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An exploration of the perceived relationship
between the level of power of stakeholder
groups and their resistance to
organisational change

by Adrian van Eeden’, Margie Sutherland”
and Caren B Scheepers

Abstract

The success of organisational change processes can be significantly enhanced
by effectively addressing resistance to change among a range of stakeholders as
well as the impact of their resistance. There is, however, limited research on the
relationship between stakeholders’ level of power and their propensity to resist
change in a certain manner. This study therefore explored the interrelationships
between stakeholders’ perceived level of power and their type of resistance, via
face-to-face, in-depth interviews with fifteen professional change agents from
three sample groups comprising change consultants, internal human resource
managers and internal senior managers, all of whom had led change
interventions. The findings revealed surprising trends in that certain stakeholder
groups showed resistance more actively and overtly than others in direct
proportion to their levels of power. These results culminated in a conceptual
framework on stakeholders, power and resistance. This article highlights
important implications for managers and change practitioners.

Key words: change management, resistance to change, level of power, sources
of power, stakeholders

1 Introduction

Changing market demands necessitate that organisations continually develop new
strategies in order to respond and remain competitive. These transformed corporate
strategies usually require a range of interventions, from mere adjustments to extensive
radical transformation of internal structures and processes. A variety of stakeholders,
both internal and external to the organisation, are regularly impacted by these changes
(Ackermann & Eden 2011; Ireland, Hoskisson & Hitt 2013; Kotter & Schlesinger 2008;
Kuhn 2008). An organisation therefore requires outstanding competence in change
management. Rigby and Bilodeau’s (2015:12) study emphasises, for example, that
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executives expect to make even more use of the tool “change management” in the
future than in the past.

A typical hindrance to effective change management is perceived as resistance to
the change by the targets (Thomas & Hardy 2011). The change management process
therefore has to include identification of particular stakeholders and their possible
resistance (Olander & Landin 2005). Predicting and responding to the resistance of
various stakeholder groups would therefore enhance the likelihood of change
processes being successful. Insight into the level of stakeholders’ power (Greenwood &
Van Buren 2010) could thus assist in pre-empting resistance and planning for the
likelihood of resistance by certain stakeholders and the impact that it might have on the
change processes (Klonek, Lehmann-Willenbrock & Kauffeld 2014). There is, however,
little evidence of research on the nature of the relationship between stakeholders’ level
of power and their probable means of resisting change. Investigating these
relationships is therefore important as understanding them could help leaders and
change consultants plan for stakeholder engagement and prioritise certain groups of
stakeholders proactively, given their level of power and likely resistance behaviour.

2 Literature review

2.1 Organisational change management

Cummings and Worley (2015:13) contend that as organisations have become more
global and their environments have become more complex and uncertain, “the scale
and intricacies of organisational change have increased”. Burke (2008:15) emphasises
that although there is no singular, all-encompassing theory of organisational change,
“open system theory comes the closest”. Schein (2010) contends that change has to be
perceived as a process. Kurt Lewin’s Planned Change Model is possibly the most
influential theory in scholarly and practical studies of organisational change. He
highlights the open systems concept of information from the external environment that
unfreezes the system and creates the need for change.

Contemporary Complexity Theory proponents likewise refer to Lewin’s seminal work
on the role of informal structures and forces that influence change (Uhl-Bien & Marion
2009). They also emphasise that “effective organisational change is generated by the
insights and influence of many people” (Lichtenstein et al 2006:2). Heifetz and Linsky
(2002) in turn emphasise that change in patterns of behaviour from a number of
stakeholders is required to meet complex adaptive challenges. It is to this notion of
multiple stakeholders that we turn our attention in the next section.

