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1 Introduction 

While numerous frameworks have been employed to study emotions in the workplace, the 

role it plays remains a subject of discussion. In the realms of organizational psychology and 

behaviour, there is a recognized connection between emotions and behaviour within 

organizational settings. Lack of understanding of the emotional dynamics of organizational 

behaviour, an organization may overlook potential issues, which could have negative effects 

on the people and the operations of the organization (Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017). 

At the heart of change management lies the understanding that any adjustments within the 

organization have an impact not only on the primary and supporting processes but also on 

the workforce – people (Teczke et al, 2017). 

In today’s organizations, leaders have a great responsibility to effectively guide organizations 

through change. The change process always involves emotions since people generally 

prefer comfort and familiarity and fear jumping into new. This is where leaders must navigate 

through challenges successfully, especially considering the emotions of those affected by the 

change. When change disrupts a person’s comfort, it naturally triggers anxiety and 

uncertainty. Negative emotions are very likely, especially if change impacts their deeply held 

matters, beliefs, values as well as identities and therefore accepting new changes can cause 

resistance and scepticism (Issah, 2018). Understanding emotional side of change and 

resistance connected to it, is crucial for overcoming any issues and ensuring its long-term 

success (Jarrett, 2004). Likewise, leadership plays an essential role in facilitating a 

successful transition by providing guidance, support, and direction towards envisioned 

organizational future (Taylor et al, 2014). 

However, emotional aspects of change management are crucial for successfully 

implementing change in organizations, there still exists a research gap in this area due to 

inadequate empirical study in the literature (Rafferty et al, 2023). Therefore, to explore this 

area of research further, this thesis aims to conduct an empirical case study. The Author has 

conducted interviews with participants of the commissioning company to explore their 

feelings during an organizational change, and these findings will be analysed along with 

relevant theories. 
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1.1 Objectives of the research 

The highlighted importance of this thesis is on the leaders’ internal state, emotional 

intelligence and awareness impacting an organizational change. To understand this, it is 

crucial to study emotional changes and why resistance is experienced. This research aims to 

identify the qualities necessary for leaders to successfully lead organizational change. Data 

will be collected from a commissioning company undergoing a change.  

1.2 Research Question 

The goal of this thesis is to answer two research questions. The research questions are as 

follows: 

RQ 1: Why does a leader’s internal state matters in change? 

RQ 2: Why is it important to understand the root cause of resistance and emotions 

with regards to change? 

1.3 Commissioning Company 

The commissioning company for this research is a commercial refrigeration company which 

operates on the HVAC industry in Finland. The company works with electrical, refrigeration 

and automation installations, modernization of commercial refrigeration plants as well as 

commissioning and maintaining them. The size of the company can be categorized as small, 

since it has 8 employees.  

2 Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework section of this thesis explores concepts from change management 

literature, with a particular focus on the emotional aspects of change management. 

Emphasizing the emotional dimension of change management is crucial as it often plays a 

significant role in shaping and individual’s responses and behaviours during organizational 

transitions. The thesis aims to establish a solid theoretical framework that will support the 

following empirical investigation and findings, enhancing understanding of the complex 

emotional dynamics involved in managing organizational change. 
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2.1 Type of Change in Organization 

Change is something companies will face regardless of whether companies plan or prepare 

for it. Even if a company is not planning to grow, they need to evolve and develop their 

procedures to function (Miller, 2020). To handle organizational change, certain change 

management techniques are necessary. These go under the name of change management 

(Lauer, 2021). Change Management is about leading an organizational change to succeed 

well from the beginning to the end goal (Miller, 2020). 

According to Anderson & Ackerman Anderson (2010), change starts with a variety of forces 

that will trigger organizations to be aware of it and then act on it. These factors can be seen 

in the environment or marketplace e.g., competitors, advanced technology or governmental 

legislations or non-functioning ways of performance in the workplace. Therefore, it is crucial 

to know why change is needed. People are more likely to commit to a change when they 

understand the motivation and driving forces. It is essential not only to create new business 

strategies and comprehend the nature of change yet rather understand the driving forces 

behind the change. Primary focus revolves around people since execution of change 

depends on the support of employees (Lauer, 2021). To achieve wanted outcomes and 

results in change, there needs to be a complete understanding of “people” thereby ensuring 

the success of the change (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010). 

Change begins when environment of the company changes and therefore requirements for 

success are different. If the organizational change is big enough, it becomes essential to 

align both the personnel and the organizational culture with the scale of the transformation. 

This is where external and internal forces are important to understand to have a successful 

organizational change.  

In organizational leadership, external forces tend to be more readily recognized by leaders in 

comparison to internal ones, and this is where the potential for failure arises. External forces 

for change can be e.g., political, governmental, economic, social, legal, or demographic. 

Internal forces driving a change are personal such as culture and mindset. If internal forces 

are highlighted enough, there is a greater chance for a company to have a successful 

change. This is due to leaders valuing people focused (internal) forces of change on the side 

of external ones. 

There are three types of organizational change. The first one is developmental change, 

which focuses on a skill company has already acquired and have a desire to improve it. 
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Change is necessary since the current skills may not be enough for future needs. Therefore, 

it is important to focus on development to bridge this gap. The second organizational change 

is considered a transitional change, aiming to introduce something new to solve problems 

rather than improving what the company already has. To make a change, leaders of a 

company will lead the change as leaving everything they know behind and coming up with 

something new. This can be emotionally more challenging than developmental change since 

it involves a shift away from familiar practises. Third organizational change is characterised 

as transformational change, involving radical and big shifts. If this change is lead well, it can 

have a breakthrough effect. If not lead well, it has a potential for serious harm. This change 

can be described as highly uncertain and non-linear. The company and its leaders are 

expected to gain valuable information during the breakthrough process (Anderson & 

Ackerman Anderson, 2010). 

2.1.1 Change Process 

As the quote by Courtney C. Stevens, The Lies About Truth suggests that “If nothing 

changes, nothing changes. If you keep doing what you are doing, you are going to keep 

getting what you are getting.” 

