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Change Management


A Practical Guide to Successful Change in Organizations

 

 

Introduction – Why Change Management?

We live in a time in which change is no longer an exception but the rule. Markets shift, technologies disrupt entire industries, customer expectations evolve overnight, and social and demographic trends reshape the workforce. Organizations that once could rely on stable routines now find themselves in a constant state of adaptation.

Change, however, is not only an external phenomenon. It also happens inside organizations and within people. Leaders change, strategies are revised, teams are restructured, new business models are introduced, and digital tools radically transform how work is done. Each of these shifts affects real people with real feelings, habits, fears, hopes, and personal stories.

In this context, change management has become a core capability for every organization and for every individual who takes responsibility—whether for a team, a project, or their own professional journey. At its heart, change management means the systematic and solution-oriented handling of change processes, rather than letting change “just happen” and hoping for the best. It is about preparing and guiding transitions in a structured, transparent, and humane way.

Change is not a one-time event

A common misconception is that change is something that happens once in a while, like a big reorganization every few years. In reality, small and large changes occur all the time:

	New colleagues join and others leave.


	Processes are gradually improved or suddenly redesigned.


	Regulations, technologies, or customer preferences shift.


	People move to new roles, departments, or locations.


Some changes are continuous: existing processes and structures are adjusted step by step. Others are disruptive: they force us to rethink established business models and abandon familiar paths. Both types of change demand attention—but disruptive changes in particular require deliberate leadership and careful support, because they touch identity, security, and deeply rooted habits.

Why change management is more urgent than ever

Several powerful trends are currently increasing the pressure on organizations:

	
Digitalization accelerates information flows, automates tasks, and opens new business models.



	
Demographic change affects the availability of skilled workers and alters expectations about work and leadership.



	
Individualization and new values lead employees to demand purpose, flexibility, and participation.



	
Sustainability and environmental awareness require companies to rethink products, processes, and supply chains.



These trends act as megadrivers: they influence strategy, structures, cultures, and everyday work simultaneously. Organizations that react only when external pressure becomes unbearable risk losing competitiveness, credibility, and their employees’ commitment. Organizations that proactively manage change, on the other hand, can turn these trends into opportunities for innovation and growth.

Why so many change initiatives struggle

Despite the importance of change management, many initiatives still fail or produce only partial results. Typical problems include:

	The change is developed “in the ivory tower” and communicated far too late.


	
Employees experience the change as something that is done to them, not with them.



	There is no clear vision, or it remains in the heads of a few leaders instead of becoming a shared orientation.


	The emotional side of change—uncertainty, resistance, hope, loss—is ignored.


	Short-term wins are not celebrated, and improvements are not anchored in routines; the organization slides back into old patterns.


One of the core messages of this book is:

Change management is a marathon, not a sprint.

It requires preparation, patience, and a clear direction—but also flexibility. Useful models and phase concepts exist (for example, classic eight-step approaches), yet no single “recipe” fits all situations. Effective change management combines structured planning with human sensitivity and the willingness to adapt along the way.

Change is about people in systems

An organization can be compared to a living ecosystem. Like a pond, it is a closed system that is still influenced by its environment. Different “species” live in it—departments, roles, personalities—and together they create a certain balance. If we disturb one part of the system, other parts react.

Change management therefore always operates on several levels at once:

	
The organizational level: structures, processes, strategies, and resources.



	
The team level: dynamics, cohesion, conflicts, trust, and ways of working.



	
The individual level: personal values, motivations, fears, habits, competencies, and life situations.



Understanding these levels and their interactions is crucial. A brilliant new process will not work if teams are in conflict. A great strategy will fail if the culture undermines collaboration and learning. And even the best leadership concept will remain theory if individuals feel powerless, overwhelmed, or not taken seriously.

The role of leadership and culture

Change does not happen in a vacuum. It is shaped by leadership and organizational culture. Leaders set direction, create psychological safety, and act as role models. Their image of people—whether they see employees as lazy and control-dependent, or as motivated and capable—strongly influences how they design change processes.

At the same time, culture acts as the “operating system” of the organization: it defines what is normal, what is rewarded, and what is taboo. A culture that encourages learning, participation, and constructive feedback offers fertile ground for change. A culture of fear, blame, or rigid hierarchy makes change extremely costly and exhausting.

What this book will give you

This book is designed as a complete, practice-oriented guide to change management. It will:

	
Build a solid foundation: what change management is (and is not), why it is needed, and how change processes typically unfold.



	
Explain drivers and causes of change with real-world case studies.



	
Show how people experience change—emotionally, cognitively, and physically—and how to support them.



	
Provide a clear architecture for planning and managing change projects.



	
Explore culture, teams, and individual development as key levers.



	
Present leadership concepts that are particularly effective in times of change.



	
Offer concrete methods for diagnosis, decision-making, participation, creativity, and implementation.



	
Help you translate all of this into a practical catalogue of measures for your own context.



Whether you are a manager, project leader, HR professional, consultant, or simply someone who wants to navigate change more consciously, this book will equip you with concepts, tools, and examples so that, by the end, you can confidently say:

“I understand how change works—and I know how to design it in a structured, human, and effective way.”