2.2 Stakeholders’ power in change

Alhazemi, Rees and Hossain (2013) stress the importance of coordination of all
stakeholders in a change process. Although stakeholders often represent conflicting
needs, Bourne and Walker (2005) caution that these needs must be identified in order
to establish effective communication with all parties. The seminal work by Freeman
(1984) and, more recently, the works of Freeman and McVea (2001) as well as
Aregbeshola and Munamo (2012) depict stakeholders as groups of individuals who are
affected by or could influence the achievement of an organisation’s objectives. Burke
(2007) extends this to include those whose interests are impacted by initiatives either
during or after the change process. Newcombe (2010) differentiates between internal
and external stakeholders. The vocabulary of “stakeholding” has become commonplace
in business (De Bussy & Kelly 2010).
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Robbins, Judge, Odendaal and Roodt (2009:485) define power as the “capacity that
A has to influence the behaviour of B so that B acts in accordance with A’s wishes”.
Raven (2008) defines social power as the potential influence of the agent to bring about
a change in belief, attitude or behaviour of the target. Similarly, Willer, Lovaglia and
Markovsky (1997) emphasise that power produces influence. Buchanan and Badham
(1999:611) refer to political behaviour as the “practical domain of power in action
worked out through the techniques of influence...”. Rashid (2015) contends that
managers must assess the extent of stakeholders’ powers to influence the company.
Sources of power or power bases have been the topic of significant research (Robbins
et al 2009). Gupta and Sharma (2008) distinguish between soft and hard power in their
study.

The framework of Greiner and Schein (1988) offers a comprehensive breakdown of
power bases that can be applied in practical research on sources of power and was
therefore of interest in this study. They built on French and Raven’s (1959) seminal
bases of power research and also on Kanter’s (1980) notion of capacities which provide
power, namely access to resources, information and support and the ability to gain
cooperation. Greiner and Schein’s (1988) classical framework depicts power in three
categories, namely positional, individual and departmental power.

Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) offer a useful classification of stakeholders along
three dimensions, namely possession of power, legitimacy and urgency in taking the
initiative. Seven classifications emerged from this framework. For instance, dormant
stakeholders have power but do not use it, possibly because they have no interest in
the project and are not close to it; whereas discretionary stakeholders have legitimacy
but have no urgent claim and choose not to engage with the project, despite the fact
that they could. Burke’s (2007), Freeman’s (1984), Newcombe’s (2010) and Mitchell et
al's (1997) approaches to analysing stakeholders were used in this study. Scholars
such as Olander and Landin (2005) and Ackermann and Eden (2011) emphasise the
need for the analysis of stakeholders in terms of the power they have, the interest they
show and the predictability of the power they exhibit. In addition to the points
emphasised by these scholars, this study investigated the relationship between the
stakeholders’ levels of power and their resistance to change.

2.3 Resistance to change

Early formative studies like Lewin’s (1951) highlight the fact that resistance to change
can originate from both environmental factors and internal individualised factors. Lewin
views resistance as an obstruction that has to be prevented and overcome. In contrast,
contemporary theorists such as Thomas and Hardy (2011) and Bareil (2013)
emphasise an alternative approach, known as the celebration of resistance, where
resistance is welcomed as eliciting novel ideas for change. There is limited empirical
evidence in support of this approach. Piderit’s (2000) seminal work highlights the multi-
dimensional approach to resistance, i.e. affective, cognitive and behavioural. She also
cautions against attribution error in the evaluation of resistance as those in charge tend
to blame others. Chermack (2012) in turn contends that resistance to change impacts
the implementation of the change. Summers, Humphrey and Ferris (2012) emphasise
the increased level of disruption during change processes. Oreg (2006) presents a
model of resistance which separates and aligns three common themes, namely
antecedents of resistance, forms of resistance and outcomes of resistance to change.
He also reveals that people’s disposition to resist change is based on their self-esteem,
need for achievement and locus of control. In contrast, Trader-Leigh (2002)
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emphasises factors relating to the organisation, such as that change that alters values
and visions of the existing order elicits increased resistance.

Pideritt (2000) provides the concept of contextual resistance, where different aspects
of context elicit different responses, an example being the impact power or prestige has
on cognitive resistance, whereas threats to job security are likely to lead to emotional
reactions. Oreg’s (2006) research builds on these findings by revealing strong
relationships between trust in management and cognitive resistance, among others.
Other researchers like Giangreco and Peccei (2005), Baker (1989), Smollan (2011) and
Hultman (1995) contribute examples of forms of resistance, contrasting overt, open
resistance with the more covert or subtle forms as well as citing the passive and active
categories.

The literature reviewed did not demonstrate a cohesive typology of resistance
behaviours. Hultman (1995) provided a specific list and Bovey and Hede (2001) offered
a method of assessing responses via the dimensions of overt versus covert and active
versus passive behaviour. Table 1 illustrates change resistance behaviour types as
identified by Hultman (1995), mapped to the dimensions of action and behaviour as
shown by Bovey and Hede (2001). This framework provides a useful structure for this
study’s exploratory analysis of resistance behaviours.