It is important to acknowledge that new requirements for success require business strategies 

which will result in changes in the organizations systems and processes. These changes will 

require the organization’s people to change how they operate and execute these new 

business requirements. A change process model sets out a plan for actions on how desired 

change can be achieved over time by understanding what happens on every stage of the 

change (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010). 

Furthermore, to delve deeper into the understanding of organizational change, Kurt Lewin’s 

change model is a straightforward three step model on how organizational change works. 

Lewin’s 3 Stages of Change Model highlights a permanency as an important objective of a 

change (Lewin, 1947). 

Figure 1: Kurt Lewin’s 3 Stages of Change. 
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During the unfreezing stage, various challenges may arise. Lewin suggests that it may be 

necessary to undergo a “catharsis” phase before individuals can shift their preconceived 

opinions about the change (Lewin, 1947). Catharsis, in this context, refers to the expression 

of strong emotions (Cambridge Dictionary, N/A). People are introduced to change, and 

emotional responses are expected. 

Changes in roles and new methods of task performance are to be expected. Change begins 

when people commit to it and support planned changes. Lewin highlights that motivation and 

actions should be linked together by a decision to commit. Motivation on its own does not 

lead to change; however, acting on it will. The link between motivation and action is a 

person’s own decision (Lewin, 1947). 

During the freezing stage, it is extremely important to act to maintain the changes that have 

been made and to ensure that people do not revert to old ways, which could lead to a failed 

change. It is important to define objectives for change while also ensuring the permanency of 

a new level (Lewin, 1947). 

2.2 Leadership and Employee Dynamics 

According to Pavlidis (2021), leadership is like art. It cannot be limited or set to specific rules 

when it comes to its purpose, approaches, or structure. Successful company is nothing 

without a good leader. Leadership can be described as one person affecting group of people, 

informal or formal, small, or big. Aim of leadership is to guide other people to achieve a 

team’s goal as effectively as possible. Employees can have increased productivity or 

motivation when a right leadership style is practiced and suited for employees. Meaning, 

there are different ways to lead, and one does not fit all (Pavlidis, 2021). Therefore, it is 

important to understand the role of a leader in the change process so that change is 

successfully managed. 
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2.2.1 The Leader’s Role in the Change Process 

A leader needs to prepare people for change by helping and assisting them with any 

concerns they have throughout the process. To know where support is needed in the 

process and where resistance is located (Stobierski, 2020). By understanding where support 

is needed, leaders will not drift away from their main role, which is managing and leading 

people and services. The leader should be available to employees as a support since leader 

is the first one to connect with employees when any issues arise (Stonehouse, 2013). 

Change can even become unmanageable when hundreds or thousands of people are 

involved in the change and focus is too much on performing activities than in individuals 

(Creasey, 2023). 

Issah (2018) concludes on the role of leaders in change with the following observation: A 

critical factor influencing the level of success is the leader's effectiveness in communicating 

the necessity for change to the organization's members.  

There is great importance in knowing how to manage and move towards a goal with 

employees. A leader's role is to be aware and emotionally intelligent. Leaders should 

possess qualities such as trustworthiness, integrity, and openness to change. Most 

importantly, a leader is someone who does not rush into judgment but rather thinks before 

acting. This can have a huge effect on the success of organizational change (Issah, 2018). 

The entire change process requires leaders to broaden their perspectives on life. Leaders 

are required to be more aware of themselves, others, and the reasons for undergoing a 

change. The change process includes both leaders and employees needing to undergo a 

change in their mindset and perspective (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010). This 

dynamic between leaders and employees sets emotional triggers throughout the 

organization, consequently influencing each other while also posing challenges to manage 

change (Rafferty et al., 2023). 

2.2.2 Emotional Contagion 

Emotional contagion is described as someone mimicking another person’s emotions (Jong & 

Hartog, 2007) or in other words, a person or a group affecting how another person or group 

feels or acts, either on purpose or without realizing it (Barsade et al, 2018). 

Strong evidence shows both moods and emotions can be passed to another person or a 

group. Moods are easily changing, general and weaker in intensity whereas emotions are 
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strong, short reactions to very specific stimulus coming from the environment. Emotional 

contagion can happen both subconsciously or voluntarily since people tend to examine 

situations and match their emotions with others. 

On a leadership side, leaders rely on emotional contagion, where it is a key factor of one’s 

leadership style, particularly in transformational and charismatic leadership. When leader is 

in a positive mood, their employees perceive them more charismatic (Barsade et al, 2018). 

While also a negative mood or negative emotions such as fear and anxiety seem to me more 

contagious in organizational change than the positive ones (Sajasalo et al, 2023) and this 

also create fear amongst managers and neglect right decision making in organizations 

(Vuori, 2016). 

Furthermore, emotional contagion as social influence can affect more than just emotions of a 

person or a group. Attitudes and behaviour can also be influenced. Therefore, catching 

emotions from an individual can influence thinking and therefore actions (Barsade et al, 

2018). 

According to Jong & Hartog (2007), emotions transfer from high-power individuals to low-

power ones and not by the other way around. This is since low-powered individual are more 

dependent on high-power individuals. In a situation of a leader and an employee, when 

leader’s state of mind is positive, group members of this high-powered person are 

additionally more positive (Jong & Hartog, 2007). 

2.2.3 Emotional Intelligence and Importance of Aware Leaders 

Emotional intelligence is described as a skill to recognize emotions and to understand them, 

use emotions to enhance thinking and to handle emotions, with the aim of personal and 

intellectual growth. To put it simply, to be able to be aware (Issah, 2018). 

There is a highlighted importance on aware leaders. Emotionally intelligent and socially 

skilled, aware leaders create a space for open communication. This is crucial especially in 

the stages of change where fear and other strong emotions are triggered. Emotional 

intelligence has been seen as an essential part of creating increased moral, collaboration, 

team building and a positive work environment (Issah, 2018). 

According to Anderson and Ackerman Anderson (2010), there are two different leadership 

approaches which also produce contrary outcomes in change. These approaches are about 
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how aware the leader is when they lead a change. Leaders need to be aware of all the things 

that impact change. These two leadership awareness levels are called “conscious” and 

“autopilot”.  

