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The Communication Dilemma   

In 2014, Avnet implemented the RedPrairie 

Work Management System (WMS) at our 

Distribution Center in Chandler, Arizona.  

Change management resources were assigned 

early in the two and a half year project, and 

change plans were incorporated through 

implementation and hyper-care. One of the most 

critical aspects of the change management work 

was the development of a creative 

communication strategy. The WMS 

implementation impacted 600+ employees, with 

350 of the most impacted employees working in 

our distribution center. These employees have 

little or no access to email, and to complicate the 

communication challenge further, English is a 

secondary language for many. Our change 

management team quickly learned we would 

need to ditch electronic communications for our 

largest group, and use innovative ways to ensure 

employees made a successful transition. 

Change management was identified early on as 

vitally important in achieving project objectives, 

which included no interruption of service to 

customers and suppliers.  

 

The Workforce 
 

Landscape of the Primary Impacted 
Group 

Think for a moment about the distribution center 

or warehouse environment in your company. It’s 

a busy place! At all times of the day you’ll see 

people picking customer orders, packing 

material for shipment, loading and unloading 

trucks, putting away new product, handling 

returns and damaged goods, and managing 

mountains of paperwork. Extra work effort is 

required to expedite product, respond to 

customer and sales inquiries, and manage the 

complexities of special handling and custom 

requests. Included in many employee pay 

structures are incentives for meeting quotas for 

shipping, picking, packing and other elements of 

the shop floor. Add in the stress of removing key 

employees from day-to-day work activities to 

support our project, and you have a picture of the 

landscape for our primary group impacted by the 

RedPrairie implementation.  
 

Communication Mistake 
 
Knowing we couldn’t rely on digital 
communications for the distribution center 
employees was a double edged sword. While 
email is the least effective method of 
communication, it is by far the easiest to 
deploy. The absence of this option created a 
void that was much more difficult to fill than we 
anticipated. 
 
What did we do? The change management 
team created a monthly newsletter, posted 
copies to employee bulletin boards, sent 
electronic copies to leaders for distribution in 
their areas, and monitored how many people 
picked up a copy. We thought we’d solved our 
communication dilemma! When we saw the 
number of employees who had picked up a 
newsletter, it was back to the drawing board: 
 

 1st month – 63 

 2nd month – 23 

 4th month – 22 
 
Clearly our communication strategy was not 
reaching the 350+ employees whose work was 
about to change significantly.  
 
Moving away from digital communications was 
the right approach, however; the newsletter 
wasn’t effective. Our next step was to spend 
time talking to people on the floor to find out 
why they weren’t reading the newsletter, how 
they preferred to receive information, and 
equally important, how they didn’t want to 
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receive information. Armed with feedback, it 
was back to the drawing board to create a 
comprehensive communication strategy that 
included multiple delivery channels, and it didn’t 
include the newsletter we originally thought was 
the answer to our problem. The number one 
reason the newsletter didn’t work was that 
people on the floor were simply too busy to 
read it! Additionally, taking time to read the 
newsletter would take them away from their 
core job. This would have resulted in negative 
impact on the day’s production numbers, which 
ultimately impacted their pay. We definitely had 
to do something different for this unique 
population. 
 

Fixing our Mistake 
 
Right away the change management team 
realized it wouldn’t be wise to completely 
eliminate digital communications. This method 
worked very well for leaders and the broader 
organization, so we incorporated email, project 
updates, and internal news articles on a limited 
basis.  
 
Other techniques we found effective with our 
non-digital community included: 
 

Communication Board 
 
The communication board was a 6’ x 5’ bulletin 
board placed at the end of the busiest hall in 
our facility. Everyone working on the floor 
passed it multiple times a day on the way to 
their work areas, time clocks, ESD 
(electrostatic-sensitive device) stations, tool 
checkout, personal lockers, and the lunchroom. 
The board was updated every Monday, and 
everyone knew this was the place to learn what 
they should know for the coming week. Simple 
eye catching messages in large print were 
created on a plotter. Messaging was designed 
so an employee could quickly learn project 
details as they walked by. Occasionally you 
would see people reading the content a bit 

more closely, more often information was 
consumed within 5 – 10 seconds. 
 

