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Abstract 

 

In the current fast-moving, global and complex business world, implementing organisational 

change has become one of the major leadership issues. Indeed, competitive organisations are 

turning out to be the ones that are flexible, able to adapt rapidly and continuously; strong 

leaders are turning out to be the ones who are transformational and who are able to implement 

change successfully.  

 

However, as the business world is becoming more complex, organisations are following the 

same path and are developing increasingly complicated structures. Risk of failure in 

implementing change in such complex organisations is consequently high and leaders must 

lead strategic moves with dexterity. They must understand their role, the required skills as 

well as the importance of the people while starting to implement change. They must 

understand where to exert their influence and they should therefore be able to determine what 

are the key success factors to be taken into consideration in the implementation process. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

The following study deals with the leadership issue of change implementation within the 

organisation. In order to explain why implementing change can be considered as an issue for 

the leadership, I will first discuss the importance, the extent and the academic perspective of 

the study, looking closely at its background and its context. I will define the thinking process I 

have followed in order to define the research I will conduct through my thesis, and I will 

explain the choice of this leadership issue.  

 

 

1.1. Context of the research 

 

Why can change implementation be considered as an issue in the leadership perspective? It is 

a leadership issue because of two main reasons that will explain and legitimise the study and 

its importance. First, change has become a strategic need that will drive competitiveness 

within the current and future business context. Second, implementing change is one of the 

most difficult tasks assigned to leadership. The following parts, as well as the theoretical 

framework, will develop and explain these two characteristics of change. 

 

 

1.1.1. The need for change 

 

I will show that the current crisis and its consequences on organisations enable us to highlight 

the importance of the study. Implementing strategic change has become one of the most 

important challenges leaders have to cope with, as the thirteenth CEO Global Survey recently 

conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers strongly highlights (2010). Current times are probably 

the most difficult ones they have experienced till now. Indeed, leaders are faced with shifting 

environments, with new challenges, new stakes, and new threats but sometimes also with new 

opportunities. They have to “set a smarter course for growth” (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 

2010) to respond to this new context, which concretely induces strategic change 

implementation. It is important to go deeper into the analysis of the new challenges in order to 

understand the importance of change implementation and consequently to understand the 

relevance of my research. 
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Uncertainty, unpredictability and volatility characterise the crisis and post crisis business 

environment and explain the main issues leaders are currently facing and are trying to cope 

with. Such a troubled environment is indeed affecting businesses, particularly those that are 

facing difficulties to overcome the impact of the crisis. The latter is reshaping worldwide, 

regional and national economic landscapes. Competition structure has been redesigned, 

increasing leaders’ concerns regarding the low cost competition from developing countries 

such as China and Brazil that have been less impacted by the crisis (Heifetz et. al. 2009). 

Behaviours of most of the economic actors are also shifting. Organisations, consumers, banks, 

governments are still trying to find a balance in the new context; they are going through 

unknown times with an extremely confused vision of the future (Guigné, 2010).  

 

The crisis has also set the limits of the capitalism and liberal economy model, i.e. the market 

regulates itself automatically with no need for governmental intervention. For example, the 

grant of subprime mortgages in the United States, the increasingly risky financial transactions 

on capital markets have had dramatic consequences on the worldwide economies and 

societies but they would probably not have occurred with an adequate regulation. As a 

consequence, in the post-crisis environment, leaders express high concerns about over-

regulation tendencies regarding business practices, about the setting of limits to organisations’ 

breathing space or limiting free trade (protectionism). Hence it ensues that leaders should 

learn how to deal with an increasing intervention of governments in markets’ regulation 

(Guigné, 2010; Assemblée Nationale Française, 2009).  

 

More generally, the main leadership concern is therefore to find an effective solution to cope 

with this reshaped, volatile and unpredictable environment given that growth, the ultimate 

goal and imperative of an organisation, remains unchanged. The issue is: what is the most 

adapted strategy that will enable us to grow in a new, volatile and unpredictable environment?  

 

Obviously the crisis has impacted all organisations but to different degrees. For example, 

most of the banking system organisations have been severely hit by the crisis whereas 

organisations on the IT market are actually faring well through the recession. However, even 

if the business of an organization has not been directly affected by the crisis, the latter has 

certainly affected its customers, its prospects, its suppliers, its competitors, its partners, its 

bank or the country the organisation is established in. Indeed, the volatile environment 

surrounds all organisations. In order to respond and to adapt to this new business context, all 
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organizations have been forced to implement strategic change. Strategies have had to be 

reshaped and priorities must have been reconsidered because key success factors on markets 

have actually been redesigned.  

 

Here is one of the best examples to illustrate strategic change: before the crisis most of 

organizations used to develop by expanding their businesses internationally so that to be 

competitive. At the present time, the successful organisations are much more those that are 

efficient at optimising their current resources. A cost efficiency strategy has become more 

important and more a priority than developing by an acquisition strategy for example. 88 % of 

the 1,198 leaders interviewed by PricewaterhouseCoopers have implemented a “cost 

reduction initiative” in the last 12 months, and 69 % plan to do the same in the next 12 

months. But what does resources optimisation concretely means for an organisation? Main 

elements developed by CEOs are “reducing headcounts” (by outsourcing a business process 

or function for example), “selling off assets” or “preserving cash”. The latter has become 

extremely strategic and important in leaders’ concerns because of the lack of stability in 

capital markets which causes difficult access to capital. Liquidity importance will grow as 

investments will slowly “recover” and could become a strategic issue if cash preservation or 

access to capital turn out to be more difficult for an organisation than it could be for its 

competitors.  

 

Risk management has also become one of the main strategic functions that organisations must 

from now on master. Indeed, as the future and even short term perspectives have become 

unpredictable, most of all because of the volatility of prices (raw materials, finished goods, 

etc.) and behaviours (suppliers, consumers, etc.), each decision making has become 

increasingly risky. Expanding externally by internationalising for example has consequently 

become highly risky strategy whereas resources optimisation is turning out to be the best 

solution in the current context; therefore, it is a strategic stake and issue for leadership. 

Leaders must now “rethink their approach to risk”, developing alternative plans in order to 

overcome the environment volatility. In other words, the drastic changes in strategic purposes 

induce drastic change implementation so that the strategies can be carried out efficiently. 

 

What precedes is summarised in the following diagram (figure 1), i.e. both the environmental 

variables that represent issues for organisations and the strategies leaders have adopted to 

respond to them. 
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Figure 1. Organisations’ responses to the current environment 
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which successful organisations are the ones that are innovative and flexible, that are able to 

face up to constant changes and swelling competition. In other words, implementing change 

successfully turns out to be a competitive advantage and the study should hence determine 

key success factors that must be influenced by the leader in order to develop such a 

competitive advantage.  

