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Abstract: We are living in a business context characterized by change, which today behaves with an
unprecedented intensity, driven by the technological revolution and increased competition. As a result,
increasingly large and complex companies are facing profound transformation processes in which the role of
the human factor and of managers in particular, due to their high capacity to impact the organization, is
essential. In response to this reality, the literature has developed a large number of approaches from different
areas of knowledge: from business economics to psychology, including technical disciplines. This article offers
a classification of these approaches that provides an overview of research on the role of managers in change
management.
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1. Introduction

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) asserted that “Change is the only immutable thing”.
Recognizing the undeniable logic of this statement, which highlights the paradox of change behaving
as a constant, the reality we are experiencing today shows an important singularity compared to other
eras in terms of the acceleration and intensity of change.

Although the history of the human species is a constant evolution, the process of transformation
only increased as we approached the present era. As happened at the beginning of the 20th century
with the steam engine, since the 1990s, with the widespread use of computers, an even more intense
wave of transformation has taken place: the technological revolution, in which we are still immersed.
One way of quantifying the impact of this new wave can be found in an article by [1], which measured
human knowledge by measuring the amount of information generated and stored in the world. Their
conclusion is overwhelming: until 2007 the amount of information generated by humanity was 295
exabytes, and by 2011 —only four years later —the accumulated information had increased to 600
exabytes (more than a twofold increase).

As a result of this transforming maelstrom, most companies today must revise their ways of
doing things (organization, management systems, etc.) more and more rapidly in order to adapt to
an environment that is in a permanent and rapid process of change. In this context, [2] (p. 4) notes
that “Managers’ expectations have shifted from seeing change as an extraordinary event to seeing it
as a permanent condition of business life”.

This paper is organized as follows. The next section details a bibliometric analysis of change
management that enables us to identify the key features below the topic: organizational change,
management and performance. Consequently, the following three sections focus on the implications
of each key feature in the state of art. The third section describes a business context characterized by
change, highlighting five main factors: technological development, market maturity and increased
competition, concentration and globalization of business activity, customer professionalization and
growing influence on business decisions by external agents. The fourth section deals with the
challenge of change management in large companies and the fifth one explains the critical role of
managers in business change. Finally, the sixth section proposes a classification of the literature on
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enterprise change management and explain the evolution of future research, considering the
opportunity to incorporate sustainability into change management.

2. Bibliometric Analysis of Change Management

In order to explain in-depth the literature review of change management, we conduct a
bibliometric analysis. As [3] (p. 6) point out, “A bibliometric study becomes the scientific area where
quantitative analyses of the literature produced on a topic or study area allow us to appreciate what
has already been researched and the potential for additional research”.

This section is organized as follows. First, we explain the methodology applied and the data
collection. Second, the main results of the bibliometric analysis conducted are shown. Finally, we
highlight the conclusions linking with previous research.

2.1. Methodology and Data Collection

The bibliometric analysis is focused on the Web of Science database as source for our study and
we limited the results to “Business” and “Management” categories. The time span included last ten
years (from 2013 to 2022).

The descriptors entered in WoS database were: “Corporate Change”, “Change Management”,
“Resistance to Change”, and “Organizational Change”. We obtained an initial result consisted of 2950
documents. Due to the high amount of the information to analyze, we limited the search to
documents with 25 citations of more. The final result included 493 documents.

Data processing and representation of the bibliometric study were carried out through the Open-
source statistical R software, using the Bibliometrix R library and the Biblioshiny version [4].

2.2. Results

Table 1 resumes the main characteristics of the bibliometric analysis conducted. We select last 10
complete years, but 2022 offers no results due to the limitation applied on the number of citations. A
total of 493 documents of 134 different sources are included, with an average citation ratio (ACR) of
45.7 per document. These documents identify a total of 1333 keywords. The bibliometric analysis
depicts 883 different authors, 55 of them in single-authored documents. The average of authors per
document is 2 and the share of international co-authorships is very close to 30%.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of change management publications.

Descriptive statistics Results

Time span 2013-2022
Documents 493
Sources (Journals, Books, etc) 134
Average citations ratio (ACR) 45.7
Keywords 1333
Authors 883
Authors of single-authored docs 55
Co-Authors per Doc 217
International co-authorships % 29.01

Figure 1 depicts the most relevant sources of the selected documents. The most important
journals of the main topic “change management” are identified: The Journal of Organizational
Change Management (with 22 documents) and The Journal of Change Management (with 16
documents). Others journals included in “Business, Management and Accounting” subject area of
Web of Science are also relevant: Human Relations, MIS Quarterly, Academy of Management Journal,
Organization Science and Strategic Management Journal.
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Figure 2. Most relevant sources.