 
 

Feedback Boxes 
 
Next to the communication board we placed 
feedback boxes. Note cards and pens were 
attached to a beam to make it easy for 
employees to use. This provided an easy way 
for distribution employees to ask questions and 
provide feedback to the project team.  
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Count Down 
 
Neon poster boards and flipchart stands were 
used to create count down displays which were 
placed next to the communication board. The 
time marker started 30 - 45 days prior to 
significant events. These displays were 
excellent for increasing awareness on the 
training launch and go-live schedule. One word 
of caution if you use this method, be sure to 
build in a plan for someone to update the count 
down over the weekend and during holidays if 
employees are working.   
 

 
 

Plastic Locker Sleeves  
 
Project messages were slipped into sturdy 
plastic holders and attached to lockers with 
Velcro tape. Every Monday when the 
communication board was updated, the 
previous week’s information was displayed in 
these locker updates. This served as a 
reminder for those who saw the board, and was 
a way to reached people who may have missed 
the communication board message from the 
previous week.  
 
We used the same message approach and 
process near time clocks, over the ESD 
stations, and at the counter where tools were 
checked out.  

 

 
 

Table Tents / Café Plastic Cards 
 
Plastic flip card displays (left below) were 
placed on all of our lunchroom tables. Each 
display contained 5 – 8 index card sized 
messages. Information cards were updated 
several times a month. 
 
Table tents (right below) highlighted the project 
name and go live timeframe. These could be 
found on conference room tables, cafeteria 
tables and desks of leaders. 

 

 
 
Hanging Banners 
 
Vinyl banners measuring 3’ x 5’ were hung 
throughout the distribution center. The top two 
below were used to socialize the name of the 
project and included important go-live 
messages. The bottom banner was a 
celebratory banner that was very popular and 



Carla Howard, Avnet, Inc. 
ACMP Change Management 2016  

May 15 – 18, 2016 – Dallas, Texas, USA 

 
 

 

served as recognition for the distribution center 
employees. The section between the red and 
black band was reserved for signatures from 
the project team, preprinted signatures of the 
executive leadership team were in the black 
band, and the large white area on the right was 
reserved for all employees to sign under the 
“We Did It!” heading. The banner hangs in the 
main walkway as a reminder of the successful 
RedPrairie system implementation and 
recognition of the strong support and teamwork 
from distribution center employees throughout 
the project.   
 

 
 

Stand-up Banners 
 
Several stand-up banners delivered key 
messages and dates during the project. The 
banners we used stand 5’ tall and are 3’ in 
width. The metal stands are reusable and serve 
as a communication vehicle for future initiatives.  
These banners are easy to move, which we did 
often to attract attention from employees 
working in different areas of the floor. 

 

 
 

Leader Talking Points 
 
Each month, talking points were created and 
distributed to leaders with direct reports 
impacted by the change. The content focused 
on project status, next steps, and information 
leaders needed to share with their direct 
reports. Due dates were clear, and leaders 
were instructed to hold small group meetings or 
one-on-one’s to share project updates. Follow-
up meetings were conducted to ensure 
messages were delivered through 
conversations. This document was not 
designed to be posted on a bulliten board or 
provided in hardcopy format to employees.  
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Team Talks 
 
Team Talk PowerPoint decks were created 
monthly for the site leader. He delivered the 
content and facilitated discussions by area 
(picking, shipping, put-away, customer service, 
etc…). Later in the project when the workload 
was heavy, the leader was equiped with a 
rolling cart and a projector to deliver the content 
on the floor via quick stand-up meetings. 
Although one deck was used for employees in 
all areas, discussions were tailored specifically 
to the interests and concerns of each group. 

 

 
 

Contests 
 
Several contests were run where employees 
could win small cash prizes, usually in the $25 - 
$50 range. Winners were limited to frontline 
employees (management was excluded), and 
always included knowing an element of project 
detail in order to win the contest. Examples of 
questions the employees had to answer 
correctly to win the contest included: 

 Why are we implementing a new WMS 
in the distribution center? 

