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Abstract

Although the phenomenon of resistance to change has gained considerable attention in organization
theory over the years, the meaning of the concept is rarely discussed. In this paper, a conceptual
framework is suggested that distinguishes between four interpretations of resistance: Resistance as
conviction, opinion, psychological reaction, and personality. It builds upon the two variables of
changeability and emotionality. Each interpretation is based on different assumptions and
theoretical influences, as well as connected to different change management strategies. The
framework can facilitate communication pertaining to resistance across different theoretical
perspectives and help explain empirical observations related to resistance and change management
strategies. Finally, observations from two case studies reveal that assumptions about resistance can
shift in the course of a change process, thus indicating a dynamic dimension to the framework.
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Introduction

In organization theory, a broad group of scholars (e.g. Dent & Goldberg, 1999; Ford, Ford, &
d’Amelio, 2008; King & Anderson, 1995; Knowles & Linn, 2004; Symon, 2005; Bringselius,
2008) have suggested that the classic concept of resistance should be reassessed. Historically,
resistance has been understood as a reaction based on emotions and dysfunctional to the
organization. Craine (2007), for example, explains how resistance will hamper any organizational
change and he talks about how change always will start with reactions such as denial, shock,
frustration, and anger. This line of thought is influenced by social psychology, a field that has
gained increasing influence in organization theory since the 1950s. In The Journal of Applied
Behavioral Science, the social psychologists Avey, Wernsing and Luthans (2008:48) begin an article
by confirming that: “Both scholars and practitioners would agree that employee resistance to change
is a primary obstacle for effective organizational change processes and programs”.

Ford, Ford and d’Amelio (2008) and Ford and Ford (2009) suggest that resistance should instead
be understood as an important source of employee feedback. They explain that in this way,
resistance “can be an important resource in improving the quality and clarity of the objectives and
strategies at the heart of a change proposal. And, properly used, it can enhance the prospects for
successful implementation.” (Ford & Ford, 2009:103). This is similar to Hirschman (1970), who
claims that voice sometimes can be understood as the evidence of loyalty, rather than the opposite.
Knowles and Linn (2004) emphasize that resistance can increase the quality of management
decisions in a change process.

The increasing interest in the resistance concept and how it can be understood is welcome. This
discussion has been missing in the past (Jermier et al., 1994; Knights & Vurdubakis, 1994; Knights
& Willmott, 1990), despite the central position of the concept in organization theory. Knights and
Vurdubakis (1994:168) explain that there is “by no means a consensus within the literature as to
the meaning of, or significance which should be attributed to, resistance”. Rather than an open
discussion, there have been tacit assumptions on resistance. These need to be elucidated, in order to
agree on a way to understand assumptions on the phenomenon in different theoretical fields.

For example, many social psychologists have tended to assume that resistance is based on emotions
and that resistance can be reduced if these emotions are properly managed. The influence of biology
and personality psychology has led to the assumption that certain individuals will always resist
change, due to psychological predispositions that can rarely be altered. Labour process theory
focuses on the content of resistance, which is understood as rational employee objections. Hodson
(1995) argues that the under-conceptualization of resistance has “limited our ability to develop
theories of the workplace that include an active role for workers”. Similar claims can be made in a
context of highly skilled professionals, where employees tend to demand a high level of autonomy
and influence in management decisions (Léwendahl, 1997; Maister, 1993; Mintzberg, 1993;
Raelin, 1985; Sharma, 1997). Furthermore, the distinction between resistance and whistle-blowing
in change processes has not been explored.

In this paper, four theoretical interpretations have been distinguished in a conceptual framework,
based on scholarly writings in the literature pertaining to resistance to change, in the following areas
(i) assumptions on the nature of resistance, (ii) theoretical influence and (iii) change management
strategies. This framework provides both scholars and practitioners with perspectives that can
facilitate communication in the course of as well as about ongoing change processes and the factors
that may provoke resistance. It bridges theoretical perspectives and allows us to better understand



why preferences concerning change management strategies may differ. The framework helps us to
understand and relate to contemporary trends in organization theory and to question the influence
of various theoretical fields on resistance theory. It is a privilege to be able to borrow theory from
other fields, but such a privilege demands responsibility as well as awareness of the direction in
which this influence may take us.

The paper is divided into four sections. In the first, the two variables changeability and emotionality
are presented. In the second, the four interpretations are introduced and related to change
management strategies and influential theoretical fields. In the third section, a summary is provided
in the form of a table and a figure. Finally, in conclusions contemporary trends in change
management theory are discussed and the theoretical contribution of the framework suggested in
this paper is established.