Figures 3 and 4 show the main keywords used in the documents. Organizational change is the
most frequently used keyword in the analysis, with 107 appearances, 10% out of total count.
Performance and management appearances are also relevant, above the 5% of total count. The rest of

keywords appear less than 50 occasions, with a total share below the 5%.
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Figure 3. Abstract keywords visualization by Word cloud.
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Figure 4. Tree Map: Most frequently used words in the documents.

Figure 5 details the co-occurrence network in order to explain the relationships between the most
frequently used keywords. The main cluster is associated with the three principal keywords
identified previously in the word cloud and the tree map: organizational change, management and

performance. The other two clusters represented are associated with less relevant keywords, as is
shown in Figures 3 and 4.
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Figure 5. Co-occurrence network.

2.3. Conclusions of the Bibliometric Analysis

The bibliometric analysis allows us to conclude the key dimensions underlying change
management literature are organizational change, management and performance. The organizational
change dimension is influenced by the business context, in terms of uncertainty, globalization and
technology. The management dimension acquires special importance in a large company’s context,
due to their broad scope of competence. Finally, the performance dimension focuses on the critical
role of managers in business change.

These findings are consistent with previous research on change management bibliometric
analysis. [5] identified three main clusters in its research on change management literature from 1995
to 2019: organizational change, management and humans. The first two clusters fit properly with our
findings, while humans cluster could be linked with the critical role of the managers in pursuit of
company performance.

The following sections explains the theoretical and practical implications of each dimensions.

3. Focus on Organizational Change A Business Context Characterized by Change

Behind this unprecedented intensity of change that characterizes business activity, there are
multiple factors that act in combination and feedback on each other, among which the experts
highlight five.

3.1. Technological Development

Technological innovation is at the heart of the acceleration of change we are experiencing.
Another example of the intensity of technological transformation is Moore’s Law [6], which predicted
that the number of transistors per unit area in integrated circuits would double every year at the same
time as their cost would fall, and which has generally been fulfilled over the last few decades.

The impact of technology development on companies is felt at all levels, although it should be
noted that the factors of distance, time and cost—traditionally placing brakes on the pace of business
performance—have been significantly reduced thanks to technology, allowing transformation
processes to be increasingly faster. As a result, [7] note that technology has changed business models,
work structures and working arrangements with employees. Another significant impact of
technological dynamism is the shortening of the product life cycle and the increased pace of the
introduction of innovations by competitors [8].

3.2. Market Maturity and Increased Competition

Developed economies have moved from a situation characterized by emerging markets to one
in which mature markets predominate, which also intensifies the level of competition and dynamism.
In environments characterized by high dynamism, as [9] point out, companies need to introduce
more rapid changes in their products or services to remain competitive.
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In the past, there was a large number of emerging markets. When this happened, the growth of
companies was based on the increase in the number of customers (by incorporating new segments or
new countries into the market economy) and/or in their purchasing power (increase in the income
level of consumers and in the spending and investment of companies in organizational markets).
Although this implied for companies the need to assume a certain level of change, this context was
dominated by a strong orientation of the company to scale—rather than to vary significantly —its way
of doing things.

Today, the most frequent situation is that markets are in a phase of maturity in which growth is
slowing down because there is no longer such a significant incorporation of new customers, nor is
there a significant increase in customers’ purchasing intensity. This opens up a new scenario in which
companies must seek growth by capturing market share from competitors through greater
differentiation of their value proposition. In this context of increased competition, companies must
focus on innovating, rather than scaling their business by maintaining the same way of doing things.

3.3. Concentration and Globalization of Business Activity

The maturity of markets and the increase in the level of competition have in turn intensified
concentration (with the emergence of large players in all sectors that base their efficiency on a greater
volume of business) and the globalization of business activity (both in terms of the search for
suppliers or production advantages, and for markets in which to market products and services). With
regard to this second factor, in a few decades we have moved to a globalized economic scenario with
clear facilitating elements and causes in companies. According to [10], the phenomenon of
globalization is related to the increase in the generation, storage, processing and distribution of
customer information through technological tools.

On the other hand, the internationalization of companies” activity adds its own consequences on
transformation processes. [7] point out that this factor has reshaped the organizational culture, its
policies, the nature ofcustomers and the location of work.

