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Abstract. Modern organizations change frequently. They try to implement changes rapidly and effectively.
Change usually involves change in information systems (IS) due to its importance in organizations. When
implementing larger IS changes in IT projects or programs, resistance to change is an important factor of a
possible project failure. Resistance management does not only help organizations to implement changes more
rapidly and efficiently but is also an important source of innovation in the change process. Also, the probability of
making the right changes increases when resistance is managed well. In this paper we briefly present resistance
and resistance management, propose a resistance-management model and position resistance management within
the PMI project-management standard.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Information society requires that modern organizations
change frequently, almost continually [2][4][11][27].
Organizations change to adapt to their environment and
to increase their competitiveness [2][16][24]. To be
successful, organizations are striving for the ability to
change rapidly and efficiently. Only organizations able
to adapt quickly enough to the changing environment
can be successful and survive in the long term [6].
As organizations often depend on information
technology (IT), changes commonly involve IT changes
which represent the largest share of all changes. IT
changes are mostly implemented in IT projects and
programs [29]. It is alarming that the failure rate for
major IT implementation projects still appears to linger
around 70 % [15]. A significant factor in larger IT
project failure is resistance to change [1] [11].
This paper is organized as follows. We first briefly
present resistance to change and the concept of
resistance management (RM). Next, we review some of
the related work and propose a generic RM model –
RMM. We conclude by positioning RMM within the
PMI project-management standard.

2 RESISTANCE TO CHANGE
Resistance to change is often seen as the enemy of
change [26] and has a negative connotation to it [8]. As
a source of conflicts [26], unexpected costs and delays,
resistance is considered a problem. However, treating
resistance only as a dangerous foe is inadequate and
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encourages resistance-to-resistance – meeting force with
force [26].
Resistance should be expected as a part of the change
process. It is similar to inertia [16][23][26] and emerges
in order to keep the status quo in organizations
[7][16][22][26]. Change upsets the balance and leads to
resistance as a natural response to it [3].
A common belief is that a change process that occurs
with minimal resistance must have been a good change
that was managed well [26]. This assumption is
somewhat naïve [26] as it is easy to change things that
nobody cares about [11]. On the other hand it becomes
very difficult to change things that people do care about,
or they start to care about [11].
RM may address the positive effects of resistance in
addition to its problematical nature:
• Analysis: Resistance forces a more detailed
consideration of the change and its overall impact.
It also plays a crucial role in drawing attention to
aspects of change that may be inappropriate, not
well thought or just plain wrong [26].
• Motivation: It is difficult to implement change when
motivation to change is lacking. Individuals and
groups need a certain degree of dissatisfaction with
their current or future states in order to be
motivated enough to change. The conflicts arising
from resistance can increase motivation, though a
balance must be maintained and the conflicts must
not push the key issues into the background [26].

74

VRHOVEC, RUPNIK

• Innovation: Resistance is an important source of
innovation in a change process. Many management
decisions are irrational because they do not
consider a sufficient number of change alternatives
nor are they adequately evaluated. Resistance
encourages the search for alternatives and demands
a reevaluation of considered alternatives [26].
RM can be successful only when both the negative
and positive effects of resistance are addressed
adequately.

3 RELATED WORK AND DISCUSSION
Fiedler discussed resistance from a risk management
perspective in his research. Fig. 1 shows his RM model.

unifying both groups. A brief description of the unified
process group follows:
• Situational analysis: the (1) last process in the first
phase (“Evaluation of resistance potentials”) and
the (2) first process in the fourth phase in the
Fiedler’s model (“Analysis of resistance
situation”).
• Strategies development: the (1) second phase
(“Planning of managing resistance”) and the (2)
second process in the fourth phase (“Planning of
resistance resolution strategy”). This process
includes
the
preparations
needed
for
implementation of developed strategies.
• Strategies implementation: the (1) third phase
(“Avoidance/promotion of and preparation for
resistance”) and the (2) third process in the fourth
phase (“Resolution of resistance situation”). The
former is basically the implementation of
developed strategies for the Fiedler’s case study. In
general, like in the latter, the content of this
process may be developed in the previous process
“Strategies development”.
Iterations reflect the sequence of both groups in the
unified process group. Preventive strategies should be
considered in the initial iterations and subsequent
iterations should be focused on resistance handling if
resistance actually occurs.