 

 

1.1.2. The difficulty to implement change 

 

However, implementing strategic changes so that the organisation could be able to do more 

with what it owns will appear as a difficult process in times of recession. Optimising 

resources means that financial, technical, technological, marketing and most of all human 

resources will have to increase their productivity and their efficiency. Given the fact that 

leading actually means leading people, leaders will find it a harder job to increase human 

resources efficiency, since this will be a harder charge for leaders as it will takes place in 

times of troubles. Employees in such difficult period fear change and are worried about the 

future when it is so unpredictable and synonymous of headcounts reduction. Even if crises, 

such as the one that organisations are currently facing and depicted in the 

PricewaterhouseCoopers’ survey, “can be enormously helpful in catching people’s attention 

and pushing up urgency levels” (Kotter, 1996, p.45) - because major change is normally seen 

as impossible until the organisation has to face important difficulties (Kotter, 1996) -, 

implementing the changes that the current environment requires will be part of the leadership 

main issues and the importance of the “human factor” will not make the process easy. The 

research I will conduct and the case I will analyse will highlight the difficulty of the process 

and will provide with important key factors upon which leaders should exert their influence so 

as to carry out the change implementation successfully.  

 

Furthermore, focusing on leadership archetypes also highlights the difficulty of implementing 

change and consequently the importance of the study. Indeed, as the world is becoming more 

and more complex, organisations are following in the same path. Leadership must 

consequently adapt so as to be effective in such a business environment. When confronting 

previous and current leadership archetypes, differences in dealing with implementing 

strategies can be stressed (Schein, 2009; Senge, 1994; Kotter, 1996). 
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Leadership styles have evolved throughout the time in order to adapt to the environment; the 

examples of Nicolae Ceausescu’s leadership as President of Romania from 1974 to 1989 and 

of Philip Knight’s leadership as co-founder and chairman of Board of Nike, US main actor in 

sportswear, are good illustrations of the leadership archetypes evolution. Ceausescu’s 

leadership was dictatorial, i.e. he used to take all the decisions without ever considering the 

point of view of the population and of the people directly concerned; he used pressure and 

fear to make sure his decisions were applied. In such a leadership style, people were not 

allowed to question decisions or authority and where usually disciplined or even punished if 

they fail at following directions. Giving sense or communicating visions through a specific 

culture for example had no meaning in Ceaucescu’s leadership style. Ceausescu last speech in 

1989 ended in the people’s rebellion because he had no legitimacy to lead the country any 

longer (Verdery, 1991). This case illustrates the “obsolescence” of dictatorial and even 

authoritarian leadership archetypes that may work but only for a short period of time as shown 

through literature. Gardner’s analyses of several historical leaders reinforce these 

developments as he asserts that great leaders were and are the ones who reach the power 

being chosen by people and not using the force (1995). 

 

Conversely, Philip Knight at Nike claims for a “distribute leadership model” where the 

empowerment and a strong organisational culture are the key success factors of Nike’s 

innovative and effective strategies (Blair, 2005). Consultative and participative leadership 

archetypes are currently considered as better ways to lead people efficiently. In other words, a 

leader cannot implement change in the current business context exclusively through imposing 

his/her decisions and without considering the importance of giving sense and meaning to 

people. Indeed, as Lao-tzu said, “To lead, one must follow”. In other words, leading an 

organisation actually means leading people. There is no leader if there is no follower. There is 

no follower if there is no trust and no legitimacy to lead. Therefore, factors where leaders 

should exercise their influence in order to make people follow them represent a strategic issue 

to leadership. Moreover, as Edgar Schein has analyzed using the iceberg metaphor (2009) and 

has warned leaders, leading people has become much more complex since employees in 

organisations are “divided” in sub-units which increase the number of sub-cultures with 

specific characteristics. These concepts will be deeply developed within the theoretical 

framework.  
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Acquiring the legitimacy to lead is a continuous process for leaders; it could turn out to be 

extremely difficult in times of troubles that make strategic change implementation necessary. 

Indeed, management literature offers plenty of examples of failures in change 

implementation. For example, 50 percent of big mergers and acquisitions appear to be 

unsuccessful, often because the impact of change on the concerned organisations has been 

underestimated. Leading change means coping with internal resistance, opponents, hidden 

opponents who fear change and who actively struggle against it (Krüger, u. d.). Consequently, 

as the leadership has to be legitimate, change implementation also has to be accepted by the 

employees. The issue of how to make change implementation legitimate is therefore 

extremely important, most of all because it is not an easy process and risks of failure are high. 

I shall deeply develop this idea within the theoretical framework highlighting the importance 

of the human factor in change implementation and I will illustrate it when explaining why I 

have chosen this issue. 

 

 

1.2. The choice of the subject 

 

I have been working for two years as an apprentice in a French company specialised in 

consumer credit, I am amazed to see how difficult it was for the leadership to implement 

strategic change, even though such change had been made necessary as a consequence of the 

crisis. Indeed, in France, consumer credit is one of the sectors that have been severely hit by 

the crisis and the company I am working for was consequently not spared. Its image had been 

strongly damaged and so had its performance. This can mainly be explained by the fact that 

the crisis and the following recession have highlighted financial abusive practices and over 

indebtedness issues. Analysis of the latter has revealed the limits of the revolving credit model 

that the company I am working for with provides to final consumers. The image of the 

consumer credit and of specialized companies was consequently been affected. Furthermore, 

as the economic crisis developed into a social crisis (unemployment, over indebtedness, etc.), 

consumption has also dropped, impacting directly consumer credit lending.  

 

A new CEO was appointed in the company I am working for right at the very time when the 

negative effects of the crisis sere beginning to be measurable. As the business was highly 

affected, he has decided right after his appointment to implement a cost-reduction initiative 

called PACEREL whose aim was to cut costs by two in order to avoid losses for the year 
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2009. No more investments were planned; hiring was stopped until better days; synergies 

between departments and subsidiaries were developed.  

 

However, the cost efficiency initiative was not the only cause of the change implementation. 

The Consumer Credit European Directive will be applied soon in France and will strongly 

affect the consumer credit sector, constraining the company I am working for to adapt to it by 

implementing a new strategy and consequently a change. Indeed, the regulation will force 

organisations to revisit their whole business model since current profits are coming from 

practices that will soon be forbidden, most of all the ones dealing with revolving credit.  

 

Nevertheless, this regulation can be seen as an opportunity for the company I am working for. 

