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Jutta Stöttinger

Harnessing the power of human dynamics in 
organizational change
 
When was the last time you went through a change? Maybe you moved cities. Got married. Or became a parent.
What we probably all agree on is that we are surrounded by a changing environment and constantly adapting 
to it. Reacting to or acting on changes is a skill vital for us to function and survive as human beings. At the same 
time we are creatures of habit. Most of us like a certain dose of routine in our lives. It makes the day more predic-
table, it allows to continuously improve our patterns. It gives us a sense of stability, of development and something 
to rely on. Each change, be it positive or negative, wanted or unwanted, pushes us out of our comfort zone or at 
least out of a routine that we have created for ourselves to function efficiently. Change acts as a disruptor, creating 
a form of energy or positive stress; a tension that triggers new learning and pushes us to deal with a new reality.  
 
The same applies to organizational changes. A corporation will hardly change as long as its people do not change.
Harnessing these emotional and human dynamics in the right way can help an organization to successfully manage 
uncertain times.

Reactions towards change are normal

Over the last years I have regularly con-
ducted a short exercise with clients and 
university students. I ask the audience 
to take a pen and write their names on 
a sheet of paper. (As you are reading, I 
welcome you to try it.) Upon completi-
on they are told to repeat, now with the 
pen in their other hand. This disrupts 
the natural way of writing one’s name, 
introducing a new way of writing, whi-
le keeping the tools (paper, pen) and 
environment unchanged. Unsurpri-
singly, the quality of their handwriting 
changes. The focus on the exercise, ho-
wever, lies on people’s behaviors. The 
commotion in the room significantly 

rises when people are asked to change 
their hands, questions are being asked 
and people start to show emotional re-
sponses to this unfamiliar situation. I 
have observed people respond in quite 
diverse ways and they later described 
their experience as “it was frustrating”, 
“it felt awkward” or “it was actually fun 
and went better than I thought”.

These verbal and non-verbal reac-
tions showcase the multitude of diffe-
rent reactions towards a contained and 
non-threatening change. What I have 
never experienced during this exercise 
though, is no response.  The change is 
too real and tangible not to react.

Equally a wide array of different re-
sponses occur in organizational change 

situations. One might find people who 
actively endorse a particular change, 
‘fence sitters’ who are not quite sure 
what to make out of the new situation 
and wait and see without taking much 
action, blockers who openly block in a 
sometimes destructive way, and people 
who quietly resist or change positions 
depending on who they speak to.

The aim of business change manage-
ment - a common misconception - is 
not to eliminate emotions. It is vital 
for an organization to react.  Emotions 
do not hinder change, but if channeled 
and managed in a constructive way, 
they accelerate and ‘make change hap-
pen’.
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Know your stakeholders 

In order to effectively lead people 
through a change initiative and mana-
ge potential and expected emotions, 
one needs to have a clear understanding 
who in an organization will be directly 
or indirectly impacted. Missing critical 
stakeholders can slow down or poten-
tially derail a project. Asking the right 
questions from the start helps to get a 
clear picture: Who is impacted by the 
change? (e.g. all or certain departments 
or locations); how are they impacted by 
the change? (e.g. will their roles chan-
ge; are they expected to use different 
technology or start interacting with 
different departments); how are they 
likely to perceive the change? (e.g. will 
they regard the change as loss of power; 
are they at risk of change fatigue due 
to other ongoing projects; do they have 
the right skill set required and is the-
re sufficient support and resources to 
take on the change); what do you ex-
pect from each stakeholder group? (e.g. 
who is required to act as a champion 
to help drive the change project; who 
is not directly impacted but needs to be 
aware and kept informed); is there an 
external party (e.g. media, labour uni-
ons) that needs to be involved?.

Every change programme quickly 
paints a quite diverse stakeholder au-
dience with different communication 
needs. For example, a CFO and a clerk 
both work towards the same strategic 
goal, however what matters to them in 
their roles and daily jobs differs. Pro-
grammes can lose a lot of effort, time 
and resources in devising well-meant 
communication activities to the wrong 
audience with the wrong messages. 