Table 1
Forms of resistance to change
Overt Covert

Argumentativeness Behind-the-scenes criticism

Appealing to fear Fault-finding

Blaming or accusatory behaviour Rumour-mongering

Blocking Selective use or distortion of facts
Active Intimidation and threats Undermining

Manipulation

Outspoken criticism

Ridiculing

Sabotage

Verbal agreement without follow-through | Feigning ignorance

Failure to implement Withdrawal from the change
Passive Procrastination Avoiding the change

Withholding of information, participation | Standing on the side and allowing the change

or support to fail

Source: Adapted from Hultman (1995); Bovey & Hede (2001)

The table depicts lists of examples of resistance, according to two dimensions, i.e.
overt vs covert and active vs passive. Fault-finding actions are an example of
covert/active behaviour whereas avoiding the required change behaviour is an example
of passive/covert resistance.

2.4 Summary of literature review

Although the literature contains numerous studies on power and resistance to change,
little has been written about the relationship between these key factors in change
processes. This is the gap in the literature that this study sought to explore. The
research set out to increase understanding of the alignment between stakeholders’
categories, their perceived level of power over the change process and the forms of
resistance they displayed to the change initiative. The figure below is an illustration of
the dimensions investigated in the study.
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Figure 1
Dimensions investigated in the study

Power of
stakeholders

Stakeholders of
change project

Resistance of
stakeholders

Authors’ own illustration

3 Research objectives

Three objectives framed the research:

e To explore perceptions on the level of power of stakeholder groups.

e To explore perceptions on levels and forms of resistance in change initiatives.

e To explore perceptions on the relationship between stakeholder groups’ levels of
power and their forms and levels of resistance.

4 Methodology

An exploratory design approach was followed as the research was expected to yield
new insights into the interactions between power bases and forms of resistance to
change (Saunders & Lewis 2012). The discussion of power is a sensitive subject, as
Greiner and Schein's (1988) seminal work emphasises. In view of the depth of insight
required from the research and the sensitivity of the topics, methods of data gathering
such as surveys would not have been appropriate; instead an intimate qualitative form
of research was required and therefore in-depth interviewing was the method chosen
(Gubrium & Holstein 2001). The relationships between certain constructs in the elicited
data were investigated by utilising quantitative structures and statistical testing.

4.1 Research participants

The research was conducted on a population of experts from three areas known to
drive change, namely external change experts like change consultants, internal
organisational design and human capital management consultants and internal
technical managers such as business strategists and information technology and
process managers who had driven change processes. Fifteen experts were interviewed
from different projects and organisations. To minimise maturation effects, projects were
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selected which were recent (not more than five years prior to commencement of the
research). The study utilised purposive sampling, which is a non-probability quota
sample selection technique (Saunders & Lewis 2012; Zikmund, Babin, Carr & Griffin
2013). The experts chosen followed set criteria, such as the experts’ involvement in
change initiatives and the types of change initiatives they were involved in. Change
initiatives varied across scope, duration, impact and cost, but resistance was observed
in each initiative. Quota sampling of five experts per population type was used to
ensure that there was adequate representation of each group. The three groups are
explained in the table below:

Table 2
Quota sample design
Sample source Examples Sample size
e Change management consultants
External change specialists | ® Project managers 5

e OD consultants

. e Human resource management
Internal drivers of change

e OD management 5
(human capital focus) e Training and development

¢ IT management
Internal drivers of change e Process management 5
(technical focus) ¢ Financial management

e Business strategy management

The unit of analysis was the perceptions of these experts who managed change. In
qualitative research, sample sizes of 15 are commonly regarded as sufficient
(Saunders & Lewis 2012; Zikmund et al 2013).

4.2 Data collection method and tools

The face-to-face, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with experts each lasted an hour
on average. This allowed the interviewer to address the topics of power and resistance
sensitively and allowed time for the interviewer to probe for more data (Gubrium &
Holstein 2001). An interview guideline was designed around the major themes. Prompt
cards showing a five-point scale of levels of power were developed by the researchers
to assist the interviewer in determining the perceived level of power of each stakeholder
group. The scale is shown in Table 4. However, the use of formal frameworks in the
interviews was limited to ensure that the respondents’ discussion was based on their
own experience and assessment. Two pilot interviews were undertaken to assess the
duration of the interview and to refine the data collection method. Changes were made
to the data collection sheets and to the flow of the interview guidelines.