Leader being conscious is such that everything impacting change comes through a leader 

who is aware of their emotions and emotions of their employees. Leaders’ and employees’ 

internal states influence how people commit to change.  

So called autopilot, a one approach that has served people well in the history, might not be 

the best approach considering big transformational changes. If leader is leading through 

autopilot, their decisions are coloured by biases, conditioned habits and sometimes with a 

never changing leadership style. Reactions and actions to things are therefore unconscious 

and automatic. This will not leave any space for perspectives or broader view of dynamics in 

transformation, especially how change in one part of the operations influence other parts.  

Leading from a conscious place of mind means that leader is aware of their surroundings 

and their internal state. This means person has clarity, they are mindful and able to reflect on 

the experiences they have witnessed. These two approaches consist of gathering 

information through senses yet if it happens through autopilot approach, responses to 

information are unconscious and automatic. Autopilot serves a great purpose on daily tasks. 

However, when leading a transformational organizational change through autopilot approach, 

it can lead into unsuccessful change and unwanted outcomes e.g., Coming up with change 

strategies which do not support happening change or reactions that are negative and do not 

support wanted beliefs and actions.  

Being conscious and aware is what everyone has in them and is called with lot of different 

names by different fields. Flow is used in sports field. It is also called true self, observer, or 

soul. Operating through this conscious awareness we access the higher levels of cognitive 

development and a broader range of view in change. Developing this approach will help with 

distracting thoughts and emotions that can hinder in leading a change. A skill such as leading 

a change is also a skill which is learned through being open minded and confident learner. 

This is a made choice to be an aware - leader understand that their level of self-awareness 

impacts everything from their private life to leadership. (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 

2010) 
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2.3 Emotions in Change 

Emotions have a great impact on our daily lives and some decisions are made on current 

states. By understanding emotions, reasons behind someone’s actions and behaviour can be 

understood better (Cherry, 2023). Emotions should be seen as not stable yet rather quickly 

changing states and will undergo changes to adapt to new circumstances and re-evaluations 

(Klarner, 2011). Moods are easily changing, general and weaker in intensity whereas 

emotions are strong, short reactions to very specific stimulus coming from the environment 

(Barsade et al, 2018). 

Emotions explained by American Psychology Association, are complex reaction patterns and 

involves what one feels, behaviour, and the physical changes in a body as important event is 

experienced (APA, American Psychological Association, 2018). 

2.3.1 Types of Emotions in Organizational Change 

Organization’s people are required to adapt to change. How well people will adapt to a 

change, their ways to cope with change are motivated by their emotions. These emotions are 

usually described as positive and negative. In organizational change positive emotions can 

be described as confidence, trust and on the other hand negative emotions can be described 

as worry or stress, insecurity, and mistrust. Both positive and negative emotions can exist at 

the same time during a change e.g., fearing change due to possible layoff and hopeful about 

organization’s development. Both emotions are important and will offer information about the 

change.  

Employees’ coping strategies will affect the result of a change. Different coping strategies 

can have an impact on the outcomes of change in employees. For example, proactive coping 

has a greater change of increase employee satisfaction and therefore performance. Passive 

coping is linked to greater psychological distress and therefore decreased performance 

(Klarner, 2011). 

To explore further, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross created “Five Stages of Dying” to demonstrate 

different phases of grief. These 5 stages have been widely used for organizational changes 

(Tahir, 2019). Change lifecycle is in following five stages: Denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression, and acceptance. This is a typical change curve; however, participants of change 

can have these stages in different order or even pass some of the stages (Kubler-Ross, 

1975). 
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Figure 2: Change curve and its emotions. 

 

First stages, shock and denial vary amongst employees. Some employees will move on 

quickly and other will take longer to accept reality.  

On the stage of anger, reality can be understood yet person might feel powerless and 

engage in activities such blaming and influencing a workplace atmosphere negatively.  

Bargaining happens since employee accepts the reality yet thinking on how to live with it. 

Perhaps more time is needed, or new situations are delayed. There is a need to delay 

desired changes.  

Sadness, regret, guilt, or hopelessness can be felt on the stage of depression. Performance 

will decrease. On this stage it can be hard for an employee to see the desired goal.  

Recovery from a previous stage leads to acceptance. This can even result due to 

hopelessness and eventually letting go. This is a crucial stage on how employee will accept 

the new reality and will engage in new responsibilities (Tahir, 2019). 

It is important to understand that emotions can evolve during the change process. Change 

takes time and different emotions and coping strategies can show up in different stages of 

change. In order to understand emotions during change, emotions should be perceived from 

an evolving and developing viewpoint (Klarner, 2011). 
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2.3.2 Self-Compassion and Positivity in Making a Change 

Self-compassion means being kind and understanding to oneself when hardships and 

difficulties are faced (Neff, 2007). Compassion can be put into three categories of skills: 

Understanding, acceptance and forgiveness. On a personal level, understanding means 

ideas of experiences, thinking, feelings and behaviour can influence each other and in ways 

that make sense nevertheless even when some of the results are unwanted. Acceptance 

means to see a situation or event without any judgement. Forgiveness means that self-

blaming will not be one of the developing forces yet rather intending to do better in the future 

and learning from mistakes (Baer, 2010). 

Development of self-compassion comes from biologically based measurements and ability to 

care for others. This is believed to be evolved due to contribution to survival. To explore the 

meaning of care for others, is a desire to care and ability to see distress in others. Specially, 

to be sympathetic and moved by others suffering and to be able to see difficulties rather than 

avoiding them (Baer, 2010). 

Self-compassion to recover from anxiety can be helpful. This was seen in a study made for 

students by Neff, Kirkpatrick & Rude (2007). Students with greater self-compassion had less 

anxiety after listing weaknesses in a job interview than the ones that had low self-

compassion. Self-compassion was also linked to language use and how they view 

themselves. Students with greater self-compassion used more plural pronouns (we) than 

singular (I, me and my). These students referred more to people around them, family, and 

friends by resulting in less isolated and more connected view. The highlight of this study was 

that self-compassion does not take away the negative experience. Meaning, self-

compassionate students were affected by the same negative experience however were able 

to deal with it later - to understand the experience and be less anxious. (Baer, 2010)  

Seen in another study, self-compassion can influence experiences and change behaviour. 