To guide you step by step, the book is structured into eight parts that follow a logical journey: from understanding the basics, through planning and leadership, to concrete implementation in practice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table of Contents

Change Management – From Understanding to Implementation

 

Part I - Everything Changes: Foundations of Change Management

	
Chapter 1 – Why Change Management Is More Urgent Than Ever



-1.1 The changing world of work and business

-1.2 From stability to permanent transformation

-1.3 Risks of unmanaged change for organizations and people

-1.4 Opportunities created by proactive change management

 

	
Chapter 2 – What Change Management Is – and What It Is Not



-2.1 Definitions of “change” and “management”

-2.2 Change management as systematic, solution-oriented practice

-2.3 Boundaries: what falls outside of change management

-2.4 Typical roles in change initiatives

 

	
Chapter 3 – Common Myths about Change Management



-3.1 Myth 1: “Change management is just a buzzword”

-3.2 Myth 2: “Every small adjustment is a full-scale change project”

-3.3 Myth 3: “Only large corporations need change management”

-3.4 Myth 4: “Change management is just a cover for layoffs and extra work”

-3.5 Myth 5: “If we communicate well, everything will be fine”

-3.6 How clear communication can counter myths and fears

 

	
Chapter 4 – Two Types of Change: Continuous and Disruptive



-4.1 Continuous improvement and incremental adaptation

-4.2 Disruptive change and paradigm shifts

-4.3 How both types affect people and systems differently

-4.4 Practical examples from different industries

 

	
Chapter 5 – A Structured Approach to Change



-5.1 Why structure and sequence matter in change projects

-5.2 Classic phase models of change

-5.3 Translating phases into concrete project steps

-5.4 “Have a plan – and be ready to deviate”: combining structure and flexibility

 

Part II - Trends and Causes of Organizational Change

	
Chapter 6 – Trends and Root Causes of Change



-6.1 The external environment: markets, politics, technology

-6.2 Megatrends and their impact on organisations

-6.3 Internal triggers: strategy, structure, processes, people

-6.4 Four dimensions of systemic change: people, context, methods, results

 

	
Chapter 7 – External Triggers for Change



-7.1 Technological developments and digitalization

-7.2 Regulatory and political shifts

-7.3 Competitive dynamics and customer expectations

-7.4 Societal and environmental trends (sustainability, demographics, values)

 

	
Chapter 8 – Internal, Personal, and Emotional Drivers



-8.1 Strategic realignments and new business models

-8.2 Structural changes: mergers, reorganizations, new locations

-8.3 Leadership changes and their impact

-8.4 Internal conflicts, dissatisfaction, and hidden “pain points”

 

	
Chapter 9 – Case Study 1: The Carpentry Business



-9.1 Initial situation and strategic shift toward sustainable furniture

-9.2 Certification requirements and process changes

-9.3 Generational transition and differing attitudes

-9.4 Core lessons and transfer to other organisations

 

	
Chapter 10 – Case Study 2: The Dental Products Manufacturer



-10.1 Initial situation: a specialised, growing manufacturer

-10.2 The merger decision as a trigger for change

-10.3 The sales organisation: 15 + 15 people and two generations

-10.4 The change project: focus on personality, team, and sales competence

-10.5 Project architecture and key interventions

-10.6 Results and impact

-10.7 Transferable lessons from the dental case

 

	
Chapter 11 – From Causes to Clear Mandates for Change



-11.1 From vague discomfort to clear diagnosis

-11.2 Building the case for change (“Why now?”)

-11.3 Defining scope and boundaries

-11.4 Setting goals and success criteria

-11.5 Formulating a clear change mandate

 

Part III - Perspectives on Change: Organizations and People

	
Chapter 12 – Organizations as Systems: The Pond



-12.1 Why think in systems at all?

-12.2 The pond metaphor: organizations as ecosystems

-12.3 Typical properties of systems – and what they mean for change

-12.4 The human side in the system: stress, perceptions, instincts

-12.5 Your leverage in the system: “Love it, leave it, or change it”

-12.6 Practical consequences of the systemic view for change management

 

	
Chapter 13 – How People Experience Change: Stress, Instincts, and the Change Curve



-13.1 Stress and appraisal in change

-13.2 The change curve (Kübler-Ross)

-13.3 Different people, different speeds

-13.4 Using the change curve as a leadership tool

 

	
Chapter 14 – Personality and Change: Why People React So Differently



-14.1 Why personality matters in change

-14.2 The Big Five model – overview and caveats

-14.3 Openness: explorers in change

-14.4 Conscientiousness: structure and quality in change

-14.5 Extraversion: visibility, energy, and feedback

-14.6 Agreeableness: harmony and hidden conflict

-14.7 Emotional stability vs sensitivity (Neuroticism): stress radar

-14.8 Combining traits and using them as resources

-14.9 Practical tips: leading different personalities through change

 

	
Chapter 15 – The Psychological Contract and Human Needs in Change



-15.1 What is the psychological contract?

-15.2 Work and private life: you can’t leave yourself at the door

-15.3 Typical needs in change

-15.4 How change affects the psychological contract

-15.5 Working with needs in change

 

	
Chapter 16 – The Change House: Rooms of Emotion and How to Work with Them



-16.1 The basic architecture of the Change House

-16.2 Room of Contentment – “Everything is fine, why change?”

-16.3 Room of Refusal – “No. Not like this.”