Figure 1. Fiedler's RM model (Fiedler [5]).

Fiedler introduced a five-phase RM model and
outlined some limitations [5]:
• The model is not generic due to the variety of
possible resistance situations.
• The model delivers no further insights into contentrelated RM activities, e.g. information providing
tasks.
• The psychological and sociological processes are not
covered in the model. Further integration of these
approaches is possible for better identification of
resistance and resistance potentials.
Based on the Fiedler’s conclusions and comparison
with other models (the Hultman’s model [8], generic
risk-management model [5] and PMI risk-management
model [19]), we concluded that the Fiedler’s model is
composed of two similar process groups. We believe
that it is possible to simplify Fiedler’s model by

Figure 2. Hultman's model for overcoming resistance
(Hultman [8]).

Fig. 2 shows the Hultman’s model for overcoming
resistance. Overcoming resistance and resolution of
resistance are two expressions with the same meaning.
The use of the phrase resolution of resistance is
preferred as it eliminates at least a bit of the negative
connotation of resistance.
The Hultman’s model is substantially identical to the
fourth phase in the Fiedler’s model. The Hultman’s
model is considered to be applicable to a generic-change
process and is thus relevant in implementations of
changes through projects and programs as well.
Hultman distinguishes between positive and negative
resistance [8]. Positive resistance is considered to be the
solution (to a bad change) and negative resistance the
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problem to overcome [8]. The Hultman’s model is
focused on overcoming the negative resistance. In his
approach, resistance can be evaluated only
retrospectively [8] thus making it impossible to
determine the type of resistance in the present time.
Nevertheless, it is possible to tune his model to deal
with any type of resistance while taking the positive
effects of resistance into account.

4 A RM MODEL
In this paper, we propose a RM model (RMM) as an
upgrade to the models discussed. The descriptions of
RMM processes are suitable for IT projects and
programs. However, the model itself may still be
generic enough to be applicable to any type of projects
or programs introducing change.
RMM is based on the Fiedler’s [5] and Hultman’s
model [8], recommendations for handling resistance
[25] and other elements discussed in this paper. It links
the principle of perceiving resistance as a project or
program risk with the “classical” RM approach. The
RMM is composed of preparations for RM and six RM
processes as shown in Fig. 3.

Figure 3. Resistance Management Model – RMM.

Like the Fiedler’s model, the RMM, too, should be
considered as a rough chronological sequence rather
than a rigid one [5]. Similar to risk management [19],
RM is not a one-time sequence of processes but rather
an iteratively repeating sequence of processes. The
process needs to be iterative because all strategies are
based on hypothesis and need adjustments when they
prove to be inadequate [8]. Also, the circumstances
change and the quantity of information usually increases
during the changing process [19]. The first RM iteration
is therefore only the beginning and still far from the last
RM act.
Resistance is proportional to the change scope [16].
Major IT projects and programs with a large impact on
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the organization, e.g. IS renovations and redesigning of
work processes, are most problematical [11]. In these
cases, preparations for RM should be done in the early
stages of preparations and other RM processes should
start shortly thereafter. Resistance should be managed
during the whole changing process and possibly even
after it in a truncated form. Resistance might surface
after the changing process when certain aspects of the
change become clearer [25].
In the following subsections we introduce the RMM
processes.