Changeability and emotionality

We suggest that two variables, the changeability and emotionality of resistance, be applied to
distinguish between assumptions on resistance to change. These variables are briefly introduced in

the following.

The changeability of resistance means the assumed prospects of being able to influence and change
the level of resistance of an employee. Is resistance constant or is it possible to change the level of
employee resistance?

With low changeability, resistance can be a matter of fundamental convictions and ideals. With
higher changeability, it may be more a matter of arguments and opinions, about which the
employee is prepared to negotiate. This can be compared to Schein’s (1985) model that defines
culture, where there are assumptions at the bottom, followed by values and finally artefacts at a
surface (top) level, and changeability increases for each higher level. Individuals will seldom change
their most fundamental convictions, whereas opinions usually are more easily negoted.

The emotionality of resistance depicts assumptions about the degree to which resistance is based on
emotions. This is an important aspect of change management theory. Resistance to change has
traditionally been described as connected to emotions such as fear and anxiety (Sinetar, 1981;
Fulmer & Gilkey, 1988; Kusstatscher & Cooper, 2005), which are assumed to be either a reaction
to a situation external to the employee, with for example a high level of uncertainty in the
organization, or a matter of personality. In labour process theory, it is recommended that
management should recognise the actual content of resistance — what do employees oppose, what
do they suggest and could this in fact be a better solution? This position, which assumes low
emotionality behind resistance, has gained increasing support in the broader field of organization

theory, one example being Ford, Ford and d’Amelio (2008).

Four interpretations

When the variables are placed in a diagram, four fields can be distinguished, resulting in four
interpretations pertaining to resistance to change, see points A-D in Figure 1. The boundaries
between the interpretations are not sharp.
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Figure 1: Four interpretations pertaining to assumptions on resistance to change

The theoretical influence in each interpretation differs, as do the central themes and change
management strategies for responding to resistance. In the following, we shall take a closer look at
each of the four interpretations.

Interpretation A: Resistance as opinions

Common themes in Interpretation A are employee influence, opinions and feedback. High
changeability and low emotionality is assumed, as concerns the nature of resistance to change. For
example, a few decades ago (e.g. Rhenman, 1964), it was common to discuss workplace democracy,
and this theme has remained popular among certain groups (e.g. McMahon, 1994).

Labour process theory and human resource management theory (HRM theory) have been highly
influential in this interpretation of resistance. The former originates from research on working
conditions, primarily in a manufacturing or industrial context. Today, it focuses on, among other
things, techniques for exerting control and on employee subordination.

A fundamental assumption of HRM theory is the balance between employee and employer
interests, which can be traced back to Cyert and March (1963). Cyert and March (1963) argued
that people’s personal goals often differ from those of the organization and that a primary
responsibility of managers is therefore to persuade staff members to direct their efforts towards the
organizational goals. Resistance is primarily understood in terms of the content of objections in
labour process theory and HRM theory.

However, it is possible to talk of employee contracts with several different interpretations of
resistance. Strebel (1996), for example, mentions a personal contract (although he replaces it with
the word “compact”) between employer and employee. As opposed to Cyert and March (1963), he
assumes that the default position of employees is resistance and that this merely needs to be
overcome by renegotiating this personal contract with the employee. Strebel (1996:92) writes:

Regardless of the cultural context, unless the revision of personal compacts is integral to the

change process, companies will not accomplish their goals. [...] Without such leadership,



employees will remain sceptical of the vision for change and distrustful of management, and

management will likewise be frustrated and stymied by employees’ resistance.

This quote indicates that Strebel’s assumptions on resistance correspond better to interpretation B,
than interpretation A.

A common change management strategy of interpretation A is dialogue aimed at gaining as much
support as possible for planned changes, but also allowing to negotiate and adjust plans. The
primary goal of this strategy is improved decision quality, by utilizing the knowledge of employees.
Important secondary goals include employee motivation and efficiency.

Interpretation B: Resistance as a psychological reaction

In Interpretation B, it is common to consider resistance as a psychological reaction and to explain it
in terms of stereotypes or social categorization. Social psychology has been highly influential in this
interpretation, where high changeability and high emotionality is assumed as concerns resistance to

change.

For many years, stereotypes and categorization have been regarded as pathological in social
psychology (Brown and Gaertner, 2001:16f). However, as Brown and Gaertner (2001) argue,
conflict between groups does not have to be a problem — it can be a natural and healthy process, in
which individuals learn to relate to a certain social context. This line of thought is becoming
increasingly popular in the field of social psychology. Stereotypes are simplified images of groups of
individuals (Brown & Gaertner, 2001). A related theoretical field is Social Identity Theory, but in
this field, the assumed probability of being able to change resistance (when attached to an identity)
is lower.