Study made by Adams and Leary (2007), had female students eating a donut while watching 

a video of learning about eating. After watching the video and eating the donut, experimenter 

aimed to create a feeling of self-compassion. Experimenter stated such as “everyone eats 

unhealthy at times “and “single donut does not make a difference, no need to feel bad”. 

However, this message was only stated to some of the participants. Participants were given 

small bowls of candy while answering a taste rating and final questionnaire. The ones that 

did not get to hear self-compassionate sentences, ate more candy. The ones that heard, 
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resulted in less distress in eating the donut and less candy later. Even a quick moment of 

self-compassion can work against usual judgement and criticism. (Baer, 2010) 

Author points out that understanding self-compassion can be helpful in leader and employee 

dynamics during a change. Such communication as seen above between people can be 

mirrored to organizations: it may result in greater work satisfaction and reduce stress. 

According to Baer (2010), Great levels of self-compassion are related to feelings such as 

autonomy, competence, positivity, hope and curiosity. People with greater self-compassion 

show more eagerness to learn and grow without thinking about others’ opinions or avoidance 

of failure. 

Furthermore, to aim for a more positive change, according to Harikkala-Laihinen (2022), 

positive organizational change involves positive experiences. Meaning, change has positive 

emotion triggers for employees such as positive emotions shown by a leader and variety of 

interesting activities. Highlighted importance is on connection - interaction and emotions. 

Positive communication is seen as driver for organizational success. Such communication 

will generate positive emotions and increase creativity and improve the ability to process 

information. Positivity can help with organizational change by increasing positive behaviour 

and commitment in employees (Harikkala-Laihinen, 2022). In addition, positive emotions can 

help employees during a change since it can widen their perspective, creates an open 

approach to solve problems and create more stamina to adapt to changes. (Klarner, 2011)  

As introduced earlier, positive emotional contagion can lead to better teamwork and 

increased performance than compared to negative one (Barsade et al, 2018). When leaders 

show positive emotions, it affects employees’ psychological safety. Leader’s positive 

influence triggers employees’ positive effect and therefore employees are more likely to 

believe they can express themselves without facing negative consequences - employee will 

feel safe interacting with a leader. Important to mention, person often tries to adjust their 

thoughts and actions based on their own feelings to navigate and adapt to surroundings. 

Meaning, positive emotions inform an individual that an environment is safe, and all is well. 

(Liu et al, 2015)  
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2.4 Resistance to Change 

Employee uncertainty, marked by conflicting emotions and thoughts about a change, is a 

common occurrence. Attitudes toward change are strong, changing over time and can be 

revealed between different stages of change process (McKay et al, 2013). Furthermore, 

resistance will be seen amongst employees if they cannot emotionally adapt to change 

(Klarner, 2011). 

Resistance to change means sticking to attitudes or behaviours that obstruct organizational 

goals, keeping things the same despite pressure to change. Behaviours can be obvious such 

as sabotage or subtle as decrease in work efficiency. Negative actions can be seen as if a 

person does not see the value in change or looks down on it, tries to sabotage it or avoids 

any discussion about it. It can be easy to spot obvious resistance, however identifying subtle 

resistance is more difficult and noticed by its harmful effects on behaviours, employee 

attitudes and organizational results. 

Resistance to change is seen as destructive for organizations success that will hinder 

organizations operations and should be eventually solved and worked with. (McKay et al, 

2013)  

2.4.1 Root Cause of Resistance 

Modern founder of social psychology, Kurt Lewin’s perspective includes that resistance to 

change occurs because people highly value the groups, they are part of. Changing our 

attitudes or behaviour feels like distancing ourselves from the familiar social environment, a 

reality shared mainly with friends and family (Jost, 2015). 

Two key factors which create resistance are self-interest and involvement of ego. This can 

be seen as someone being financially dependent on something and there is a need for 

changes. Fear and uncertainty of losing a financial support is high and therefore resistance 

to change is natural. Second factor is social pressure or support from group, where people 

share same beliefs and attitudes. Resistance arises if person is being convinced and will 

response in defensiveness. Some people will also avoid uncertainty or questioning things, 

where closure to things can be seen as better option - coming up with an opinion quickly, 

without the need to think about it more (Jost, 2015). 
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Depending on the planned change, people in the organization will react differently. If change 

happens to be transitional in nature where organization needs e.g., a technology installation, 

emotional transition is not major. People are required to make behavioural changes such as 

learning new technology which might affect the workflow and effectiveness for a while. Such 

change will not require people to have changes in their roles, positions, responsibilities, or 

authority. If the planned change happens to be greater than just explained, people’s 

emotional transition will be more complex.  

When a human brain detects something as a threat, whole physical and emotional states will 

change. There will be a chemical release of adrenaline, noradrenalin, and stress hormone 

cortisol. Blood will be sent to body parts that need it the most, libs and muscles. If a change 

is detected a threat, it will be harder to think rationally and be open for new ideas or beliefs. It 

is crucial to understand human dynamics to execute a successful change. (Anderson & 

Ackerman Anderson, 2010) 

According to Anette Clancy (2018), resistance should be seen as symptom rather than a 

problem in organizational change. People who resist, usually try to protect something very 

important to them. Approaching resistance from a point of view of understanding what is it 

that is in the process that requires people to protect themselves. 

As demonstrated by Anderson & Ackerman Anderson (2010), behind emotional reaction 

such as resistance, there are missing core needs which are unresolved and usually 

unconscious. These core needs are triggered by change, especially in great major changes 

where change is usually chaotic and uncertain. Such core needs can be followings. 

- Not feeling safe  

- Not feeling involved enough or disconnection 

- Power struggle 

- Feeling of out of control 

- Lacking ability or scared of being treated unfairly. 