Indeed, as a small organization, we are able to adapt quickly and easily to environmental 

constraints contrary to the leading competitors, such as Cetelem (BNP Paribas Personal 

Finance). Moreover, revolving credit, which will be highly impacted by the regulation, 

represents a smaller part of our revenues than for our competitors’ and the product that brings 

in most of our revenues is the one that will have to be favoured in the future.  

 

To sum up, the crisis and the regulation constrain the leader to implement such important 

strategic change in a so important manner that most of the functions will be affected. 

Nevertheless, the fact that there are some positive aspects to the change could have made it 

possible to implement and to legitimate the change more easily, provided that the leadership 

and the organisational culture were strong. 

 

However, change implementation in the company I am working for, as things turned out was 

extremely tough. Setting up the context, three different CEOs were appointed in three years 

and even if they all had legitimate strategies, they were not effective at communicating their 

choices and vision, at making and giving sense. Focusing on the latest CEO, he has imposed 

his cost-efficiency initiative right after his appointment before even presenting himself to the 

employees, without taking time to understand first the company’s culture and without 

explaining his choices. As a consequence, resistance has aroused, the organisational culture 

has become weaker and weaker because of the context of troubles (fear of the future, etc.) and 

because of the leaders’ inability to reassure employees and to restore an environment of 

confidence. The number of opponents and hidden opponents has increased, productivity has 

decreased and profitability has been maintained by cutting costs, deteriorating even more the 
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organisational culture. Implementing change has finally been achieved through an 

“authoritative” leadership archetype and is still not approved by most of the employees. 

 

As a witness of this change implementation case, I have often wondered: What if? What if the 

leader had restored confidence before implementing change? What if he had influenced the 

organisational culture in order to communicate his intentions, using a more participative 

leadership archetype?  

 

These questions had triggered me for more than a year and the thesis is an opportunity for me 

as an MBA student to go deeply into change implementation from the leadership perspective. 

To some extent, I would like to find out what more relevant and efficient strategy the leaders 

of the company I am working for should have adopted, all the more so as what I have 

witnessed as well as the need to implement change are not isolated cases, as I have previously 

highlighted when explaining the need and the difficulty to implement change. 

 

The issue being contextualised and the study legitimated, it is now important to define the 

purpose of my research - within the issue of implementing change - that will serve as a 

guiding line to the whole analysis. 
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Chapter 2. Research Purpose 

 

I will first define the main research question that will be the guiding line of my study, as well 

as related research questions. Then, I will frame the purpose, perspective and scope of the 

study that will enable to answer to the research questions. 

 

 

2.1. Research questions 

 

I will distinguish the main research question from the related research questions. 

 

 

2.1.1. Main research question 

 

The main research question of my study and which will drive the whole analysis is: which 

factors should the leader influence in order to implement change? Once they will be defined, I 

will understand the level of importance of each factor within the change implementation, i.e. I 

will appreciate the strategic importance of each factor and the degree of influence the leader 

should direct to each factor. The aim is particularly to identify which factor is more strategic 

and important than the others. 

 

 

2.1.2. Related research questions 

 

The issue of influencing key success factors while implementing change can be set in the 

broader context of the leadership issue and related research questions can be raised. Indeed, 

the main research question can be divided into four related questions that are all raised by the 

leader when he decides to go through a strategic change implementation process. They are: 

 

- The reasons, types, and implementation characteristics of change, in order to set the basis of 

the study;  

- The role and influence of the leader and of employees in change implementation, in order to 

understand the importance of the “people” factor in the change implementation outcomes and 
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to understand where the leader can direct his / her influence according to his leading 

capabilities; 

- The key success factors in the implementation of change and their level of importance, in 

order to provide with a first step in the solution to the research issue; 

- The organisational culture as the most important factor to be influenced when implementing 

change, in order to go deeply into the grading of the key success factors and to provide with a 

final solution to the research question. 

 

These related leadership issues will be analysed so that to provide the main research question 

with an in depth answer. They will be analysed in the stated order which is based on their 

gradual levels of importance. Each field has been classified according to its degree of 

importance in relation to the main research question solution. The first one is the most general 

one; it enables to draw the basics of the research. Then, each research field is related to the 

previous one. I will go deep into each successive issue and more specifically into the main 

solution to the research issue. For example, the final field regarding the organisational culture 

is actually part of the key success factors but it must be developed in more details because of 

the strategic stake it represents in the implementation of change.  

 

Developing the fields in this order should enable to evaluate the importance of each 

successful factor so that the leader can be able to optimise his / her role, actions and influence 

within the change implementation process. Thus the leader should avoid most of the obstacles 

that could prevent the change from being carried out successfully. The most important factor 

will be deeply developed because a lack of mastery of this factor alone could lead the change 

implementation to failure. The literature review developed later will be divided according to 

these four approaches.   

 

As the outcomes of my research are designed for transformational agents, i.e. leaders who aim 

at implementing great changes - almost all leaders these days according to my understanding 

of the current business situation -, answering the research issues should enable them to 

determine how they will implement change according to what they are able to influence, 

according to what must be influenced and to which extent. Focusing on the current troubled 

times, most of leaders conduct change because they have to. Indeed, implementing change has 

become a necessity and is often carried out as a reaction, as I have explained when depicting 

the importance of the study. However, these questions and the issue of implementing change 
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can occur either in an industry leadership perspective or in an industry dynamics perspective, 

i.e. either for reactive or proactive reasons according to the competitive structure. The study 

should highlight factors on which the leader must direct his / her influence in order to 

implement change successfully in both cases, and the methodology I will use to reach this 

outcome will be discussed later. 

 

  

2.2. Research objectives 

 

As previously stated, my thesis will aim at understanding means, elements, variables and 

factors upon which the leader has to direct his / her influence in order to implement change 

efficiently and successfully. My professional experiences along with beliefs and assumptions 

I have personally acquired incline me to think that the organisational culture plays a strategic 

role in the success of implementing change. However, as my purpose is not to test such a 

hypothesis, I will not over estimate the organizational culture but I will look deeply into other 

elements that could prove to be important in the change implementation process. This will be 

done in the theoretical framework. 