One organization I worked with 
started a communication campaign, 
informing departments about a project 
and what it will bring to the company. 
Townhalls and presentations happened 
at the right time within the project, 
were well prepared and delivered by 
top management in order to create the 
need and urgency for change. Yet, they 
produced little impact.  The presenta-
tions failed to meaningfully translate 
the content to the audience and the 
message got lost. In fact, slides from 
project updates to senior management 
were re-used without tailoring them to 
a non-managerial or non-technical au-
dience. In a nutshell, the project team 
failed to put themselves into the shoes 

of others, re-thinking their messages 
and deploying the language relevant to 
their audience.

Regularly monitoring the reactions 
and needs of different stakeholders and 
adapting messages and activities accor-
dingly is key to successful and impact-
ful communication. A question always 
helpful to go by is: “After my meeting, 
what do I want the audience to know, 
think and feel?”. Different reactions 
and personality types require different 
communication.

Worry, if there is no response!

It is a misconception that a project is 
running well, if there is limited reaction 
or response. It is actually the time to get 
worried and look deeper. Without re-
sponse or even resistance people might 
feel unaffected by the change, and pre-
vent organizational learning.

Once I observed a lack of visible 
response from employees to a change 
project, which affected a highly diverse 
and global employee base. Mobilizing, 
energizing and enabling the organiza-
tion to adopt a new set of behavior de-
termined the success of the project to 
realize the benefits of the business case. 
A closer look showed that the reason 
why people did not fully identify with 
the project was not so much about a 
lack of information. The purpose and 
the benefits the change would bring 
to their business were understood and 
widely accepted. What remained un-
clear to employees, though, was how 
the project mattered to them in their 
individual roles and thus failed to see 
the level of their engagement and en-
ergy that was required from them to 
make this change happen. The changes 
top management talked about were 
too abstract to grasp and felt too re-
moved from their daily challenges on 
the shopfloor. This resulted in a lack of 
response to the programme, questions 
asked or actions taken.

It was critical to create momentum as 
quickly as possible and to move people 
away from being a ‘spectator of change’ 
to becoming ‘part of the change’.

Make people participators in change

A lot of projects talk about what will 
change. A few projects show what will 
change and how the new world might 
look and feel like. Making the change 

real, painting the change journey by 
showcasing what it means and explo-
ring how individuals are affected in 
their roles gives an organization the 
opportunity to learn and get engaged. 
Involvement allows people to take part 
in shaping the organization’s future 
within set boundaries. Naturally, an 
organization has resource and skill li-
mitations, and involving too many in 
a decision-making process is neither 
effective nor wanted. However, iden-
tifying the right key stakeholders to 
form working groups will ensure teams 
and departments that their business 
needs are being represented. Again, 
engagement is part of stakeholder ma-
nagement and requires to be tailored to 
each stakeholder group.

Create a ‘Pull-Effect’

Engagement can happen in various 
forms, and some of the most effective 
ones I have seen are focus groups, sha-
dowing and rotations to learn from 
each other, show fairs for people to 
get in touch with new technology, and 
simple games to entice curiosity. Com-
munication is often based on a one-way 
push-effect, pushing information out 
to an audience. If a project achieves to 
create a ‘pull-effect’, having the busi-
ness ask for information and exchange 
ideas, chances of sustainable project 
success and adoption levels are high. 

When dealing with a highly diverse 
blue and white collar population, the 
use of simple comics has proved effec-
tive to engage a critical mass. Comics 
can be a fun, illustrative and accessible 
way to explain different scenarios how 
people‘s daily work will change. Posters 
on walls across the office and the shopf-
loor will invite people to discuss with 
colleagues and team leads what these 
changes mean to them at their work 
stations. At the same time, the creati-
on of such comics acts an engagement 
activity in itself. Department leaders 
are engaged and asked to explain to the 
artist how the project will transform 
their way of working. This will force 
them to break the change down and 
consider what it really means to their 
teams.

