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Change Management: how to deal with the human impact? 

Introduction 

In his ground-breaking 1970 book: “Future Shock”, Alvin Toffler argued that accelerating change in 

technology and society causes in most of us what he coined an ‘information overload’. This leads to 

stress and feeling of being overwhelmed – a future shock. On an individual level, in our private lives, 

adoption of new technology is voluntary and led mainly by trends, our friends and acquaintances. But 

in organizations, workplaces, new technologies, structures and work methods are dictated by a need 

and by management. A soft conflict between individuals, teams and organizations is to be expected, 

unless carefully managed.  

In addition, globalization and constant innovation of technology results in a constantly evolving 

business environment. Phenomena such as social media and mobile adaptability have revolutionized 

business and these effects is an ever-increasing need for change, and therefore change management. 

The growth in technology also has a secondary effect of increasing the availability and therefore 

accountability of knowledge. Easily accessible information has resulted in unprecedented scrutiny 

from shareholders and the media and pressure on management. 

With the business environment experiencing so much change, organizations must then learn to 

become comfortable with change as well. Therefore, the ability to manage and adapt to organizational 

change is an essential ability required in the workplace today. Yet, major and rapid organizational 

change is profoundly difficult because the structure, culture, and routines of organizations often 

reflect a persistent and difficult-to-remove "imprint" of past periods, which are resistant to radical 

change even as the current environment of the organization changes rapidly. 

Relevant questions that an employee thinks of at the early stages of change relate to the personal 

impact of change, the impact on the employee’s group of friends at work, and the impact on the 

employee’s day-to-day responsibilities. Fear of change and the unknown, as well as concerns of 

personal job security usually trump everything else unless somehow alleviated. These all could be 

thought through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (see Maslow’s pyramid), as being unemployed is a 

threat to one’s safety, identity and self-esteem, and losing your friends undermines one’s sense of 

belonging. Therefore, one aspect of early change management is alleviating the fear of change in 

employees. 

Why change management in companies? 

Due to the growth of technology, modern organizational change is largely motivated by exterior 

innovations rather than internal factors. When these developments occur, the organizations that 

adapt quickest create a competitive advantage for themselves, while the companies that refuse to 

change get left behind. This can result in drastic profit or market share losses. 

  



 
Organizational or operational changes directly affects all departments and employees. The entire 

company must learn how to handle changes to the organization. The effectiveness of change 

management can have a strong positive or rather negative impact on the employee morale. The 

management team’s motivation to implement these changes are based on different criteria that might 

not be known (or typically not well explained) to employees. Projects based on these management 

objectives are designed to reach different type of goals like such as: 

● Increasing global or departmental productivity (e.g. lean principles) 

● Developing and implementing new service concepts 

● Developing new processes or process redesigns 

● New organizational structure or new cross-functional collaboration 

● Cost cutting / FTE (full-time equivalent) reduction 

The role of change management will be to address the resistance of the employees to adhere: to 

adhere to projects aiming at reaching objectives set by leaders. 

What about employees? 

How do organizations develop traditional change management programs in the first place? Typically, 

in attempting to get an entire workforce on board, programs rely heavily on rational (cost/benefit) 

appeals based on a pure set of economics criteria, largely ignoring human psychology and social 

factors. Many managers turn to spreadsheets and PowerPoint decks, along with extrinsic motivations 

(dangling carrots), throughout a change process. This assumes that we are fully rational beings seeking 

to maximize our utility—which, of course, is rarely the case, as much as we’d like to believe this. 

Increasingly, the growing field of behavioural economics is challenging these long-held beliefs, 

demonstrating that logical appeals are often ineffective because they fail to account for irrationality 

in human behaviour. People definitely do not always behave rationally: psychological research 

suggests that our beliefs, attitudes, and social norms often influence our willingness to change, 

regardless of whether they conflict with the single-minded ideal of maximizing our utility. 

Psychological studies have identified the different phases through which human beings are going 

through when facing changes and that are identified as potential sources of resistance to change (see 

fig. 1). Acknowledging all the sources of resistance to change and validating people’s emotions will 

give the opportunity to plan a change strategy that address these factors.  Therefore, our motivation 

to change is much more complex than a stick-and-carrot metaphor. 

 



 

 

Fig. 1 – Traditional scheme of recognized behaviors when facing changes. 

Expecting that there will be resistance to change and being prepared to manage it is a proactive step. 

Recognizing behaviours that indicate possible resistance will raise awareness of the need to address 

the concerns. Involving employees in early steps of the project is therefore key in the success of it. 

They will be the ones confronted to changes at different levels and their resistance to it is based on 

different factors: 

● Fear of job loss 

● Potential loss of responsibility/independence 

● Change of responsibility and decision authority 

● Change of work location 

● New and unknown leadership styles 

● Inconsistent or incompatible leadership styles 

● New expectations of superiors and peers 

● Loss of status 

● Requirements for additional skills and expertise 

● New and unknown tasks 

● New Colleagues 

 

  



 
All these elements are feeding the fear and the global reluctance to change. When human behaviours 

are influenced by fear, perceptions are distorted and employees will go emotional. The need to 

express these fears will be higher and management will need to deal efficiently with it to bring them 

on board since the beginning of the project. It is far better to anticipate objections than to spend time 

putting out fires, and knowing how to overcome resistance to change is a vital part of any change 

management plan. The consequences of not involving employees in the management plan will not 

just be the low acceptance or accomplishment of the project but can have other consequences for 

companies: 

