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Over the last 15 months, companies have changed more rapidly  
and radically than they’ve ever needed to before. Leaders have been 
at the centre of this ongoing and adaptive transformation, while the 
impact on employees has come under just as much scrutiny. 

Bringing these components together, this paper focuses on the 
human aspects of change management and how they work across 
four key elements:

– Reasons for change and reasons for failure

– Changing mindsets

– The change story  

– The communications plan
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N. Anand and Jean-Louis Barsoux (2017) tell us that 

corporate transformations are triggered by a need to 

pursue value, involving both improved efficiency and 

investment in growth. However, their research shows 

that this need in itself isn’t sufficient. Organisations must 

identify the quest or quests to pursue: developing a 

global presence, improving customer focus, becoming 

a more agile organisation, innovating in order to grasp 

opportunities, or improving sustainability. 

Organisations experience different levels of change. 

Emily Lawson and Colin Price (2003) identify  

three levels: 

• the first occurs without changing the way people  

 work, perhaps selling assets to re-direct focus;

• the second requires employees to act, but within  

 current practices. This is similar to Philip J Salem’s  

 (2008) first level change related to day-to-day learning  

 and improving performance;

• Lawson and Price (2003) describe their third level  

 as requiring a culture change, something so difficult  

 to achieve that they don’t recommend it unless  

 less disruptive approaches have been tried. Salem  

 (2008:333) describes this level of change as second  

 order, transformational change that “…challenges and  

 alters basic organizational premises…”, those things  

 on which the behaviours in play are based. 

Why change fails

Many transformation projects fail; the usual statistic 

quoted is a failure rate of 70%, although Loizos 

Heracleous and Jean Bartunek (2021) tell us that this 

claim is often given without evidence. The reasons for 

failure are frequently linked with the human aspects of 

change. 

Reasons for change, Reasons for change, 
reasons for failurereasons for failure

the reasons for failure are frequently  the reasons for failure are frequently  
linked with the human aspects of changelinked with the human aspects of change
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Anand and Barsoux (2017) say that organisations that 

don’t identify their quest, choose the wrong one, or 

take on too much change at once without the right 

leadership capabilities, cause existing problems to 

worsen, new problems to emerge, and create situations 

where employees are reluctant to invest in future change 

initiatives. 

Change fatigue, defined by Nicos Marcou (2020:2) as 

“…a general sense of apathy or passive resignation 

toward organizational changes” is often cited as a cause 

of failure. Resistance is one symptom of this and may be 

seen as “…disengagement, burnout, negativity, cynicism 

and general confusion.” 

Employee resistance: As Scott Keller and Bill Schaninger 

(2019:239) say, “…nothing changes unless people do.” 

Their research indicates that 39% of failure relates to 

employee resistance, 33% to management behaviours 

that don’t support change, 14% to inadequate 

resourcing and 14% to other causes. Edith Onderick-

Harvey (2018) agrees, citing the human factor as the 

main reason mergers and acquisitions fail. A possible 

reason for resistance is the memories that people have 

of previous failed change activity and their anticipation 

of the same to come (Smith, 2018; Ford and Ford, 

2001).

 

Leadership: Gary Hamel and Michele Zanini (2014) take 

a different approach from the more usual top-down 

perspective on change. They suggest that perspectives 

are limited by the imaginations of the senior leaders, 

who are often unaware that change is needed until 

it’s too late. Organisations built around hierarchies 

and routines weren’t designed to match the speed 

of change happening externally. That being the case, 

they argue that change should be socially constructed; 

employees should be provided with the resources and 

permission to initiate change where they see a need. 

As Hamel and Zanini (2014:2) put it, “…people aren’t 

against change – they are against royal edicts.”  

nothing changes unless people donothing changes unless people do
““      ””
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From a deeper perspective, success criteria might 

consider the organisation’s values, norms, and power 

structure across time. Something that appears to fail at a 

surface level may still have had an impact on the deeper 

levels of the organisation. 

Underestimating the amount of work involved in 

a change programme, and the capacity of the 

organisation to manage it are other potential causes 

of failure. Employees are still required to manage 

their usual workload, while developing new skills and 

implementing change (Carucci, 2021). It’s easy in this 

situation for cynicism and fatigue to set in (Keller and 

Schaninger, 2019). 

