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Executive Summary

For years research has suggested that change 

management programs fail more often than not.  

Yet, year after year companies give it a go using 

more or less the same assumptions and methods.

The Covid-19 crisis, however, provides a surprising oppor-

tunity to rethink some of our basic assumptions about how 

companies and employees might change in ways that are 

more effective and sustainable.  

This white paper first takes a brief look at some of the com-

mon approaches to change management and why they are 

ineffective, and then suggests an alternative approach that 

is less prescriptive and more employee-driven.  

While the specific application of the change process is in 

the domain of workplace strategy, it is suggested here that 

the process and method proposed can be useful for other 

types of change initiatives as well (IT, operations, marketing, 

HR, etc).

Specifically, we explore the current and pressing change 

issues surrounding when and where people will work as 

companies adapt to a post-Covid work environment.
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Introduction

Research by McKinsey suggests that change management programs fail 

around 70% of the time.  

According to their research, programs fail for two main reasons: employee resistance 

to change, and lack of management support.(1)  At first glance these seem like the 

obvious reasons.  But on closer scrutiny, how much does this really tell us?  Why do 

employees resist?  And why is there often a persistent lack of management support?

In order to get back on track and to make change programs more effective, we need to 

ask the right questions, and we need a better understanding of what makes employees 

tick and what they will realistically respond to.

In the paper we explore a new way forward in four sections.  

I. First, we look at some of the more established change management methods 

and processes, the ones that many firms and consulting firms follow. 

II. Secondly we look at research that seeks to understand, from the employee’s 

point of view, why these are ineffective. 

III. Thirdly, we consider the change process from the perspective of social science, 

which has a long history of research into the dynamics of social change. 

IV. And finally, in the fourth part, we synthesize our findings and present our own 

model for changing organizational behavior.  

Change Management 

programs fail for 

two main reasons: 

employee resistance 

to change, and lack of 

management support.

70% 
failure rate

Our approach is uniquely employee-centered (vs. management-centered), and is 

thus disruptive in some key respects.  However, as we discuss throughout, the 

current Covid moment is itself disruptive, and we think that now is the right time to 

introduce a change process that fits these times.
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I.
Popular Approaches

There are several common change management models that 

many companies and consultancies deploy.

Blue blood consultancies (such as Bain, McKinsey, BCG, Accenture, 

etc) have their own unique versions of these, but many of the basic 

assumptions behind the programs are similar.  

 » Prosci & ADKAR

 » Three-Stage Change Model (Kurt Lewin)

 » Leading Change (John Kotter)

These days the difference often lies in 

how aggressively the digital side of the 

transformation process is embedded into 

client organizations.

Digital 
transformation
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Prosci & ADKAR

As a standalone change management offering, the ADKAR model offered by the training organiza-

tion, Prosci, is perhaps the most ubiquitous.(2)  Prosci has trained both internal corporate professio-

nals as well as consultants for over twenty years.  ADKAR is a highly structured and repeatable pro-

cess with a significant amount of research behind it.  There are five sections or steps in the process:

 » Awareness (of the need for change)

 » Desire (to support the change)

 » Knowledge (of how to change)

 » Ability (to demonstrate skills and behaviors)

 » Reinforcement (to make change stick)

The Prosci organization clearly does a solid job in providing a structured approach to the change 

process.  The long-term success of the organization would suggest that the ADKAR framework 

works for some organizations.  As I will discuss in the following section, though, it is easy to see 

how it might be difficult to get all the individuals in an organization on board in sync with each of the 

five steps in their process.  While great on paper, it is also easy to see how/why some organizations 

might not be able to successfully get all the way to the finish line.



007 

White Paper by OpenWork Agency

Leading Change (John Kotter)

In the mid-1990s former Harvard Business School Professor John Kotter provided another frame-

work that has been adopted and deployed by organizations of all types and sizes.(3)  Like ADKAR, 

it is a multi-step framework, and breaks down the process into more granular components.  Kotter 

wisely focused on the difficulty of getting a sufficient number of internal champions involved with 

the change process so that momentum can be built and the programs sustained.  His 8 Steps are:

 » Create (a sense of urgency)

 » Build (a guiding coalition)

 » Form (a strategic vision and initiatives)

 » Enlist (a volunteer army)

 » Enable (action by removing barriers)

 » Generate (short term wins)

 » Sustain ( acceleration)

 » Institute (change)

Like ADKAR, Kotter’s model is solid and makes perfect sense as a structured, linear program.  Ho-

wever, also like ADKAR, it is a top-down and prescriptive approach that, logical as it is on paper, is 

management-centric and is a heavy lift for everyday employees.  It is easy to see how the program 

might not make it to the finish line.
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Three-Stage Change Model (Kurt Lewin)

