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Abstract: This article critically examines the complexities of resistance to change within organizations and the strategies to
effectively manage it. Utilizing theoretical frameworks and practical case studies, the research identifies key factors contributing
to resistance, including change fatigue, loyalty to the past, personality traits, uncertainty, and valuation of interests. The article
further explores the significance of understanding these root causes through Morgan's metaphors and the implications for
successful change implementation. The analysis underscores the importance of timely and effective communication,
comprehensive training, and continuous support to mitigate resistance and promote sustainable organizational transformation.
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1. Introduction

In today's rapidly evolving world, change is a constant
across various domains such as the economy, politics, the
natural environment, and technology. As a result,
organizations must develop a dynamic capability for
transformative change to survive and thrive in this turbulent
and competitive environment [1]. Moran and Brightman
define change management as "the process of continually
renewing an organization’s direction, structure, and
capabilities to serve the ever-changing needs of external and
internal customers" [2].

However, implementing change is often fraught with
challenges. Individual differences in personality can lead to
diverse attitudes toward change; while some individuals may
embrace it positively, others may react with anger and
resistance [3]. Additionally, stakeholder theory posits that
different stakeholders have varying priorities and interests,
resulting in disparate responses to change initiatives. These
responses can range from enthusiastic support to outright
opposition [4].

Resistance to change can generally be categorized into two
types: active resistance, which directly impedes change, and
passive resistance, which seeks to maintain the status quo [5].
Building on this foundation, this article will critically
examine the importance of understanding the reasons for
resistance when formulating appropriate responses to change
initiatives. The analysis will encompass several key aspects:
first, a comprehensive literature review on resistance; second,
an application of Morgan's metaphors alongside business case
studies to illustrate the significance of grasping the underlying
causes of resistance; and finally, a concise discussion on the
potential drawbacks of over-investing effort on uncovering
these reasons.

2. Literature Review

Theoretical perspectives provide a foundational framework
for analyzing resistance to change. The subsequent section
will delve into the interpretation of key theories.

Caruth et al. identify three primary forms of resistance to
change: direct attacks, such as open criticism; secret attacks,
including the dissemination of negative information and acts
of sabotage; and passive behaviors, such as reduced
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productivity and refusal to embrace new methods [6].

Kurt Lewin's Field Theory conceptualizes change as a
dynamic equilibrium between driving forces that promote
change and restraining forces that resist it, with resistance
being a critical restraining force [7]. Lewin's three-step
change model includes the stages of unfreezing, changing,
and refreezing. In the unfreezing stage, it is essential for
managers or change agents to identify and mitigate resistance,
thereby preparing the organization for the impending
transformation. This stage is crucial to the change process, as
the success of unfreezing significantly affects the overall
effectiveness and efficiency of the subsequent stages of
change.

The following section will synthesize existing research to
elaborate on the reasons for resistance to change, categorizing
them into five key factors: change fatigue, loyalty to the past,
personality, uncertainty and valuation of interests.

Change Fatigue: Organizations experiencing prolonged
turbulence or undergoing multiple simultaneous changes can
induce change fatigue among members, leading to resistance.

Loyalty to the Past: Research suggests that institutional
change frequently fails due to the organization's inability to
relinquish outdated knowledge and practices [8].
Organizational members often encounter learning anxiety
when confronted with the need to acquire new skills during
periods of change, resulting in resistance as they prefer to
remain within their comfort zones [9]. Moreover, resistance
may emerge if members perceive the changes as conflicting
with the established organizational culture or if there is a
strong reliance on and pride in their previous experiences and
knowledge.

Personality: Individuals' reactions to change are
influenced by their personalities. Although the Myers-Briggs
Type Indicator (MBTI) delineates 16 distinct types, they can
be broadly classified into four categories: Thoughtful Realists,
Thoughtful Innovators, Action-oriented Realists, and Action-
oriented Innovators. This categorization facilitates
understanding of which personality types are more likely to
resist change [10]. Thoughtful Realists, characterized as
introverted and sensing types, typically resist change. They
generally maintain a conservative outlook, favoring stability
and familiar environments while approaching changes with
caution. These individuals prefer to uphold the status quo and



may experience discomfort when required to adapt to new
methods and modify established routines. Therefore, when
confronted with changes that necessitate rapid adaptation and
acceptance of new ideas, they are more inclined to display
resistant behaviors.