 

The study will be conducted in a way to enhance my knowledge and competences as concerns 

change implementation projects and long-term transformational strategies. That research 

should turn out to be helpful to change implementation consulting. Indeed, as I have 

previously developed, implementing change has become a prerequisite in the current and 

future business context but it actually calls for a difficult and tough process in order to be 

successfully managed. Thus many companies have it in their habits to call upon external 

consulting services in order to go through such a strategy because it requires dexterity. Not 

having a good understanding of what is at stake in the change and also of the people impacted 

could easily lead the project to failure. That is the reason why I consider the complex process 

of implementing change to be very interesting and I would be glad to work on such consulting 

projects throughout my career. Nevertheless, as I will explain later, I do not aim in the 

research at positioning myself as a consultant. Indeed, it is important to understand first 

before thinking of implementing. So the thesis is a way to fully understand change 

implementation. It is not meant to give advice.  
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Moreover, besides being a great opportunity to achieve my professional objectives, this study 

also represents an effective means to understand what exactly happened in the company I am 

working for, and maybe in a second perspective, it will provide the transformational leader of 

the company with theoretical and operational tools to be used to make future changes easier to 

implement.  

 

Finally, in a lesser extent, this research could be useful to leaders who want to better 

understand how they can implement change successfully within the modern leadership 

archetypes previously developed. Indeed, the research will develop, analyse and summarise 

several researches that have been conducted in the field. The study could also be considered 

as an academic area since it deals with an understanding and learning process for agents who 

have to cope with change implementation. 

 

 

2.3. Research perspective 

 

As I have previously stated, developing my expertise in this specific field as a consultant in 

leadership issues seems interesting and relevant. According to the analysis of the context of 

the study, change implementation will turn out to be a strategic issue in the future and I 

consider it important to be able to understand this complex issue. The thesis will hence be a 

first step in this learning process thanks to a specific perspective and scope of analysis. 

Indeed, I will position myself not only as an observer but also as an analyst. To some extent, I 

will conduct the study as if the leader of the company I am working for had asked me to help 

him understanding where and why his change implementation process has almost failed and 

how to avoid failing in the future. Taking this perspective means that I will take the position 

of an analyst. Research questions will hence been analysed from the leadership perspective 

with an external and a “passive” approach.  

 

This position and the work should then help me to adopt an active consulting perspective for a 

future change implementation within the company I am working for. That is why I consider 

the thesis as an opportunity to learn and as a first step in a professional learning process. This 

position of an analyst will also explain why I have chosen to go through a case study to 

understand the leadership issue of implementing change, as I will explain in the methodology. 

 



 

2.4. Research scope 

 

My thesis research will focus on

and consequently from the aspect of the 

It will responds to one of 

implementing change is usually 

employees especially, because of the uncertain future and the fear of downsizing. In other 
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will face resistance. The following matrix 
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I have highlighted the central role of people within the change implementation process and in 

its outcomes. It is hence important to look deeply at attitudes toward change and to define 

which ones will be considered in this study.  

 

The circled box is the one that I will actually not deal with. Indeed, in organisations where 

employees have such behavioural attitudes toward change, the latter should actually be 

relatively easy to implement. As a consequence, the study I will develop should not be 

extremely strategic to transformational leaders in such organizations because stakeholders 

will believe in the change without the need for leaders to convince them that the change is 

necessary, without the need for change agents to lift barriers and obstacles to change. The role 

of the leader hence is less important than the leader’s role within change implementations that 

have to cope with strong reluctance. 

 

Still focusing on the matrix, I will mainly develop an understanding of the key success factors 

in change implementation for leaders that will have to face behaviours depicted in the bottom-

left box because it represents the situation where the change will be the extremely difficult to 

implement. Nevertheless, the boxes on the right will also be considered within the research 

scope. 

 

In order to provide this research project with a solution, I have defined in the next chapter the 

most relevant methodology to be used.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

I will develop how I will create business knowledge, defining a research design that will 

guide my project. I will discuss the type of research I will conduct and the methods I will use. 

I will deal with the primary research I will conduct, while the theoretical framework that will 

be developed in Chapter 4 will focus on the secondary research. 

 

As I have already stated, I will analyse the issue from the leadership perspective, positioning 

myself as an analyst who aims at understanding the issue of implementing change. The main 

purpose of the study will hence not be to explain but to understand the strategic factors to 

which leaders should direct their influence, why and to what extent they are strategic 

regarding the success of the change implementation process. Nevertheless, the written 

understanding process will to some extent be an explanation to the reader. 

 

Given these position and perspective, I have made the choice to conduct a qualitative primary 

approach based on a case study and to use the grounded theory and hermeneutics methods, as 

I will explain. 

 

 

3.1. A qualitative approach 

 

The issue of implementing change has been found to be complex because of the many 

variables to be considered along the high risks of failure. Thus I consider a case study to be an 

appropriate method to be used in order to deeply understand where the leader should direct his 

/ her influence. In other words, the understanding process will be carried out by interpreting a 

real situation. Even if a single case study will prevent from a generalisation of the conclusions 

as it analyses one particular situation, it will be more relevant than surveys, interviews or 

dialogues which would keep the analysis of the issue on the “surface”. I think that for an 

interviewee who has experienced it, analysing change implementation is a reflection that 

needs time and hindsight and which is difficult to explain in a short face-to-face meeting. I 

will explore a case in order to reach a deep understanding of complex factors that have been 

strategic in an empirical situation. Further case studies could then reinforce the analysis until 

it can be considered as a general rule, but in this project I will focus my study on a single 
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case. I want to reach an in-depth understanding of one given situation within a specific study 

area; studying a broad situation within a field is not my purpose (Fisher, 2004).  

 

My thesis mainly aims at answering a “what” question (i.e. what must be influenced?) and at 

discovering interrelinks between several factors (and the importance of each one over the 

other). That is why a case study appears to be the most relevant means to collect primara data 

(Yin, 1994; Fisher, 2004).  

 

 

3.2. The case study 

 

First of all, it is important to highlight the fact that the case I have studied is a reconstitution. 

Indeed, I have not observed and analysed a case on my own initiative. I preferred choosing a 

legitimate case that has already been studied several times within the leadership literature. 

Nevertheless, the aim was to study the case differently from previous authors. Indeed, I 

recomposed and restructured it so that it suited with the purpose of my research. Choosing a 

reconstituted case has prevented me from an interaction between myself and an organisation 

and its leader; I was consequently unable to interpret indirect situations or behaviours. 

However, it provided me with a better hindsight and objectivity on the case. My analysis has 

also been supported by few authors’ personal interpretation of the case; it has helped me in 

my analysis, thus reinforcing my conclusions. 

 

The case I have analysed is the one of General Electric and its strategic renewal conducted by 

Jack Welch after his appointment as CEO in 1981 (until 2001). I consider this case to be 

relevant to my study because of its complexity and breadth, and the legitimacy it has acquired 

within the leadership and management fields. Several times I have highlighted the importance 

of people in the change implementation process, and especially the importance of having 

people understanding and following the strategic change. General Electric is an organisation 

over 300 000 employees, which shows the complexity of implementing change successfully. 