4.3 Data analysis

All interviews were subject to an initial inductive process of qualitative analysis. Data
content analysis was undertaken directly from the interview recordings, extracting key
themes based on the frameworks of Mitchell et al (1997), Bovey and Hede (2001) and
Burke (2007). These data were then codified and aggregated into digital format.
Analyses determined common patterns across all interviews and the themes were
transformed into workable data in the form of ranked-order tables and contingency
tables which assessed frequency of occurrence and the way variables related to each
other. Pearson’s chi-square tests were used when testing the independence of two
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nominal-scale variables (Weiers 2011). An Exact test allowed the researchers to
perform the same statistical test with a small number of case variables and with
expected cell counts below five (IBM 2011). In some cases the Monte Carlo Estimate
method was used (Mehta & Patel 2011).

4.4 Research limitations

History and maturation effects might have been present in some cases. Covert
resistance is hard to observe and this could have influenced the respondents’
perception of whether it was present, so that it may have been underreported. For each
change intervention only one person’s view was obtained and this may have been a
biased view of what actually occurred.

5 Findings

5.1 Stakeholders

The interviewees did not express a common view on a definition of stakeholders of
change initiatives. One interviewee said “that depends on your definition of stakeholder

. our definition would be a decision-maker”. Others, in particular consultants,
acknowledged broader stakeholder roles. A change consultant said “...we had to
manage suppliers, this was a consolidation exercise and different suppliers would bring
stuff in at different periods”, and an organisational design consultant stated that “I got
the union on-board quite early.”

Interviewees mentioned an average of eight stakeholder groups each and ten
stakeholder groups were decided on after content analysis. The stakeholder groups
were then categorised according to Freeman’s (1984) concept of stakeholders that
were affected by the project or could affect and influence the project and then
according to whether they were internal or external to the organisation (Newcombe
2010). This resulted in the ten stakeholder groups being classified into four stakeholder
types: internal/can affect groups included directors and executive management, line
management, project teams and sponsors. The internal/affected groups were
represented by staff. The external/affected stakeholder groups were represented by
customers and suppliers. Finally, external/can affect groups were represented by
government, shareholders and staff representatives like unions. Given these
categories, a contingency table for the data for numbers of types of stakeholders
mentioned by the interviewees is given as Table 3.

Table 3
Stakeholder group relationship matrix

Relationship to project

Affected Can affect

Internal 22 62 84

External 19 17 36
41 79 120

Relationship to
organisation
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A Pearson 2-tailed Chi-square test was performed on the data using the asymptotic
estimation method. The test value was 7.92 with a p value of 0,005, indicating that the
stakeholder group relationship to the organisation and their relationship to the project
(affect or affected) were dependent on each other. Internal stakeholders were found to
be able to affect change disproportionately and external stakeholders to be more
affected by the change.

5.2 Which levels of power did each stakeholder group have?

Our investigation into the research question on levels of power revealed that opinions
expressed during the interviews on levels of power varied. One of the projects was
referred to as a “top-down autocratic project that nobody was going to criticise”, and in
another the “executive committee had minimal influence.” As discussed above, a
prompt card bearing a five-point ordinal scale was shown to the interviewees to gather
data on the stakeholders’ perceived level of power during the in-depth interviews. The
scale shown in Table 4 was created, based on the project management triple constraint
model of scope, budget and schedule (Burke 2007).

Table 4
Levels of power over change project

Level Description

1 Had no influence over the project.
Had minor influence over the project but would not have been able to cause major impact —
e.g. couldn’t through influence cause a material change to the resourcing, scope or timing.
Could influence the initiative in a way that might affect the budget or timing, but the initiative
3 could still be achieved within the boundaries laid out with adjustment (e.g. more budget,
change of schedule).
Could have a major impact on the direction of the change (i.e. the scope of the project,
4 duration etc), such as being able to force a change to the scope of the initiative from the
original plan, or significantly affect the desired outcomes (e.g. required returns).
Through their influence, could cause the project to fail outright (e.g. to be cancelled, or
cause the withholding of critical resources).

The level of power that the stakeholder groups held over a project was distributed as
shown in Table 5 below. Modal categories of power for each stakeholder group are
highlighted in grey.