Regarding the process of business concentration, it is also evident to what extent in a few years
we have gone from markets with atomized competitors to a situation of strong dominance of large
companies in many sectors. Concentration implies a higher level of change because it increases the
company’s investment capacity (in R&D, operational capabilities, mergers and acquisitions, etc.) and
globalization, and because it allows the transfer of business models and best practices between
different countries.

Both trends are supported by other factors that in turn act as both cause and effect of the increase
in the size and scope of action of companies. Among them, we must once again highlight technology,
which has provided the necessary tools for companies to scale up and internationalize their activity,
leading to cheaper transport costs, more efficient communications, etc.

Globalization and business concentration are also facilitated by the global process of
socioeconomic homogenization. The needs of customers are becoming more and more similar due to
the progressive emergence of a global social and business culture. Supporting this idea, [11] conclude
that the convergence of consumer tastes and preferences at the global level favours market
concentration processes.

A third factor of globalization and concentration is the evolution of policies and legislative
frameworks to favour trade. States” quest for growth, wealth and welfare has gradually led to the
development of forums, agreements and legislative frameworks aimed at market unity within
countries, the definition of common economic spaces between states (EU, T-MEC, Mercosur, etc.)
and, in short, the gradual reduction of tariff barriers.

3.4. Customer Professionalization

Customers, whether in B2B or B2C markets, have not only homogenized their behaviour but
have also evolved towards a higher level of demand to which companies must respond. In this
regard, several studies point out that companies are facing increasingly sophisticated and demanding
customers and end consumers, who have a large number of alternatives from which to select the
product or service to be acquired [12-13].

The development of new distribution channels— particularly in the online sphere —facilitates the
comparison of offers, giving the customer more and more power and allowing him or her to make
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purchasing decisions in a more professionalized manner. As a consequence, [14] propose that a
marketing 4.0 environment is appearing, characterized by the coexistence of face-to-face and online
channels that increase the possibilities of customer access to companies’ offers.

3.5. Growing Influence on Business Decisions by External Agents

Technology is also allowing a greater flow of information that has empowered other actors who,
although they are not part of the management of companies, condition the direction taken by them,
also influencing their level of dynamism.

[15] point out that technology has facilitated direct communication between company
management and shareholders. Accordingly, both in large listed companies and in unlisted
companies, the level of knowledge of shareholders about the activity they carry out and their results
is faster, more precise and deeper, which makes them exercise greater control over their decisions.

Likewise, society as a whole—not just customers—has a large number of sources of information
and the media at its disposal to assess the reputation of companies, which in turn leads to significant
adjustments. The impact of scandals such as the public revelation of precarious working conditions
in producing countries in sectors such as food, textiles and footwear, or the perception generated by
the practices of the financial sector at the beginning of the 21st century, demonstrate how quickly
society can demand a change in the behavioural models of companies and explain the strong interest
of companies in defining corporate social responsibility or compliance policies.

In addition to the influence of shareholders and society, crises also occupy a prominent place
among the external agents that affect companies. In 2009-12 we experienced an intense financial crisis
and, a few years later —beginning in March 2020 —a health crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Just
as the latter was beginning to be overcome in 2022, the war in Ukraine erupted, posing an uncertain
future. In all these cases, companies have had to react by making major transformation efforts to
adapt to a rapidly changing world.

Finally, beyond the current impact of these five factors as drivers of change, the forecasts made
by experts and executives regarding their behaviour in the coming years coincide in their
intensification, with even more accelerated technological development, greater competition,
concentration and globalization, increasingly professionalized customers and greater influence of
shareholders and society on business dynamics. If these forecasts come true, change will play an even
greater role in the life of companies in the future.

As [2] (p. 4) describes, “Globalization, competition and accelerated technological innovation are
creating conditions in which change itself is changing; change is becoming increasingly complex and
pervasive, requiring companies to develop specific capabilities to manage it”.

In short, for companies, today more than ever, it is critical to optimize the management of change
processes. But unfortunately, this task is not easy, and according to [16] (p. 98), “Studies show that,
in organizations, two out of three transformation initiatives fail”, with numerous authors pointing in
the same direction. [17] state that around 70% of business change initiatives fail. [18] echoes a study
by Ernst & Young that concluded that 75% of transition processes fail. In addition to the need to find
better solutions for dealing with change, a Harvard Business School review estimated that the
implementation of change cost leading Fortune 100 companies an average of one billion dollars
between 1980 and 1995 [19].