When resistance is assumed to be changeable and emotional, it is common to adopt a change
management strategy based on some kind of “therapy”. This can take the form of workshops or
extensive information and dialogue. The aim of this strategy is to build acceptance of planned
changes, in contrast to Interpretation A, where management is prepared to adjust these plans after
negotiations. The aim of extensive information is to reduce uncertainty, which is assumed to be a
common reason for employee resistance. This information can be compared to two-way
communication strategy that includes negotiations, and thereby some level of employee influence.

Improved employee motivation is the primary management goal behind the change management
strategies in Interpretation B. Craine (2007:44) is one of the authors who best represent these
assumptions on resistance:

Perhaps creative thinker and author Roger Von Oech said it best: “There are two basic rules of
life: Change is inevitable, and everybody resists change.” Resisting change is as congenital as
being frightened of the dark, having a crush at age 16, or laughing at the Three Stooges. Little
can be done to avoid these reactions. They are natural, emotional, and inevitable. This innate
resistance to change occurs because most people like things to be comfortable and familiar.
[...] Thus, by understanding the ‘grieving’ process people use to deal with change, it may be

possible to reduce some of the potentially damaging consequences.

Craine (2007) suggests how a “change cycle” can be understood, in terms of “a four-step cycle of
emotions that individuals are likely to experience when faced with change”. He talks of resistance as
emotional, but possible to change, and outlines a therapeutic change program to help employees
overcome this otherwise “innate” resistance. Fulmer and Gilkey (1988:276) are another example of



scholars adopting Interpretation B of resistance. They compare resistance to the immature
behaviour of “a teenager in a blended family”.

Interpretation C: Resistance as convictions

In Interpretation C, resistance is understood in terms of convictions and ideals and ethics is a
common theme. Convictions are based on a non-emotional line of thought and fundamental
priorities, which are not easily changed. Morality is also usually deeply rooted within the individual.
Changeability and emotionality and both assumed to be low with this interpretation of resistance.

Theoretical influences in Interpretation C stem from moral philosophy and whistle-blowing theory.
There is also theory on social movements that falls under this category (e.g. Jasper, 1997). Whistle-
blowing is based on a conviction that there is some kind of wrong-doing, meaning that there is an
important moral element (Miceli, Near, Morehead Dworkin, 2008).

With regard to change management strategies, dialogue is central when resistance is interpreted in
terms of convictions and ideals, and the congruence between individual employee convictions and
organizational values and practice is focused upon. A strategy of dismissing certain employees may
result, which is common in cases of whistle-blowing (Miceli et al., 2008). However, in cases where
the employee’s protest is legitimate, the primary strategy would be to adjust the plans for change. In
this way management strategies aim to improve organizational ethics as well as decision quality and
employee motivation, while increased efficiency is a possible side-effect.

Piderit (2000:783) claims that “researchers have largely overlooked the potentally positive
intentions that may motivate negative responses to change”. Resistance may thus actually represent
rational objections to changes that are considered non-beneficial to the organization or to its
mission. Interpretation C connects well to this standpoint.

Interpretation D: Resistance as personality

Finally, in Interpretation D, resistance is assumed to be based on emotions, and the probability of
being able to change it is considered low. Common themes are psychological predispositions and
personality.

Biology and the natural sciences in general have been influential in this interpretation, with its focus
on genetic predisposition and personality psychology, including both the individual and collective
(human nature) levels of analysis. This line of thought has been subjected to considerable
competition from social psychology, which tends to hold that individual behaviour can be
influenced in different ways (higher changeability).

Dismissal and replacement of resistant employees are common change management strategies in
Interpretation D. Because resistance is assumed to be highly emotional and unlikely to change, it is
easy to label employees who object as impossible by personality, especially when it is assumed that
resistance is contagious (e.g. Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). With these assumptions,
resistant employees tend to be described as irrational, emotionally governed and even “bitter” (e.g.
Buono & Bowditch, 1989:110). Buono and Bowditch (1989:110) write:

Over time, bitter organizational members depart, and the employees who remain within the

new organization may begin to feel better about their situation

These scholars do not assume that (the “bitter”) employees can change their sentiment, and nor do
they assume that it may be of interest to management to understand the reasons why they are bitter.



Improved efficiency is the primary goal of this management strategy.