Table 5
Levels of power identified by stakeholder group

Level of power
Stakeholder group 2 3 4 Total
Staff 8 4 4 22
Directors and executive management 1 4 5 22
Line / operational management 4 9 3 22
Project team 2 2 5 11
Shareholders 1 0 4 10
Customers 0 3 1 10
Suppliers (upstream) 1 2 1 9
Sponsors 0 0 2 7
Staff representatives (unions) 1 0 2 4
Government / regulation 0 0 0 3
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The relationship between the types of stakeholder and their levels of power were
investigated. Table 6 reports on the relationship between level of power and whether
the stakeholder groups were internal or external to the organisation. The modal
frequencies are highlighted by row.

Table 6

Relationship to organisation and levels of power

Relationship to Level of power

organisation 1 2 3 4 5 HEEE
Internal 7 | 15 | 19 | 19 h- 84
External 3 5 8 8 36
Totals 19 18 24 27 32 120
A two-tailed p-value Pearson Chi-square test was applied to the data. The Pearson
Chi-square value was 12.814, and the p value of 0.011 was lower than the significance
level of 0.05, showing a significant dependency between stakeholder group
relationships to an organisation and the level of power they had over the change

initiative. Stakeholder groups internal to the organisation had significantly higher levels
of power than those outside the organisation.

The relationship between whether the groups could affect or were affected by the
change and their levels of power are shown in Table 7.

Table 7
Relationship to change project and levels of power
) ) ) Level of power
Relationship to project 1 2 3 2 5 Totals
Affected 9 9 6 3 41
Can affect 5 9 15 21 79
Totals 19 18 24 27 32 120

A two-tailed p-value Pearson Chi-square test was applied to the data. The Pearson
Chi-square value was 25.773 and the p value of zero was lower than the significance
level of 0.05. There was a significant dependency between stakeholder group
relationships to projects and the level of power the stakeholders had. Affected groups
had much less power than the groups affecting the change.

5.3 Which forms of resistance were observed in the change
initiatives?

Our exploration of the research objective around forms of resistance indicated that 88
instances of resistant behaviour were observed across the projects and stakeholders.
Every instance of resistant behaviour was subcategorised by Bovey and Hede’s (2001)
framework, as explained in Table 1. The instances of resistance were also divided into
subcategories; for example, direct union action in the form of strikes was identified as a
“blocking” subcategory; not doing what was required was categorised as “failure to
implement”. Table 8 below displays the frequencies of each subcategory, and
summarises the resistance under the four categories of active-overt, passive-covert,
active-covert, and passive-overt, ranked in order of frequency.



108

South African Journal of Labour Relations: Vol 40 No 2 2016

Table 8
Frequencies of observations of resistance
Type of behaviour Subcategory Frequency
Active Overt 36
Outspoken criticism; expression of concern; cynical responses Outspoken criticism 12
Arguing; opposition at board; disagreement with strategy Argumentativeness 10
Strike action; refusal to support; withdrawal of support; not doing Blocking 7
their duties (JDs); physical freezing of project; disinvestment;
overriding decisions
Hiring against policy; dumping fuel; providing wrong data; Sabotage 5
poaching customers; leaving supplier; provision of incorrect data
Aggression Intimidation 1
Walked out Resignation 1
Passive Covert 23
Nonparticipation; withdrawal; avoiding getting involved; not Avoidance 16
doing the work; disinterest
Watching from the side; waiting to see what will happen Side-line 4
Disregarding information; ignoring Feigning ignorance 3
Active Covert 18
Criticism behind the scenes Behind the scenes 13
criticism
Political behaviour/criticism Undermining 3
Blaming and escalating to internal board; providing poor service Undermining 2
to customers
Passive Overt 11
Not sending specialists to attend sessions; withholding support; Withholding 7
withholding supply of funds; unable to support due to capacity
constraints
Delay in implementation; dragging feet Procrastination 3
Did not do required activities Failure to Implement 1
Totals 88

The occurrence of types of resistance behaviour was then examined for dependence in

a cross-tabulation, as shown in Table 9.

Table 9
Frequency of resistance observed
Overt Covert
Active 36 18 54
Passive 11 23 34
47 41 88

Source: Bovey and Hede (2001)

A Chi-square test of independence was performed on the variables using a standard
2-tailed p value Pearson Chi-square test. The test value was 9.872 and the p value of
0.002 was lower than the significance of 0.05. The two variables were dependent on
each other, with a disproportionate amount of active/overt and passive/covert resistant
behaviours. However, the data show that these terms cannot be used interchangeably.
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Table 10 shows the types of resistance to change actions that were observed for
each stakeholder group.