Kurt Lewin’s three-stage change model is the granddaddy of them all.  Lewin, a social psychologist, 

presented his model in the mid 1940s, and in many ways his model has been the basis for many 

subsequent models.(4)  Others, like Prosci and Kotter, have used his basic framework as a starting 

point, and then have added specificity to make the process more tangible on the ground.  Lewin’s 

3 Step Model looks like this:

 » Unfreeze

 » Change (transition)

 » Refreeze

 

Lewin’s three steps make sense logically, but each step is so simple and even blunt that it is easy to 

understand why subsequent models were filled in with greater detail.  How exactly do you ‘unfreeze’ 

peoples’ behaviors?  Again, it is a great notion on paper, but in the day-to-day lives of employees, it 

can be difficult to execute ‘unfreezing’ or ‘refreezing.’  Nonetheless, even today, some seventy years 

later, change programs often follow the basic outline of Lewin’s original model. 
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II.
Why Employees Don’t Respond

As McKinsey has suggested, the two main reasons behind the 

failure of change programs are employee resistance, and lack of 

management support.  This only scratches the surface of what 

is going on.  Each of the abovementioned programs suffers 

from the same thing: They assume that by outlining a logical and 

structured process, people will logically ‘get it’ and follow along.  

Such approaches appeal to managers because managers like 

structure.  But at their core the programs are difficult to connect 

with employee experience.

Research recently conducted in partnership between Harvard 

Business Review and Strativity gives us a clearer sense of why 

change programs actually fail.  Strativity CEO Lior Arussy paints 

a bleak picture of the prospects for change when he reflects on 

the findings of the study.(5)

 » 86% of respondents were being asked to participate in 

multiple change initiatives simultaneously

 » 91% have experienced a change initiative that failed

These are the headwinds that any new change initiative faces.  

The HBR/Strativity survey asked respondents to list what 

they see as the reasons that the various initiatives have been 

unsuccessful.  Respondents were asked to list them in order of 

importance.  The results are very interesting:

 » Poor communication- 62%

 » Insufficient leadership- 54%

 » Organizational politics- 50%

 » Lack of understanding purpose of the change- 50%

 » Lack of user buy-in- 42%

 » Lack of collaboration- 40%

 » Insufficient budget- 23%

 » Insufficient time- 17%

Reflecting on the results of the survey, Arussy is quick to point 

out that all of the most problematic issues are human issues.  

That is, people (in all organizations) act on emotion more than 

they do on logic.  

Thus the 30% success rate of change programs.

Each of the three programs discussed above is helpful in that they provide 
a clearly delineated structure and process.  Because of this, each has been 
embraced enthusiastically by businesses around the world.  Unfortunately, 
as McKinsey and others have pointed out, 70% of change programs fail to 
achieve their stated objectives.  Why?

We can implore people to follow the clearly delineated 

steps in a change program (pick whichever one you want), 

but because humans are primarily emotional creatures, 

that will always be difficult.
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III.
What Social Science Has to Say

Lewin should have known this.  He seems to have built 

his three-phase model on the earlier work of French 

anthropologist, Arnold van Gennep.  Gennep’s famous 

book, Rites of Passage (1909), outlines the three steps 

that people move through when going through transition 

stages in their lives.(6)  Van Gennep wrote largely about 

life-transitions such as the shift from adolescence to 

adulthood and marriage, but his work has become a 

model for other theorists of social change.  Van Gennep 

outlines threes stages, but note that he focuses more on 

the experience of the participants than on the end goal:

 » Separation (from one’s previous life routine)

 » Transition (movement to a new life routine)

 » Integration (into a new life routine)

Later, British anthropologist Victor Turner picked up on 

Van Gennep’s work and added his own interpretation of 

the three-step process in his book, The Ritual Process.

(7)  For Turner, change was best understood as drama, 

because it called on the emotional states of 

people as they go through the stages.

 » Structure

 » Liminality (a state in between states)

 » Incorporation 

Like van Gennep, Turner allows for the 

emotions and drama that one experiences 

when their structured routines are upset.  

The approach of trying to induce people 

to change by presenting ‘highly structured 

change programs’ does not eliminate the 

drama and emotion that is inevitably involved.

This is why we need an altogether new approach to 

change management.  As long as change programs 

are top-down, prescriptive, and management-centric, 

people will not be responsive and willing participants.  

In order for that to happen, we will need to flip the script 

and put employees at the center of the change equation.  

Only then will they have a sense of agency during the 

liminal phase of a change sequence.  