Uncertainty: Humans inherently fear the unknown and
uncertainty [11]. When managers or change agents do not
clearly communicate the nature and implications of changes
to relevant stakeholders, particularly employees, it can lead to
a sense of loss of control and insecurity. This, in turn, may
trigger resistance to change among those affected.

Valuation of Interests: Each change entails a loss of
interest for some individuals [12]. This loss can manifest in
various forms, such as job losses, increased workloads,
diminished status, and deteriorating material conditions.
When changes pose potential disadvantages to certain
organizational members, it can incite resistance to change
among them.

The preceding review and synthesis of theoretical research
examine resistance to change from multiple perspectives. In
the subsequent section, the importance of understanding the
reasons for resistance will be illustrated using the metaphor
approach and business case studies.

3. Significance

To enhance the discussion's practicality and deepen
understanding, this section will employ Gareth Morgan's
organizational metaphor approach, focusing specifically on
the organism and political system metaphors, to underscore
the importance of comprehending the reasons for resistance
to change [13].

Morgan's  organism metaphor conceptualizes an
organization as a network of interconnected subsystems that
collaboratively balance external demands with the internal
needs of groups and individuals [14]. Effective organizational
change is seen as an adaptive evolution responding to
environmental shifts. This evolutionary process necessitates
that both individuals and groups within the organization
become psychologically aware of the need for change [15].
Within this framework, instinctive resistance behaviors that
emerge during the change process, such as employees' fears
and avoidance to the change, can be compared to the negative
selection pressures in biological evolution—those genes or
traits that decrease an individual's adaptability are suppressed
by natural selection because they hinder the organism’s
survival and reproduction in a specific environment. Without
proper understanding and management, such resistance can
obstruct the organization’s adaptation and progress, thereby
compromising its overall efficiency and competitiveness. The
organism metaphor posits that organizational change
strategies can be designed within an organization to adapt to
environmental changes [16], making it crucial to identify and
understand the root causes of resistance. By pinpointing the
root causes of resistance and subsequently tailoring change
strategies to restore internal equilibrium, organizations can

enhance their survival prospects in a competitive environment.

This process is analogous to how organisms adjust and
optimize their traits to better adapt to their surroundings,
thereby ensuring their survival and reproductive success in
the face of natural selection.

The political system metaphor suggests that contrary to the
belief that business and politics should be separate, everyone
within an organization is inevitably involved in political
dynamics, experiencing power struggles and conflicts of
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interest [17]. Similar to political arenas, achieving influence
within an organization necessitates garnering support,
negotiating for limited resources requires status, and driving
change demands significant power [18]. In this context,
resistance to change mirrors the opposition from various
parties or the public in a political environment. The severe
consequences of disregarding the reasons behind resistance
can be paralleled with political systems When leaders
overlook and fail to address the sources of resistance, forcing
changes can result in substantial loss of support, heightened
antagonism, and diminished overall functionality and
efficiency of the system. Hence, Consequently, managers or
change agents must prioritize communication and negotiation
to identify and comprehend the underlying reasons for
resistance. By doing so, they can mitigate resistance, garner
increased support, and ensure that the change process unfolds
smoothly, ultimately achieving the desired objectives.

Resistance to change, while common, often originates from
deep-rooted anxiety and fear [19]. Much like physicians must
diagnose the underlying causes of an illness before
commencing treatment, managers must accurately identify
the root causes of resistance to address it effectively and
facilitate successful change implementation. Understanding
these reasons can be enhanced through the establishment of
open feedback mechanisms. These mechanisms may include
conducting regular anonymous surveys, setting up suggestion
boxes, holding employee assemblies, and engaging in one-on-
one meetings. Such approaches allow employees to express
their concerns and reasons for opposing change freely.