This difficulty has been reinforced by the rigid and loud structure and bureaucracy of the 

company, deeply anchored in the organisational culture. To Jack Welch, achieving 

successfully his strategy concretely meant optimising resources, costs, time and being able to 

adapt rapidly and effectively to its increasingly competitive environment. Reshaping the 

organisation’s structure and culture was hence necessary so as to achieve strategic goals. I 
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will go deeply into the analysis of these elements throughout the empirical study that will be 

developed in Chapter 5. 

 

The fact that this important and complex strategic change was successfully, although the 

implementation process has turned out to be difficult, also explains why I choose this case. 

Another reason is that when reading Jack: Straight From The Guts, Jack Welch’s professional 

biography, one can find the strategic terms “change”, “vision”, “culture”, “support”, 

“learning”, “communication”, etc. hundreds of times. That shows how important change and 

change implementation are in the art of leadership and it stresses the existence of strategic 

elements leaders have to concentrate on in order to implement the change successfully. The 

fact that Jack Welch was awarded best CEO of the 20th century legitimates my choice as well, 

as it highlights how reliable, successful and exemplary his change leadership be for other 

similar experiences.  

 

I will deeply analyse the change implementation process Jack Welch went through all along 

his mission as CEO of General Electric. My analysis will be guided by the conceptual 

framework I will extract from the literature review. I mean that I will study Jack Welch’s 

decision by using the management literature in the field of change implementation. 

Nevertheless, from the understanding of the case I will also aim at extracting one single 

concept that synthesises the whole interpretation and an answer to the strategic issue. This 

concept will actually be the one previously developed within the conceptual framework but it 

will be completed in order to draw conclusions on the research issue. It is important that the 

theoretical framework and the case analysis can be superposed. What I mean is that each 

concept or theory developed in the literature review will be illustrated in the case study as 

well. From the opposite perspective, the analysis of the case will have a direct theoretical 

support provided by the literature review. For example, as I will go through the theories 

regarding the importance of empowering in the implementation of change, I will go through 

their importance in the real case of General Electric as well, developing the Work-Out system. 

This reference to the theoretical framework will be especially visible in the headlines of each 

part of the case study. The latter will also highlight the importance while implementing 

change of envisioning, getting support and changing the organisational culture from a strong 

bureaucracy to a learning organisation. 
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As my primary research is a case study, issues of validity or reliability are not arisen (Yin, 

1994; Fisher, 2004). The only limit will be the impossibility of any generalisation of the 

findings as those will deal with a specific organisation (Yin, 1004). In the literature regarding 

the implementation of change, the case of General Electric is nevertheless considered as one 

of the most relevant ones, and no matter who will conduct the case study, the findings cannot 

be distorted. 

 

 

3.3. The method 

 

In order to achieve this goal, I will develop my analysis using both an abductive approach, i.e. 

grounded theory, and a hermeneutics dynamic. Before explaining the reasons of this choice, it 

is important to define both concepts. 

 

 

3.3.1. Grounded theory 

 

The grounded theory concept was first developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967 and could be 

defined as “a framework to bring observations, intuitions, and understandings to a concept 

and to provide the guidelines for the discovery and formulation of a theory” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 182). In the use of such a method, the theory emerges from the empirical 

data, which could be a case study. It consequently does not deal with proving a hypothesis for 

example, which is the opposite situation. It explores rather than tests in order to have a deeper 

understanding of an empirical situation (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), and that is exactly what I 

am aiming at. I will extract meaning from the study of a case which will enable me to develop 

a concept: detaching myself from the particular empirical level so as to approach the general 

theoretical one (Strauss & Glaser, 1967). Other case studies will nevertheless be expected to 

reinforce my interpretations and to definitely come to a general and formal theoretical 

outcome. Of course I will develop my own interpretation of the importance of some elements 

but instead of developing them as general rules I will draw a substantive theory leaning upon 

a conceptual framework. I mean that I will extract essential elements from my analysis with 

the aim of drawing theoretical conclusions. Pitching on a formal theory would have supposed 

generalising my findings and I do not pretend to do so, as the conclusion and the further 

discussion will explain (Strauss & Glaser, 1965). 
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The inductive approach deals with the study of various cases so as to be able to argue that 

similar pattern occurs within other organisations. The deductive approach starts from a 

general rule in order to explain a particular case. According to me, these two methods are 

inappropriate to achieve the goal of my research. Indeed, I do not aim at generalising a 

pattern, nor at approving a general rule. My aim is to understand to which strategic factor(s) 

the leader of one of the most important change implementations in history has directed his 

influence.  

 

The grounded theory thus turns out to be the most appropriate approach. I will consequently 

develop an interpretative project as I want to focus on a specific aspect of the organization 

and since I do not aim at questioning the latter through an action for example. I aim at making 

a substantive theory emerge from the understanding of the data in order to explain a real 

situation. This aimed will also be reached using the hermeneutics. Both methods will be 

summarised within a scheme (figure 3). 

 

 

3.3.2. Hermeneutics 

 

Hermeneutics is a “process of interpreting human actions, utterances, products and 

institutions” (Fisher, 2004, p. 62), whereas a traditional case study approach mainly aims at 

modelling instead of interpreting. The interpretation process is made possible thanks to the 

constant balance between the general and the particular. I consider the hermeneutics to be a 

dynamic because it consists of a constant circular move from the particular situation 

(empirical) to the general situation (theoretical), as shown by the figure. It will provide my 

case study with a continual movement from the case reality and the leadership theories so that 

I can objectively interpret data and move forward from one theme to another with a strong, 

supported and legitimate background.  

 

The circular dynamic will be used for each strategic element I will aim at understanding in the 

case study which will be reinforced by using theoretical and conceptual frameworks. For 

example, as I will develop in the case study, Jack Welch has introduced the Boundaryless 

Organisation and has enhanced the Crotonville Institute in order to train General Electric’s 

managers. I have decided to extract the data regarding these two elements because they are at 

stake in the solution to be given to the issue of my research. From them, I will pitch upon the 
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theory of the learning organisation, developed by Peter Senge (1994), in order to 

conceptualise my findings and to highlight the importance of the learning organisation in the 

implementation of change.    