-16.4 Room of Confusion – “Everything is mixed up”

-16.5 Room of Renewal – “New normal, new energy”

-16.6 Using the Change House as a diagnostic tool

-16.7 Connecting the Change House with other models

 

Part IV - Leading Change in Practice

	
Chapter 17 – Designing Your Change Architecture: From Mandate to Project Plan



-17.1 Why you need a change architecture

-17.2 Clarifying mandate and goals – the starting point

-17.3 The seven elements of a change process – overview

-17.4 Element 1 – The project plan

-17.5 Element 2 – Controlling and milestones

-17.6 Element 3 – Roles and functions

-17.7 Element 4 – Decision structures

-17.8 Element 5 – Responsibilities and tasks

-17.9 Element 6 – Tools and supporting systems

-17.10 Element 7 – Regular communication

 

	
Chapter 18 – Conflict-Free Atmosphere: The Fertile Ground for Change



-18.1 Why conflict-free atmosphere is non-negotiable

-18.2 What “conflict-free” does and does not mean

-18.3 Examples: when the ground is poisoned

-18.4 Diagnosing the atmosphere: how to check the foundation

-18.5 Typical conflict patterns that sabotage change

-18.6 Creating a more conflict-free atmosphere

-18.7 How the conflict-free atmosphere connects to the overall structure

 

	
Chapter 19 – Analysis Conversations: Understanding People, Mood and Organization Before You Act



-19.1 Why analysis comes before action

-19.2 Goals of the analysis phase

-19.3 The three information areas you must cover

-19.4 Preparing analysis conversations

-19.5 Conducting analysis conversations

-19.6 After the conversations: evaluation and synthesis

-19.7 Presenting the results to decision-makers

-19.8 Practical example: The dental products manufacturer

-19.9 Common mistakes in the analysis phase – and how to avoid them

 

	
Chapter 20 – Personal Development: Strengthening People for Change



-20.1 Why personal development matters in change

-20.2 The comfort zone model: comfort, learning, panic

-20.3 Working with the comfort zone in practice

-20.4 A simple model of personal development and life quality

-20.5 Designing personal development workshops in change

-20.6 Typical pitfalls in personal development work during change

 

	
Chapter 21 – Vision and Culture: Creating a Shared Picture of the Future



-21.1 Why a shared vision is crucial in change

-21.2 Vision, mission, values, strategy, culture – what is what?

-21.3 Internal and external vision

-21.4 How to develop a vision

-21.5 From vision to strategies, values, and “rules of the game”

-21.6 Communicating and visualising the vision

-21.7 Understanding organisational culture

-21.8 Connecting vision and culture in practice

 

	
Chapter 22 – Leading in Change: Modern Leadership, Empowerment and Healthy Performance



-22.1 The new context: four megadrivers of leadership

-22.2 Leadership and personal resources: a shared responsibility

-22.3 Transformational leadership in change

-22.4 Images of human nature (X, Y, Z) and their consequences

-22.5 Appreciation as a core leadership practice

-22.6 Salutogenesis: health-oriented leadership in change

-22.7 Creating motivating conditions: job crafting

-22.8 Practical leadership principles for change

 

	
Chapter 23 – Resources, Organisational Learning and Making Change Stick



-23.1 Why resources matter in change

-23.2 Personal resources: what people bring to the table

-23.3 Organisational resources: what the organisation must provide

-23.4 Organisational learning: the “always-learning” company

-23.5 The five disciplines of a learning organisation

-23.6 Positive error culture: learning from mistakes instead of hiding them

-23.7 Everyday integration: from project to new normal

 

Chapter 24 – Decisions, Stakeholders and Practical Tools for Change

-24.1 Why deciding is so hard – especially in change

-24.2 Typical decision traps in change

-24.3 Better decision-making in change – principles

-24.4 Stakeholder management – dealing with interests and power

-24.5 Tools for decisions, meetings and workshops

-24.6 Connecting it all: decisions + stakeholders + tools

 

Part V - Bringing It All Together

	
Chapter 25 – Your Change Management Toolbox



-25.1 The whole journey at a glance

-25.2 Your role: from reader to change practitioner

-25.3 Checklists for key roles

-25.4 Typical pitfalls – and your antidotes

-25.5 Your personal change compass

-25.6 Final thoughts

 

Part I – Everything Changes: Foundations of Change Management

Chapter 1 – Why Change Management Is More Urgent Than Ever

Change has always existed. What is different today is the speed, the complexity, and the simultaneity of changes. Organizations are no longer dealing with one big change every few years, but with many overlapping changes all the time: new technologies, new competitors, new regulations, new customer expectations, new forms of work, and new value systems.

Change management is the discipline that helps organizations and people navigate this constant movement consciously instead of being pushed around by it. In this chapter, we will explore why it has become so critical.

 

1.1 The changing world of work and business

In the past, many organizations could build their strategy on relatively stable assumptions:

	Customers remained loyal for years.


	Competitors were known and similar.


	Technologies evolved, but slowly.


	Careers were linear: people stayed with one employer for a long time.


Today, these assumptions no longer hold. Several developments are reshaping the world of work and business:

	Digitalization and automation


◦Tasks that were manual are now done by software or machines.

◦Information is available instantly around the globe.

◦Entire industries are being transformed (for example: media, banking, retail, mobility).

	Globalization and new competition


◦Companies do not only compete locally but worldwide.

◦New players can enter markets quickly, often with innovative digital business models.

	Demographic change


◦In many countries, populations are aging.

◦Skilled workers become harder to find and keep.

◦Older and younger generations work together, bringing different expectations and values.

	Changing expectations of employees


◦Many people want meaningful work, flexibility, and participation.

◦Authority is increasingly questioned; respect must be earned, not demanded.

◦Work and private life need to be compatible, not competitive.

	Sustainability and social responsibility


◦Customers, employees, and investors expect organizations to act responsibly.

◦This affects products, processes, supply chains, and communication.