4. Focus on Management: The Challenge of Change in Large Companies

The need to manage this greater intensity of change in companies occurs as we have seen with
the increasing concentration in most sectors, leading to the development of increasingly larger
companies (both in terms of number of people and hierarchical levels) and with increasingly complex
structures (multiple departments and locations, new organizational models, etc.), as summarized in
Figure 1.

Therefore, the management of change processes today presents difficulties that make them even
more complex to overcome in large companies due to the higher number of people involved and the
fact that they may have very different levels of responsibility, situations and attitudes towards the
transformation.

Traditionally, in the professional sphere, when dealing with change processes, there has been a
strong focus on technical factors—economic resources, operational resources, etc. —because of their
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tangible nature and, therefore, their greater ease in management. However, [20] warn of the risks of
falling into the “fallacy of programmatic change”, according to which employee behaviour changes
automatically when the structure and formal systems of a company are altered. Accordingly, [21]
point out that the greatest challenge in any change process is to change people’s behaviour, and [22]
adds to this idea by pointing out that the natural human response to change is resistance and that
people stick to familiar ways of doing things. Therefore, we must conclude that although technical
factors are important, the human factor—despite being an intangible—plays a determining role for
the company to optimize change management. And if changing the behaviour of one person or a
small group can be a challenge, it becomes even more difficult if it involves a large number of people,
as is the case in large companies.

Higher number of people

Larger companies

More hierarchical levels

INCREASING
CONCENTRATION IN MOST Multi-departmental
SECTORS
More functionalareas and highly
specialized

New organizational models

Complex structures Project management, hierarchical
& functional dependences, cross-

functionalteams

Multiple locations

Globalization, offshoring,
multiculturality

Figure 6. Schematic representation of the consequences of increased business concentration.

Consistent with the above, there is a growing concern in the business world for the human factor
as a key element for value creation in general and for the efficient management of change processes
in particular.

5. Focus on Performance: The Critical Role of Managers in Business Change

If we assume that the human factor is a key element in the management of business change, in
a context where companies are becoming increasingly larger, this criticality is concentrated more
intensely in the figure of managers, with the additional peculiarity that in facing the transformation
process they must simultaneously manage the difficulties that this entails with the implications the
process may have on their own position in the organization. In this sense, the words of [23] are
illustrative when they state that leading, although often described as exciting and glamorous, is living
dangerously and carries the risk of being expelled at difficult moments of change by the members of
the organization when they see their habits, loyalties or ways of thinking at risk.

To summarize what has been said so far: if change management is today a key requirement for
business success—and will foreseeably become more so in the future; if, in addition, people in the
organization in general—and managers in particular—are a decisive factor in overcoming change
processes; and if, finally, managers face the problem of how to influence the rest of the organization
to promote change management, it is justified that the academic world should focus on deepening
the knowledge of the manager’s role in the face of change and on applying models that make change
management more efficient. Accordingly, [17] (p. 88) state that “it is imperative that executives
understand the nature and process of corporate change much better”.
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6. A proposed Classification of the Literature on Enterprise Change Management and Future
Research: What about Sustainability?

When we turn to the literature for answers to the challenges faced by managers in managing
business transformation processes, [2] (p. 4) admits that simply defining what change management
is can be problematic, because the possible answers “are as diverse as the challenges that companies
face in today’s ever-changing business environment”.

In fact, when reviewing the literature on the concept of change management, we find the
problem that the limits of the subject are difficult to establish, as there is an enormous amount and
diversity of research that can provide a theoretical basis from which to delve into the processes of
change in the company and the role of managers in these processes. Moreover, this subject is unique
in that it is located on the borderline between various research disciplines, with the fields of business
economics, psychology and technical sciences intersecting. And the few publications that offer a
compilation of theories on change do so only from one scientific discipline (e.g. [24] compares six
theoretical frameworks on change, but all of them from the field of psychology). The previous
analysis allows us to conclude that explaining how and why companies change has been and
continues to be a central point in research on organizations ([25] (p. 10)).

6.1. A proposed Classification of the Literature on Enterprise Change Management

Given the difficulty of developing a broad perspective on the literature on the management of
business change, after carrying out an extensive literature review on the subject, we will now present
a proposal for classification that we believe may be useful for researchers in this area and which has
been drawn up according to two criteria.