Table 10
Resistance actions by stakeholder groups
Action
Stakeholder groups Passive | Active Totals
Line / Operational management 10 25
Directors and executive management 5 22
Staff 16
Shareholders 1 6
Project team 1 5
Staff representatives (unions) 0 5
Suppliers (upstream) 1 3
Sponsors 0 3
Customers 0 2
Government / regulation 0 1
Total 34 54 88

The table clearly shows that line managers and executives exhibited more resistance to
change, both active and passive (45 in total), than the other 8 groups combined (41 in
total).

To determine whether there was a relationship between the type of stakeholder group
and their type of resistance to change, the data were cross-tabulated into Table 11.

Table 11
Relationship matrix of resistance actions by stakeholder groups
Stakeholder groups Action Totals
Passive Active
Internal (can affect) 24 31 55
Internal (affected) 8 8 16
External (can affect) 1 11 12
External (affected) 1 4 5
Total 34 54 88

The value of the Pearson Chi-square was 6.832 and the p value was 0.073, which is
greater than the significance level of 0.05 and an indication of independence of the
variables, i.e. there is no relationship between the type of stakeholder group and the
type of resistance behaviour exhibited.

5.4 Was there a relationship between stakeholder groups’ levels and
sources of power and their forms of resistance?

In exploring the research objective around the relationship between stakeholder groups’
levels of power and forms of resistance, the interviewees were asked whether each
stakeholder group they mentioned had exhibited resistance to change. Many
interviewees stated that some of the stakeholders they had mentioned did not resist
change. The research then tested whether the level of power each stakeholder group
had over the change process bore any relationship to whether or not resistance had
been observed. The frequencies of occurrence of resistance are shown in Table 12.
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Table 12
Level of power by occurrence of resistance
Resistance Totals
Power
Yes No
5 (high) 21 11 32
4 14 13 27
3 14 10 24
2 11 7 18
1 (low) 4 15 19
Totals 64 56 120

A 2-tailed Pearson chi-square test was performed on this data using an asymptotic
estimation method. The Pearson Chi-square value was 10.600, with a p value of 0.031.
The p-value of 0.031 was below the significance of 0.05, indicating dependency between
the level of power and the occurrence of resistance. In a surprising, important finding it
appeared that the groups who had higher power over the project demonstrated far higher
resistance to change behaviour than those with low power over the change initiative.

For the 64 instances where resistance was observed, the data were analysed to see
whether there was a relationship between the level of power and the resistance
displayed, either active or passive.

Table 13
Level of power and action
Power Active Passive Totals
5 (high) 13 8 21
4 7 7 14
3 11 3 14
2 1 10 11
1 (low) 1 3 4
Totals 33 31 64

A large number of the cells contained expected counts of less than 5, so a 2-sided Chi-
square test was used. The Pearson Chi-square value was 14.077 and the p value from
the Exact test was 0.005, which is lower than 0.05, indicating that the two variables
were dependent on each other, i.e. the stakeholders with higher power exhibited more
active forms of resistance while those with lower power demonstrated more passive
forms of resistance.

Similarly, the data on overt versus covert resistance were examined by level of power.

Table 14
Relationship between level of power and resistance
Power Covert Overt Totals
5 (high) 6 15 21
4 2 12 14
3 3 11 14
2 6 5 11
1 (low) 2 2 4
Totals 19 45 64

The Exact method on a 2-sided Chi-square test was used and the value was 6.108,
with a p value of 0.190, which was greater than 0.05. The two variables, power and
overt versus covert resistance, were independent of each other.
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6 Discussion

In the interesting findings of this study, some propositions of the current literature were
supported and some were contradicted.

6.1 Stakeholder groups

As Bourne and Walker (2005) emphasised, stakeholders have to be identified with their
respective needs to construct effective communication with them. The study found that
ten different stakeholder groups are involved in change processes and the largest three
groups identified were staff, line management, and directors, comprising 55% of the
mentions. The lowest group occurrences were unions and government. Even though
Freeman (1984), Reed (2008) and Newcombe (2010) alert researchers to the fact that
stakeholders are not only internal, by far the greatest occurrence in this study was
within the organisation. The potential to have an impact on a project is defined as
power by Kanter (1980). In this study the highest proportion (66%) of stakeholder
groups were seen to be able to affect a project rather than to be affected by it, i.e. to
have reasonable levels of power. Our study revealed that internal stakeholders had a
higher likelihood (52%) of being able to affect a project than external stakeholders.
Interestingly, the three sample groups identified stakeholder groups differently. For
instance, human resource practitioners had a greater tendency to identify internally
aligned stakeholders (80% of the time).