Example: The traditional service company

A mid-sized service provider had worked the same way for 25 years. Most customers visited the office personally, paperwork was done by hand, and long-term staff “knew how things are done”. Within five years, several things changed at once:

	New online platforms offered similar services faster and cheaper.


	Younger customers expected digital self-service instead of visiting the office.


	New regulations demanded electronic documentation.


The company realised: “doing things as we always did” is no longer safe – it is risky. At this point, a structured approach to change becomes crucial.

 

1.2 From stability to permanent transformation

In many organizations, people still think in terms like:

“Once we have finished this change project, things will finally calm down.”

But reality is different. As soon as one project is finished, the next one starts:

	First, a restructuring.


	Then, a new IT system.


	Then, a new strategy for digital products.


	Then, a merger or cooperation with another company.


This leads to an important insight:

Change is no longer an exception. It is the normal condition.

This has several consequences:

	Old mental model: “Change – then stability”


◦We plan a big change.

◦We implement it.

◦We return to a stable “new normal” that lasts for years.

	New mental model: “Change – then more change”


◦We plan a change.

◦While we implement it, new requirements appear.

◦We have to adjust again and again.

This can be exhausting. People feel like they are “never finished” and live in a constant project mode. Change management cannot promise stability in the sense of “no more change”. But it can help create a sense of orientation, fairness, and predictability inside the movement.

Example: Permanent transformation in a hospital

A hospital introduces a new digital patient record. While the project runs, new legal requirements appear, and a new cooperation with another clinic is decided. The staff experience:

	New software (with training and technical problems).


	New documentation rules.


	New processes for cooperation and data sharing.


Without change management, this leads to chaos, frustration, and burnout. With change management, the hospital can:

	
Prioritize what really has to change now.



	
Coordinate different projects so that staff are not overloaded at the same time.



	
Communicate clearly what is happening and why.



	
Listen to feedback and adapt the project.



 

1.3 Risks of unmanaged change for organizations and people

If change is not actively managed, but just “happens”, several risks arise.

1.3.1 For the organization

	Loss of performance and quality


◦Processes become unclear.

◦People work around problems instead of solving them.

◦Customers notice delays and mistakes.

	Loss of knowledge and talent


◦Key people leave because they feel ignored, overloaded, or not valued.

◦Experience and know-how are not transferred or documented.

	Strategic drift


◦Different departments interpret the change in different ways.

◦The organization moves in many directions at once.

◦The original goals are lost from sight.

	Damage to reputation


◦Customers and partners experience inconsistency and broken promises.

◦The organization is seen as unstable or unreliable.

1.3.2 For employees and teams

	Uncertainty and fear


◦People do not know what will change for them personally.

◦Rumours fill the gaps left by missing information.

	Stress and overload


◦Daily work must continue while change projects demand additional energy.

◦Priorities are unclear: “What is really important now?”

	Resistance and withdrawal


◦People may actively fight the change or passively withdraw (“inner resignation”).

◦Motivation drops, creativity decreases, cynicism grows.

	Conflict and loss of trust


◦Misunderstandings and frustration lead to conflicts.

◦Trust in leadership and between colleagues erodes.

Example: Unmanaged change in a logistics company

A logistics company decides to close one site and expand another. The decision is technically justified, but no clear change process is defined:

	There is no structured communication plan.


	Employees learn about the change mainly through informal channels.


	It is unclear who can decide what and when.


	Some managers give different messages.


Consequences:

	People in the closing site feel betrayed and stop cooperating.


	Key employees leave prematurely.


	The remaining sites are overloaded and make more errors.


	Customers complain and move to competitors.


The decision itself might still be right. But because the change is not managed, the organization pays a very high price.

 

1.4 Opportunities created by proactive change management

Change management does not exist to “make bad news sound nicer”. It is about unlocking the positive potential of change and reducing unnecessary suffering.

When change is managed proactively, several opportunities arise.

1.4.1 More clarity and orientation

	
People understand why the change is necessary.



	
They see what will happen when and who is responsible.



	They get realistic information about what is already decided and where they can still influence.


This does not remove all fears, but it reduces confusion and rumours.

1.4.2 Higher acceptance and participation

When people are involved in a meaningful way:

	They can express concerns and ideas early.


	Solutions are improved by practical knowledge from those who actually do the work.


	Even if not everyone is happy, more people can say:
“I was heard and I understand the reasons.”



This creates ownership instead of passive resistance.

1.4.3 Better quality of decisions and solutions

Structured change management uses:

	Analyses of the current situation and root causes.


	Clear goals and success indicators.


	Appropriate methods for developing and evaluating options.


As a result:

	Decisions are more robust and transparent.


	The risk of expensive wrong paths is reduced.


	Adjustments can be made earlier because feedback is built into the process.


1.4.4 Strengthening of culture and leadership

Well-managed change can strengthen the organization long-term:

	Leaders learn to communicate honestly and empathetically.


	Teams experience that difficult phases can be mastered together.


	A culture of learning and continuous improvement develops.


In this sense, change projects are not only about structures and processes, but also about developing the organization itself.

1.4.5 Personal growth for individuals

Change is often uncomfortable, but it also offers chances for personal development:

	People discover new strengths and abilities.


	They learn to deal with uncertainty and complexity.


	They gain clarity about their own values and career goals.


When organizations support this growth (for example, through coaching, training, and feedback), change can become a source of resilience instead of just a burden.

 

Mini summary of Chapter 1

	
The world of work and business is characterized by rapid, complex, and overlapping changes.



