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The role of effective communication in the change management process. 
 

 

In order to increase the pace and effectiveness of changes introduced  

in any group – professional or social – it is worth using a 4-stage communication 

strategy, adapted to the feelings and reactions of the people affected by the 

transformation. 

Stage 1 – Denial. 

denial most often occurs – employees deny that the transformation is 

necessary at all, that it is already taking place, or that the change affects them at 

all. 

Typical reactions include: verbal denial of facts, functioning according to 

previous principles, rules or patterns of conduct, often with greater commitment 

than before taking up the information about starting the change process. When 

conducting communication at this stage, you should: 

1. Explain to employees exactly what the changes are: messages should be 

formulated in a clear and legible way for recipients, use understandable 

language, use analogies and examples referring to their current level of 

knowledge and experience. In this context, it is also necessary to transparently 

indicate what can and what can no longer be negotiated; 

2. Present facts and provide everyone (person, teams) with the same information. 

When building the message, refer to sources of knowledge about the ongoing 

transformation and its effects that are known and recognized by the recipients: 

decisions, legal requirements, scientific studies, data, authorities. 
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It is important to maintain consistency in the transmission of verified facts . 

Regardless of whether the communication is individual (personalized) or 

group (general), it is important to ensure that the same information is 

conveyed. This increases the credibility of both the data and the person 

presenting it. 

At this point, it is worth pointing out the important role that change leaders 

should play in the communication strategy, i.e. people from a given 

environment (e.g. employees of a given workplace, team), who know its 

specifics and are therefore trustworthy. Information provided by leaders, 

somehow confirmed by their position, knowledge and experience, will allow 

recipients to fully realize the situation they are in; 

3. Emphasize the benefits of the new situation, especially the benefits for people 

who are participants in the process. You can, for example, point to new 

knowledge or skills, the acquisition of which during the transformation will 

bring employees a number of positive effects, e.g. raising their position in the 

company, new opportunities on the labor market, the possibility of obtaining 

a higher salary, better working conditions, etc. 

In addition to the general benefits, at this stage it will also be useful to refer 

to the individual system of values. It is therefore worth knowing  

and indicating how the effect of the transformation will translate, for example, 

into improved health of a given employee, higher quality of life of their family, 

better relationships with other people, etc. 

Stage 2 – resistance. 

Once it becomes clear that the transformation process has actually begun, 

people will exhibit typical reactions to this phase: 
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• focusing on the negative aspects of change, 

• proving that current solutions are much better than planned, 

• emotional statements (aggression, anger, hostility), 

• resistance, opposition . 

Such reactions are usually based on employees’ fear that if their previous 

world takes on an unfamiliar form, then their routine functioning, learned 

behaviors, effective work methods, habits, etc. – will have to evolve. Adaptation 

to a new reality always requires work, effort, and the use of resources (mainly 

strength and time) necessary to acquire new competencies. Not everyone is ready 

for this type of commitment, not everyone wants it or expects it. 

In addition, change can give rise to fears ("Isn't it too difficult for me? Will 

I be able to cope with the new situation?", "Do I have the qualifications to become 

a beneficiary of the transformation and not its victim?", etc.) and undermine the 

sense of security, especially when the effect of the transformation is not fully 

known. The uncertainty associated with this can reinforce the belief that the 

change will lead to a deterioration of the current status (social, material) of a given 

person or group and thus provoke active opposition and questioning the 

purposefulness of the entire undertaking. 

In the communication process, such fears and doubts cannot be ignored. At 

this stage, it will be crucial to conduct a dialogue with employees, within which 

it is essential to create space for all doubts, questions, and above all emotions to 

resonate. They should not be argued with, much less denied. It is also not worth 

promising that everything will be fine. However, it is helpful to : refer to the 

benefits resulting from the change, to reliable sources of data (as in the first stage), 

explain what the next steps in the transformation process will consist of, pointing 
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to the successes of others and, most importantly, constantly make employees 

aware of the irreversibility of the change and remind them of the goal we are 

striving for together. 

Another good solution is to guide people to the idea of taking test actions 

(e.g. through open questions such as: "What could you do to convince yourself 

that ...?", "What new solution could, in your opinion, bring the desired effect?", 

"What is your idea for this change?", etc.) or encouragement to take a small step 

towards change (a hint/suggestion of an action that is easy to implement and can 

be a starting point for further attempts). 

Stage 3 – experimenting. 

In the face of the announced inevitability of change, partially accepting  

the need to adapt to the changing reality, people usually make their first attempts 

to implement new solutions that are appropriate to the situation they find 

themselves in. They test new work methods, allow themselves to experiment, 

become more courageous in developing and using new competences. They also 

often seek help from others , e.g. they participate  

in courses, use available materials , guides, observe the behavior of other 

employees, ask questions, etc. 