Heracleous and Bartunek (2021) warn of being too 

quick to allocate causes to what might be considered 

change failure. They say that whether a change 

intervention is a success or failure depends on how it’s 

measured and from what perspective it’s viewed. From 

a surface perspective, success might be defined by 

whether it achieved the desired objectives in the time 

allocated. 

from a deeper perspective, from a deeper perspective, 
success criteria might success criteria might 
consider the organisation’s consider the organisation’s 
values, norms, and power values, norms, and power 
structure across timestructure across time
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Changing mindsetsChanging mindsets
Like Salem’s model, Lawson and Price’s (2003:32) 

deepest level of change requires a culture change. 

They describe the culture of an organisation as “...an 

aggregate of what is common to all of its group and 

individual mind-sets…”, so change at this level involves 

changing the mindsets of entire workforces. Keller 

and Schaninger (2019:103) define mindsets as “…

shared beliefs or assumptions that colour employees’ 

perceptions and predispose them to behave in a 

predictable manner.” Their research suggests that 

shifting mindsets requires an understanding of what it is 

that employees believe about themselves and their work 

that makes them believe their behaviours are right. 

They refer to research by Hamel and Prahalad who 

discovered that behaviours instilled in an initial group  

of monkeys were shared and enforced within the  

group, as individuals came and went. Even when  

none of the monkeys in the group had experienced  

the original stimuli, the behaviours remained. Keller  

and Schaninger (2019) use this to support the view  

that management behaviours can remain intact, even 

after the practice requiring them has changed, and  

for this reason, it’s necessary for people to question  

why they display the behaviours they do.    

Salem’s (2008) second order, or transformational change 

focuses on an organisation’s core features such as their 

goals, structure, authority relationships, markets and 

technologies. However, change of this nature succeeds 

only about 30% of the time. To be successful, Salem 

suggests that culture change is necessary, which has a 

lower success rate of 20%. Salem (2008:334) defines 

culture as “…the set of embedded communication 

practices that distinguishes one group from another.”  

To change culture therefore means replacing existing 

“…competencies, routines, and rituals with other stable 

communication practices.” 

Salem’s research shows that culture is quite resistant 

to change, meaning that some transformational change 

programmes result in adaptations to a resistant culture, 

rather than full scale change. The existing culture will be 

sheltered “…until it is safe for it to re-emerge later…” 

(Salem, 2008:344). This reflects the views of Heracleous 

and Bartunek (2021) and their exploration of change at 

deep organisational levels.
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Four actions are needed to change mindsets 

(Lawson and Price, 2003; Keller and Schaninger, 

2019): 

• creating a sense of purpose 

• aligning the support systems with the desired  

 behaviours 

• developing people to enable them to perform the  

 new behaviours 

• leaders role-modelling the behaviours. 

Purpose

Lawson and Price (2003:33) explain that people need a 

purpose they can believe in, that creates an emotional 

connection, and in which they understand their role in 

“…the unfolding drama of the company’s fortunes.” 

Similarly, Onderick-Harvey (2018) describes change-

agile leaders who understand and share a purpose that 

has meaning for their teams. Keller and Schaninger 

(2019:126) describe the creation of a sense of purpose 

in terms of creating, “…a compelling meaning-laden 

narrative, an interactive way of communicating… and 

embedding its message through ongoing language, 

rituals, and communication of what success looks like.” 

An important element in the acceptance of the purpose 

is that it fulfils an innate need in people to develop 

and grow. Lawson and Price (2003) explain how 

transpersonal psychology can support employees in 

finding their personal connection to an organisational 

purpose. They suggest that when people view a change 

in behaviour “…not as the fulfilment of an external 

requirement but rather as a way of satisfying a personal 

need – they are unlikely ever to give it up” (2003:38). 

an important element in the acceptance  an important element in the acceptance  
of the purpose is that it fulfils an innate of the purpose is that it fulfils an innate 
need in people to develop and growneed in people to develop and grow
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Keller and Schaninger (2019) suggest that achieving this 

deep sense of meaning involves people recognising and 

using their unique strengths, having a strong sense of 

leadership purpose, and giving voice to, and sharing the 

leadership vision. They describe five sources of meaning 

for employees, all of which are equally important, and 

all of which must be addressed in the organisation’s 

change story: employees want to understand the impact 

of the change on the company, wider society, their 

customers, their own teams and themselves. 

The latter is about individuals’ roles, how they contribute 

to the whole change experience and its success 

and must include personal experiences. Keller and 

Schaninger (2019:219) describe meaning as “…the 

foremost ingredient in the recipe for happiness.”

Support systems

A necessary element of change programmes is to 

ensure that structures, management and operations 

processes, performance measurement and reward 

support the desired behaviours. Without this, employees 

lack incentives to change (Lawson and Price, 2003; 

Keller and Schaninger, 2019; Marcou, 2020). 