The first criterion is the type of research approach. When applied, it is found that the literature
responds to four main approaches to change:

Research that addresses change as a problematic. According to [26], change is a problematic that
is always present in the life of the organization. In accordance with this statement, some studies from
the area of business sciences have focused on the analysis of change and its characteristics as an
increasingly relevant challenge for organizations. Within this approach can be mentioned research
about change intensity (e.g. the DICE model), resistance to change or the role of consultants in change
management.

Research that addresses change as a capacity of the organization. Another current within
business sciences analyses change in relation to the capabilities that an organization must develop to
create competitive differentiation through adaptation processes (examples of this line are the theories
of dynamic capabilities, learning orientation, market orientation, entrepreneurial orientation or
business networks capabilities).

Research that addresses change as a process to be managed. Another approach to the
phenomena of change is the one followed by those who conceive it as a process whose knowledge
makes it possible to optimize its management. Following this approach, we find models in different
disciplines: with a pioneering character in psychology (Lewin’s 3-step theory, Lippit, Watson and
Westley’s phases of change, and Prochaska and DiClemente’s change theory), then in business
sciences (Jick’s 10-step model, Kotter’s 8-step model, General Electric’s 7-step change model, the
ADKAR change model and Garvin and Roberto’s change model) and also in the technical field
(continuous improvement and, recently, agile methodologies).

Research on change from the perspective of human behaviour. Finally, change has also been
approached from social psychology as part of human behaviour (social cognitive theory, theory of
reasoned action and planned behaviour, social identity and self-categorization, etc.).

Consistent with what was explained above, the second classification criterion is the scientific
area from which the study of change is approached. According to this criterion, we differentiate the
studies that have been approached from business economics from those that propose constructs
applicable to the business field developed from psychology —focused on an approach to mental
processes and people’s behaviour, or from the technical perspective—focused on the application to
change of solutions from engineering and technology. According to the proposed criteria, the studies
that address the subject of change management in companies can be structured as shown in Figure
2:
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6.2. Foreseeable Future Evolution of Theoretical Frameworks

From the global perspective of the literature on the management of business change provided
by the proposed classification, it is striking that the main models for dealing with transformation
processes in companies have been developed in recent times (the starting point can be established as
the 1940s, with the work of Lewin), so that we have not yet accumulated even a century of scientific
knowledge on the subject.

The diversity of approaches and the dynamism in the appearance of new publications show that
this is a subject that arouses much interest, so that in the coming years we will foreseeably witness
the development of theoretical frameworks in two directions.

Firstly, although there are a large number of disciplines and approaches to change management,
diversification will continue in the future, driven by emerging fields such as the digital field (applying
big data technology) or biology (with the advance of neuroscience).

On the other hand, although the diversity of approaches developed in the literature makes it
possible to explain specific aspects of change management, a gradual integration of theories is also
foreseeable, so that a generally applicable theoretical framework can be configured.

Both vectors of research will in any case be necessary because, as [27] state, the context has
altered, from change being a non-normal event to being a permanent condition in the life of the
companies.

6.3. The Opportunity to Incorporate Sustainability into Change Management

In recent years, many organizations have realized the importance of merging economic
performance with social and environmental performance [28]. In a new context that some authors
have defined as the "era of sustainable development" [29], the challenge is to avoid the appearance of
imbalances between both dimensions of performance [30].

According to this, sustainable development has gained more and more attention from
researchers [31]. These investigations try to demonstrate how organizations can maximize their
results in a way that does not find limitations in the three key dimensions mentioned [29,32]. The
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economic performance can be evaluated through different indicators, such as assets, liability [33],
benefits, income [34] and market share [35]. On the other hand, social performance refers to how an
organization manages the well-being of its employees, stakeholders, the community and the rest of
society in general [36]. Finally, the ecological dimension includes the sustainability of its activities,
which must always be respectful with the environment, highlighting waste management, reducing
the carbon footprint, recycling [37], and minimizing the use of energy and resources [38].

The result for organizations that take care of these three dimensions is to achieve a positive
corporate reputation that is associated with important benefits: greater employee satisfaction, better
relations with shareholders, positive brand equity [39], more motivated workers, more loyal and
satisfied customers [40], better ability to attract and retain talent, and more innovation [41].

This context has led to enormous pressure on organizations in order to improve their sustainable
development [31]. As we argued previously, sustainability is acquiring its own and differentiated
weight that must be increasingly taken into account. Consequently, future investigations have the
challenge to address sustainability from the perspective of change management with a complete and
understandable guide of the main approaches analyzed in this research.
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