People in an organization might be even intentionally sabotaging a change or not committing 

to it and disagreeing with the direction. Behind these emotions and behaviour, there is a fear 

of change leading into a failure (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010). 

As mentioned earlier by Clancy (2018), resistance is to protect something important. When 

our needs are threatened, there is a tendency to react by protecting ourselves. 
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Understanding what people protect, creates a more compassionate space for a discussion 

rather than blaming and not addressing the root cause. Anette also mentions that it is 

important to see losses that will happen in the change. While promoting benefits of the 

change, feelings should be acknowledged since it might be something personal or 

professional losses associated with change (Clancy, 2018). 

2.4.2 Overcoming Resistance 

To look at positive sides of resistance in change, it can provide an opportunity to get 

information where company is lacking and to create more effective change processes. 

However, it is crucial to find solutions to work with resistance. Resistance has negative 

effects on change such as reduced job satisfaction, organizational effectiveness and 

minimizing creative performance (Tamunomiebi & Peter, 2021). 

People who operate in change consciously, will have enough needed self-awareness to 

acknowledge where self-generated resistance is coming from. According to Anderson & 

Ackerman Anderson (2010), core needs can give positive or negative reactions. Commitment 

and resistance. From the leader’s perspective it is crucial to be aware, understand 

employees core needs and be able to support them when resistance is felt. Leaders should 

be encouraged to see resistance as something part of a change rather than overcoming it or 

getting rid of it. This is supported by Clancy (2018), as well by seeing resistance as a 

symptom rather than a problem. 

To explore further, understanding that changing a group can be much easier than changing 

an individual part of a group. Depending on different cultures, there are different degrees on 

how much an individual can differ in group standards with the group they are part of. 

Individual trying to branch off too much from a group will result in trouble such as made fun 

of, treated poorly and eventually needing to leave the group. Therefore, individual is most 

likely to agree on the group standards to stay in it and when a person values the standards of 

a group, they are more resistant to change or move away from those standards (Lewin, 

1947). 

Once attitudes are formed, they tend to remain fixed, and the most effective way to bring 

genuine change is to temporarily unsettle individual's attitudes. Ideally, this should happen in 

a social setting where not only the individual's but also their friends' attitudes are temporarily 

disrupted, allowing the entire group to engage in discussion (Jost, 2015). 
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As mentioned earlier people value groups they are part of and fear uncertainty of distancing 

from them (Jost, 2015). Respect to this, changing food habits, work production, criminality 

etc., it is easier to change an individual part of group rather trying to change a person from a 

group separately. This means that to have less resistance towards change, group standards 

need to change. If group standards are not changed, person will resist since they do not want 

to move away from the standards (Lewin, 1947). And to add, referring to Anderson & 

Ackerman Anderson (2010), a group of people which will face a change, are more likely to 

commit and make a change when everyone in the group acknowledges the motivation for 

needed change as well as giving all of them a safe open space to share their issues, and 

resistance could be worked out.  

With this theoretical understanding of types of change in organizations, leader-employee 

dynamics, the role of emotions in the change process, root causes of resistance to change, 

and possible ways to overcome change resistance, it then becomes important to outline the 

research methodology, that a case study on the topic can be conducted. Therefore, the next 

section presents methodological explanations and approaches adopted in this thesis. 

3 Research Methodology 

In this thesis aim is to collect data of people’s opinions and emotional life in a specific change 

in the commissioning company. Author aims to gain a deeper understanding on the faced 

emotions such as resistance and the dynamics between leaders and employees. Highlighted 

importance will be placed on leaders’ emotional state and the influence they have on other 

people. Author has decided to use a model called Research Onion developed by Saunders, 

Lewis, and Thornhill (2003) for business students to explain chosen research methods used 

in this thesis.  

3.1 Research Onion 

Research onion is a representation of any issues related to choosing data collection 

techniques and by peeling it layer by layer, on which every layer is important, eventually 

there will be a clear decision on the approach of the research. Onion is supposed to guide on 

the decision and make it easier to understand e.g., whether interviews or statistics should be 

used for the study (Saunders et al, 2003). 
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3.2 Research philosophy  

This sets the beliefs and view for the research, a foundation. Research philosophy can be 

approached through ontology or epistemology. This is to help to understand how a study, or 

a thesis can be approached the best way. Under ontology and epistemology, there are 

usually four different philosophical positions to choose from e.g., pragmatism, positivism, 

realism and interpretivism (Saunders et al, 2003). 

Research philosophy used in this thesis is interpretivism to have a perspective of the 

interviewees and their emotions, thoughts, ideas, and actions. Interpretivism analyses the 

differences between people in their roles as social actors and is suitable for exploring 

leaders’ internal states and influence on employees. 

3.3 Research Approach  

For an inductive approach, qualitative data is usually collected. It is more flexible for changes 

in the structure. It focuses on understanding a research context and can be suitable for 

smaller groups of study.  

Deductive approach on the other hand focuses on scientific principles and moves from 

theory to data. Approach of a study is more structured, and researcher can have more 

independence on what is being researched. Quantitative data is usually collected.  

In deductive method theory is usually tested and in inductive approach data will be collected 

and theory can be formed by the analysis of data (Saunders et al, 2003). 

Author aims to gather information of the commissioning company and the interviewees and 

will not hold any predesigned theories. Inductive approach will support empirical qualitative 

data collection. 

3.4 Research Strategy 

In this layer depending on what the aim of the research is, describes how the researcher 

aims to conduct the study. Such strategies to conduct a study are e.g., experimental 

research, survey, case study research, action research, grounded theory, ethnography, and 

archival research.  
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Research strategy in this thesis is ethnography. Ethnography can be time consuming since 

researcher needs to blend into the studied group of people and changes might come up due 

to extended time. Ethnography allows author to see participant’s subjective experience such 

as beliefs and emotions and to understand their perspective of the change (Saunders et al, 

2003). 

Author has collected data outside interviews, by observing people in their daily work life. By 

understanding leadership and employee dynamics it is important to have participant’s 

subjective perspective, which supports ethnography as a chosen research method.  