 

I have chosen the system of hermeneutics because I consider it to be is the best approach to 

highlight the importance of each factor separately. Indeed, I do not want to develop first all 

the theoretical concepts and literature review before analysing the case as a whole. I do not 

want either to develop the whole case at once and then to study the literature so as to explain 

the case. I actually intend to constantly balance between theoretical and empirical analysis. I 

consider this as the most appropriate method if I want to stress the importance of each key 

success factor to which the leader should direct his / her influence. Indeed, I consider that if I 

first explain all the factors and analyse them afterwards, my study will fail to highlight the 

importance of each factor in comparison with another one, the analysis would be conducted as 

if all the factors could be considered as identical, which is actually not the truth. Conversely, 

understanding each factor starting from empirical data extracted from the case study and 

reinforcing it with theories and concepts will enable to understand each factor also as a unique 

and independent element and not only as one among others. This is consequently the method I 

will base my work on.  

 

The following chart (figure 3) summarises the solving process I followed throughout the 

thesis in order to provide my research issue with a solution.  
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The third step was to finalise the process of extracting from both the theoretical and empirical 

framework a substantive theory as a conclusion of the thesis. In other words, this emerging 

theory enabled both to reinforce the theories already available in the literature and developed 

within the theoretical framework and to explain the data extracted from the case study. 

 

As a conclusion, the interconnected (thanks to the use of both the abductive approach and of 

the hermeneutics) theoretical framework, empirical analysis and emerging theory enabled to 

provide the research issue with a deep and legitimate solution.  

 

According to the arguments previously stated, I consider this process turns out to be the most 

relevant method to follow as I think it will provide the research issue with a sound solution.  

 

 

3.4. Data collection 

 

I will explain how I have conducted both the empirical and theoretical researches that will 

respectively be developed in Chapter 5 and Chapter 4. 

 

3.4.1. Empirical data collection 

 

The supports I used to study the case were especially books and articles written by the Jack 

Welch himself. As the case of General Electric has been one of the most important ones in the 

history of change implementation, other authors have referred to this case in their books or 

papers. I will consequently use the perspectives they provide so as to increase the objectivity 

and reliability of the information I will deliver throughout my research. Indeed, I have to 

avoid using exclusively Jack Welch’s insight as it could be considered as too subjective. 

Furthermore, I will only indirectly use interviews to study the case. Indeed, as some 

documents were written by the leader of the change himself, the data collected from these 

sources are to some extent interviews as the writer explains his own experience. 

 

Jack: Straight from the guts (2001), written by Jack Welch himself right after he retired from 

General Electric CEO’s position, is the most detailed and supported book about the change 

implementation in the North-American company. It is consequently the main base I will use 

to conduct the case study. This book provides with deep explanations about the several stages 
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Jack Welch, General Electric CEO for twenty years, followed in order to shape the 

organisation so that it became most performing and adapted to its competitive and constantly 

evolving environment.  

 

Going through the literature existing on the case of General Electric, I have found two main 

authors who have written three books each which focus on Jack Welch’s way of leading. 

They are Robert Slater and Jeffrey Krames, both absolute outsiders to General Electric as they 

have never worked in the company. They consequently provide us with a more objective, 

uninvolved and critical standpoint as compared to Jack Welch’s one. Among other books, 

Robert Slater wrote 29 leadership secrets from Jack Welch (2003), GE Way Fieldbook: Jack 

Welch battle plan for corporate revolution (2000) and Jack Welch and the GE Way: 

Management insights and leadership secrets from the legendary CEO (1998). These three 

books will be used to study the case as some of them are almost exclusively descriptive and 

others are mainly analytical. As for Jeffrey Krames, he wrote the best seller book The Welch 

Way (2002), as well as Jack Welch and the four E’s of leadership (2005) and The Jack Welch 

lexicon of leadership (2002). As Slater, Krames analyses with a strong hindsight the 

transformational strategy of the leader he considers to be the world’s greatest CEO (Krames, 

2002). 

 

As I did to present the theoretical framework, I started gathering data on the General Electric 

case using general books, those previously developed. They all go through almost every 

concept, strategy and factor that has mattered for Jack Welch while he was implementing 

strategic change. Then, I went through more specific articles and papers that focus on one 

aspect of the General Electric change implementation: the vision, the Boundaryless 

Organization, the Six Sigma strategy, the reward system, the organisational culture, etc. I 

have analysed around ten leadership articles and papers from the Emerald Library, the Journal 

of Management, the Harvard Business Review and other similar sources of information. 

 

Other books, papers or articles have used the General Electric change as an example to 

illustrate their theories. I have also found them useful and they have reinforced the fact that 

the General Electric change implementation is definitely a relevant and exemplar case to 

analyse. 
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3.4.2. Theoretical data collection 

 

I have focused my secondary research on basic books which are recognized as the most 

supported by real cases and reliable books. They are general enough so that from them I could 

extract the main fields I have to analyse in my literature review. Going through these 

essentials was necessary for me to be able to then go to specific and more focused 

management papers and articles with solid knowledge on generalities. Indeed, it enables me to 

analyse the relevance and legitimacy of more specific articles. All the works, ideas, 

approaches, concepts and theories developed are hence strongly recognized, supported and 

have been tested many times in real situations. They are actually based on deep observations 

and analysis of change implementations. Consequently, the theoretical framework I have 

developed and which will be used all along the thesis can be considered as reliable. 

Nevertheless, it is limited in terms of scope. It means that some ideas or fields have 

voluntarily not been considered within the thesis. The reader should hence be aware that other 

factors could impact on the change implementation process, but they are related to another 

research issue. The following chapter develops the concepts of this secondary research. 
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Chapter 4. Theoretical framework: change implementation in management literature 

 

I will develop the secondary research I have conducted, i.e. the main fields that I have 

analysed related to the issue and the research questions. I will analyse and evaluate the ideas 

and concepts developed by the main authors in each field. Developing in depth a theoretical 

framework in each field is a necessary step for an efficient analysis of the case and to draw 

relevant conclusions. 

 

As I have previously defined when presenting the research issues, I have extracted from the 

analysis of the latter and from my readings four main fields of research that are directly 

related to my study and that will enable me to deeply understand the issue. They are, from the 

broadest field to the most specific one (using my issue as a base of analysis): 

- The reasons, types, and implementation characteristics of change 

- The role and influence of the leader and of followers in change implementation; 

- The key success factors in change implementation; 

- The organisational culture as a major factor to be influenced. 

These four issues extracted from the main research question will also be the four different 

parts of my theoretical framework. According to me, it was important to make the research 

questions and the theoretical fields corresponding as it will enable me to provide the main 

research question with deep theoretical support since the four fields are “subdivisions” of the 

main issue. This correspondence will prove to be much more important when I will analyse 

the case since I will conduct the primary research also according to these four issues and 

fields. Thus it will be easier to understand the link between the beginning and the end of the 

whole research. 