 What is the date we will go-live with our 
new WMS system? 

 Name three benefits the new system will 
bring to your work group? 

 

 
 

 
Wows & Whoas Board 
 
During UAT (user acceptance testing), the 
Wows and Whoas board proved to be an 
excellent way to collect feedback from the 40+ 
people testing the new system. Employees 
added sticky notes by area (picking, shipping, 
put-away, customer service, etc…) to the 
Wows! board when they identified a capability 
or feature employees in that group would find 
valuable. Concerns were added to the Whoas 
board, again by work area. Each morning, our 
project lead addressed the Whoas with 
clarification or follow-up on the concerns. Wows 
were used in internal messaging to help build 
desire for the new system. 
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Coach on Call 
 
Our employees on the distribution floor wear 
blue smocks every day. About a month prior to 
go-live, we provided red smocks to the 40+ 
people who would serve as coaches during the 
transition to the new WMS. The red smocks 
made it easy for employees to find help, and 
served as recognition to our “Coaches on Call.” 
 

 
 
GoBo 
 
A GoBo projector displayed messages in the 
the distribution center entry hall. The splash of 
light can be adjusted to fit the size of available 
wall space. our message was about 8’ in 
diameter. The picture shows a message from 
senior leaders thanking employees on the floor 
for a sucessful implementation. It included a 
“Thank You” note and signatures of the 
executive team sponsoring the project. This 
was displayed the week of go-live and 
remained in place for three months after 
implementation. The projector is now used for 
HR messaging and significant company 
announcements.  
 

 
 

Recognition 
 
When the going gets tough, a little recognition 
goes a long way. Just prior to our original 
launch date, go-live was delayed four months. 
The project team was exhausted and a bit 
disapointed that the original go-live schedule 
could not be met. To give the team a boost, 
every Monday the change management team 
delivered a “Thank You” gift to all 40+ team 
members. Most of the “Monday morning treats” 
cost less than $1 each, the positive impact on 
morale was priceless!  
 
Each gift included a themed note. Examples 
inlclude: 

 Goldfish crackers – “You are O’FISHally 
the best project team!” 

 Junior Mints – “Thank you for your 
commitMINT / These are for your 
enjoyMINT / Because of your 
involveMINT in the project” 

 In late October, we filled Halloween 
themed bags with candy, stickers, and 
spider rings – “This project would be 
SCARY without you!” 

Pinterest is a great resource for other ideas you 
can incorporate into team recognition. It’s easy 
to forget about thanking the project team when 
you are in the midst of a grueling schedule. A 
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little thank you can go a very long way.  
  

 
 

Celebrate Success 
 
We commissioned a special celebration cake 
decorated with an icing image of the signed 
thank you message from senior leaders. This 
cake along with dozens of cupcakes were the 
desert for our end of project celebration.  
Employees really appreciated this delicious 
thank you! 
 

 
 

Make it Special 
 
Find fun ways to make your celebration special. 
For the project thank you luncheon, tables were 
covered in colorful table cloths, plastic 
champane flutes were filled with sparking apple 
cider, and gift bags containing candy and party 
favors were given to all 400+ in attendance. 
Executives served in the food lines and used 

this opportunity to thank employees for their 
hard work. When you plan a celebration, don’t 
forget to include a plan for your night and 
weekend crews.  
 

 
 

Engaging Senior Leaders 
 
Active support of senior leaders is a necessity 
for project success, especially when the result 
will bring significant change. The WMS 
implementation was a two and a half year 
journey, so we had to build a strong framework 
to ensure key leaders maintained visibility and 
delivered effective strategic messages. 
Coaching leaders and providing what they need 
to execute their project responsibilities is a key 
component of leading change. Here are a few 
ways we made it easy for our executive 
sponsors to be excellent champions of the 
project: 
 

 Draft project emails – Specifically, 
executives should send messages with 
details linking your project to the 
organization’s vision. Be sure to involve 
your corporate communications team 
anytime messages will come from C-
level executives. 

 PowerPoint decks – We provided slides 
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for town halls, executive briefings and 
any meetings where our executives 
were scheduled to present. 