Scholars of social change look at the change process differently than business managers.  They 

understand that humans are emotional creatures who live within systems of meaning (culture) that 

provide a sense of order in their lives. 

When we ask employees to unfreeze or refreeze their behaviors, this triggers emotional confusion, fear, and chaos.  

Evolutionary science informs us that when humans are confronted in this way, certain responses (either fight or flight 

/ or shutting down) will follow.  Because of this, top-down, directed, and prescriptive change initiatives will continue 

to fail.  
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IV. 
The LEMR             Approach

The  current Covid-19 crisis presents an opportunity to fundamentally rethink 
the change process, so that we can begin to chip away at the 70% failure rate.  

As outlined on the following page, our model is specific to change as it relates to workplace and workplace strategy.  

Even more specifically, it is targeted at the decisions that companies are facing right now as they make decisions 

regarding when to return to the office, who will return, etc.  Note that the model flips the traditional approach where 

management decides what the changes will be and then directs employees to embrace those changes and follow 

along.  What happens when employees have more agency in the change process?

L

E

M

R
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The process starts by trusting employees to know what 

types of changes are needed in order for them to be 

more effective.  With respect to the current ‘return to 

work’ decision moment, this means listening to what is 

happening now, and what employees want to happen 

next.

 » What types of employees do you currently have?  

That is, what are their knowledge worker types?

 » Where do individual employees do their best work?

 » How and where do they want to work, and with 

what frequency?

 » How do your employees define flexibility?  

 » What are the most important aspects of flexibility to 

them? Location? Time? 

 

Documenting the responses to these questions at the 

outset, and then finding the patterns and solutions that 

make the most sense for the most people, should not 

be that difficult to do.  If this is the starting point for the 

change process, then employees will feel a much grea-

ter sense of ownership from the outset.  They will not feel 

like the change program has been foisted upon them.

Once there is a clear understanding of your actual 

workforce composition (i.e. worker types) and when, 

where, and how employees want to work, the next 

step is to enable them to work in those ways.  In many 

ways this is a process of personalization, both at the 

individual and team levels.  The enablement will need 

to be driven by technology.

 » Utilize platform technology to facilitate choice and 

access to the office or other locations

 » Deploy check-in features wherever employees 

are working

 » Integrate a suite of technology tools for 

communication and collaboration

 » Don’t forget about innovation

As we are outlining it here, enablement is the step 

where the right technology is put in place, and then 

management gets out of the way to let people do their 

thing.

2 ENABLE1 LISTEN

Even though the Enable phase is ‘hands off’ with respect 

to management oversight, it will be necessary for ma-

nagement to measure everything, in real time. 

 » Where are people checking in to work? (at the 

office, at home, other)

 » What are they working on in the various locations? 

 » Where are they most effective working on different 

types of work tasks?

 » What are the utilization rates of different areas at 

the office

 » Employee Engagement?

 » Productivity?

 » Happiness?

3 MEASURE

With real time data about when, where, and how peo-

ple are working, there is a new opportunity for compa-

nies to align their real estate portfolios with employee’s 

natural usage patterns.  This is a once in a generation 

opportunity. 

 » How much square footage is really needed

 » How many offices do you need?

 » How many fixed workstations are needed?

 » What design tweaks/experiments can you run 

and A/B test to see what employees respond to?

4 REFINE

Changes driven by employee choice, which are then meticulously measured, provide the hard and 

real-time data needed for office design to evolve with the time.  The days of the open plan office 

seem to be numbered.  American companies don’t seem to respond positively to activity based 

working (ABW).  Coworking as a corporate option seems to be in question.  But what comes next?  

Until we collect enough of the right kind of data we won’t know.
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Conclusion

Seeking to change the norms of ‘change management’ 

is disruptive indeed.  But we are living in disruptive times 

that call for disruptive measures. 

At the least, we need to shift away from a frame of thinking which suggests that we 

are ever at a fixed, permanent, or normal state.  Change is constant and eternal.  

We get into trouble when we assume that what we are doing now is the normal 

state of affairs, which is upset only when we launch a change initiative.  

The LEMR approach is not so much a ‘change process’ as it is a perspective for 

managing the necessity of change on an ongoing basis.  In this regard it is a mind-

set.  It is hoped that with millions of knowledge workers currently working at home, 

now might be a time to rethink what comes next.  Rather than holding on to yester-

day’s assumptions intact and bringing people back to the office (even if slowly and 

carefully) as if nothing has really changed, what if the Covid moment was a great 

reset for the world of workplace strategy, as it has been for many individual house-

holds?  What if employees ‘had a go’ in the driver’s seat of the change process?  In 

light of the historical 30% success rate of conventional change programs, it seems 

that we have little to lose, and much to gain.
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