	
Change is no longer an exception but a permanent condition.



	Unmanaged change leads to serious risks: loss of performance, talent, trust, and health.


	
Proactive change management creates orientation, participation, better decisions, stronger culture, and personal growth.



 

Reflection questions

You can use these questions for yourself or in a team workshop:

	Which major changes has your organization experienced in the last 3–5 years?


	Which of them were managed in a structured way – and which “just happened”?


	What were the consequences in both cases for


◦the organization,

◦the teams, and

◦individual people?

	
Where do you currently see the biggest pressure for change in your area?



	
What would be different if these changes were guided by conscious change management?



 

Part I – Everything Changes: Foundations of Change Management

Chapter 2 – What Change Management Is – and What It Is Not

Change management is often used as a fashionable label. Almost any initiative can be called “change” today: a new software tool, a team event, a restructuring, a strategy workshop, a merger. Because the term is used so broadly, it easily becomes meaningless.

In this chapter, we will clarify:

	What “change” and “management” mean in this context,


	
What makes change management a distinct discipline,



	
What clearly does not belong to it, and



	Which roles are typically involved.


 

2.1 Definitions of “change” and “management”

Let’s start with two simple words: change and management.

2.1.1 What is “change”?

In everyday language, change is any difference between a “before” and an “after”.
In organizations, we usually speak of change when at least one of these elements is affected:

	
Strategy – what the organization wants to achieve and how it positions itself



	
Structure – how departments, roles, responsibilities, and reporting lines are set up



	
Processes – how work flows through the organization



	
Culture – shared values, norms, and behaviors



	
People – roles, skills, attitudes, and relationships



Change can be:

	
Planned – initiated deliberately (e.g., new market strategy)



	
Emergent – evolving over time without a formal decision (e.g., a new informal way teams collaborate)



In this book, we mainly focus on planned organizational change that has a significant impact on people and/or the way the organization functions.

2.1.2 What is “management”?

Management in this context does not mean “controlling people” but:

Creating conditions so that desired results can be achieved in a coordinated way.

That includes:

	Defining goals


	
Planning steps to reach these goals



	Organizing roles, responsibilities, and resources


	Coordinating communication and collaboration


	Monitoring progress and adjusting as needed


2.1.3 Putting it together: What is “change management”?

We can now combine both aspects:

Change management is the structured planning, steering, and support of significant changes in an organization, with special attention to the people affected.

Key elements here:

	
Structured – not random; there is a thought-through approach



	
Planning and steering – it’s not only about announcing change but about guiding it



	
Support – people are not left alone to “cope somehow”



	
People affected – emotional, social, and cultural aspects are explicitly addressed, not just technical ones



Example: A new CRM system

A company introduces a new customer relationship management (CRM) system.

	
If IT just installs the software and sends a short email:
“From Monday on, please use the new CRM. Old system will be shut down.”

→ This is technical change, but not change management.



	If the company:


◦Explains why the change is needed,

◦Involves key users in selecting and configuring the system,

◦Plans training and support,

◦Provides time and resources for adaptation,

◦Collects feedback and improves the system based on real use,

	
→ This is change management.



 

2.2 Change management as systematic, solution-oriented practice

Change management is not just “being nice” or “talking about feelings”. It is a systematic and solution-oriented practice with a clear purpose: to help the organization reach its goals while respecting and engaging the people involved.

2.2.1 Systematic: working with structure and method

Being systematic means:

	
Following a process rather than improvising everything



	
Using methods to analyze the situation (e.g., interviews, workshops, surveys)



	
Working in phases (e.g., diagnosis, concept, implementation, anchoring)



	Documenting decisions and agreements


Systematic does not mean rigid. A good change manager adapts the approach to:

	The size and complexity of the organization


	The urgency and risk of the change


	The culture and maturity of the teams


Think of it like a toolbox: not every project needs every tool, but it’s important to know what exists and when to use which tool.

2.2.2 Solution-oriented: focusing on what can be changed

In change projects, people can easily get stuck in questions like:

	“Who is to blame?”


	“Why did nobody do anything earlier?”


	“Why are they always like this?”


A solution-oriented approach doesn’t deny problems, but it keeps the focus on:

	What is possible now?


	What would a better future look like?


	What resources do we already have?


	What is the smallest next step that would make a positive difference?


This is especially important when:

	Different groups reproach each other (e.g., “IT never listens”, “Sales always resists”),


	The history of the organization contains disappointments from earlier change attempts,


	There is fear that “this will be yet another project that goes nowhere”.


Example: From problem talk to solution talk

Problem-oriented meeting:

“This company never manages to implement changes.
IT is slow, leadership is indecisive, people are lazy…”

After one hour, everyone is frustrated and nothing has changed.

Solution-oriented meeting:

“What is one concrete thing that has worked well in previous changes?
How did we manage it?
What would we like to do differently this time?”

After one hour, the group might have a list of useful practices and ideas for the new project.

Change management does not ignore problems, but it deliberately shifts energy toward solutions and learning.

 

2.3 Boundaries: what falls outside of change management

Because the term is popular, many activities are called “change management” that actually are something else. It is helpful to know what is not meant here.

2.3.1 Purely technical or administrative changes

If a small, local change has almost no impact on people, it does not need full change management. For example:

	Updating the version of a software that users hardly notice


	Changing an internal cost center number in the accounting system


	Adjusting the color of the corporate logo on the website


Of course, even small changes benefit from communication and clarity. But they do not require a structured change project with stakeholders, architecture, and extensive support.