 Talking points – These can be formal, or 
a few bullets on a 3x5 card. Executives 
want to know what messages they 
should deliver, and equally important, 
what is not ready for primetime. A 
regular cadence for providing talking 
points provides just- in-time messages 
for your leader to deliver. 

 Executive luncheons – We hosted a 
quarterly luncheon for our C-level 
executive sponsor and the front-line 
managers of the distribution center. It 
gave managers a chance to get to know 
the executive, ask questions related to 
the project (or other topics), and an 
invited was a form of recognition for 
managers. Our C-level executive 
sponsor enjoyed the opportunity to 
connect with floor leaders, and he left 
these luncheons with a clear 
understanding of the suggestions and 
concerns of floor leaders. 

 Videos – Several videos were created to 
share project information. Some 
featured executives and operations 
leaders, others featured employees 
engaged in UAT and project team 
members. 

 Regular one-on-one meetings – The 
change manager served as a coach to 
the executive sponsor throughout the 
life of the project. A regular meeting 
cadence will ensure your leader is 
current on the project status, issues, 
and their role in the communication 
plan.  

 

Measuring Success 

It’s always challenging to collect metrics that 

demonstrate the value of change management. 

Our measure of success for this project was 

based on meeting the project budget and 

schedule with no reduction in same day ship 

metrics. Attainment to these goals were as 

follows: 

 Same-day ship metrics 
o Week of go-live = missed target 

by 1.28% 
o Go-live + 3 months = Exceeded 

high end of target range. Actual 
attainment of 99%. 

 Employee overtime was within budget 
thresholds, with a significant drop three 
months post go-live as expected. 

 Project Schedule / Go-live extended four 
months. Reasons for extension: 

o Additional UAT cycles 
o Time required to address system 

response time issues 

 Project Budget = Over budget by 
0.072%. Reasons for the overage 
include: 

o Cost of correcting response time 
issues 

o Rolling resources over to support 
related project 

 

In addition to project metrics, industry 

recognition of the new system was a measure 

of success. The innovative implementation of 

the new warehouse management system 

(WMS) at our distribution center not only helped 

Avnet better manage its customers' and 

suppliers' supply chain growth, but this 

successful implementation landed Avnet on the 

2015 Supply & Demand Chain Executive 100 

list for the fourth time. 

 

Solutions Conclusion  

An effective communication strategy is key to 

project success. The change manager is 

responsible for creating communication plans 

that address unique challenges and audiences 

http://www.imakenews.com/eletra/gow.cfm?z=twaa%2C737887%2CbqFCGTMt%2C6427877%2Cbpj54qs
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involved in the initiative. All too often we rely on 

email, corporate announcements, and 

electronic newsletters to share information. I’m 

not advocating a boycott of these methods. As 

noted in this case study, we used these 

traditional methods to communicate with 

leaders and the broader corporation on a 

regular basis. Used appropriately, digital 

communication is an effective tool. The danger 

lies in temptation to rely exclusively on this 

overused and easy to deploy method to share 

information.   
 

What we once considered our communication 

challenge turned out to be a big contributor to 

success for our team. When we ditched digital 

for our most significantly impacted group, the 

change management team found fun and 

creative ways to engage employees, share 

information with the project team, and support 

leaders in their role as project sponsors and 

champions.  
 

A few lessons you can learn from our change 

management journey include: 
 

 Take time to understand your 

audiences, how they work and what 

they need to be successful in their new 

work environment.  

 Learn how each group likes to receive 

information, and which channels are not 

effective. 

 Use feedback to create plans that works 

for each unique group and situation.  

 Engage early and often with your 
sponsor, and make it easy for them to 
be a great champion for your project. 

 Ensure multiple feedback loops are 

included for all impacted groups. 

Respond to questions, concerns, and 

suggestions timely. 

 Have fun! 

A communications plan tailored to your 

audience will result in higher attainment of 

project goals, increased employee 

engagement, and reduced stress levels for 

your project team and executive sponsors.  

Now, there is a return on investment that 

will get the attention of the most frugal 

project sponsors and teams!
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