4.1 Preparations
The purpose of the process “Preparations” is to establish
the basis for active RM. It consists of:
• Choosing core RM team members.
• Development of an overall RM strategy.
• Integration of RM processes with other projectmanagement activities.
• Determination of the RM scope.
The core RM team may be the strategic and expert
center of RM. It may consist of: RM leader, IT project
and program leaders, experts and insiders. It is
recommended to include external experts in the core
RM team as they can offer a more objective view on the
problems and can be more successful in providing
sensitive internal information than others [12]. The
latter is usually due to internal organizational politics.
Resistance occurs as a result of the interaction of the
key RM elements [25]. In general, these elements are:
change content, change implementation process and
affected groups and individuals. For RM to be effective,
the RM team needs authority over the key RM elements.
It is a matter of organizational strategy to define the
extent of the authority mentioned. For example, it is
possible to influence the IS change (change content) on
a strategic level (e.g. the choice between a renovation of
an old and an investment into a new part of IS) or on a
lower level (e.g. the choice between some alternatives
of a renovation).
Preparations should be carried out early in the overall
planning of the project [19]. Additional modifications to
elements discussed in this process should be carried out
later if needed. Also, the positive effects and the true
nature of resistance should be clearly outlined and
promoted to the top management to gain their support.

4.2 Information providing
Information providing is not a one-time process that
may be carried out only at the beginning of iterations
and then be put aside. Rather, it is a process that is being
carried out continuously through whole iterations as a
complement to other RMM processes. The purpose of
this process is to provide relevant information for RM.
It may be carried out in a wider scope at the beginning
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of all iterations to refresh information – to re-check the
old and provide new information. Information can be
provided on the basis of the key RM elements:
• Providing information about IS change contents.
• Providing information about IT project or program.
• Providing information about IS users (individuals
groups and organizations).
The collected information must be comprehensive in
order to be used in the resistance-handling strategies. It
is crucial to provide high-quality and reliable
information [19]. Information is commonly collected by
performing workshops, interviews and other means
using expert judgment [19]. Collected information
should be evaluated and verified to exclude biased
information. The biased information should be
identified and corrected where possible or a different
source of information should be found and used instead
[19].
The RM team may be expanded by internal or
external informants, whose only assignment may be to
provide high-quality and reliable information.

4.3 Resistance identification
The purpose of this process is to create a list of existing
resistance situations and resistance potentials with
possible verification [5]. It consists of:
• Creation of a list of resistance situations and
potentials.
• Verification of resistance situations and potentials.
The primary objective of the existence of IS is to
facilitate information support of business and decision
processes [28] and any IS change is sooner or later
reflected in the organization and vice versa [25].
Therefore, an IS change can be treated as an
organizational one. The relation between the
organization and its IS should be acknowledged and
well understood when managing IS changes.
Resistance identification may start with the
identification of affected users – individuals, groups
and/or organizations. Users are project or program
stakeholders that will use its product, service or result
[18]. Users can be internal or external to the performing
organization [5][18] and there may also be multiple
layers of users [18]. It is important to identify all
potentially affected users, especially the indirectly
affected ones.

4.4 Resistance analysis
When analyzing resistance, it is essential to distinct
between reasons for resistance and forms or symptoms
of resistance [5][8]. To analyze the symptoms and
determine the reasons behind them is one of the most
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challenging and innovative processes in RM. This
process consists of:
• Evaluation of resistance situations and potentials.
• Identification of reasons for resistance.
The results of analysis (e.g. necessity, intensity,
relevant target groups and schedule) form the basis for
the development of resistance-handling strategies [5].
Resistance can be treated as a form of conflict [5].
Therefore, it is possible to draw parallels between them.
The reasons for a conflict can change during its lifetime
[17], which can be established for resistance as well.
Therefore, the reasons for resistance may be treated
with a dynamic component [25].

4.5 Strategies development
The content of the next process “Strategies
implementation” is developed in this process. The
necessary preconditions for the implementation of
resistance-handling strategies may be established in this
process as well. This process consists of:
• Planning of resistance-handling strategies.
• Planning
of
resistance-handling
strategies
implementation.
• Potential RM team adjustments and development.
• Establishment of a communication basis.
Every resistance situation is unique [8] because
resistance is the consequence of an unrepeatable
interaction of the key RM elements [25]. Therefore, a
general prescription for resistance handling cannot exist.
Resistance-handling strategies encompass preventive
measures and resistance-resolving strategies [5][7].
Some common resistance-handling strategies are [25]:
preparation for the change, role modeling and change
support, user involvement, creating the necessary
motivation
for
the
change,
elimination
of
communication barriers, consolidation of organizational
and user values, user evolution, creation of a favorable
environment, and external expert involvement.

