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Despite 30 years of change 
management, most change efforts still 
fail. The tendency for “Ready, Fire, Aim” 
that permeates many organizations 
hinders our ability to focus attention, 
develop optimal solutions, and execute 
comprehensive change strategies with 
discipline. We need to “aim” before we 
fire. We need to introduce a change 
leadership mindset and tool set that 
creates alignment, builds capacity, and 
coordinates action to drive business 
transformation.  
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Most change fails. 

Our capacity to lead change is 

lacking. Despite great effort and 

expense most change efforts still 

fail in that they fail to realize their 

promise. Change efforts, especially 

transformative change efforts begin 

with a promise that something is 

going to be “better” because we 

change. Most change efforts still fall 

short of providing a return that his 

commensurate with the investment 

of time, energy, and resources 

made to effect change. While 

change may occur to some degree, 

and for some time, most change 

efforts still come up short of what 

may have been had the full promise 

been realized. Making matters 

worse, our change efforts often 

cause real and lasting damage to 

people and organizational cultures 

along the way.  

I see two primary reasons for 

our ongoing failure to lead real and 

lasting positive change. One reason 

is the focus of our change efforts. 

Our focus is too limited on just 

change management, on process 

and structure. Successful change 

requires leadership before 

management.  

The focus of change leadership 

begins with people and incorporates 

process-focused change 

management. The second reason 

change fails much of the time has 

to do with how we think and make 

decisions as leaders, including 

decisions about where to focus our 

efforts in times of change. We 

develop our capacity for real 

change leadership when we widen 

our focus and strive to think and act 

more strategically.  

     Decision-making is a learning 

process. To make decisions we 

learn the facts and choose a course 

of action. The fact that most 

decision-making is based on the 

past (e.g., Downloading what I did 

before in a similar situation?) is a 

common and significant problem in 

Successful change 
requires leadership 
to break the 
“ready, FIRE, aim” 
habit.   
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our organizations. This tendency 

results in a “Ready, Fire, Aim” 

mentality that becomes a part of 

our corporate culture and has a 

detrimental effect on our efforts to 

innovate, cause positive disruption, 

and lead change.  

   Otto Scharmer of MIT has 

developed a theory of “different 

levels of perception and change, 

using the image of a ‘U’ to 

distinguish different levels of 

perceiving reality and different 

levels of action. (Presence, Senge, 

et. al., 2004, p. 87)” Scharmer’s 

theory is quite helpful in our effort to 

think more strategically and more 

deeply in order to lead change more 

effectively. Indeed, Theory U 

provides a foundation for leadership 

to create and cascade a ‘social 

technology’ (Sharmer, 2007) that 

enables a change leadership 

mindset and skill set to take hold at 

all levels in an organization. 

    In Theory U: Leading From The 

Future as it Emerges (Scharmer, 

2007), Otto describes the five 

aspects of the ‘U’ movement as 

extensions of what happens in all 

learning processes: Seeing, Sensing, 
Presencing, Crystallizing, and 
Realizing. In my work with leaders 

and teams inside organizations of 

all sizes, I see a need for a mental 

model and tool that can function as 

a social technology and enable a 

change leadership mindset and skill 

set to take hold, replicate, and 

scale within any organization. 

Seeking to help leaders and teams 

to aim before they fire, I devised the 

A3 Model. The three As are: AIM, 

ALIGN, and ACT. We introduce this 

simplified version of Scharmer’s 

theory to enable easier adoption 

and wider application of this 

powerful social technology. A3 

encourages leaders to aim before 

they fire. The three-step A3 Model 

engages leaders and groups with a 

process of reflection, dialogue, and 

action.  
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   Step One of A3 – AIM – is an 

experience of Seeing and Sensing. 

We observe where we want to go 

and where we are. The process 

encourages us to be consciously 

phenomenological, inviting inquiry 

and suspension of pre-conceived 

notions.  

     At step two of A3 we work to 

ALIGN around an agreed way 

forward. It is at this step that we are 

engaging in what Scharmer calls 

“Presencing,” an experience of 

intentional curiosity.  

Step Three – ACT – is an 

experience of Crystallizing and 

Realizing. When we act, we move 

swiftly and with confidence that by 

taking the time to aim and align, we 

have explored the situation as 

deeply as possible and chosen a 

course of action that arose from a 

powerful meeting in the “in-

between” of our deepest selves and 

our individual and collective 

experience of the here and now and 

what may be.  

 

AIM. 

   The pace of our work plus our 

preference for efficiency and 

expediency can work against us. We 

go so fast that we forget to pay 

attention. It is amazing how 

frequently many of us stop paying 

attention to what is going on around 

us and in us. It is for this reason 

that the A3 Model begins with AIM.  

When we aim, we are seeing and 
sensing. To lead change we must 

be present and observant.  

   Every initiative begins with some 

understanding of the target. Even if 

the target is a great unknown, it is 

still a target. The opportunity here is 

to begin a process of inquiry. To 

think strategically, with innovation 

and creativity, we need to see 

beyond the present and pay 

attention to where we would like to 

be. The first target we aim at 

involves an inquiry around, “Where 

do we want to go?”  That may 
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include some careful thinking about 

how we will define success. The 

answers won’t be set in stone, but 

they will support moving to the next 

step and aligning around the optimal 

strategy to realize the vision that’s 

been articulated.  