Subsequently, this article will present two practical cases
of organizational change to underscore the importance of
understanding resistance to change.

3.1. US State Department

One such example is the change initiative at the US State
Department [20], which demonstrates the critical need to
comprehend the reasons behind resistance and provides a
practical approach to managing it. The US State Department
embarked on changes primarily to address challenges in
operational management and implementation, aiming to
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of handling
international affairs and policy formulation. However,
significant resistance was encountered throughout the process.
Through detailed surveys of stakeholders' attitudes, which
included data collection via questionnaires and interviews,
and in-depth analysis of internal reports, the State Department
identified various layers of resistance to change. The primary
reasons for resistance included uncertainties introduced by
the change, loyalty to traditional practices perceived as being
threatened, and concerns about potential adverse impacts on
personal interests.

By understanding the underlying causes of resistance, the
State Department was able to implement improved strategies
to mitigate these challenges. For instance, enhancing
communication quality during the change process through
two-way communication ensured that all stakeholders were
well-informed about the necessity and ultimate goals of the
change, thus alleviating uncertainty and resistance stemming
from insufficient information. Additionally, the Department
strategically placed personnel who supported the changes in
key positions and offered targeted training and support to
address skill gaps. Furthermore, by actively involving
employees in the design and implementation stages of the
change process, the Department fostered a sense of ownership



and participation, which significantly reduced resistance and
increased acceptance of the changes.

These strategies effectively enabled the US State
Department to diminish resistance and facilitate the
successful achievement of organizational change and goals.

3.2. Burning Platform

Recognizing the importance of understanding resistance to
change is crucial; however, without appropriate and effective
methods to mitigate this resistance, organizations cannot
successfully implement change to achieve their intended
goals. The "Burning Platform" memo at Nokia serves as a
typical example [21].

Prior to 2007, Nokia dominated the smartphone market.
However, the launch of the iPhone marked the beginning of a
significant decline in Nokia's market share, as the company
was slow to adapt to the smartphone revolution, leading to a
loss of ground to competitors like Apple and Samsung. In
response to this challenge, Stephen Elop, the first non-Finnish
CEO of Nokia, initiated strategic changes upon assuming
office. These changes, however, triggered widespread unease
and passive behaviors among employees, characterized by
sluggish implementation and reluctant acceptance of new
policies.

Elop's strategy to shift Nokia from its proprietary Symbian
system to the Windows Phone system in collaboration with
Microsoft encountered significant internal resistance. Upon
investigating this opposition, Elop discovered it originated
from employees' distrust in the new leadership and strategic
direction, coupled with their reluctance to abandon existing
technologies. This resistance was rooted in their fear of
uncertainties and strong loyalty to the past. To address this,
Elop issued an internal memo in 2011, employing a striking
metaphor: he depicted Nokia as an individual standing on a
burning oil platform, forced to choose between staying and
being consumed by the flames or leaping into the cold,
unknown sea with a potential chance of survival. However,
this communication method, seen as blunt and forceful,
resembled more of a monologue than a dialogue, likely
intensifying employees' discomfort and resistance. Ultimately,
the change initiatives did not succeed in reclaiming Nokia's
leading position in the smartphone market, and in 2013,
Nokia’s smartphone division was acquired by Microsoft.

By examining these two cases, it becomes clear that two-
way communication is vital for understanding and resolving
resistance [22]. Direct interactions, such as face-to-face
communication, allow managers to better gauge employees'
emotions and provide the necessary support and explanations
to alleviate misunderstandings and concerns. Furthermore,
organizations should encourage employees to voice their
opinions and suggestions throughout the change process. This
method not only assists in uncovering potential problems but
also boosts employee engagement and fosters a sense of
belonging, thus diminishing resistance to change.