Developing people

A different perspective on leadership is that of senior 

leaders as enablers of change rather than change 

agents, where their focus is required to be on creating 

an environment that encourages and facilitates change 

(Hamel and Zanini, 2014). In a change-agile culture, 

Onderick-Harvey (2018:3) describes change-agile 

leaders at every level of an organisation, making “…

change thinking contagious…”, and encouraging 

experimentation and collaboration across boundaries. 

make change thinking contagiousmake change thinking contagious
““      ””
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Douglas A. Ready (2016) also talks about the need 

for a culture of agility and resilience to manage an 

environment of constant change. 

 

 

He describes five tensions and paradoxes that 

leaders must reconcile: 

1. the need to revitalize an organization, while its  

 employees want things to be normal; 

2. the complexity of the global market against the  

 need of customers and employees for simplification;

3. tightly regulated markets restricting innovation; 

4. providing customers with faster, better, cheaper  

 while rationalising business costs, and 

5. engaging with a digital environment but remaining  

 human with purpose. 

When change is seen as a collective effort, employees 

are encouraged to discuss these tensions and their 

potential solutions (Ready, 2016).

Encouraging openness about the challenges and 

what’s not working is a must for leaders (Onderick-

Harvey, 2018). Being transparent about individual and 

team performance means that people know where they 

are and can seek support if needed (Ellingrud, 2019). 

Upskilling, or as described by Marcou (2020) digitising 

and future-proofing skills sets, improves morale and 

acceptance of change, and enables employees to be 

involved in identifying, solving, and escalating problems 

(Ellingrud, 2019). Marcou (2020) notes that this makes 

people less fearful of losing their jobs; they see change 

as a challenge rather than a threat. He highlights the 

need to “… positively control the internal environment 

in a way that enables employees to grow, develop 

new skills and thrive while the outside environment 

constantly changes” (2020:4). In building organisational 

capability and embedding continuous learning, leaders 

create organisations capable of large-scale change 

(Ready, 2016).
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Role modelling and sharing stories

The success of any change initiative lies heavily on the 

shoulders of senior leaders. However, leaders can be 

found at all levels of an organisation (Klus and Müller, 

2020) and those on the frontline often have the greatest 

impact on change initiatives and their acceptance by 

employees (Smith, 2018). 

Change-resistant middle management are a challenge  

to change programmes. Keller and Schaninger 

(2019:170) call this “…the frozen middle…” and  

Kweilin Ellingrud (2019:2) refers to the “sticky middle”,  

a group comfortable with the status quo who find 

change threatening. 

Keller and Schaninger (2019) describe four activities 

of successful senior leaders: 

• they make change meaningful by sharing their  

 personal change story

• role model the ability to change

• develop strong top teams

• hold people to account for their activity. 

Through conversation, people develop their self-identity 

and their social identity. In business, the latter relates to 

their organisational role, their identity in terms of group 

membership. When going through change, involving 

people in developing a shared vision, or in the strategic 

planning process helps them to understand what the 

organisation, and their teams, will look like. It provides 

an opportunity to make sense of the changes and 

develop their shared identities for the future. There must 

be opportunities to test new ideas against the old, to 

avoid the likelihood of old behaviours being reinforced  

or new ones rejected (Salem, 2008).

change-resistant middle management  change-resistant middle management  
are a challenge to change programmesare a challenge to change programmes
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Change is a collective effort and as leaders pursue 

change, they must hold others across the organisation 

to account for their part in the change initiative (Keller 

and Schaninger, 2019; Ready, 2016). These leadership 

behaviours can address the challenge of change-

resistant middle management. Ellingrud (2019) suggests 

that they also need space and time to develop new skills 

and behaviours, given the necessary tools, training and 

support. 

Since people are influenced by what they hear and 

the behaviours they see, the role-modelling of new 

behaviours by leaders is essential (Lawson and Price, 

2003). Both senior and middle management should 

be equally visible role models (Gayane Gyurjyan, Shail 

Thaker and Carla Zwaanstra, 2016), which is why 

encouraging middle management to support change 

is so important. Recognising and looking ahead for 

opportunities are among behaviours role-modelled by 

change-agile leaders (Onderick-Harvey, 2018). While the 

actions role-modelled by leaders at different levels of an 

organisation may vary, the values demonstrated will be 

consistent (Lawson and Price, 2003). 
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recognising and looking ahead recognising and looking ahead 
for opportunities are among for opportunities are among 
behaviours role-modelled by behaviours role-modelled by 
change-agile leaderschange-agile leaders

