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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Organizational change has become an increasingly 
important part of any manager’s work. As 
competition gets more global and thus intense, as 
technology changes at an ever increasing speed, and 
as societies gets more complex and diverse, the need 
for continuous change is as pressing as ever before. 
Still, most studies report that organizational change is 
a high risk endeavor as only a minority of managers 
all over the world report that they succeed in 
implementing necessary changes (Beer & Nohria, 
2000; Burnes, 2004; Meaney & Pung, 2008). The 
most common explanation for this arguably 
depressing situation is resistance to change (Szabla, 
2007) or a lack of readiness for change (Armenakis & 
Harris, 2009; Rafferty, Jimmieson, & Armenakis, 
2013). 
Management theorists and researchers have for many 
years looked for ways to dampen resistance and 
heighten readiness, so that probabilities of succeeding 
with implementing change will increase. Several 
recommendations have been made concerning 
leadership style (a transformative approach more 
efficient than a transactional style) (Bass & Riggio, 
2006), as well as implementation strategy (a 
participative approach more efficient than a power 
based)(Szabla, 2007). These recommendations are, 
however, general in nature, implying that 
organizations or organizational units are homogenous 
entities. In real life, organizations consist of different 
groups and individuals, and in most cases an 
organizational change will affect different units in 
different ways(Battilana, Gilmartin, Sengul, Pache, & 
Alexander, 2010). Transformational leadership may 
be crucial to persons experiencing high insecurity and 
anxiety, while it may be totally inefficient for a 
person or a group seeing that the change clearly will 
affect them negatively. A participative approach may 
well be very efficient for persons having the time and 
capacity to devote resources to the change, but may 
be regarded as a nuisance for persons experiencing 

this as a “waste of time” and something that detracts 
from getting the work done. 
Such a complex approach to organizations and 
organizational change implies that change managers 
have to take into consideration how change affects 
different groups and individuals in different ways 
(Herold, Fedor, Caldwell, & Liu, 2008). Good change 
management must be based on an understanding that 
different groups and individuals react to the same 
organizational change, but for different reasons, just 
because the change affect them in different ways. In 
this paper I will first focus on one general 
phenomenon – resistance to change – and how 
diverse the reasons for choosing resistance may be.  
Second, I will try and show how different motives for 
resistance have to be treated differently, leading to 
the conclusion that good change management is 
dependent on both understanding the diverse reasons 
for resistance as well as mastering different 
techniques to handle this diversity. 
 
II. RESISTANCE TO CHANGE AND ITS 
MOTIVES 
 
It is common to distinguish between three dimensions 
of resistance to change (Piderit, 2000). The cognitive 
dimension encompasses a negative perception or 
interpretation of the change, while the emotional 
dimension consists of negative feeling towards the 
change. The behavioral dimension contains all acts 
manifest for others opposing the change (words and 
actions). For the change manager, only the final 
dimension will be overtly visible, the two other 
dimensions are “hidden”, and can only be tapped 
through interpretation and dialogue. The most 
difficult part for the change manager is that people 
mat display the same behavioral resistance – wording 
negative statements about the change, procrastinating 
while implementing, sabotaging change initiatives, 
etc. – while having very different reasons (cognitive 
and affective) for doing so. Motives for acts of 
resistance must thus be searched for in cognitions and 
emotions of the “change recipients”.  



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926 Volume-2, Issue-1, Jan.-2016 

Managing Resistance to Change - A Complexity Perspective 
 

71 

The cognitive elements consist of different analyses 
or interpretations of the change initiative. Below, we 
list the most common cognitive reasons for resisting 
change: 
 
(1) Factual disagreement: This can be termed as the 

“rational” reason for resistance as it encompass 
diverging views on both analysis of the current 
state (the need for change), the realism of the 
desired state (goals and objectives), as well as the 
causality between the change and its assumed 
effects. As all analysis, however well done, never 
can aspire to an objective analysis of all relevant 
aspects of everything, and causality in social 
systems never take on a law-like form, change 
initiatives must always be based on one 
interpretation of reality and causality. Ambiguity 
is the norm, and reality will be interpreted in 
different ways dependingon who one is and 
where one is situated in a system (March, 1979). 
In most cases, it will important to decisively 
frame the one and only correct interpretation, 
thus opening up for interpretation with the same 
claim to “truth”. 