2.3.2 Spin, manipulation, or “selling the unsellable”

Change management is often misunderstood as:

“Making people accept decisions that are bad for them.”

This is not the goal. Ethical change management:

	Does not hide relevant information,


	Does not promise benefits that don’t exist,


	Does not try to “sell” a change by pressure or fear,


	Does not silence criticism, but uses it as feedback.


If a decision is fundamentally unfair, unethical, or destructive, change management cannot “fix” it. At best, it can make consequences more transparent and support people in dealing with them. But it should not be used to decorate fundamentally harmful decisions.

2.3.3 One-off events without follow-up

A single workshop, a motivational speech, or a team event can be part of change management—but only if it is embedded in a broader process.

What is not change management:

	A one-day workshop with no preparation and no follow-up,


	A glossy PowerPoint presentation with no real plan behind it,


	A “kick-off event” after which nobody hears about the change again.


Real change management ensures that:

	Activities are connected,


	There is a clear line from vision to concrete measures,


	Responsibilities and next steps are defined.


2.3.4 Personal life changes outside the organizational context

People also experience change in their private lives: moving, illness, family changes, personal crises. While the concepts in this book can be helpful personally, change management as a professional field focuses on organizational change.

It becomes relevant where private and professional worlds intersect, for example:

	Work-life balance in restructuring,


	Support during relocation,


	Dealing with stress and health in times of high change pressure.


 

2.4 Typical roles in change initiatives

Change management is a team effort. Several roles are usually involved, sometimes combined in one person in smaller organizations.

Below are typical roles and what they do.

2.4.1 The sponsor (or “mandate giver”)

The sponsor is the person or group that:

	
Initiates the change,



	
Has formal authority (e.g., top management, business unit head),



	
Provides resources (budget, time, people),



	
Takes ultimate responsibility for success or failure.



Key tasks:

	
Clearly state why the change is necessary,



	
Define the scope and goals,



	Support the project visibly and consistently,


	Make decisions when conflicts arise.


Example: The managing director who decides to digitalize core processes and officially commissions a change project.

2.4.2 The change manager / change project lead

This person (or team) is responsible for planning and coordinating the change process. Tasks include:

	
Structuring the project architecture (phases, milestones, activities),



	
Planning and moderating analysis and workshop formats,



	
Coordinating communication and participation,



	
Monitoring risks, resistance, and success factors,



	
Advising the sponsor and leadership on next steps.



Depending on the organization, this role may be:

	An internal HR or organizational development professional,


	A manager with special training,


	An external consultant.


2.4.3 The line managers and team leaders

Managers on all levels play a central role because:

	
They translate the change into the reality of their teams,



	
They are usually the first contact for questions, worries, and resistance,



	Their own attitude strongly influences their team (“This will never work” vs. “Let’s see how we can make this work”).


Change management supports them by:

	
Providing information and arguments,



	
Offering training in communication, conflict management, and leadership in change,



	
Creating forums where they can share experiences and questions.



Without the active engagement of line managers, even the best-designed change project will struggle.

2.4.4 Change agents and multipliers

These are people who:

	Are respected in the organization,


	Have good cross-departmental networks,


	Are open to change and willing to support it.


They can be:

	Team members,


	Informal leaders,


	Project members.


Tasks of change agents:

	
Spread information in their networks,



	
Collect feedback and concerns,



	
Support in workshops and pilots,



	
Act as bridge between project and everyday work.



2.4.5 HR, communication, and other support functions

Various specialist functions contribute to successful change:

	
HR / People & Culture – training, development, staffing, labour law aspects



	
Internal communication – communication strategy, channels, messages



	
IT – technical implementation, user support



	
Works council / employee representatives – co-determination, employee rights (where applicable)



A coordinated approach ensures that these functions do not work in parallel or even against each other but pull in the same direction.

 

Mini summary of Chapter 2

	
Change management is the structured planning, steering, and support of significant organizational changes with strong attention to people.



	
It is systematic (uses processes, methods, and structure) and solution-oriented (focuses on what can be improved now).



	
It is not: purely technical change, manipulation, or isolated one-off events without follow-up.



	
Typical roles include sponsors, change managers, line managers, change agents, and support functions such as HR and communication.



 

Reflection questions

You can work with these questions alone or in a group:

	
Which initiatives in your organization truly deserve the name “change project”, and which are rather small adjustments?



	
Can you think of a past initiative that was called change management, but in reality was mainly:



◦a technical upgrade,

◦a one-off event, or

◦an attempt to “sell” a decision?
What were the consequences?

	
Who are the typical sponsors, change managers, and change agents in your organization?



	
Where are there role gaps—for example, a missing sponsor, an overburdened project lead, or line managers who are not really involved?



	What would change if you applied the definition of change management from this chapter consistently?


 

 

Part I – Everything Changes: Foundations of Change Management

Chapter 3 – Common Myths about Change Management

Whenever an organization starts talking about “change management”, a set of typical myths and prejudices appears. These myths are powerful because they influence how people interpret what is happening—often before any real information is available.

In this chapter we will look at five common myths:

	“Change management is just a buzzword.”


	“Every small adjustment is a full-scale change project.”


	“Only large corporations need change management.”


	“Change management is just a cover for layoffs and extra work.”


	
“Clear communication alone solves everything.” (and why it must be more than that)



For each myth, we will explore:

	What people often say or think,


	Why this belief is misleading or harmful,


	What is more accurate instead,


	And how leaders and change agents can respond.