3.5 Choices  

Qualitative data is a data collection method to collect non-numeric data for example through 

interviews, videos, or pictures. Quantitative data collection method focuses on numerical 

data which can be collected by statistics and graphs.  

Single data collection method is called mono-method where only one data collection 

technique is used. Multiple method is used when there are more than one data collection 

method but used within qualitative or quantitative. Under multiple method, there is a split 

between two methods. Multi-method, which can be chosen between multi-method 

quantitative studies or multi-method qualitative studies. Another part of the split is mixed-

method, which has mixed-method research and mixed-model research. In mixed method 

approaches qualitative and quantitative data collection techniques are used in research 

(Saunders et al, 2003). 

Method used in this thesis is qualitative, mono method, which aims to use only one data 

collection method to gather non-numerical data e.g., interviews and empirical observation. 

3.6 Time Horizon  

To study changes and progression, it is good to use Longitudinal time horizon. There is a 

need to collect data regularly or multiple times. Cross sectional time horizon on the other 

hand studies something in a specific point in time. It is to see what the situation at a certain 

point in time is. (Saunders et al, 2003) 
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Time horizon used for this thesis is longitudinal, since the author has observed participants 

also outside interviews, therefore data has been collected multiple times and regularly. 

Longitudinal research supports the collection of data since the change in the commissioning 

company took few months of time and cannot be recognized as a “snapshot” of time. 

3.7 Techniques and Procedures 

Data is collected by structured interviews and observation. Due to the size of the company, 

author aims to collect data from the two people present in the change therefore there is no 

need for specific sampling. Author has not decided to use any specific data analysing 

method for the collected data.  

Figure 3: Following picture shows the research method for this thesis. 

 

 

4 Results 

Interviewed people are working in manager level positions in the commissioning company, 

interviewee 2 being a manager to interviewee 1.  These two managers were interviewed. 

Analysis of the collected data will consist direct quotes from the two participants. Author has 

selected the quotes to fit this thesis.  
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Original language of the interview, questions and answers were in Finnish yet translated for 

this thesis. Participants chose which questions they wanted to answer. Questions, order, and 

topic were preplanned, and the questions were same for both participants. Interviews were 

conducted on February 16th and 19th 2024 and lasted approximately 15 minutes. Questions 

were formed by the observations Author has made during the change. 

4.1 Case study 

The commissioning company got offered a bigger project and there was a need for more 

workers to execute desired tasks. To respond to the increased workload and demands of this 

new project, company needed to start recruiting. 

The commissioning company aimed to establish a connection with a well-known company for 

networking purposes and potential future business loyalty. Collaborating with a well-known 

and respected company on the field would naturally generate more visibility on the field and 

new business opportunities in the future. 

To respond to increased demands, commissioning company decided to hire two more people 

into their team. First recruiting was not successful since the new employee had to be let go 

after a short time of not meeting commitments. Subsequently, two new employees were 

found.  

The change experienced by the commissioning company falls under the category of 

developmental change. Since company had knowledge, there was a desire for development. 

The company understood the necessary steps to take, waiting only for the implementation to 

take place. This change can be categorized as developmental rather than transitional or 

transformational. The company did not leave their old ways behind. Instead developed their 

old ways to operate with a bigger team and response to increased demands. 

The studied change was primarily driven by external factors. While internal factor such as 

desire for development played a big role, the opportunity and aim to establish connections 

and increased workload drove the change.  

Interviewee 2 listed three things that were taken into consideration when change was 

planned “Common sense, financial situation and overall situation of the work field”.  
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4.2 Change Initiation 

One of the asked questions was following “How was so called “wake-up call” to realize new 

employees were needed?”. Interviewee 1 answered for the wake-up call to be something that 

had been on their minds for some time. However, no action was taken yet they felt there was 

a need for new employees. Interviewee 2 mentioned regarding the wake-up call and 

workload “There was a need to recruit more people, we had more tasks to do, and we were 

using rental workers which was not cost-effective”. 

Interviewee 1 was asked what emotions so called wake-up call brought up. Interviewee 1 

answered the following “There is always a risk in hiring a new employee. When one has 

adapted to take responsibility on everything, it can be hard to share the responsibility. I 

understood the situation and realized there is a need to hire.” Interviewee 2 described that 

they felt stress and was concerned about current employees’ workload.  

4.3 Main Emotions Experienced During the Change 

Participants were asked if they experienced stress or uncertainty. Interviewee 1 answered 

with the following “I experienced lot of stress. My tasks were piling up and I could not share it 

with anyone or ask help”. Interviewee 2 answered that they felt uncertainty and stress to 

some extent.  

Interviewee 1 was asked to list if experienced emotions were mostly negative or positive. 

They described emotions evolving from positive to negative, back and forth during the 

change. Successful events resulted in positive emotions and negative events in negative 

emotions. They added that “Successful events that were more difficult to go though had 

negative emotions in the process”. Interviewee 2 answered the same question “Negative 

feelings came up due to the workload and I knew we would have lot of work to do in the 

coming autumn. The situation was still positive since we got new partners and there was 

work to do”. 

Change seemed and was experienced hectic by interviewee 1. They mentioned the situation 

of their work field in 2023 as “very, very busy. I may have forgotten to have my summer 

vacation.”  

Interviewee 1 listed three main emotions felt during the change. “Stress, tiredness and 

depression” On the other hand, Interviewee 2 described three main emotions as “Proud, as 
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we were trusted as a company, and we got a bigger project. However, anxious, we had hard 

time finding skilled people and relief in the end that we got two new very experienced 

employees to hire”. 

Interviewee 1 answered that they felt there was confidence experienced during the change. 

They answered that since they had survived before they will survive in the future. They 

mentioned that there is a motivation to show an example to others to get through tough 

times. Behind Interviewee 2’s confidence was a knowing that there is always a need for 

skilled people to be hired and the overall situation regarding workforce on the field was 

inadequate. 

4.4 Influence on Others 

Interviewee 1 said “Unfortunately, work related issues are too often carried home.” when they 

were asked if the change had an influence on their private life or others around them. 

