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1. Problem Statement and Research Question

The failure rate of Change Management projects is estimated to be 60% to 80%

(Whelan & Berry 2010,  Kotter 1996, 2008, Armenakis & Harris 2009, Meaney & Pung 2008 , Claßen & Kyaw 2009 and appr. 20 other sources)

Potential reasons for failure:

� Pace of change has increased
� Readiness and success factors for change unclear
� Internal and external triggers (all shapes, forms, sizes)
� Ignoring the human factor
� Contradictory approaches
� Communications

(By 2005, 2007; Graetz & Smith 2010; Armenakis & Harris 2009, Whelan-Berry & Somerville 2010,  CapGemini 2008, Bearing Point 2007) 

Exploring current neuroscientific research to investigate potential contributions to the
field of change management suggesting more promising approach to change projects
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1. Problem Statement and Research Question (Illustration)

(Bearing Point 2007) 
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2. Overview of Traditional Change Management 
Approaches and underlying Philosophies

From Rational ….

� Linear & Planned 
� Rational & Predictable 
� Continuous & Controllable
� Managed & Leader 

centric
� One-dimensional & 

Prescriptive 

… to Postmodern

� Non-Linear & Emergent
� Ambiguous & Divers 
� Heterogeneous
� Modular & 

Complementary
� Recursive & Participant 

centric
� Multi-level & Descriptive

Biological Institutional

Resource Contingency

Psychological

Political

Cultural

Systems

(Adapted from:  Graetz  & Smith 
2010, Morgan 2006)

“Traditional frameworks (…) ignore 
the complexities and contradictory 
nature of organizations, as well as 
the divers range of people working 
in them. (…) traditional models 
concentrate on one perspective at 
the expense of the competing 
perspective (…, leadership vs. 
empowerment, economic vs. social 
goals, …)”

(Graetz & Smith 2010)

Focus on: 
Case for Action & structure and process for change

Focus on:
Individual experience and power

(Collins 1998, Graetz & Smith 2010, By 2005, 2007, 2011, Armenakis & Harris 2009, DiBella 2007, Stock-Homburg 2007, Krüger 2006,
Higgs & Rowland 2005, Young 2009, Pettigrew et.al. 2001, Bamford & Daniel 2005, Tobey & Manning 2009)
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3. Change Management Models
Traditional vs. Neuro Based

Recognize the 
Need for Change

Revalue Choices
Respond with 
Repetition

Refocus 
Behavior

Reflect 
Expectations & 

Values

Relable 
Reactions

Meaning Practice ContributionFocus

Neuro Change Model
(Schwartz et.al. 2011)

Need for Change Create Vision

Separate from 
past

Create Sense of 
Urgency

Support strong 
leader role

Emergent Change Model
“Ten Commandments…”
(Kanter 1992)

Political 
sponsorship

Craft 
implementation

Develop 
Structures

Communicate, 
be honest

Reinforce & 
institutionalize 

change

Create Sense of 
Urgency

Develop Vision 
& Strategy

Create a guiding 
coalition

Communicate 
vision

Empower broad 
based action

Short term wins
Consolidate gain, 
produce more 

change

Anchoring the 
NEW in Culture

Emergent Change Model
“Eight Stage Process …”
(Kotter 1996)

Exploration
(Need for Change)

Planning Action Integration
Planned Change Model
“It´s just a Phase …”
(Bullock & Batten 1985)
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4. The Neuro based Change Model 
Personality Model (Roth 2007)

(Roth 2007, pp 90, Lieberman 2007, Roth & Dicke 2005)

Cognitive – Communicative  SELF

(Basis of rationality, Imagination without action)

Individual – Social  SELF

(Basis of conscious individually & socially mediated 
„Existence of self“)

Unconcious SELF

(Basis of Personality)

Emotional Conditioning

Experience based linking of environmental information with emotions
Reward system, Motivation through rewards evaluation and expectation

Vegetative-affective behavior

Securing the  biological existence (food, anger, aggression, escape, temperament, sexual drive)

A
ct
in
g

Insight and conscious perception of emotions
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4. The Neuro based Change Model 
“Minimize Danger, Maximize Reward”

� Danger means threat response, activating the
amygdala in the “lower” limbic system

� Mentally taxing

� Eroding productivity of a person

� Working memory function is impaired and
becomes less efficient

Clear expectations, independent decision making,
relationship building, and fairness are important
ingredients enabling to be:

� More effective

� More open to ideas

� More creative

� Focused attention

RewardDanger

Change projects require effort in thinking (analytic, creativity, problem solving) 

(Schwartz et.al. 2011, Rock & Schwartz 2006, Lieberman 2007, Krueger et.al. 2007, Koyama et. al. 2005, Glimcher et.al. 2009, Koyama et. al. 2005, Beugré 2010, Bear, et.al. 2009)
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4. The Neuro based Change Model 
Dealing with Uncertainty and Expectations – Fear of the Unknown

� Evaluation of risks and rewards
� Anticipation of change
� Fatigues easily
� Limited capacity

� Habits, routines, familiar activity
� Shaped by extensive training and experience
� Frees up the processing resources of the

prefrontal cortex
� Fear

Basal Ganglia / Amygdala / Insula

Prefrontal Cortex 

� Interactions of subconscious and conscious
part of the brain

� Detection of errors, i.e. a perceived difference
between expectation and reality

� Perceptions are compared to existing
information (prototyps)

� “Errors” in the environment produce intense
neural activity, stronger than the firing caused
by familiar stimuli

� Signals generated: become emotional and act
more impulsively; unconscious part of the
brain resumes control

� Limited possibilities of deliberately changing
habits or behaviors just by thinking of it.

� Leads to a feeling of being uncomfortable and
creates resistance to avoid change and the
capacity for higher thought is decreased.

� Change itself thus amplifies stress and
discomfort

(Schwartz et.al. 2011, Rock & Schwartz 2006, Lieberman 2007, Krueger et.al. 2007, Glimcher et.al. 
2009, Koyama et. al. 2005, Beugré 2010, (Bear, et.al. 2009)
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5. Conclusion

Neuroscience as a new framework can shed light on existing problems by identifying

� Common neural processes across behaviors, how humans e.g. deal with 
uncertainty, expectations, stress, ambiguity, conflict or finding solutions

� Central role of the individual in a change management situation

� And linking organizational phenomena, neural activation, mental processes and 
behavior

� Ways to improve change management effectiveness, organizational productivity 
and employee satisfaction



11
© 2011 Martin Kupiek

6. Contribution and Limitations

Contribution

� A different angle of looking at change

� Basic understanding of neuroscience concepts allows to handle change more 
effectively

� New theoretical propositions that integrate neuroscience findings into the 
established body of research about change management 

Limitations

� No real world evidence yet available (preparation of a case study is in progress)

� Scope is even larger (e.g. role of communication, decision making, leadership, 
status and hierarchy)
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Back up
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1 Challenges of Change Management Projects (II/II)

office@transformation-
consulting.com 

Quelle: IBM Corporation  „Making Change Happen “, 2008 
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The X-System and the C-System

Adapted from: Beugré, C.D. (2009): Exploring the neural basis of fairness