6.2 Levels of power

The study explored the distribution of types and levels of power of the stakeholder
groups during the change processes; the perceptions of interviewees were identified
and analysed. Interview data revealed that internal stakeholders had been perceived as
having higher degrees of power and the stakeholders most affected by the changes as
having the lowest levels of power. The finding of high levels of power seems to contrast
with Pfeffer's (1992) view that only the highest levels of management can get things
accomplished. Kanter (1980) defines power as the ability to mobilise resources and get
things done. Six of the 15 projects considered were driven from the top, either by the
CEO or by an executive committee. An interviewee referred to there being a place for
the “thou shalt do it” approach to change.

Certain groups were perceived by the interviewees as having very strong
relationships with specific levels of power. Directors and executive management,
shareholders and sponsors demonstrated high concentrations of level 5 power and in
almost all cases fell within the power dimension of Mitchell et al's stakeholder
typologies (1997) as either dormant, dominant or definitive, supporting the idea of
concentration of power within certain groups. Internal groups that could affect the
project were the most frequently recorded powerful groups, holding 61% of all power
observed above a level 3. This trend supports the findings of Robbins et al (2009), who
emphasise that strength of power is about how severe the consequences are and in
current organisational structures management would normally have the most control
over consequences such as dismissal (coercive power) and promotion (reward power)
as per the seminal work of French and Raven (1959).

The study revealed that there was a significant relationship between stakeholder
groups and perceptions of their levels of power. There was also dependency between
group relationships with the organisation and levels of power. For example, groups with
internal relationships with the organisation showed higher levels of power. The
implications of these outcomes are that certain types of stakeholder groups may have
predictable levels of power which need to be harnessed during change processes.
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6.3 Resistance to change

Most of the literature on resistance focuses on why resistance happens, with less focus
on the actual manifestations of resistance. Out of the 120 stakeholder groups identified by
the interviewees, just over half (64) were observed to display resistance. This was quite
surprising as it showed that a significantly large portion of key groups associated with a
project were not wholly on board with the change process. The research identified a wide
variety of resistant behaviours which could be categorised into the systems mentioned in
the literature (Bovey & Hede 2001; Hultman 1995). The most frequently observed types
of resistance included criticism (both outspoken and covert), argumentativeness,
avoidance or non-participation, and withholding of resources. Our findings showed that a
significantly higher level of resistance was active (61%) rather than passive.

The two variables, namely active/passive and overt/covert, were dependent, as
expected. The most notable finding was that active-overt resistance made up the highest
grouping (41% of observations) and passive-covert (26%) the second highest. However,
all permutations of these variables were noted and change practitioners should heed
passive/overt and active/covert forms. The study indicated that external affected
stakeholder groups were more likely not to resist, and internal affected groups were more
prone to resist. Some of the examples from the interviews included a chairman who was
highly resistant to a strategic project; however in other projects CEOs were the active
drivers of the projects. The highest frequencies of resistance action, both active and
passive, were observed with internally related stakeholders. However, directors and
executive management, shareholders and sponsors were more active in their resistance,
whereas line managers were twice as likely to resist in passive ways, which supports the
findings of Giangreco and Peccei (2005) and Kanter (1980).

Covert resistant behaviour was possibly underreported as being covert. Such
behaviour is less obvious than overt behaviour and change experts might not have
observed sufficient instances of covert behaviour when it was present. Findings
indicated far higher frequencies of both overt and covert intentional behaviour for
internal stakeholder groups, but this could also be related to the low frequencies of
external stakeholders being identified in the interviews.

6.4 Relationship between levels of power and resistance

An important finding in this research is the establishment of the direct relationship
between resistance behaviours and the level of power the stakeholder groups have
over the project. Although Trader-Leigh (2002) discussed the impact of change on
power coalitions and the status quo, and the redistribution factor where parties lose
control, funds, or resources, and Kanter (1980) observed that people affected by
projects would use politics and their sources of power to direct their resistance, this is
the first documentation of the nature of this relationship.