To further reduce resistance and promote the
implementation of change, the use of cognitive restructuring
techniques proves to be highly effective. This involves
conducting training sessions and workshops designed to help
employees comprehend the long-term advantages of change,
thereby shifting their attitudes from resistance to acceptance
and even support [23]. Moreover, offering extensive training
and development programs ensures that employees are
equipped to meet new job requirements, alleviating anxiety
associated with skill gaps.
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Finally, continuous employee support is crucial for the
successful implementation of change. Management should
consistently check in with employees to evaluate the
psychological effects of the change process and offer
necessary resources such as career counselling, psychological
support, and career development planning. This robust
support system can help employees navigate their roles during
the change process, thereby increasing the organization's
overall flexibility and adaptability.

By implementing these strategies, organizations can
effectively understand and mitigate resistance to change
while simultaneously fostering employee enthusiasm. This
approach cultivates a supportive environment that is
conducive to change, thereby significantly enhancing the
likelihood of a successful transformation.

While resistance is typically perceived as a hindrance to
change implementation, certain forms of resistance can be
advantageous for an organization. By understanding the
underlying causes of resistance, organizations can not only
identify and mitigate barriers but also uncover overlooked
details and potential risks within change plans [24].
Constructive resistance serves as a valuable evaluation of
current change strategies, offering an opportunity to detect
and rectify weaknesses. This proactive approach develops the
organization's capacity to foresee and manage challenges
during the change process, ultimately resulting in more
effective and sustainable improvements.

4. Limitation

However, it is important to recognize the dual nature of this
issue. This section will adopt a dialectical perspective to
examine the limitations of excessively investigating the
reasons for resistance to change. Organizational change is
inherently complex and demanding, requiring substantial
allocation of human and material resources. If an organization
dedicates excessive time and effort to analyzing and
deconstructing every instance of resistance, it may miss the
optimal window for implementing change. In the realm of
change management, the urgency of timing and the capacity
to swiftly respond to market dynamics are often crucial for
success. Over-analysis can result in delayed decision-making,
thereby causing missed market opportunities or increased
costs. For instance, in industries characterized by rapid
technological advancements, organizations must act swiftly
to capitalize on fleeting market opportunities.

The aforementioned limitation becomes even more
pronounced in organizations undergoing change in response
to significant crises or threats. Jawahar and McLaughlin
integrate prospect theory with resource dependence theory to
propose a theorem suggesting that when organizations face
existential threats, they adopt risky strategies to actively
address the concerns of stakeholders who control crucial
survival resources [25]. For other stakeholders, more
conservative or defensive actions may be taken to balance
their needs and expectations, thereby avoiding excessive
resource depletion. Applying this theorem to change
management, organizations that initiate changes in response
to major crises and investigate the causes of resistance can
specifically address the concerns and needs of stakeholders
who possess key survival resources. This approach can
mitigate critical resistance during the change process, thereby
enhancing the likelihood of successful change
implementation. This strategy not only facilitates a swift and
effective transition but also ensures that organizations



maximize their strategic benefits with limited resources,
avoiding the pitfall of delaying change due to excessive
investigation of resistance causes.

5. Conclusion

This article has demonstrated, through a multidimensional
analysis, that a deep understanding of the reasons behind
resistance to change is essential for developing effective
response strategies. Resistance often stems from various
factors, including change fatigue, loyalty to the past,
personality, uncertainty and valuation of interests. Effective
change management involves not only recognizing and
understanding these underlying reasons but also actively
reducing resistance and promoting change through enhanced
communication, comprehensive training programs, and
robust support mechanisms.

However, it is also important to recognize that an excessive
focus on the reasons for resistance may lead to missed
opportunities for timely change implementation. Thus, the
ability to swiftly and accurately understand and address
resistance is crucial for modern organizations. Moreover,
resistance should not be viewed solely as a negative force;
when appropriately managed, it can serve as a mechanism for
organizational self-protection, prompting the re-evaluation
and improvement of change strategies. This process enhances
the sustainability and effectiveness of change initiatives.

By effectively addressing and reducing resistance while
leveraging it to refine and improve change strategies,
organizations can enhance both the sustainability and
effectiveness of their transformations. In this manner,
understanding the reasons for resistance becomes a valuable
component of the change process, ensuring more resilient and
adaptive organizational growth.
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