A dynamic dimension

So far, four interpretations of resistance to change have been presented, in a static framework. This
is based on a review of change management theory and the fields that influence this area. We shall
now turn to the empirical side of the framework, and look at managerial interpretations of
resistance in actual change processes. Is there a dynamic dimension to this framework, indicating
that interpretations of resistance may change over time in a change process? Observations from two
case studies of mergers indicate that it is. These preliminary findings are reported in this section.
The aim is not to provide evidence of a dynamic dimension or a specific development, as that
would require a more thorough investigation, but to indicate that this is a matter worth exploring
further in future research.

Two case studies have been conducted, focusing on change processes in the public administration in
Sweden. The first covers the merger of two national audit offices (NAOs) and is thus termed the
NAO case. The second, termed the SIA case, addresses the transformation of the social insurance
agency (SIA) in Sweden in recent years. The NAO case study covered a period of five years, starting
a year before the merger. A total of 92 interviews were conducted during this period, with both
management and employees, and 11 meetings were observed. The process received a great deal of
criticism and the new agency experienced serious administrative problems. The SIA case study,
which forms part of the research program “Out of many, one?” at Lund university, covers a two
year period and has not yet been concluded. Approximately 50 interviews were conducted with
management and employees during a two year period as part of the research program.

In the following, we will describe how management reasoned on employee resistance, understood as
objections, in the two cases. Within brackets, interpretation A-D is suggested for different
observations.

In the NAO case, the change process started with a kick-off for all personnel, with the
parliamentary committee in charge of the reform informing the employees (in the course of an
information meeting to mark the launch) that they would “not go berserk” and that staff members
should not hesitate to contact committee members if things went wrong; “We depend on you to
observe what is required in the organization. [...] Don’t let anything continue that appears to be
developing in the wrong way”, they asked (Interpretations A, C). When the new Director-Generals
took on their positions half a year later, objections to their leadership and decisions increased
rapidly. The management team explained that the employees were “afraid” and that it always takes
time for people to accept changes as vast as these (Interpretation B). There were rumours of a “black
list” of staff members who they planned to dismiss, and soon a number of employees were offered
severance packages in return for their letter of resignation. Employee objections concerned both
managerial ethics and the quality of management decisions (Interpreations A, C). Workshops were
held, where staff members were asked to reflect on what they could do to improve the workplace
atmosphere, rather than only pointing their collective finger at the management (Interpretation B).
Meanwhile, the management team continued to emphasize that employees were merely afraid, and
added that the most senior employees were more prone to resistance than their more recently hired
colleagues. They explained that resistance would diminish as more new staff members were
recruited (Interpretation D). Employee attitude surveys did not support this statement, but instead
indicated that newly recruited staff members were also highly critical of the leadership. The
management team then argued that employees in a NAO generally tend to be extremely critical,
and that this was the reason for the heavy criticism to which they were subjected (Interpretation D).



Observations from the NAO case indicate that the management first interpreted in accordance with
the left side of the framework, with Interpretations A and C. As the conflict increased, there was a
shift to the right hand side of the framework, with Interpretations B and D. When therapeutical
measures had failed to curb resistance, managerial assumptions remained with Interpretation D,
leaving them only the option to replace critical personnel.

Before the reform of the social insurance administration (SIA), employee influence was high in the
organization(s). Personnel objections were considered important (Interpretations A, C). During the
change process, managers explained that personnel, although highly educated, were irrational and
therefore could not be allowed to influence the change process. In an article, a psychologist was
interviewed under the heading “How can we cope with the changeover?” (DS, 2006/06:19). She
emphasized the importance of employees meeting with their managers to talk about how they feel,
adding that: “In times of anxiety, people often act irrationally. It then easily happens that scapegoats
are sought”. (Interpretation B). Staff members reported that those who expressed objections risked
losing their positions with the agency (Interpretation D). The internal news magazine was
informally called Pravda, because its content was considered strongly biased in favour of the
management perspective. After the new Director-General had taken on her position, the change
management strategy was changed to include personnel to a higher degree. A newly recruited top
manager explained the importance of listening to personnel in order to ensure that the right
decisions are made (Interpretation A, C). An article was published on the SIA Intranet (FIA 17 feb.
2009, also referred to in DS 2009/02), where a scholar talked about the benefits of resistance,

saying:

There is a conception among authoritarian managers and consultants that criticism and
resistance to change is counterproductive. That participation is the same as accepting the
situation and knowing the goals. You often mix up passive obedience with commitment,

something that can be fatal.

Observations from the SIA case correspond well to observations from the NAO case. Management
first interpreted resistance in accordance with the left side of the framework, with Interpretations A
and C. As resistance increased, there was a shift to the right hand side of the framework, with
Interpretations B and finally D. As the change process started afresh with a partly new leadership,
management expressed assumptions on resistance that once again corresponded to Interpretations A

and C.