Interviewee 1 added “I have tried to keep things on my own mind, but unfortunately 

sometimes outbursts have happened. I have apologized at home as well as at work since 

they have not done anything wrong.” Interviewee 2 said the change did not affect the people 

around them. 

Participants were asked if they changed their behaviour during change. Both stated that they 

think they did not change their own behaviour.  

Question asked was if interviewee 1 believes that leaders’ behaviour, mindset and thinking 

affect employees. They answered the following “These always have an influence on 

employees. Leaders are showing an example to others, and they must lead and show the 

way. If the leader is lost so are the employees”. Interviewee 2 agreed that it can certainly 

have an impact. Interviewee 2 was asked if their own behaviour or mindset has an impact on 

the change process. Interviewee 2 believes that one can have an impact on others by 

showing an example.  

Same question was formed the other way by asking if they believe that employees’ 

behaviour, mindset and thinking affect leaders. Interviewee 1 “of course, I am feeling 

stressed if employees are stressed. Work is not flowing the same way if there is something 

negative on employees’ minds”. Interviewee 2 answered by agreeing with the mentioned as 

following “To some degree. We are a small company, and a new employee needs to be able 

to adapt to work with others”.  
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4.4.1 Leader’s Role 

Participants were asked what some of the important aspects are of being a leader in change. 

Interviewee one highlighted “to be an example and lead”. They said that it is important to 

show others how things are done and support them when it is needed. “Change teaches and 

one also learns from others”. Interviewee 2 concluded that leader needs to be determined 

and make decisions. 

One question was about changes in themselves that happened during the change. 

Interviewee 1 admitted that they were more active and worked more during the change. 

“During a change, one has to show an example to others”. Interviewee 2 answered “I was 

more active and decided that recruiting needed to be finished”. 

Interviewee one was asked directly what they think is the leader’s role in change. They 

answered “To show an example. To be able to manage events which were caused by the 

change in exemplary manner and to act depending on the event”. 

Interviewee 2 was asked the same questions regarding the leader’s role in change. 

Response was the following “The leader's role is to initiate the change and make final 

decisions. Depending on the nature of the change, it can be planned together with other 

employees”. 

4.5 Resistance 

Questions asked regarding resistance were aiming to collect more information about the 

change and the emotions connected to it.  

Interviewee 1 was asked if they saw any reactions from the employees’ side regarding the 

first recruiting. They answered, “there was a feeling that maybe we will not find anyone since 

suitable ones are going to work somewhere else”.  

As stated above, Interviewee 1 felt confidence during the change process. Nevertheless, 

when interviewee 1 was asked if they questioned themselves during the change process, 

they said “I always question myself but not my colleagues”. On the other hand, interviewee 2 

did not question their self during the change. 
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First recruiting was not successful. Participants were asked about their feelings and if they 

saw any reactions in the employees when the new employee had to be let go. Interviewee 1 

said that they did not see any negative reactions from the employees’ side. Both participants 

felt disappointed. Interviewee 2 mentioned “I obviously felt disappointed, because I felt relief 

after the long recruiting which then started again”. 

Interviewee 1 did not answer questions directly related to resistance. This may have been if 

resistance was not experienced by the leader or was not seen in the employees. Interviewee 

2 answered these questions by saying they did not experience resistance or did not see 

resistance from the employee’s side.  

According to Anderson & Ackerman Anderson (2010), depending on the size and type of a 

change, different emotions are triggered. Big changes can naturally create big emotional 

responses. If the experienced change in the commissioning company was not complex 

enough, it may have not provoked any big emotions.  

As seen above from the results, the change was desired by the leaders and employees in 

the company. Interviewee 2 mentioned that the employees must have felt the same way 

regarding the recruiting process as the leaders since the workload needed to be shared.  

Participants were asked what the best way would be to switch employees from resistance to 

commitment.  

Interviewee 1 answered the following “To make others understand the situation that there is 

a need to share the workload”.  

Interviewee 2 answered that the best way would be to explain the needed change to the 

employee experiencing resistance “Their opinions need to be heard and taken into 

consideration”.  

To conclude from participants answers – there needs to be an understanding for the person 

experiencing resistance. They should be heard and confirm employee understand why 

change is desired in the company.  
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5 Discussion and Recommendation 

In this chapter, the Author offers recommendations from an analysis of the change process 

under study, as well as a critical evaluation of the research methodology employed. The 

Author aims to provide insightful reflections on their own work and highlighting areas for 

improvement. 

Primarily, as evidenced by the results and the case study itself, such change was desired by 

the leaders and employees of the commissioning company. This also sets limitation for the 

author to study the change process in detail because there was not much change resistance 

identified. Since this case study is about commissioning company going through 

developmental change, for us to delve further into resistance to change, a case study should 

be conducted for a small company undergoing a transformational change. Such change 

would naturally evoke stronger emotions, and the results gained from the study could provide 

more in-depth insights regarding resistance and emotional contagion. A more in-depth study 

would also require more participants to interview. However, in this case study, the author 

was only able to interview two representatives. Similarly, perhaps in different circumstances 

where possible resistance could be observed - for example, in recruiting processes resisted 

by previous employees who fear competition from new hires. 

Since the number of interviewees were minimum, it can be said that it may not represent the 

entire emotional dynamics in the change process. This means, to study dynamics, emotional 

contagion between the leaders and employees, more employees should have been 

interviewed. Perhaps then employee would notice if the leader’s internal state is affecting 

them and their work. Specially in a smaller company where the people are much closer as a 

team. The leaders’ influence on employees would have been seen better if communication 

between the leader and others was studied closely by interviewing both sides, leaders, and 

employees. Leaders’ influence could be seen through the behaviour and communication they 

are doing daily. Such study could have collected more in dept results of the emotional 

contagion and influence leaders have on employees.  