 

 A conceptual framework will summarise the main concepts which I will use in the case study 

using the hermeneutics. It will be built all along the theoretical framework, at the end of the 

development of each of the four main fields of research.  

 

Before reviewing the literature, the four main fields of research are summarised in the 

following map. It has guided the whole secondary data collection and literature review. 

 

 

 



 

Figure 4. Literature map 
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importance of the research project. Nevertheless, the factors previously highlighted were 

broad in order to be applied to the leadership field as a whole. To some extent, the intent was 

to explain the need for change to leaders. From now on, it is important to explain the need for 

change to every stakeholder that could impact or be impacted by the change implementation.  

 

It is important to notice that I will not give definitions of what change means. They are 

available in the literature. Actually, the literature review is in itself a definition of what 

change is in the context of the research question, with those characteristics and specificities 

the transformational leader has to consider. The first step in the implementation of change is 

to determine why the change is necessary. This is what I will explain in the following part. 

 

 

4.1.1. The reasons of change 

 

What I mean by the reasons of change is the variables that legitimise the need for change. 

This is crucial (Self, 2009). Nevertheless, the fact that the change is needed and legitimate 

does not necessarily mean that it will be easy to implement, as the next sections will explain. 

 

The reasons have already been developed in details when arguing the importance and 

relevance of the research project. They are mainly in the current but also in the future 

environments the need to be able to cope with fast-moving, shifting, uncertain and 

unpredictable environments, with increasing competitive pressures (Heifetz, et. al. 2009), 

Bennis & Nanus, 2007; Sackman et. al., 2009; Lalonde, 2006; Howell, 1995; Moran & 

Brightman, 2000; Whelan-Berry et. al., 2003). In the “face of complexity” (Bennis & Nanus, 

2007, p. 6), change will hence enable an organization to adapt to the latter, to be more 

effective, competitive and innovative. In other words, strategic change has become a 

“prerequisite” in the current environment (Sackman et. al., 2009, p. 522).  

 

I have quickly explained that an organization which is able to implement change successfully 

could thus develop a competitive advantage. Indeed, failures are numerous, especially in 

mergers and acquisitions (Kippenberger, 2000), and a success in change implementation 

could hence turn out to be an asset regarding the competition. Nevertheless, successful change 

implementation has become more than a competitive advantage since it can now be 

considered as a key successful factor on several markets, i.e. a company which does not 
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master change will simply go to failure for a lack of competitiveness. Indeed, “change just 

won’t go away” as there is a strong, ongoing and growing pressure on organizations to change 

(Kippenberger, 2000, p. 30) because of the globalisation of economies, the increasing 

competitive pressure, the requests of shareholders for always more performance and because 

of the sophistication of the consumers’ demand in terms of range and quality of product 

(Wong & Kleiner, 1995). 

 

All authors and specialists agree to say that in the current and future business environment, 

there is and will be a very strong need for change, and more particularly for continuous 

change. The reasons are closely linked to the ones I have already developed when setting the 

context and the importance of my research. Yet, I then was aiming at explaining the 

importance of my study. In this part, I want to argue that understanding the need for change is 

the first step within a change implementation process. That is the reason why it is part of the 

theoretical framework. Indeed, it is extremely important that the need for change is 

understood, and not only by the top management. All the people that are impacted – most of 

the time they are employees – must understand the purpose of the change. A change which is 

understood stands better chances of being successfully implemented. It ensues that leaders 

should spend time explaining the need for change to their employees (Heifetz et. al. 2009). 

 

Once the environmental requirements to adapt have been defined, the role of the leader is to 

determine a legitimate strategy which will frame the change that must be implemented within 

the organization. This strategy will have to be defended to all the stakeholders (Lalonde, 

2006; Self, 2007). Once the necessity of implementing change is determined, it is important to 

define which type of change will be implemented. Thus three main types of change are 

distinguished in the following section. 

 

 

4.1.2. The different types of change 

 

There are several types of change that are conceptualised by leadership authors, often 

depending on the research issue it is related to. Nevertheless, we can easily analyse strong 

similarities between all of them. Authors essentially distinguish three types of changes, 

differences usually occurs in their naming. The figure below summarises the main thoughts: 

 



 

Figure 5. Different types of change
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It has been highly supported by the leadership literature, 

Lewin believed change required three fundamental steps, which are the following:

 

Figure 6. The Three-Step Model of Change
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Kurt Lewin has created a change implementation model in 1947. 
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Krüger Change Management Iceberg (u.d.) also stresses the risks of resistance but in a more 

complex manner as the author distinguishes easily “visible” change components that are 

consequently easy to manage (there are actually a few: beneath the “surface”) from hardly 

“visible” change components that are much more difficult to handle. Among them, the 

resistance as well as the organizational culture, as depicted in the following figure.   

 

Figure 7. The Change Management Iceberg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: www.valuebasedmanagement.com (2009) Krüger, W. 
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39). These figures highlight the difficulty to implement change as well as the central role of 

the leader in the process. 

 

Managing the elements “below the surface” effectively, i.e. perceptions and beliefs as well as 

power and politics, should hence enable leaders to rally opponents and change the attitude of 

hidden opponents (Bennet, 2005). More particularly, the circled elements are the ones that are 

more important in the frame of my research project. They will be deeply developed later. 

Moreover, as Edgar Schein has analysed and has warned leaders about (2009), leading people 

has become much more complex since employees in organisations are “divided” in sub-units 

which increase the number of sub-cultures with specific characteristics. This will 

consequently make the implementation process more difficult. These concepts will be deeply 

developed later when I will develop the importance of the organisational culture factor in the 

change implementation process.  

 

To sum up, even if the change can be considered as defendable and legitimate to leaders, it 

must then be defended to all the stakeholders, and especially to employees, as highlighted in 

the literature. However, it is not an easy process, mainly because of the employees’ resistance 

to change.  

 

Although I have not gone deeply into the change implementation key success factors yet, one 

can understand that taking employees into consideration in the change implementation 

process is extremely important. I will consequently go deeply through the understanding of 

the human factor in the next part, and we will see that change implementation key success 

factors that will be developed later can be mastered only under the dominant influence of the 

leader. It will enable me to develop in the next parts the change implementation key factors 

with a sound background. 

