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ne of the most baffling and recalcitrant of the problems which business executives face is employee
resistance to change. Such resistance may take a number of forms—persistent reduction in output,
increase in the number of “quits” and requests for transfer, chronic quarrels, sullen hostility, wildcat
or slowdown strikes, and, of course, the expression of a lot of pseudological reasons why the change

will not work. Even the more petty forms of this resistance can be troublesome.

All too often when executives encounter resistance to change, they “explain” it by quoting the cliche that “people
resist change” and never look further. Yet changes must continually occur in industry. This applies with particular
force to the all-important “little” changes that constantly take place—changes in work methods, in routine office

procedures, in the location of a machine or a desk, in personnel assignments and job titles.

No one of these changes makes the headlines, but in total they account for much of our increase in productivity.
They are not the spectacular once-in-a-lifetime technological revolutions that involve mass layoffs or the

obsolescence of traditional skills, but they are vital to business progress.

Does it follow, therefore, that business management is forever saddled with the onerous job of “forcing” change
down the throats of resistant people? My answer is no. It is the thesis of this article that people do not resist
technical change as such and that most of the resistance which does occur is unnecessary. I shall discuss these

points, among others:

1. A solution which has become increasingly popular for dealing with resistance to change is to get the people
involved to “participate” in making the change. But as a practical matter “participation” as a device is not a good

way for management to think about the problem. In fact, it may lead to trouble.

2. The key to the problem is to understand the true nature of resistance. Actually, what employees resist is usually
not technical change but social change—the change in their human relationships that generally accompanies

technical change.

3. Resistance is usually created because of certain blind spots and attitudes which staff specialists have as a result

of their preoccupation with the technical aspects of new ideas.



4. Management can take concrete steps to deal constructively with these staff attitudes. The steps include

emphasizing new standards of performance for staff specialists and encouraging them to think in different ways,

as well as making use of the fact that signs of resistance can serve as a practical warning signal in directing and

timing technological changes.

5. Top executives can also make their own efforts more effective at meetings of staff and operating groups where

change is being discussed. They can do this by shifting their attention from the facts of schedules, technical

details, work assignments, and so forth, to what the discussion of these items indicates in regard to developing

resistance and receptiveness to change.

Retrospective Commentary

In the 15 years since this article was published, we
have seen a great deal of change in industry, but the
human aspects of the topic do not seem very
different. The human problems associated with
change remain much the same even though our
understanding of them and our methods for dealing
with them have advanced.

The first of the two major themes of the article is that
resistance to change does not arise because of
technical factors per se but because of social and
human considerations. This statement still seems to
be true. There is, however, an implication in the
article that the social and human costs of change, if
recognized, can largely be avoided by thoughtful
management effort. Today | am less sanguine about
this.

It is true that these costs can be greatly reduced by
conscious attention. Managements that have tried
have made much progress during the past 15 years.
Here are some examples of what has been done:

e Fewer people are now pushed out of the back
doors of industry—embittered and “burned out”
before their time.

e Fewer major strikes are the result of head-on
clashes over new technology and its effects on
jobs.

Let us begin by taking a look at some research into the
nature of resistance to change. There are two studies in
particular that I should like to discuss. They highlight
contrasting ways of interpreting resistance to change

and of coping with it in day-to-day administration.

Is Participation Enough?

The first study was conducted by Lester Coch and John
R.P. French, Jr. in a clothing factory.! It deserves special
comment because, it seems to me, it is the most
systematic study of the phenomenon of resistance to
change that has been made in a factory setting. To

describe it briefly:

The two researchers worked with four different groups
of factory operators who were being paid on a modified
piece-rate basis. For each of these four groups a minor
change in the work procedure was installed by a
different method, and the results were carefully
recorded to see what, if any, problems of resistance
occurred. The four experimental groups were roughly
matched with respect to efficiency ratings and degree of
cohesiveness; in each group the proposed change
modified the established work procedure to about the

same degree.

The work change was introduced to the first group by
what the researchers called a “no-participation” method.
This small group of operators was called into a room

where some staff people told the members that there



