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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
Although change was regarded as a constant since 
early times - even Plato referred to the fact that 
change cannot be deterred –it remains multifaceted 
and complex for organisations. In this sense,the 
change process should be ongoing – as organisations 
that are rigid and inflexible may easily become 
obsolete. The change process should involve a 
process of making continuous alterations and 
adaptations to address the needs of consumers. This is 
especially pertinent in the contemporary workplace of 
the 21st century – where organisations are faced with 
numerous challenges ranging from being competitive 
and sustainable in the changing world of work. The 
changing world of work poses numerous challenges 
to organisations, especially considering the influx of 
the so-called ‘millennials’ or generation Yinto the 
workplace, as well as an increased emphasis 
ondigitalization and virtualization(Deloitte, 2017). 
Organisations cannot entertain the notion of whether 
they want to change – it should rather be when and 
how can the change process be implemented in the 
best possible way(Deloitte, 2017). Yet, changing the 
ways things is done in organisations remains 
problematic and the successes of planned 
organisational change remain low(Kotter, 2007). 
Organisational change usually implies actions that 
enhance the quality of service delivery to customers 
or stakeholders. The consulting firm, Rath and 
Strong, surveyed Fortune 500 firms and found that 
only 20% had achieved their quality objectives, while 
40% indicated that they had completely failed to 
achieve their quality objectives. Ernst and Young also 
conducted a study of 584 companies in the United 
States, Japan, Canada and Germany and found that 
most firms reported their planned change initiatives 
were unsuccessful (Cameron, 1997; Martins & 
Martins, 2003). 
 
With this in mind, the aim of this paper is to reflect 
on the complexity of organisational change by 
focusing on both the individual and organisational 
determinants of organisational change.  
 
The change process 
 
Organisational change can be explained by means of 
the model of Lewin. Lewin claimed that behaviour is 

the result of both the individual behaviour and the 
environment. He developed so called ‘field theory’ 
which explored the forces and factors that influence 
any given situation. Helpful forces drive individuals 
towards achieving their goals and hindering forces 
inhibit the achievement of goals.  
 
According to Lewin successful organisational change 
engages the entire organisational and the overall 
position (both individual and organisational factors) 
should be considered. Factors viewed in isolation 
could lead to a skewed perception of circumstances. 
He advocates a holistic approach to change by stating 
that ‘you cannot understand a system until you try to 
change it’. The model proposes a process of 
unfreezing the old beliefs, changing the bahaviour 
and freezing the new belief system. 
 

  
Figure 1: Lewin’s change model 

Source: Lussier, 2000 
 
Unfreezing beliefs are possibly the most complex 
stage of the change process especially since people 
have a natural inclination to resist change. It is thus 
crucial that proper preparations be made. Proper 
preparations can include creating a new vision and 
new prospects for employees to energize then for the 
change process. It is very important that employees 
should buy into the change process on an individual 
level. They need to comprehend the worth of doing 
things in a new or better way. Individuals also need to 
be assisted in seeing that a new approach can benefit 
the organisation(Lussier, 2000). 
 
Why do individuals resist change? 
Mahatma Gandhi once commended ‘You must be the 
change you want to see in the world’. This begets the 
question: why do individuals fear and inherently 
resist change? Burger, Crous, and Roodt (2013)argue 
that individuals seek meaning in their lives, as well as 
the work they perform. According to them an 
understanding of the meaningfulness of work can 
contribute in the facilitation of change in an 
organisation. Individuals adhere to what they regard 
as meaningful and any possible thread to this state of 
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meaningfulness may cause them to resist the change 
process.  
Kegan and Lahey, (2001) refer to the term 
‘competing commitment’ in attempting to explain the 
complexity of individual change. They state that 
some employees may find change difficult, e.g. 
learning new skills, a shift in power, etc. Yet, in other 
cases employees has the necessary skills and abilities 
and they still do not make the required changes. This 
can be due to competing commitment which can be 
some kind of a personal immunity to change due to 
fear or uncertainty about what happens after the 
required change has been made. For example, the 
supervisor stalling the completion of a current project 
as he fears the challenges of a tougher project in the 
future.Individual level change needs to take place in 
order for organisational-level change to 
occur(Münner, 2007).  
 
Organisational determinants of organisational 
change 
Change on an organisational level is not something 
that can be enforced from the top down and 
individual employees need to see the inherent value 
of changing and doing things differently. Kotter 
(2007) found that contrary to the notion that 
organisational change is preceded by organisational 
culture change that a new organisationalculture often 
developsand shapesthe change process.  
 
Christensen (2015) documentsa case where 
successful organisational change wasinstituted at a 
115-year-oldorganisation, Timken. The company 
dedicated 5 years to instilling the change process and 
they learned the following lessons: that 
organisationalculture change is iterative, not linear – 
sometimes aspects need to be revisited and re-
aligned. There should be dedicated resources and 
employees should be committed to the change 
process. This implies that individual behavior should 
be directed at adhering to new principles on a daily 
basis. It is thus indispensable for employees to buy 
into the change process. Transparency is critical and 
both internal and external stakeholders need to be 
engaged in the process. Interaction with external 
stakeholders and aspects like providing regular 
feedback on progress fostered changed attitudes from 
employees.  
 
According to Losada and Bajer (2009) it is possible 
to change the organisational culture of large and 
complex organisartions. They instituted intensive 
culture change at HSBC in Argentina by challenging 
the traditional approaches to organisational culture 
change (like communication campaigns and reward 
systems). They instituted an intensive culture change 
process by involving all employees at all levels of the 
organisation. Leadership was instrumental and 
coaches were used to assist employees with instilling 

new values and behaviour. This supports the notion 
of visionary leadership in the change process.  
 
Carleton (2015)documents successful organisational 
change in an unlikely place – a US state department. 
The success of the culture change in this case 
revolvedaround involving all employees, fostering a 
long-term mind-set, creating ownership of the new 
paradigm and encouraging open communication. 
Open communication is imperative asall stakeholders 
need to interact and communicate frankly about the 
various issues. This notion is supported by Quinn 
(2005)that refers to ‘the fundamental state of 
leadership’ where leaders need to act in accordance 
with their own fundamental values reaching a stage of 
less self-focus and more focus on others. 
 
This notion is supported by Rautenbach, Sutherland 
and Scheepers (2015) that note executives often have 
a dysfunctional attachment to systems, ideas, 
routines, divisions and certain staff members. This 
can cause them to be rigid and narrow-minded.  
 
Concluding remarks 
This paper highlighted the importance of 
organisational change and the complexity of the 
change process on both an individual and 
organisational level. The complexity of organisational 
change needs to be understood against the 
background of individual resistance to change – often 
individuals do not want to change due to fear or 
uncertainty of not meeting future expectations. 
Leadership plays a crucial role in organisational 
change. If leaders are not involved and driving the 
process – it is not likely to happen. Organisational 
change will also not occur overnight – as individuals 
need to see an inherent worth in doing things 
differently. Multiple steps that push forward a new 
mindset and way of doing things should be part of the 
process. Finally, organisational change is not a ‘nice 
to have’ – rather a necessity if organisations do not 
want to become obsolete in the changing world of 
work. 
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