Summary

An overview of the theoretical influences, change management strategies and some common themes
in each interpretation of resistance is provided in Table 1. It should be noted that parts of
psychology rather fits with the left side of the framework. An important aspect is, however, that by
referring to resistance as a psychological reaction, it becomes legitimate to disregard these
objections. This is a reason to try to interpret resistance primarily according to the left side of the
framework, before assuming emotional underpinnings and cast resistance aside.

Finally, the reader is asked to note that convictions must not always be legitimate (making it
whistle-blowing rather than resistance) per se, but this must be subject to an evaluation.



Table 1. Characteristics of the four interpretations of resistance to change

5 Ps cth>Io ical ° >
Opinion y . 9 Conviction Personality
reaction

High changeability, | High changeability, | Low changeability, | Low changeability,
low emotionality high emotionality low emotionality high emotionality

Labour process

Theoretical theory, Social psychology Morgl phllosophy, Blology.,
X . . whistle-blowing personality
influence Human Resource (in part) theo sveholo
Management theory Y psy o
Employee Psychological Personality,

Convictions, ideals,

Central themes influence, reactions, psychological

opinions, feedback stereotypes ethics predispositions

. "Therapy" Dialogue and Dismissal

Dialogue . . .
Management . (to build - if feasible - or replacement
i and adjustment of . )
strategies* acceptance for adjustment of of resistant
planned changes
planned changes) | planned changes employees
Primary

Improved quality of | Improved employee

decisions motivation Improved ethics | Improved efficiency

management goal
with strategy

Conclusions

A conceptual framework has been presented in this paper, depicting four interpretations of
resistance to change. They are distinguished on the basis of two variables: The changeability of
resistance and the emotionality of resistance. These interpretations are influenced by different
theoretical fields, hold different themes as central and support different change management
strategies. Empirical observations from two case studies indicate that there may be a dynamic

dimension to the framework, to elaborate in future research.

Resistance remains a central theme in organization theory, and a framework to understand it has
been lacking for a long time. The framework presented in this paper can facilitate communication
on resistance over different theoretical strands. It aims at moving beyond a mere categorization of
various expressions of resistance (e.g. Tucker, 1993), to focus more on the underlying assumptions
about its nature. In this way, the framework can support advances in research on resistance and help
improve our understanding of both the concept and the phenomenon.

The framework also allows us to question the theoretical influences that have formed the field of
organization theory as well as the themes and assumptions that characterize these. For example, how
has social psychology influenced our reasoning about resistance to change? This framework
indicates that social psychology may have had a very strong influence, and that this may even have

prevented us from recognizing alternative perspectives and interpretations.



Could it be, that it is time to reassess resistance in organization theory? Social psychology and the
management perspective have been highly influential in this field. As a result, writings on resistance
in organization theory have usually assumed a high degree of emotionality, positioning them on the
right side of the diagram in the framework, Figure 1. For quite some time, especially Interpretation
B has had a strong position in organization theory. For example, in theory mergers and acquisitions,
it is common to talk about the merger syndrome (Buono & Bowditch, 1989; Marks & Mirvis,
1998). Buono and Bowditch (1989:11) describe this as “a highly defensive, fear-the-worst response
to the uncertainties involved”.

We would argue that it is time to reassess resistance. Today, the employee perspective is increasingly
being emphasized in organization theory. This means that scholars must recognize that resistance
must not be emotional, but legitimate (left side of the framework). This trend is further fuelled by a
growing interest in ethics and whistle-blowing, and on highly skilled professions. In an article on
mergers and acquisitions, Larsson, Eneroth and Kénig (1996:105) asked themselves:

Why should employees resist intended improvements of the organizational performance that is
the basis of their livelihood? [...] Or does the resistance stem from the irrational stability-

proneness of the employees?

The second question articulates assumptions on resistance in accordance with Interpretation D. The
authors themselves respond in the negative to this question and instead argue that reward systems
tend to benefit stability and status quo. Greenwood, Hinings and Brown (1994) recognize that
resistance may not be based on emotions, as in a case study they note the absence of stress, tension
and anxiety. They explain that a key concern of managers was the possible effect of the merger on
their careers, and note that this was not an emotional concern (p. 247f);

But, even in this case, the language used hardly conveyed stress; career disturbance was more a

recognized possible disadvantage.

In future research, it would be interesting to continue to develop the framework as a dynamic
model, in order to understand how interpretations of resistance can change during the different
phases of a change process. In this way, the attitudes of management, and not only of employees,
can be focused on as a means of understanding communication problems and different change
management strategies. The framework can also be used to compare interpretations of resistance in
various contexts and different types of change processes.
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