4.6 Strategies implementation
This process is indefinite in general. Its content is
developed in the previous process “Strategies
development”.
Resistance-handling strategies may vary a great deal
but two of the most important factors for their
implementation do not. These two factors are timing
and pacing [8]. Timing is about knowing the right time
to implement a strategy. An appropriate strategy may
have an opposite effect and might even intensify
resistance when implemented at the wrong time.
Pacing has to do with the quantity of the strategy to
be implemented in a certain time and is related to
timing. Each individual is limited with an amount of
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change that he can handle in a certain time [8].
Exceeding that limit may intensify resistance as well.
Communication and feedback can help to estimate
the best time to implement the strategy and its optimal
quantity [8].

4.7 Control
The purpose of this process is to evaluate effectiveness
of resistance-handling strategies, trigger planned
implementation activities and new iterations of RM
when needed. Control may be undertaken regularly [19]
and information may be provided with the already
described methods. Control can be integrated with other
project or program activities, e.g. IS change deployment
and other user-oriented processes.
The implementation process can be controlled from
different aspects, e.g. [5]:
•
•
•
•
•

Effectiveness of strategies.
Achieved objectives (e.g. schedule, resources).
Deviations from assumptions.
Needs for adjustments.
Other effects demanding a new iteration of RM.

The result of a strategy might be dramatically
positive or negative but also barely noticeable [8].
Therefore, it is important to notice any effect as it may
be an important hint that the strategy is working (or
not).

4.8 Positioning of RM within the PMI project
management standard
Positioning of RM within the project-management
standards is an extensive task due to the variety of
existing standards of organizations, such as IPMA [9],
OGC [13][14] and PMI [18][20][21]. In this paper we
propose the positioning of RM within the PMI projectmanagement standard which does not directly address
the issue of user resistance.
Based on the findings of this study, we present our
views on the possible amendment of the standard:
• Resistance as a project or program risk: In our
view, resistance should most certainly be treated as
a project or program risk. For example, Fiedler [5]
notes in his research that resistance can be
managed well when treated as a project or program
risk, which the author also confirms with a
practical case.
• RM as a new knowledge area: Based on the
structure of the PMI project-management standard,
RM can be placed as a new knowledge area (a
methodologically-substantive discipline within the
standard).
Based on the presented findings and practical
experience, we assess the former option to be more
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acceptable. We find it reasonable to update the riskmanagement
knowledge
area
with
RM
recommendations and approaches.
A new area of knowledge is an interesting proposal
which also has some arguments. On the other hand, a
new knowledge area would be a major update to the
standard. As such, it should be widely accepted and
supported first.

5 SUMMARY
The key RM elements, the proposed RM model and the
positioning of RM within the PMI project management
standard form the RM framework in IT projects and
programs. The RM framework facilitates RM but it
cannot replace expertise, experience and the “nose” for
RM of the RM team members.
In literature, the reasons for resistance are structured
in various ways. After the introduction of the key RM
elements it would be possible to consolidate the existing
structuring approaches according to them.
It is possible to manage IS changes on the strategic
level with IT governance [10]. IT governance and other
IS
change-management
approaches
typically
concentrate on the technologic aspect of IS changes,
often overlooking their organizational impact. The
problems typically arise in larger IT projects and
programs where IS changes should be coordinated with
organizational changes. Organizational changes are
more problematic because it is more difficult to predict
the actual response of individuals and groups in the
organization due to the complexity of affected relations.
The final success of IS change depends greatly on the
response of the organization. Therefore, a need for a
new approach arises in the IT area. An approach that
should integrate organizational change management, IS
change management and IT project or program
management. From a broader point of view, it is the
need for harmony between technology and people using
it.
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