   Another question that we ask 

while aiming is, “Where are we 

now?” Careful examination of the 

current situation allows us to test 

our assumptions about why we are 

where we are. It is at this step - 

when we still haven’t moved to take 

action - we use the inquiry process 

to move our thinking and our 

dialogue to a deeper level.  

To lead change we have to be 

consciously phenomenological or 

intensely curious about the realities 

of and reasons for the present 

situation. Curiosity means setting 

aside our preconceived notions 

about the current situation (which 

are based on our past experience) 

and allowing the present and future 

possibilities to inform us. This 

requires and develops our 
resilience.  

   If our tendency is to download 

and race quickly from here to there, 

then pausing to allow an inner 

dialogue or conversation with others 

and aim at what our desired 

destination may be is a first step 

toward becoming more reflective, 

less impulsive, and more aligned 

with both our individual purpose and 

organizational expectations. With 

Point A (where we are) and Point B 

(where we want to go) identified, we 

are ready to take the next step. 

 

ALIGN. 

   Change leadership is creative and 

innovative. We must imagine a 

different future just beyond the 

threshold. The second step of A3 – 

ALIGN – is critical if we want to 

ensure that our thinking is careful 

and encourages creativity and 

innovation.  
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   When we encourage creativity, we 

create space for innovation through 

careful and strategic thinking. We 

create an opportunity for something 

(or someone) to move from one 

state of being to another and 

behave and become something 

else.  

   When we are trapped by the 

“ready, fire, aim” habit, we are 

making decisions based solely on 

the past – past information, past 

decisions, past experiences. By 

taking time to ALIGN, we engage 

our imaginations and consider all 

options. We foster a dialogue with 

ourselves or with others to consider 

the advantages and disadvantages 

of each course of action open to 

us. If we continue to be consciously 

phenomenological in our thinking 

and attitude, the possibilities will 

multiply. By reflecting before jumping 

into action, we not only open the 

door to more possibilities, we 

reduce the likelihood of costly 

missteps as we move to execute 

our plans with greater alignment.  

   The important questions we ask 

when we ALIGN include, “Given 

where we think we want to go, what 

options do we have?” and “What 

route might be the best way 

forward?” Exploring these questions 

allows the future to factor into our 

decision-making. This step of our 

thinking and conversing is where the 

past and future intersect. It is where 

we want to take our strategic 

thinking if we are serious about 

leading change and hope to develop 

innovative and creative strategies 

and solutions in service of that end. 

In the parlance of Otto Scharmer, at 

the bottom of the U we are 

‘presencing.’ 

   It is important to note that step 

two is a reflective and dialogical 

experience of inquiry. In the process 

of inquiring, we have to create a 

space for whatever possibilities 

emerge through our inquiry. This 

second step of A3 doesn’t have to 
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take an inordinate amount of time. It 

is vital however, and cannot be 

skipped. 

   Creating the opportunity to 

change is one thing; we need to 

take steps that encourage others to 

push the limits and step into change 

with us.   Leaders have a 

responsibility to push the limits – 

their own, their team’s and the 

organization’s. We do this best by 

getting out of the way.  

   Change leadership requires a 

courageous act of letting go of 

what we believe in order to allow for 

the truly innovative strategy or 

solution to emerge. Letting go of 

prior beliefs, opinions, solutions, etc. 

facilitates real connection with the 

situation and more effective 

collaboration with other team 

members involved in the decision 

making process.  The second step 

of A3 can be where we go to the 

edge and push farther. It is the 

doorway to real and profound 

change.  

ACT. 

    We are always moving. The 

question is whether or not our 

activity is aligned with our 

organizational strategy and purpose. 

Are we moving in the right direction? 

Taking time with the first two steps 

of A3 greatly increases the 

likelihood that our actions have us 

moving in the right direction. The 

third step of the A3 Model – ACT – 

involves laying out a strategy and 

making plans to move quickly, 

strategically and with alignment.  

   The questions we ask as we ACT 

are: “What will we do? When will we 

do it by? Who will drive what?” This 

step ensures shared clarity about 

success measures, and roles, 

responsibilities, and accountabilities. 

The resulting clarity creates a 

positive environment in which teams 

can live, work, and breathe. The 

right environment enables talent to 

engage and perform at a high level 
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over time and with minimal 

interference and distraction.  

     At the third step of A3 we put the 

pieces together. We have gone 

slowly (or more slowly than normal 

or comfortable) in order to go fast. 

Moving ‘up’ the right side of the U, 

we gain speed as we move from 

Presencing to Realizing (Scharmer, 

2007). After aiming at our desired 

destination and our current realities 

and aligning around a path to our 

emergent future, at the third step of 

A3 we choose the best course of 

action, chart it out, and start acting 

strategically and with a sense of 

purpose.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Change Leadership. 

Philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein 

says that we cannot know a thing 

without a word for it. Our work with 

A3 is to generate that “word.” Using 

A3 we build a organizational, team, 

or individual roadmap against which 

we can continually review and 

evaluate our process, examine 

changes to the situation, and ensure 

alignment with our individual and 

organizational vision and purpose.  

 The change leadership mindset and 

skill set are reinforced and 

strengthened when we remember to 

aim, align, and act. If we remember 

this, we can develop a change 

leadership mindset of greater 

consciousness, deeper connection, 

and greater concern.  
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We can grow the foundational skill 

set of change leadership and 

enable more careful thinking, fuller 

feeling and emotional self-

management, and more effective 

communicating. A simple tool can 

provide a common language and 

process that over time can create 

more “conscious competence.”   

When we use A3 to aim, align, and 

act, we shift from impulsivity or 

analysis paralysis to deeper 

thinking, more generative dialogue 

and more purposeful action. How we 

use A3 depends on the needs of the 

current reality. To use A3 can take a 

minute or a month, depending on 

the complexity of the situation. We 

can use A3 individually or 

collaboratively. Everyone can 

remember A3, making it easily 

replicable within teams and 

organizations.  

     Existential psychologists Irvin 

Yalom and Rollo May and dialogical 

philosopher Martin Buber speak of 

the infinite possibility that exists in 

the “in-between” when two subjects 

encounter one another with 

openness. The challenge for 

change leadership is to encounter 

people and situations with openness 

to see what may emerge in the “in-

between” of the change process.  

   A3: Aim, Align, Act is a powerful 

tool for any learning organization, 

enabling leaders to act from the 

intersect – the “in-between” – of 

their knowledge of the past, their 

vision of the future, and a deeper 

connection with themselves and the 

world around them.  When we use 

A3 we challenge ourselves and 

encourage others to think more 

deeply and act with greater 

openness while remaining aware of 

the first reality of any business – 

create value. The action that 

originates from this powerful place 

can take effectiveness and success 

to a whole new level.  As leaders of 

change we are breaking the “ready, 

fire, aim” habit and replacing it with 

new habit of “Ready, Aim, Lead.” We 

grow our capacity for change 

leadership and create greater 

alignment, build capacity in those 

around us, and coordinate action to 

move things forward. It all starts 

with an intention – “Let’s aim to 

lead.” When that happens, the 

possibilities become endless. 
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Postscript: A Call to Lead 

Earlier, I mentioned that leaders 

have a responsibility to push the 

limits – their own, their team’s and 

the organization’s. In our work, we 

call leaders to go to the edge and 

push further in order to grow 

themselves. Developing our 

capacity to lead is a life-long 

journey and a daily practice. To 

accept the call to push the limits 

and lead is a courageous act.  

   Every step of the A3 model 

provides us another opportunity to 

answer the call and lead with 

courage. At the AIM step, we are 

called to look carefully and 

unflinchingly at our current reality 

and to explore what we want most 

for the future. It takes courage to 

be fully present and observant. To 

ALIGN we are called to be creative 

and innovative. It takes courage to 

open up to the sometimes messy, 

inconvenient, and uncomfortable 

work of collaborative inquiry and 

creativity. It takes courage to invite 

dialogue rather than debate. It takes 

courage to let go of our 

preconceived notions and hoped-for 

outcomes. It takes courage to face 

the real and unrelenting pressure to 

go fast and go along.  At the ACT 

step, we are called to be strategic 

and purposeful. It takes courage to 

do things differently and lead 

change. It takes courage to meet 

resistance with curiosity and 

compassion. It takes courage to 

follow up and follow through. 

   The word ultra means “beyond 

usual and ordinary.” It takes 

courage to go beyond usual and 

ordinary. We need leaders to 

answer the call to “ultra” leadership 

– the will to push the limits 

combined with the skills to get 

people to willingly, enthusiastically, 

and repeatedly say “yes,” engage 

and contribute. We need leaders to 

develop a capacity for real change 

leadership.  
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Dr. Greg Giuliano gets leaders and teams to go beyond usual and ordinary. Greg 
designs personal- and team-development strategies that create alignment and 
build the leadership muscle required to coordinate action and lead real change. 
Greg has coached senior executives and leadership teams all over the world to 
accelerate their development and grow their capacity to engage others and lead.

Greg heads up Giuliano Associates, a consulting firm specializing in executive 
coaching, team and organization development, and leadership development. 
Greg’s personal motto, “Go to the edge. Push farther. Repeat.” provides the 
foundation for his work: to grow “ultra leadership,” which is the will to go beyond 
usual and ordinary and push the limits, combined with the skill to get people to 
willingly, enthusiastically, and repeatedly engage and contribute to important work. 
He is the creator of the Ultra Leadership 360 and author of the Amazon 
Bestseller, Ultra Leadership: Go Beyond Usual and Ordinary to Engage Others and 
Lead Real Change. 

Connect with Greg on LinkedIn (Linkedin.com/in/greg.giuliano), Twitter 
(@ultraleadership) and Facebook (Giuliano Associates).  
Info@UltraLeadership.com       
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