to be fluid, I have kept a close eye on progress and been very aware 
of the need for my encouragement, reminders, meeting organisation, facilitation, understanding of 
psychology and group dynamics and supply of lunch (Cooper 2003).  

A different understanding of one’s identity was the main outcome for another 
participant: ‘it is largely the development of the ability to conceptualise myself as a 
change agent that has been enhanced’ (Blom 2003). 
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The ability to reflect at a deeper level is another outcome for some change agents: 

Reflection has become part of my everyday working life – it knows no boundaries! This project 
has focussed that reflection and legitimised my passion for what we do in TAFE – and probably 
given me a bit of courage to go that bit further when no-one else seems to want to. I have yet to 
develop the courage to name the bullies who cultivate the negative culture rather than let them 
enjoy their current anonymity (Robertson 2003). 

Through this program I have become more aware of change models and their application in 
training reform and have gained an understanding of the issues behind resistance to change. I 
have developed my capacity to reflect on change issues such as the role and qualities of change 
agents and learnt new strategies to facilitate change (Miller 2003).  

One change agent developed an understanding about links between change 
management and knowledge management: 

Understanding that there should be a close relationship between change management and 
knowledge management, if the explicit, implicit and tacit knowledge generated by the change 
process is to be retained in the organisation for sustainability, and as a foundation for subsequent 
changes (Lawrence 2004). 

 
The learning of the 2003 change agents was aided by immersion in a structured 
program which included interaction with other change agents. The structured sub-
program also challenged them to consider new ideas. Being encouraged to focus on 
themselves as change agents was also helpful to their learning. All of the change 
agents benefited from a comparing the theory of change with their own experiences as 
change agents. A comment by one of the 2003 change agents neatly summarises the 
findings of the participants: 
 

I doubt if there is such a thing as ‘one size fits all’ with change management.  My experience 
tells me that there must be some organised stages such as planning, especially in the initial 
stage.  From there, it depends on so many aspects – goals, people, facilitator, management 
expectations, contingencies, etc. The important thing for the Change Agent is to know that 
there is a choice and that there is more than one pathway to success. A skilled Change Agent 
will be able to read the situation and take the path that suits the situation best (Cooper 2003). 

 
Conclusions 
 
This paper addressed a number of key issues in the literature. In relation to the debate 
in the literature about whether it is better for one person or a group to take the 
responsibility for change, the paper shows that there are many occasions when it is 
valid for a change agent to provide leadership and to take responsibility, but a skilful 
change agent will always seek to involve others in the change process, to the point 
that the participants take some ownership for the process as well as the outcomes.  
 
Regarding the debate about whether any manager or staff member can be a change 
agent or whether the role is a specialist one, the 2003 pilot program does not prove 
that every VET manager or his/her delegate can learn to be a change agent. It does 
prove that VET practitioners with some existing skills and knowledge in change 
agency can significantly increase their skills and knowledge, after being immersed in 
a structured, supportive program for change agents. The ideal of every manager being 
capable of being a change agent may always remain an ideal that has to be worked 
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towards. Simply prescribing that every manager will be a change agent will not mean 
that every manager has the requisite – and specialist – skills and knowledge.  
 
In relation to the legitimacy or efficacy of internal change agents working inside of 
RTOs, this paper demonstrates that legitimacy can be won by effective change agents. 
The paper also shows that internal change agents can be efficacious if they have the 
skills, knowledge and perseverance and if organisational support is available.  
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