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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

DEALING WITH RESERVATIONS, RISKS & RESISTANCE 
 

 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and skill building workshop, Powerful 

Professionals. Along with a number of associates, we have presented over 1,000 workshops around the world to 

over 14,000 professionals like you. With a workshop survey, we have gathered information from about 60,000 

users of your expertise. We know the practical skills that will help you be successful as a professional. 
 

This is one of a series of 2 to 4 page articles to introduce you what is often called “internal consulting,” or more 

recently, “business partnering” skills. At the end of every article I will also give you some pointers to other 

resources, depending on your needs. 
 

Change and Resistance 

 

Although you can meet resistance anywhere in the 

Expertise Delivery cycle, in this article I will 

concentrate on dealing with client reservations when 

you ask for change in Step 4 of the Expertise 

Delivery Model. It will be helpful, but not essential, 

to have read the article about the 4
th
 step, 

Recommending Change. Let me briefly recap the 

context for this step. (If you have read this article, 

skip to the next heading.) 
 

In Step 1, by asking great questions you clarified and 

confirmed your client’s need. In Step 2, you clarified 

how you and your client will deal with that need. In 

step 3, gathered more information or researched the 

need.  
 

In Step 4 you go back to your client or clients to 

recommend the best solution for the need, you then 

want commitment to your recommendation, i.e. change. We call persuasion or selling the Grand Canyon of 

professional skills since, from our database of over 60,000 raters, it is greatly valued by clients, yet, from the 

same survey database, it is poorly done by professionals. That’s why we introduced you to a professional selling 

model. 
 

Dealing with Reservations and Resistance 
 

Let’s assume you are in a boardroom with 5 or more people; you want commitment to your recommended 

change. You have progressed from stage 1 of the Selling Cycle illustrated on the next page—Establishing 

Credibility and Trust—through Stage 4 where you presented your recommended option. You have presented 

selected features of your recommendation and the benefits of your recommendations. As you present these 

upsides, clients should naturally think of the downsides and risks. If your recommended change is significant and 

you don’t get push-back here, you should wonder whether people understand your recommended change. 
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Often this stage 5 uses a term I resist—resistance. Why? 

 Resistance is associated with totally negative terms like “dinosaur 

brains.” Successful professionals know their clients are bright, even 

though they have, like all people, warts. Brain size is not the problem. 

 I prefer the much more workable terms like “reservations,” “concerns” 

or “risks.” In sales training, they often call reservations “objections.” 

While resistance is often associated with being intractable; reservations or concerns are likely responses 

to being asked to change. 

 Reservations are natural and OK. In fact, in our workshops we ask professionals like you to state the 

benefits of clients expressing their 

reservations or concerns. We hear many 

positive responses from “they are 

listening,” to “you can only do something 

about reservations if you know what they 

are.” 
 

Now the challenge with this stage 5 is a very 

human one—our natural tendency when we hear 

some reservations is to get defensive and push 

back. Rarely do the laws of physics apply to 

human behavior. Yet Newton’s 3
rd

 Law—for 

every action, there is an equal and opposite 

reaction—seems a good analogy. 
 

Let’s step back from client reservations for a 

moment. Many internal consulting strategies and 

techniques are commonsense. A few strategies 

and techniques are counterintuitive and run 

against “human nature.” Dealing with client 

reservations and concerns is one. If you get defensive and push back on clients, they tend to get defensive and 

push back on you—with “pushing matches,” clients nearly always “win.” Or 

worse, they stop telling you their concerns—they just don’t take any action on 

your recommendations and you wonder why (confirming the mistaken perception 

that managers are dinosaurs!). If clients are unwilling to express their 

reservations, you have a bigger problem—what we call “indirect resistance.” In 

this article, I will deal with the less challenging direct resistance where, if you 

ask, they will tell you their concerns. For strategies and techniques for dealing 

with more demanding indirect resistance, read chapter 10 of Powerful 

Professionals.  
 

So rather than pushing back on client concerns and reservations and entrenching them, you may wish to “prime 

the pump” by saying “I have anticipated you may have some concerns about what I am 

recommending, the first of which is …” All professional sales strategies include 

anticipating and surfacing reservations. The principle here is you can’t do anything 

about an unexpressed concern.  
 

This counterintuitive way of dealing with resistance and reservations is often 

compared to the difference between arm wrestling and the martial arts. The universal 

“secret” of the martial arts is to make the opponent’s energy work for you. The worst 

thing you can do is to suppress reservations or discount them—you actually entrench 

clients, alleging professionals do not live in their “real world.” Rather than resisting 

resistance, use to your advantage the expressed reservations.  
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Your responses to a direct expression of reservations can range from “We have thought of that as well and we 

think that we can alleviate this concern by …” to “We hadn’t thought of that. Can you think of way to deal with 

that concern?” Most clients (unfortunately not all) will give you both a hearing and a hand, if you first give them 

a hearing and understanding of their concerns. 
 

Principles and Tips for Dealing with Reservations 
 

To summarize:  

 “Resistance to change” is the most common—and most misunderstood—reason for the failure of change. 

 When people are asked to do something significant in a different way, the natural tendency is to: 

• tell you why it won’t work in their real world. 

• have emotion about the change. 

 You can’t address concerns if you don’t know them. 

 If you can’t do anything about a reservation, people want you to at least hear their concerns about the 

change. 

 Don’t resist resistance—make it work for you! 
 

Some tips for surfacing reservations 

 Ask people to express their concerns (so they don’t go underground). 

 During the presentation, give people many opportunities to state their reservations. 

 Since a client may just say “This doesn’t feel right.” If unclear, ask for an example. 

 Always summarize a reservation so people know you have heard it, before responding to it. 

 

 
To recap—Recommending Change is the Grand Canyon skill—the chasm being it is highly valued by clients, yet 

poorly done by many professionals. Wouldn’t it be a shame that your good work—good for your organization, 

good for your clients, and, let’s face it, good for you—doesn’t get implemented because you 

weren’t able to sell your clients on the change and deal with resistance? In this article we 

looked at dealing with reservations and resistance. As typical with all these topics, there are 

many more strategies and techniques to share with you. I invite you to learn more in the 

Powerful Professionals book and workshops.  

 

I hope this article has been helpful and you will read more. 
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