This is a very sensitive moment - if the adaptation attempts do not bring the 

expected effect, frustration will appear, which results in the person returning to 

stage 2 (resistance). However, if the employee notices the positive results of the 

experiments they have conducted, satisfaction grows  

and the conviction that this "new" does not have to be, or even is not, as bad as it 

seemed at first. 
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At this stage, it is therefore important to maintain employees' willingness 

to take risks and make an effort to experiment. Hence, the focus should mainly be 

on recognizing and even celebrating initial successes. Even if they are not 

significant, it is worth emphasizing the very fact of making an attempt, 

appreciating the commitment and efforts aimed at achieving a positive effect. 

Moreover, the communicator should emphasize, and decision-makers should 

accept, the fact that errors will occur during the implementation of activities in 

this phase - they should be treated as valuable experiences, the analysis of which 

will allow for further improvement and, as a result, easier achievement of the 

target level of proficiency. 

Supporting action in this phase must be the actual provision of assistance 

to the employee or team in case of such a need. Here, among others, the following 

will be effective: ongoing provision of updated information  

on valuable sources of knowledge that can be used in work, ensuring consultations 

with specialists who provide practical advice, encouraging the sharing of 

experiences, e.g. by organizing safe discussion forums (facilitated, free from any 

manifestations of the blame culture). 

Stage 4 – commitment. 

Conducting communication according to the above principles, taking into 

account people's typical reactions to a given phase of the transformation process, 

combined  

with authentic support that is adequate to the needs, means that at this stage 

employees will be convinced that they have coped well  

with the situation in which they find themselves (often against their will). 
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Despite initial uncertainty, fear and resistance, they were eventually able to 

discover, safely test and finally implement new ways of doing things into their 

daily routine. They are satisfied to realize that they no longer need outside help. 

What's more, they can be a support for others. Additionally, they find within 

themselves the motivation to explore emerging opportunities and see new 

possibilities. 

Moreover, acquiring new, competitive competences or increasing self-

esteem has a positive impact on strengthening the sense of security and allows us 

to think more boldly about the future. 

This specific enthusiasm should be used by encouraging or even asking 

people with the above characteristics to take on the role of change leaders. Such 

employees, convinced that the final result of the transformation is positive, will 

become credible ambassadors of the change being implemented. They will be able 

to  

speak honestly and with full conviction about their own doubts, difficulties 

encountered, mistakes and failures made, but also about determination  

in moments of doubt, help obtained and the satisfactory outcome of their 

struggles. Such people have the potential to become an inspiration and support for 

their co-workers who are at earlier stages of the change process. 

 

When planning a communication strategy, it is also worth remembering that 

at each stage of the communication process described above, we will be dealing  

with four groups of employees: 
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1. Indifferent – in their opinion, the ongoing transformation will neither bring 

them significant benefits nor will it lead to significant losses, or the losses will 

be minimal. 

2. Torn – they are not sure whether they will lose or gain from the change, so 

they cannot decide whether to support the transformation or fight it. 

3. Change allies - mainly gain from the change, or have little or nothing to lose. 

They usually agree with the direction of change, support it, even show 

initiative in action. Their typical messages are: "Something had to be done 

about it, it couldn't go on like this", "This is a chance for all of us", "How can 

I help?", "And I think this will help us...". 

People with this characteristic should be involved in action, allowed to be 

authors of early successes, their contribution should be appreciated and small 

achievements should be celebrated. The support provided to them should be 

valuable, but as discreet as possible, so as not to antagonize them with other 

groups. 

4. Opponents of change - believe that they will lose a lot and gain nothing from 

the transformation. They usually perceive changes as a threat, hence they 

actively counteract them. They refuse to discuss or... they start a discussion  

and convince that the project is heading in the wrong direction. Typical 

messages are: "This is not like anything!", "You have no right!", "Don't count 

on it!", "This is not how it should have been done!", "They are doing 

something again and they don't know anything about it!" 

People with such characteristics should be listened to carefully – usually, the 

risks and weak points of the change being implemented can be identified from 

their statements – and on this basis, modifications to the change 

implementation plan can be made. 
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At the same time, one should not spend too much time and energy on 

convincing representatives of this group. However, it is worth showing the 

successes achieved by representatives of other, above-mentioned groups - this 

will not change the opinion of opponents of the change , but will weaken their 

arguments. Time and energy should be invested  

in building support among the "Torn" and in strengthening the "Allies". 

To sum up, applying the above-described principles of effective 

communication will certainly contribute to achieving the intended goals of the 

transformation process. 