It’s essential for successes along the way to be 

celebrated by leaders and shared, so that people feel 

valued, can see what successful change looks like, 

and to prevent change fatigue. This doesn’t need to be 

a financial reward, a direct response from a leader is 

meaningful, for example a letter or celebration (Keller 

and Schaninger, 2019; Marcou, 2020; Ellingrud, 2019; 

Smith, 2018). 



said they said they 
would spend would spend 
more time more time 
developing developing 
the change the change 
storystory

44%

Throughout, the narrative must be authentic and 

transparent. This is essential for employees to 

understand the reasons behind the organisation’s 

decisions. Explaining the analysis and assessment 

involved, what was scrutinised and why this is the 

right journey for the organisation is essential.  

Even if people don’t agree with the decision, they  

will understand the reasons for it (Anand and  

Barsoux, 2017). 

Any change story must include the leader’s personal 

story: what the change means to them, why it’s 

necessary, why they’re committed to it, their own 

change journey and what they expect to happen.  

The story must be cascaded through the organisation 

with leaders throughout being encouraged to 

write their own chapter, made meaningful for their 

own teams (Lawson and Price, 2003; Keller and 

Schaninger, 2019; Carucci, 2021). Through this 

cascade, employees become authors of the story, 

supporting the idea that, “A great story is only great…

to the extent others are aware of, understand, and 

believe in it!” (Keller and Schaninger, 2019:143). 

The change storyThe change story
When leading change, it’s essential to identify the 

change story (Lawson and Price, 2003). Where leaders 

don’t create the story, employees will. Keller and 

Schaninger (2019) discovered that where there is  

“…an emotionally compelling narrative about the  

desired change…” (2019:130), success is almost four 

times more likely, and when asked what they would  

do differently in a future change programme, 44%  

of their research participants said they would spend 

more time developing the change story.

The content of a change story and the way it’s shared 

is vital to creating a sense of personal involvement 

for employees. “Good change stories use concrete, 

evocative, and immediate language to answer 

employees’ fundamental questions…” (Keller and 

Schaninger, 2019:131): where the business has been 

and is now, why it needs to change, where it’s going, 

what the change will be like and why they should be 

involved (Keller and Schaninger, 2019; Ready, 2016). 

It must describe how life will be better for everyone 

(Lawson and Price, 2003), and acknowledge the work 

involved, the capacity to achieve it, and the discipline 

and commitment necessary (Carucci, 2021). 
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A communication plan /  A communication plan /  
the Three Acts of changethe Three Acts of change
For change to be successful and to prevent change 

fatigue requires three components: a committed top 

team, described by Jenni Smith (2018) as a powerful 

and agile team that includes the communications team 

and any external agencies; an authentic and inspiring 

narrative; and a long term communications plan (Smith, 

2018). Leadership focus and communication during 

change is vital. As Ron Carucci (2021:4) warns, where 

leaders lack focus and communications address only 

superficial matters, change is “… reduced to nothing 

more than a campaign” in which employees are 

confused and lose interest. Employees will not commit 

to change where decisions are downloaded, and 

compliance expected. 

To gain commitment there must be communication, “… 

the need to know more is less disruptive when there are 

many opportunities for everyone to make sense of the 

changes” (Salem, 2008:338). 

Salem’s (2008) research identified seven communication-

related reasons why organisations don’t change.  

A common complaint during organisational change is 

that there isn’t enough information. Communication 

is a social process by which people share and make 

sense of what’s happening. A lack of information isn’t 

about the various sources of information such as 

reports and memos, it’s actually about people being 

given opportunities to talk together and make sense of 

things. “Without the entire organization participating in 

conversations about change, transformational change 

will not occur” (Salem, 2008:339). Jeffrey D. Ford and 

Laurie W. Ford (2009) point out that leaders are the first 

to hear the organisation’s change story and have time  

to internalise the changes before sharing them. 

Employees need the same opportunity to absorb the 

information. People who’ve heard the change story only 

once, won’t remember or have made sense of it (Keller 

and Schaninger, 2019). 

without the entire organization participating without the entire organization participating 
in conversations about change, in conversations about change, 
transformational change will not occurtransformational change will not occur

““
      ””
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Nancy Duarte (2016) describes the change process  

in three acts, that could equally be the structure of 

the change narrative: 

• to begin a leader has a vision that must be shared  

 if others are to be persuaded to follow. To inspire,  

 the narrative must be vivid and compelling, sharing  

 the goals, responsibilities and rewards, and be  

 honest about the challenges ahead.