(2) Contractual violation: Change may represent a 
violation of an agreement, both formal and 
psychological, between the organization and the 
individual/group (Tomprou, Rousseau, & 
Hansen, 2015). A contract describes what one 
can expect from each other in an organization, 
both vertically (leader-employee) and 
horizontally (among colleges). Changes may 
rupture these expectations, and if one is not given 
the chance to re-negotiate, a sense of being 
unjustly treated may be the result.  

(3) Loss of benefits: Changes usually affect the 
access to diverse benefits offered by the 
organization. The most obvious case is when 
changes affect individual salaries (for instance 
through a change in incentive systems), working 
hours and conditions (for instance getting longer 
commuting time because of relocation of work), 
and career opportunities. But loss may also be 
less obvious, for instance getting a less attractive 
office, or losing the possibility of a reserved 
parking place.  

(4) Loss of power: At any time, an organization is a 
more or less stable distribution of power and 
influence (Pfeffer, 2013). Changes in 
organizational structure will usually affect the 
distribution of formal power, while reshuffling of 
work and responsibility most likely will affect 
informal power through changes in the 
distribution of critical tasks, information and 
access to other influential actors. For most 
people, power is needed to be able to succeed in 
what you are doing, to be able to get your views 
through. The possibility of losing this possibility 
will most probably activate resistance. 

(5) New investments: Change initiates a need for 
new investments, both in physical and human 
technology. Organizations and individuals have 
all invested in both machinery and competence. 
Even though not all changes are “technology-
destroying”, change usually demands that people 
learn new ways of doing things. Most people will 
try and compute the costs and benefits of such an 
investment. Given that the costs are rather easily 
computed, while the benefits are highly 
ambiguous, many will prefer the actual situation 
to the change (Hannan, Pólos, & Carroll, 2004). 

(6) Increased work load: Often overlooked, but 
nonetheless important, is the fact that change is a 
costly endeavor. As we have noted before, 
although indirectly, change demands both energy 
and time from those participating in the change 
(Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). In addition, most 
organizations must maintain “business as usual” 
while planning and implementing change. Thus 
they have to master two activities at the same 
time, maintaining daily operations while 
conducting and competing change processes 
(Meyer & Stensaker, 2006). For many in an 
organization, this situation represents a double 
work load, and increased stress.   

 
Even if all of the six elements above also may contain 
large chunks of emotion, the following are the 
reasons for resistance with highest emotional 
ingredient: 
 
(7) Anxiety: Arguably the most common explanation 

of resistance to change has been the anxiety 
created by the uncertainty inherent in all change 
processes (Ashford, 1988). Change is, per 
definition, an ambiguous and insecure endeavor 
as the consequences only can be assessed in the 
future (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). For most people, 
the easiest way to counter anxiety is to cling to 
the status quo, thus resisting any change to fight 
uncertainty.  

(8) Rupturing social ties: Specialization, being one 
of the core elements of any organization, leads to 
individuals being grouped together around 
common tasks, often in physical proximity. This 
results in a tight interaction within groups, and 
less interaction between groups (Mintzberg, 
1979). Interaction, in terms, creates not only 
professional and collegial ties, but also ties of 
friendship. Change may rupture these ties as task 
often are reshuffled during reorganizations. 
Many will fear such ruptures as they will lose 
contact with friends, as well being forced to work 
with unknown colleges. It is no surprise that 
many will oppose such losses.  