The most interesting and unexpected finding was that stakeholders perceived as
having the highest levels of power were the most likely to display resistance. For
instance, 66% of the stakeholders deemed to have level 5 power demonstrated
resistance, whereas only 21% of stakeholders having level 1 power resisted in any
way. The study therefore confirmed that level of power and resistance showed positive
interdependence. Furthermore, resistance is more likely to take an active form when
power levels are high, and a passive one when power levels are low. This supports
some of the ideas of Piderit (2000) and Oreg (2006). Our study also supported Kanter’s
(1980) notion that power and resistance are related but this was not empirically tested
previously.
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The research reinforces literature findings which indicate that organisational
structures create power bases. People resist changes to the nature of their power, and
power enables people to cause harm in a greater or lesser degree. External
stakeholders and staff that were most affected by the change project had the lowest
levels of power, which of course would make them the most vulnerable. The work of
Greenwood and Van Buren (2010) on trustworthiness of organisations is relevant here.
Change project leaders must take note of the ethical issues in stakeholder relationships
and endeavour to treat all stakeholders fairly, even those with low power and those who
display less active resistance.

6.5 Implications for practitioners

Our research focused on three broad themes, namely stakeholder groups, power and
resistance; and more specifically on how these relate to each other across a change
initiative. The research offered two novel frameworks for practitioners, namely the
framework for cataloguing types of resistance by using the four combinations of
active/passive and covert/overt and the framework for depicting levels of power on
change projects using descriptions in project management language. These
frameworks could be utilised by practitioners on change projects to differentiate and
categorise the types of resistance that they encounter as well as estimate the level of
power that their stakeholder groups display. These frameworks could then be used in
proactive planning to move projects forward. Tables 4 and 8, which show the
internal/external and affect/affected by categories and types of resistance that could be
encountered, are also important for practitioners. They could utilise the insights
provided to differentiate between stakeholder groups. As Olander and Landin (2005)
stressed, this is a necessary step in planning change projects.

Surprising relationships were uncovered, and an integrating model was developed to
graphically collate the findings.

Figure 2
Stakeholders’ power and resistance model
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The model in Figure 2 depicts the significant finding in our research that the higher the
level of power the more active and overt the resistance will be and the higher the
likelihood that resistant actions will take place. The stakeholder groups that were more
likely to have high power were those with an internal relationship with the organisation
and the ability to affect the change project, such as directors and executives or line and
operational management. Figure 2 shows that these stakeholders’ likelihood of
affecting the change project could increase, owing to their high levels of power and
subsequent high levels of resistance. Change projects would therefore need to
accommodate the concerns of and criticism from these important stakeholders. Once
their issues have been addressed, their access to support as a power source could
assist project progress. Of further interest is the finding that staff who had lower levels
of power reverted to moderate active and passive resistance, whereas customers who
had low levels of power were less likely to show resistance. A particular concern is the
project team who had higher power or influence on the project, but often reverted to
passive resistance, which included procrastinating and feigning ignorance. The success
of a change initiative can obviously be hugely negatively impacted by these actions.

These implications could be fruitfully utilised in a change planning process by
considering stakeholders on a project in a structured manner and predicting their
behaviour, so that a mitigation or response strategy could be prepared. If groups are
not expected to resist, then planning could involve finding ways to lobby support and
continue to keep these people engaged and positive. If groups are expected to resist,
the model can predict the type of resistance and form either a contingency strategy to
reduce the likelihood of the behaviour occurring, or respond to it when it does with a
mitigation plan to reduce the impact. For example, if active, overt resistance is
expected from a senior internal stakeholder group, then perhaps their sources of power
could be adjusted to change their behaviour. A group could have their legitimacy
consciously removed (for example through demotion or transfer) or training could be
guided towards diluting a particular group’s knowledge power by empowering more
people in the organisation.

6.6 Recommendations for future research

A further study on the same topic from the viewpoint of non-managerial staff may yield
interesting findings. Seeing that there was a possible limitation in the observation of
covert behaviour, a more sensitive and directed approach to collecting data on covert
behaviour would probably reveal important findings. Future studies could investigate
specific resistance response activities, e.g. overt/passive activities, and how best they
should be responded to. Further research on various aspects of the model in Figure 2
would strengthen understanding of the relationship between the dimensions and extend
the ability to plan for resistance to change.

This research clearly contributes to understanding the relationship between
stakeholders, their power and resistance to change and could provide valuable inputs
into systematic change planning processes by addressing the revealed resistance of
high power stakeholder groups.
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