 

3.1 Myth 1: “Change management is just a buzzword”

What people say

“We’ve always had change. Now someone invented a fancy term for it.”
“It’s just consultant language—nothing really new.”

This myth expresses a mixture of scepticism and fatigue. People feel that the term “change management” is inflationary and sometimes used to make normal activities sound more important than they are.

Why this is misleading

It is true that change itself is not new. Organizations have always adapted. But what is relatively new is:

	
The intensity and speed of change,



	
The complexity of interdependencies,



	
The growing awareness that human and cultural factors make or break change efforts.



Change management as a discipline emerged because many organizations realised:

	“Technical” changes (new structures, IT systems, products) often failed


	
Not because the ideas were bad, but because the implementation ignored people, culture, and communication.



So while the term can be misused, the underlying field is very real: it combines insights from psychology, systems thinking, leadership, project management, and communication into a practical approach.

What is more accurate

A more accurate statement is:

“Change management is a structured way of planning and guiding significant changes so that they succeed technically and are accepted by people.”

It is not magic. It does not guarantee success. But it increases the chances that change will:

	Reach its goals,


	Cause less unnecessary friction,


	And become sustainable rather than temporary.


How leaders can respond

When you hear the “buzzword” criticism, you can:

	Acknowledge the scepticism:
“You’re right, the term is used a lot. Let me explain what we actually mean here.”



	
Then clearly define what change management will do in this specific project:



◦“We will analyse your current processes together.”

◦“We will involve representatives from all departments.”

◦“We will provide training and support.”

◦“We will monitor whether the change really works.”

Example

In a manufacturing company, a manager introduces a change project with a lot of buzzwords: “transformation”, “paradigm shift”, “360-degree change”. Employees roll their eyes.

In a second attempt, the manager says:

“We are changing our planning system because our current one leads to frequent delays. Change management means:
– We will map the real workflows with your help.
– We will test the new system with a pilot group.
– We will adjust based on feedback before rolling it out to everyone.
– We will offer training and support during the transition.”

Over time, people associate “change management” not with empty language but with visible, helpful actions.

 

3.2 Myth 2: “Every small adjustment is a full-scale change project”

What people say

“Now they call everything change management.”
“We don’t have time to treat every little change like a mega project.”

This myth is the other side of the first one. Here, the problem is that the label “change management” is applied to too many things.

Why this is misleading

Not every change needs:

	A steering committee,


	A separate project manager,


	A full communication strategy,


	Multiple workshops and surveys.


If we treat every minor adjustment as a big change project, organizations get:

	
Project fatigue – people feel everything is a project, nothing is routine.



	
Complexity overload – too many processes and tools for simple tasks.



	
Loss of credibility – people stop taking “change projects” seriously.



What is more accurate

It is helpful to distinguish between:

	Small, local changes / improvements


◦Limited impact, few people affected, low risk.

◦Example: Adjusting a template, rearranging desks in one team.

◦Needs: Quick communication, perhaps a short check-in with those affected.

	Medium changes


◦Affect several teams or processes, moderate risk.

◦Example: New reporting system across a business unit.

◦Needs: Basic planning, some stakeholder involvement, training.

	Major changes / transformations


◦Affect strategy, structure, culture, and many people.

◦Example: Merger, reorganization, new business model, major IT roll-out.

◦Needs: Full change management architecture, clear roles, comprehensive communication and support.

Change management as a profession mainly deals with medium and major changes—where the risk of failure is high and the impact on people is significant.

How leaders can respond

Leaders should:

	
Differentiate clearly: not every change is a “transformation”.



	
Use simple, lightweight approaches for small changes.



	
Reserve full change projects for changes with high strategic importance or high impact on people.



This keeps energy and attention focused where it really matters.

Example

A company once ran a full change project, including workshops and a communication campaign, just to introduce a slightly updated travel expense form. People were bored and annoyed.

Later, when a truly significant restructuring was announced, employees said:

“Oh, another trivial project…”

The label “change project” had lost its meaning. By matching the approach to the size and impact of the change, leaders can avoid this.

 

3.3 Myth 3: “Only large corporations need change management”

What people say

“We’re just a small company. We don’t need that.”
“That’s for big corporations with a lot of bureaucracy.”

This myth suggests that change management is only relevant for organizations with thousands of employees and complex hierarchies.

Why this is misleading

In reality, smaller organizations can be:

	Extremely vulnerable to the loss of key people,


	Highly dependent on a few clients, products, or technologies,


	Strongly affected by even minor market shifts.


In a small company, one poorly managed change can:

	Destroy trust very quickly,


	Lead to several resignations,


	Put the whole business at risk.


While large corporations may need more formal processes, smaller organizations still benefit from:

	Clear communication,


	Involving people early,


	Planning realistic steps,


	Supporting employees through transitions.


What is more accurate

A better statement is:

“Every organization that faces significant change needs some form of conscious change management—adapted to its size and culture.”

In a small start-up, change management may look like:

	Regular open meetings,


	Transparent sharing of numbers and decisions,


	Joint planning of next steps,


	Simple visual roadmaps (e.g., on a wall).


In a large corporation, change management may involve:

	Formal project offices,


	Multiple stakeholder groups,


	Complex communication plans.


The principles are similar; the implementation is different.

Example

A small family business introduces a new ERP system. The owner decides everything alone and informs employees only shortly before go-live:

“From Monday on, we will use the new system. It will be better for all of us.”

Employees are confused and scared:

	They have no idea how to use the system.


	No training is planned.