Another engaging activity are show 
fares, inviting to try out new technolo-
gy that is about to be introduced. It en-
courages employees to share opinions 
and past experience, increasing the con-
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fidence in their colleagues, who are less 
familiar with the new system or equip-
ment At the same time people start tal-
king with their colleagues, spreading 
the word via unofficial channels and 
driving the change from within.

Manage expectations

Achieving to have an organization and 
its stakeholders appreciate what the 
change means to them in their roles is 
intrinsically important to the change 
process. At the same time this is the 
time when the change becomes more 
tangible and real. Individuals start to 
understand the implications and rea-
lize that the change requires them to 
actually behave or work differently and 
leave their comfort zone For some it 
might require a new skill set to learn, 
a new organizational structure to navi-
gate, or an increased work load to cope 
with before the benefits start to show. 
This is often a turning point where 
people might feel overwhelmed.  Ma-
naging expectations, providing strong 
leadership support and sharing early 
success stories help to instill confidence 
and keep focused.

Leadership support

Going through change, even in a pro-
fessional context, is something perso-

nal. It changes the 
environment we 
spend a significant 
time of our days 
in. It creates uncer-
tainty. Leaders 
who visibly spon-
sor the change and 
live the new ways 
of working, send 
a clear sign that a 
particular change 
is necessary and 
most importantly 
‘doable’. I personally experienced two 
projects that operated with an equally 
resourceful and high-performance pro-
ject team. One project struggled, one 
project went viral throughout the or-
ganization and won multiple industry 
awards. The former lacked the consi-
stent leadership, sending mixed signals 
through the business. The latter was 
sponsored by a leader who personally 
spearheaded the initiative by walking 
the talk and acting as unapologetic role 
model.

While change programmes are de-
pendent on a complex array of different 
factors, leaders inspiring an organiza-
tion to learn and grow with change 
undeniably play an intrinsic role in 
successfully managing change and ma-
king it sustainable.
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Beschreibung

Für die Dezember-Ausgabe laden 
wir Sie herzlich ein, Beiträge zum 
Themenschwerpunkt „Betriebswirt-
schaftliche Aspekte in der Baupraxis“ 
einzureichen. 
Von Interesse sind Artikel zu Pro-
jekten und Forschungstätigkeiten, 
die sich mit betriebswirtschaftlichen 
Aspekten in Bauunternehmen bzw. 
im Zusammenhang mit Baupro-
jekten stehen. Die Führung und Or-
ganisation von Bauunternehmen, 
sowie deren strategische Ausrichtung 
stehen im Fokus dieser Ausgabe. Ne-

ben der Unternehmensbetrachtung soll 
ein weiterer Schwerpunkt auf der Pro-
jektebene liegen, auf welcher aktuelle 
Forschungsfragen aus den Bereichen 
Führung, Organisation und Steuerung 
beleuchtet werden sollen. Ebenso wer-
den Themenbereiche wie Finanzie-
rung, Investitionen, Kostenrechnung 
und Controlling im Bauwesen behan-
delt. 
Es werden zwei unterschiedliche Bei-
tragsarten angenommen:
• Die Verfassung eines Textes als Be-
richt aus der Praxis.
• Die Einreichung eines wissenschaft-
lichen Beitrags in Form eines WING-

Papers mit Reviewverfahren. (Die 
Ergebnisse des Reviewverfahrens er-
halten Sie 4-8 Wochen nach der Ein-
reichfrist).
 
Hinweise für AutorInnen:  
Vorlagen zur Erstellung eines WING-
Papers und konkrete Layout-Richt-
linien sind als Download unter  
https://www.wing-online.at/de/wing-
business/medienfolder-anzeigen-
preise/ verfügbar.
Bitte senden Sie Ihre Beiträge als PDF 
an office@wing-online.at. 
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