(9) Loss of personal/professional identity: People do 
not only invest time, energy and professional 
knowledge in their organization, they also invest 
emotions (Elfenbein, 2007). In many instances, 
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this investment is so profound that work and the 
workplace becomes an important part of one’s 
own identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). One is 
what one does. Changes in both the work itself 
(tasks) and its organization (grouping) will in 
many instances challenge a well-established 
work identity, in the most radical case promoting 
some kind of identity crisis. Many will probably 
react negatively towards changes that affect their 
identity, thus acting to preserve the identity they 
already have(Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & 
Corley, 2013). 

(10) Disrupting the symbolic order: It is now well 
documented that organizations are cultural units 
as well at rational and goal-oriented units. 
Organizations develop more or less common 
assumptions, values and norms (interpretative 
templates) that are made manifest through certain 
artefacts (actions, words, things)(Schein, 2010). 
Seemingly small changes in artefacts may have 
large ramifications for the interpretative 
templates (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996), and 
may thus be seen as threat towards the basic 
culture, or the collective identity, of the 
organization.  

 
III. “TOOLS” TO HANDLE RESISTANCE 
 
Factual disagreement: The only way to handle this is 
by engaging in a discourse between the change 
manager and the change recipients. As Ford et al 
(2008:366) note, change managers “(…) must 
provide discursive justifications that establish the 
appropriateness and rationality of change adoption 
(…)”. In our words, this implies that the manager 
must be able to provide a believable description of 
the need for change (analysis of the current situation), 
the probability of reaching the desired state (goals), 
as well as a well-grounded description of the causal 
mechanisms that will transform the current change 
activities into the desired effects. This also includes 
an ability to meet and refute counterarguments.  
Contractual violation: If such a violation is conducted 
one-sidedly by the change manager, the other part 
may feel as being treated unfairly, a feeling that may 
cause harm and protest. For the change manager it 
becomes important to engage in a negotiation of 
contracts, both formal and psychological, before and 
during change (Ford, Ford, & D'Amelio, 2008). Even 
if one ends up with a contract that may be objectively 
less attractive, the inclusion of both parts in a 
negotiation will increase the probability that the end 
outcome will be accepted (Cobb, Folger, & Wooten, 
1995). 
Loss of benefits: Managers can approach resistance 
based in these motives two ways, either by argument 
or by compensation (or both). Argument is connected 
to the ability of the change manager to persuade the 
change recipient that loss of benefits now is necessary 
to maintain benefits in the future. Compensation is 