	No one knows where to ask for help.


Several mistakes occur, customers complain, and two long-term employees leave in frustration. The company suffers financially.

A minimal change management approach would have included:

	
Early explanation of why the system is needed,



	A few joint sessions to map current processes,


	Time for training and test runs,


	Clear support structures for the first weeks.


Even in a small business, that can make the difference between chaos and constructive change.

 

3.4 Myth 4: “Change management is just a cover for layoffs and extra work”

What people say

“As soon as they say ‘change’, it means job cuts.”
“Change management = more work for the same pay.”

This myth is often rooted in real experiences: people have seen change projects where the main outcomes were staff reductions, increased workload, or cost savings at the expense of employees.

Why this is misleading

While some changes do involve difficult decisions (including downsizing), change management as a discipline is not the same as cost cutting. It is a way of handling change, not a specific type of change.

However, the myth exists because:

	People often hear about ‘change’ only when negative news comes.


	Organizations may have communicated poorly in the past.


	Employee benefits of changes (e.g., simplified processes, new possibilities) were not visible or credible.


If the only visible results of past “change” have been:

	More pressure,


	Less security,


	No real participation,


then it is understandable that people associate “change” with bad news.

What is more accurate

A more honest statement is:

“Change can include both positive and negative consequences for employees. Change management aims to handle these consequences transparently, fairly, and with support.”

That means:

	Not every change is beneficial for everyone.


	But people should be treated as adults, with respect and clear information.


	Where difficult decisions are necessary, organizations should offer support (e.g., retraining, placement assistance, fair severance).


How leaders can respond

To counter this myth, leaders should:

	Be transparent about goals


◦If cost reduction is a goal, don’t hide it.

◦Explain why it is necessary and what alternatives were considered.

	Show concrete benefits where they exist


◦E.g., less manual work, more self-organization, new learning opportunities.

	Demonstrate fairness through actions


◦Offer support where people are negatively affected.

◦Apply criteria consistently, not arbitrarily.

	Avoid “sugar coating”


◦Don’t pretend everyone will be happy if that is unrealistic.

◦People trust leaders who acknowledge both gains and losses.

Example

Two companies both close a department.

	Company A simply announces:
“Due to restructuring, this department will be closed. Detailed information will follow.”
People wait in fear, rumours explode.



	Company B communicates:
“We are closing this department because the market for these products has collapsed. We have considered alternatives and will share our analysis transparently.
We will do everything we can to find other positions inside the company, and where that is not possible, we will offer outplacement support.
We know this is painful and we are committed to handling it fairly.”



In both cases, jobs are lost. But in the second case, change management is used to reduce uncertainty, show respect, and support people.

 

3.5 Myth 5: “If we communicate well, everything will be fine”

What people say

“We just need a good communication plan.”
“If people understood the change, they would automatically support it.”

This myth assumes that information alone is enough for acceptance.

Why this is misleading

Communication is crucial, but:

	People are not purely rational information processors.


	
They have emotions, needs, and personal situations.



	Even if they understand the logic of a change, they may still feel fear, grief, anger, or exhaustion.


Typical gaps:

	A beautiful communication campaign but no real opportunities for participation.


	Clear messages, but no space to discuss what they mean for specific teams.


	Promises of support without actual resources or time.


What is more accurate

A more realistic understanding is:

“Good communication is necessary but not sufficient. People also need involvement, support, and real influence where possible.”

Effective change management combines:

	
Information – what, why, when, who.



	
Dialog – questions, feedback, discussions.



	
Participation – contributions to solutions and decisions.



	
Support – training, coaching, time for learning.



	
Consistent action – leaders behaving in line with their words.



Example

An organization launches a big internal communication campaign for a new strategy:

	Posters, videos, an intranet site with FAQs.


	The message is positive and well designed.


But:

	People’s workloads are not adjusted.


	No training is offered for new skills.


	No one has time to discuss what the strategy means for their everyday work.


Result: employees say,

“Nice posters. Now let me get back to my overloaded job.”

Communication without structural and emotional support becomes “change theatre”—a show that creates cynicism instead of engagement.

 

3.6 How clear communication can counter myths and fears

Although communication is not everything, it is still a central tool to address myths.

Leaders and change agents can:

	Name the myths explicitly


◦“I know that some people think change management is just a buzzword or a cover for cuts. Let’s talk about what we are really doing here.”

	Share the real agenda


◦Explain honestly the goals and constraints.

◦Differentiate between what is decided and what is still open.

	Show the process, not only the result


◦Visualise steps, milestones, and decision points.

◦Clarify where and how people can participate.

	Use examples and evidence


◦Refer to earlier changes that went comparatively well: What was done differently?

◦Be honest about failures and what has been learned.

	Encourage questions and feedback


◦Create safe spaces: town halls, Q&A sessions, anonymous channels if needed.

◦Listen actively and show how feedback influences decisions.

Over time, consistent behaviour is the strongest argument against myths: when people see that change is managed in a fair, transparent, and structured way, their basic attitude shifts.

 

Mini summary of Chapter 3

	Myths about change management are powerful because they shape expectations and interpretations.


	Common myths include:


	“Change management is just a buzzword.”


	“Every change must be treated as a huge project.”


	“Only big corporations need it.”


	“Change management equals layoffs and more work.”


	“Good communication alone solves everything.”


	
These myths are partly based on real experiences but are incomplete or misleading.



	Clear definitions, appropriate scaling of efforts, ethical behaviour, real support, and consistent communication help counter myths and build trust.
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