Referring to the results, resistance was not seen in the employees by the leaders. However, 

employees may have had some opinions about the recruiting process and the new 

employee. Author recommends a small company involve existing employees to get involved 

in the recruiting process. The existing employees know their field, work tasks and could have 

great insight regarding the recruiting process. 
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To have a more in-depth study on the field, there should be longitudinal research done more 

than few months’ period of time. Author agrees with Klarner (2011), emotions during change 

should be studied on a longer time period. Organizations go through changes all the time 

therefore studying a change as a snapshot is not giving the full picture on how emotions 

evolve during changes. It is true as seen in the results, emotions evolved during the change 

by going from positive to negative and vice versa. For future research, change which 

involves recruiting, needs to be studies afterwards the recruiting process is done. Originally, 

the case study in this thesis started from the recruiting process which was completed yet 

started again after an employee was not a fit. After a successful recruitment, the change was 

considered complete, and data was not collected afterwards. There is no information 

regarding the new employees adapting to the company. This short time period showed the 

evolving of the emotions. However, it would have been more in-depth analysis if the data 

was collected after the recruiting process where the company eventually responded to the 

demands. In the future a small company should be studied for a longer time where the 

development of operations in the company, evolving emotions and emotion dynamics can be 

seen better. 

Referring to the results and as a recommendation, highlighted importance was on showing 

an example. Interviewee 1 mentioned that they often carry work related issues home. It 

would be highly beneficial for leaders to maintain open communication with their team 

members and express their needs more clearly. As result, they can serve as role models for 

employees, encouraging a culture of transparency and trust. Furthermore, leaders could 

explore stress management tools and techniques. By addressing stressful events and 

learning healthy coping mechanisms, leaders can effectively manage their own stress levels 

and provide support to their team during challenging times. Such approach to stress 

management can be helpful since unmanaged stress can lead e.g. need for sick leave.  

6 Conclusion 

The case study has shown the emotions participants experienced during the change and the 

opinions of leader and employee dynamics. Participants’ experiences of the change were 

different yet driven by the same force – a need to share the workload. Highlighted 

importance was on leading with an example which precisely identifies the key aspects of how 

leaders’ mindset and behaviour affect employees. 
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Effective leadership is crucial for guiding employees towards achieving organizational goals, 

particularly during times of change. Leaders must possess qualities such as emotional 

intelligence, communication skills and ability to reflect. There should be an understanding 

that being aware is not just influencing the change yet everything in the leader’s life.  

Emotionally intelligent leader has clarity, they are mindful and able to reflect on the 

experiences they have witnessed. This is essential when it comes to emotional contagion 

and showing an example. When a leader leads by example, they set a behavioural standard 

of how decisions are made, communication is handled, and employee emotions are 

supported. Leader’s internal state can be mirrored to the employees around them and affect 

employee performance and therefore the whole change process. 

In times of major organizational changes, it is common for people to have strong emotional 

reactions. Such reactions can be negative in nature and eventually hinder the change 

process. Negative emotions regarding the change usually go much deeper than just not 

liking the change. There is usually a reason why employees resist change, and 

understanding these reasons can make it easier to overcome resistance. When resistance is 

faced in the change process it should be seen as a symptom. When leaders and employees 

acknowledge the root causes to resistance, it can help in overcoming resistance and ease 

with the emotional reactions. Negative responses often arise involuntarily from the 

subconscious mind, showing a sign of threat to something important to us rather than 

consciously choosing to respond negatively. Practicing self-compassion and extending it to 

others can help in reducing resistance and ease emotional reactions, encouraging a more 

positive and unhindered transition process.  
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Appendix 1. Interview Questions 

 

What started the change process last summer? 

How was so called “wake-up call” to realize new employees were needed? 

What type of emotions did you feel about this “wake-up call”? 

Did you feel stressed or insecure?  Where your emotions negative or positive?  

If you felt confident about the change, why? Was it from past experience? 

Describe at least three main emotions you felt during the change? 

Describe shortly the overall situation on the field of work?  

When the recruiting process started, did you think about global situation? Did this influence 

the recruiting process and made decisions? If it did, how? What did you do differently?  

Did the change process influence your private life? You can answer yes or no. 

If you felt negative emotions such as stress, did you see if it impacted other people around 

you or employees?  Did you see if the change process affected employees, if yes, how?  

First recruiting was not successful. Did your employees react to the first recruiting 

negatively?  What emotions did you feel as a leader about this recruiting? Were you let 

down? 

Did you see any other reactions in employees such as behavioural changes or any opinions? 

What changes did you make in yourself during the change to make sure change will be 

successful? Were you more active or working more hours? If so, why?  

Did you see any behavioural changes in yourself during the change? 

Did you see any changes in your own attitude or thinking during the change? 
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Being an active change leader in your company, what do you consider important in change? 

Did you question yourself or other during the change process? 

Did you believe making the change would be possible? 

Do you believe your own behaviour or attitude affects a change in the company? How? 

Do you believe that change leader’s attitudes, behaviour or thinking has an impact on 

employees? Do you believe that employees’ attitudes, behaviour or thinking has an impact 

on leaders? 

As a leader managing a change, you will plan and make decisions regarding the change for 

the change process to be successful. Do you use any preplanned methods, theories, or 

processes to plan a change? What kind of?  

If you do not use any methods, theories, or processes, do you believe these can be helpful 

during the change? 

Did you feel any resistance from others during the change? Such as negative emotions or 

behaviour that do not support the change process. 

Was there something in the change that you yourself resisted? 

Describe shortly what is the leader’s role in organizational change? 

Tell us what would be the best way to make employees commit to a change when resistance 

is experienced? What is your opinion about this? 

How would you react if your employees resisted change? 

Is the company going through a change right now? 

Are you doing something differently than last summer? 

Free word:
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Plan for Data Management 

Author has understood HAMK’s data management plan. Author, commissioning company 

and thesis supervisor have signed a thesis contract and agreed on the terms. Two staff 

members from the commissioning company were interviewed. No confidential information 

was asked. Responses were kept anonymous. Only Author has access to the collected data. 

The Author of the thesis stores the data in secure manner for a period of one year from the 

date of approval of the thesis, so that the results of the thesis can be verified and deleted in a 

secure manner, if necessary. 