• Resistance in teams or line organizations towards implementation 
• Slow or incomplete implementation 
• Lack of decision taking and/or frequent revisions of decisions 
• Quality problems 
• Reduced productivity 
• Loss of “high performers” 
• Insecurity and increased risk avoidance 
• Reduced individual commitment 
• Negative word of mouth 
 

If simply applying extrinsic rewards does not work to effect sustained change, what would be the 

better alternative? To answer that, let us look at the pervasive role that underlying belief systems play 

in human behavior. Motivational theorist David Dunning explains why belief systems are so powerful: 

“People desire to live in a world that they can understand, explain, and predict, which means they are 

pressed to build beliefs that dispel chaos and uncertainty and thus seek out meaning and coherence 

from the maelstrom of events they experience.”1 

These underlying belief systems evolve over time to create mental models—the way one interprets 

the world—which we work hard to protect and confirm. In an effort to maintain order and consistency, 

we favor the status quo rather than pursue change simply because change is unpleasant and stressful, 

often creating cognitive dissonance, a state of discomfort created when new information contradicts 

existing beliefs.2 Change introduces a new way of thinking, and most of us unconsciously try to make 

it fit within what we already know rather than revamp our underlying assumptions.  

  

                                                           
1 David Dunning, “Motivated cognition in self and social thought,” in APA Handbook of Personality and Social 

Psychology, Volume 1: Attitudes and social cognition, eds. Mario Mikulincer and Phillip R. Shaver (Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association, 2015), pp. 777–803 
2 Ibid. 



 
How to get employees on board? 

We know that employees can be inspired to tackle big challenges. So why do we bludgeon them with 

chart-packed PowerPoint slides? The PowerPoint approach to change undermines employees’ 

intrinsic drivers and psychological needs: employees are treated as targets rather than participatory 

agents who help interpret and shape the change process. When work is simple and proposed change 

is within employees’ comfort zone, extrinsic means are likely sufficient. But the more complex the 

work, the greater intrinsic drive is needed to move change forward. 

Research suggests that people can be inspired to change, even in trying circumstances, when 

leadership can meet their psychological needs of autonomy, growth, and meaning. The problem is 

that charts and slides rarely address these needs. As shown in the figure 2, the management attitude 

can be crucial in dealing with the employees’ resistance and range of emotions. There are different 

ways to get employees involved in a project and here are some instances of how organizations can 

better satisfy these needs during change efforts: 

1. Be people centric: negotiate, motivate and gain acceptance. It is a human, cultural and 

organizational element. Promoting the understanding of project and making employees 

accountable for the cost impact of resistance are key elements. Employees need to 

understand what is going to change and why the change is coming. They cannot be left with 

unanswered questions at the end of the process. 

2. Growth: An unintended consequence of simplifying and increasing efficiencies in the 

workplace is that it can conflict with an employee’s need for growth. Losing key and reliable 

employees is a challenge that companies are facing when starting a project. When employees 

are dealing with too many unchallenging tasks, it might leave workers bored and stuck. To 

keep an employee engaged in the change process, we must consider whether the change 

offers employees new challenges and responsibilities. Therefore, considering how the 

proposed change initiative might include growth opportunities, assessing whether the 

initiative will promote or limit employees’ ability to acquire new skills are elements to take 

into consideration. 

3. Meaning: In today’s knowledge economy, it can be easy to lose sight of the value of work, 

since, unlike artisans or laborers; we tend to have mostly emails, task lists, and meeting 

attendance to show for our day-to-day work. Meaning becomes less about the task and more 

about the conditions and people we build around it. Then change should become less about 

a process and more about an outcome that generates value. Employees will be skeptical if 

they see little meaning or value in the perceived change. On the other hand, work becomes 

more meaningful when we can see beyond the day-to-day and connect with a benefit for 

ourselves and those we care about like our colleagues. 

 



 

 
Fig. 2 – Scheme of employee’s emotions and manager’s attitude when facing changes. 

 

In the scope of a project to improve the efficiency and the productivity of the underwriting 

department in an Insurance company, management decided to include the underwriters in the change 

process from the beginning. To include them, workshops were organized in order to discuss the 

improvement proposals from management.  During these sessions, they were able to discuss the 

proposals and give comments or ways to improving processes like changing rules, tools or even 

questioning outdated controls. The underwriters have then the feeling that they were the one 

providing solutions and ways of improvement and not having to accept changes coming from above. 

The project implementation was then easily accepted, as it was perceived as coming from them. This 

easy way allows management to reach their goal: reduce the number of underwriters.   

 

In the end of the process, all these elements have to be taken into consideration in order to mitigate 

the risks in failing to implement changes in a company. Seeking compromise, alternatives, failure 

consequence management are elements used in order to succeed with any project. The ultimate goal 

of change management is meeting human and business objectives.  

Jorge Toral 
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Initio is a business consultancy firm specialized in the Financial Industry.  

Every day, our consultants contribute to the successful delivery of business projects by transferring 

their expertise to our client's management and internal teams. 

Initio operates in the financial sector, servicing a wide range of clients. Our offering is focused on 
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project cycle.  

We have offices in Brussels, Luxembourg & Geneva. Through close collaboration, we can react swiftly 

on a wide scope of services in order to meet client needs rapidly with the highest industry standards. 
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