• The middle “… is where most of the tension plays  

 out… the scrappy fight, the steep climb.” (Duarte,  

 2016:4). Throughout the challenges of this stage,  

 fatigue is a possibility, so communications must  

 remind people why the change is necessary and  

 about the rewards it will bring. 

• The end is the time for celebration, reflection,  

 learning and preparation for the next change  

 (Duarte, 2016).

Communication must start early (Baskin, 2020). A 

steady stream of communication between leaders and 

employees is critical and provides a sense of direction 

that helps to prevent change fatigue (Gyurjyan et al, 

2016). An element that “…change leaders should attend 

to with rigor and discipline… is engaging the workforce 

in high impact, two-way communications…” (Keller and 

Schaninger, 2019:171). A means for achieving this is to 

cascade the change story, employing different channels 

to share different elements of the story as appropriate 

for different audiences, at different times, using simple, 

memorable language. Strong communications activity 

will help to move employees from understanding the 

change, to becoming committed to it and then acting 

(Keller and Schaninger, 2019). 
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When there are many aspects to a transformation 

programme, activity must be mapped and integrated, 

sequenced and paced to ensure it’s achievable. 

Integrating the activity across teams and businesses 

in the organisation and sharing this information with 

employees helps them to make sense of the change and 

is another means of addressing change fatigue (Carucci, 

2021; Marcou, 2020). Resistance is less likely where 

the purpose of the change is clear, compelling and 

understood (Onderick-Harvey, 2018).  

Enabling communications

Engaging in two-way communications means leaders 

must listen to employees’ feedback, their concerns 

and ideas (Smith, 2018; Ford and Ford, 2009; Marcou, 

2020; Carucci, 2021). Employees see pitfalls that leaders 

may not. Gathering and using employees’ suggestions 

is a way of building participation and engagement and 

may lead to better outcomes (Ford and Ford, 2009). It 

would be a mistake for a leader to fall in love with their 

own vision, when listening to others’ suggestions can 

create a better outcome and make them feel valued and 

appreciated (Marcou, 2020). Even where problems can’t 

be immediately solved, people know they’ve been heard 

(Ready, 2016). 

As shown in Duarte’s third act, completion of the 

transformation isn’t the end. Sustaining the change 

is as important as achieving it, and change leaders 

need to plan for continual improvement to maintain the 

momentum (Gyurjyan et al, 2016; Ellingrud, 2019).  

it would be a mistake for a leader it would be a mistake for a leader 
to fall in love with their own visionto fall in love with their own vision
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ConclusionConclusion
Despite the well-publicised fact that change fails 

more often than it succeeds, organisations continue 

to change. Change is crucial to a business’s survival; 

adaptive change will be crucial to their future.

Evidence suggests that causes of change failure are 

people-related. To be successful, change requires 

people to adjust their mindsets and to do that 

requires them to have a sense of purpose, support 

systems aligned with new behaviours, development 

opportunities, and leaders role-modelling the new 

behaviours.    

The change story sits across the change lifecycle, 

providing everything people need to know. It should 

explain why change is necessary, its purpose, who will 

be affected and how, and what the rewards will be.  

It will share their leader’s personal story and why this 

change matters to them, talk about characters they 

know, the struggles and wins. A change story that 

does this will create an audience that’s personally and 

emotionally invested in it.  

We’ve seen that avoiding change fatigue requires 

people to have the information they need, in 

appropriate formats, at the time they need it, along 

with opportunities to absorb and to discuss it. 

Maintaining this intensity and momentum throughout 

the change programme and beyond, requires a skilled 

communications team, to craft the story, support its 

cascade, and develop a long-term communications 

plan. Getting the change story right, sharing the  

leader’s personal story and communicating it well will 

put any change programme on a path to success.  
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Write the Talk shape long-running organisational stories for 
organisations throughout the UK, US and Asia Pacific. Using 
flexible, resilient and influential narratives, we connect people 
to purpose, leaders to their teams, customers to brands and 
investors to the vision. Our process is unique; our work wins 
awards; our clients stay with us.

Specialties: 
Employee engagement. Storytelling. Narrative. Productivity.  
Change communications. Culture change. Leadership training. 
Strategy implementation. Internal communications.

If you’d like more information or to chat about any of the 
above, please get in touch with:  
anthony@writethetalk.com (UK/US)  
imogen@writethetalk.com (Asia Pacific).

About Write the TalkAbout Write the Talk
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