simply offering some kind of compensation for the 
loss, for instance granting some days extra vacation 
as compensation for using longer time to reach work 
after a relocation of work.  
Loss of power: In this situation, the change 
manager’s negotiation capabilities will be challenged. 
Without going into details, four basic skills seem 
critical in successful negotiation when there are 
divergences in “real” interests (Fisher & Ury, 1982): 
separating people from the problem, focus on 
interests and not on positions, developing various 
possible solutions, and establishing an “objective 
standard” for the solution of the problem. As a 
consequence, managers must be open for that change 
initiatives in such situation may be altered and 
moderated as final solutions may end up as 
compromises. 
New investments: Here, the enabling skill of the 
change manager is put to the test. As change is 
associated with learning new skills and how to master 
new technologies, (re)education becomes an integral 
part of the change strategy (Chin & Benne, 1961). 
Education, defined broadly and thus ranging from 
classic cognitive learning to more practice oriented 
training and development, becomes an integral part of 
change management, and offering the correct 
education to correct people, and enabling them to 
participate in this education (see next).  
Increased workload: Participating in 
education/training is a good example of the extra 
resources many times needed to conduct change. 
Participating in teaching activities also implies that 
you are not there to take care of daily activities. 
Change manager must acknowledge this, and devote 
resources to the change process itself, for instance by 
hiring in extra staff to take “care of business” as 
members of the organization prepare for the change.  
Anxiety: One of the most commonly proposed tools 
to reduce anxiety is participation (French & Bell, 
1999). By giving members of the organization to 
participate in both the analysis of the situation, 
development of alternative solutions, and in the 
implementation and evaluation of changes, they 
become close to the information, and uncertainty is 
reduced. In addition, the change manager has a 
special responsibility for explain and operationalizing 
the effects of the change for each member. It is also 
important not to forget to inform all those that will 
not be affected by the change (Pfeffer & Sutton, 
2006), as not to create unnecessary anxiety.  
Rupturing social ties:Organizational change that 
includes the breakup of social groups should include 
activities to both prepare the losses of existing social 
relations as well as preparing new. One should 
discuss different ways to maintain existing relations 
(for instance by establishing regular meeting points), 
and one should have introductory meeting between 
new colleges. Such activities are described in detail in 
the classic Organization Development literature (see 
(French & Bell, 1999) 
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Loss of personal/professional identity: Change may 
imply that individual and group identity has to be 
rebuilt into another form. This will consist of 
activities of both creating a sense of inadequacy of 
the current identity by pointing to problems caused by 
as certain identity, and of creating an “identity gap” 
by pointing to a difference between existing identity 
and the ideal identity (Gioia et al., 2013). Change that 
affect personal identities must engage in an on-going 
“identity talk” containing a critical discussion of 
previous identities and emphasizing positive 
consequences of a new identity (Pratt & Kraatz, 
2009).  
Disrupting the symbolic order:Many changes in 
human life takes on a form of symbolic transition 
(baptism, marriage, etc.) from one stage to another. 
These transitions are often supported by certain 
rituals giving space for both mourning the loss of the 
past and for welcoming the new. Change managers 
should be open to arrange rituals symbolizing the 
change, for instance throwing a farewell party for 
colleges being outsourced, symbolic burial of old 
technology, etc. (Bolman & Deal, 2008). 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper emphasizes that change good management 
must contain a wide range of activities, each aimed to 
handle diverse reasons for resisting change. Such an 
insight is important for managers for at least two 
reasons, one obvious, the other less so. The first, 
obvious reason is that using the wrong means to solve 
a problem most probably will not succeed in solving 
it. Using a rational, argumentative strategy to reduce 
resistance from a person or a group reacting on more 
emotional grounds will clearly miss the point. The 
second, an less obvious reason, is that there is a 
dynamic in the relationship between change agents 
and those “to be changed” (Klonek, Lehmann-
Willenbrock, & Kauffeld, 2014). Using a wrong 
strategy may not only be inefficient, but also 
counterproductive as it in fact may increase 
resistance(Ford et al., 2008). 
For change managers, these insights represent two 
challenges. First of all, good change managers must 
be able to analyze and understand diverse motives for 
resistance, even though the manifest symbols of 
resistance (talk, action) are identical. Change 
managers may perceive resistance as a unitary 
phenomenon because the manifestation of resistance 
is unitary, while the reasons may be very diverse. 
Second, good change managers must be able to 
master a wide specter of management “tools”, and to 
apply them correctly. As we have shown in this 
paper, these “tolls” will range from be an efficient 
negotiator, via function as a “ritual master”, to 
soothing anxious colleges. 
To complete the circle, these insights can be 
connected to more general theories about leadership. 
The ability of a change manager to understand the 

diverse reasons for resistance and choosing the right 
“tool” to manage it, is clearly related to one of the 
central dimension in transformational leadership: 
individual consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006). In 
addition, as noted by several, the other elements of 
transformational leadership work as to reduce 
resistance and increase support for change in general 
(Klonek et al., 2014). However, most empirical 
studies of leadership conclude that transactional and 
transformative leadership is closely related, and that 
transformational leadership even may be inefficient if 
the transactional elements of leadership are not taken 
care of (van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013). Several of 
the “tools” sketched out in this paper would clearly 
be classified as elements in a transactional leadership 
style (negotiation, incentives, structuring). 
Furthermore, these two leaderships styles interact to 
manage resistance to (and support for) organizational 
change. As Klonek et al (2014) have shown, using the 
right management tools may be of utter importance if 
one cannot rely on transformational leadership for 
different reasons. If one, on the other hand, can rely 
on a transformational leader to manage the change, 
the “tools” outlined in this paper may be of lesser 
importance, but – it is important to emphasize – never 
unimportant.  
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