 

Before moving forward to the next field of my analysis, i.e. the second related research issue, 

it is important to summarize the conceptual framework I have extracted from this first 

theoretical part. It was important to develop all the theories I previously focused on so that 

one could understand all the complexities of the issue of change implementation; they will all 

link up with some developments in the case study. Nevertheless, I will only use the concepts 

stated in the following portion. They actually cover most of the previous developments: 
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 3 types of change  ... 
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4.2. Roles in change implementation: dynamics between leadership and employees 

 

In this part, I will get closer to the heart of the study, as the human factor, i.e. leader and 

followers, is an extremely important and sensitive point in change implementation, as I will 

argue. Indeed, the importance of both the leader and the employees must be analysed within 

the theoretical framework because leading change is a « shared responsibility of everyone in 

an organization, from top to bottom” (Moran & Brightman, 2000, p. 69).  

 

In this section I will show the importance of the human factor in change implementation, and 

draw interconnections between leaders and employees since the role of the leader is to lead 

the employees so that they embrace change. I will first develop the leadership role as the 

employees’ one can actually be considered as a reaction to the leader decisions and actions. 

 

 

4.2.1. The leader: role and influence in the implementation of change 

 

Even if he / she could not lead change alone (Kotter, 1996; Beitler, 2003), the leader is 

definitely the major agent of change. Indeed, when looking deeply at the roles of a leader 

(currently), most of his/her role and power are directly related to the change implementation 

and consequently the latter key success factors. I will focus on roles that turn out to be 

important and strategic in a change implementation process. 

  

“It is hard to be a CEO today without talking about the importance of change” (Farkas & 

Wetlaufer, 1996, p. 120). But what do Farkas & Wetlaufer exactly mean? They mean that 

according to them a CEO as a change agent spends according to them 75 % of his time in 
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meetings communicating to motivate employees to embrace the change. Roberto Goizueta, 

former Chairman and CEO of the Coca-Cola Company, confirms this role saying that “what it 

takes to be a leader in the 1990s and beyond is really handling change” (Eisenbach et. al., 

1999, p. 80). Leading change is indeed one of the “most fundamental and enduring roles” of 

leaders (Gilley, et. al., 2009, p. 39); it resides “at the heart of leadership” (Latta, 2009, p. 19).  

 

Eisenbach et. al. (1999) show through descriptive researches that transformational leaders are 

the ones who engage through the process of change previously developed (the three-step 

model for change), as they “recognize the need for change” and “institutionalize the change”. 

They are “responsible for change strategy, implementation, and monitoring, thus they 

function as change agents” (Gilley et. al., 2009, p. 39). 

 

In this process, the “visionary” leader “articulates a vision, fosters the acceptance of group 

goals, provides individualised support, and changes the basic values, beliefs and attitudes of 

followers” (Eisenbach et. al. 1999, p. 4). The aim is hence to get people positively involved in 

the process.  

 

Eisenbach et. al. analysis definitely highlight the important role of leaders in the change 

implementation process as well as in the mastery of all the key success factors. Their role is 

hence to lead people so that they get positively involved in the process and to achieve that, 

they are able to act on several variables. 

 

Effective leaders “assume responsibilities for reshaping organizational practices to adapt to 

environmental changes. They direct organizational changes that build confidence and 

empower their employees to seek new ways of doing things. They overcome resistance to 

change by creating visions of the future that evoke confidence in and mastery of new 

organizational practices. (..) The leadership we are talking about will become more evident in 

organizations able to respond to spastic and turbulent conditions”. I find these sentences from 

Bennis and Nanus (2007, p. 17) extremely interesting as they summarize the change 

implementation need in current environments, the change implementation success factors, as 

well as the central roles of the leader as a change agent focusing on the importance of people. 

 

As the key success factors will show, the leader role, as change agent but not only, is to deal 

with people. “To lead, one must follow”, “Fail to honor people, they fail to honor you”, said 
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Lao Tzu, according to Bennis & Nanus (2007, p. 73, p. 141). The leader should hence spend 

his time and energy constantly making sure he / she has followers, for his day-to-day 

decisions but especially for change implementation. If the change is not sufficiently 

legitimised enough to employees, no one will follow (Self, D. 2007). If no one follows, the 

change implementation will lead to failure. That is actually why the purpose of the research is 

to determine the factors to which leaders should direct their influence. Indeed, this influence 

will enable to implement change successfully by influencing factors that will make people 

follow the change agent. It is consequently important to focus on the people importance 

within the change implementation.  

 

As I have previously developed, change has become a prerequisite in the business context. 

Consequently, current and future leadership will required new leadership skills that will help 

to respond to the new “environment of urgency”, “high stakes” and of uncertainty even after 

the current crisis is over (Heifetz et. al., 2009; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2010). According to 

Heifetz et. al. (2009), leaders will have to “foster adaptation by helping people to develop the 

next practices” that will enable the organization to be successful in its fast moving 

environment. They mean leaders will have to be able to “embrace disequilibrium” by creating 

an organization where nothing is “frozen” so as to make change easier and where people feel 

comfortable enough with this type of organization. According to Heifetz et. al. (2009, p. 64), 

this could be achieved by “generating leadership”, i.e. by empowering people in such way that 

they are able of their own initiative, to lead the “experiments” they will judge useful to adapt 

to the changing environment.  Here again, the importance of people in change implementation 

and in the leader’s role is stressed. That is why I will now focus on employees’ place within 

the change implementation process. 

 

 

4.2.2. The followers: importance and influence in change implementation 

 

I have several times previously highlighted the importance of the followers, i.e. especially the 

employees especially, within the change implementation process. As I will highlight later 

when I will analyse the change implementation key success factors, they are actually at the 

heart of the change agent’s role (Farkas & Wetlaufer, 1996; Schein, 2009; Lines, 2005; 

Whelan-Berry, 2003). Indeed, to make it possible for the change to be implemented 

successfully, employees must understand, agree with the change and be ready for its 
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implementation. If not, they will resist and will prevent the change from taking place: “there 

is wide agreement that successful implementation of organizational change depends on how 

organisational members react to the change” (Lines, 2005, p. 8). This explains the importance 

of this section.  

 

In this section I intend to explain why the human factor is so important in such a process. 

Indeed, as I previously developed, some leaders in the past were able to take decisions and to 

have them implemented without any consideration for the stakeholders’ point of view on them 

(Verdery, 1991). For now on, such authoritarian leadership archetypes are not accepted any 

longer within organisations, as Bennis & Nanus explain (2007). Fiona Graetz (2000, p. 550) 

highlights this “radical” shift in leadership style, from the “traditional authoritarian, command 

and control style to a more open, participative management style.” She emphasises on the 

importance today of “cooperation, collaboration and communication” within the organisation. 

As a consequence, Bennis & Nanus (2007) have conducted deep and supported research on 

the role, qualities, power of new leaders. According to them, the new leader is the one who is 

able to face uncertain times, and in the latter, to “commit people to action”, who is able to 

“rally supporters”, who has “an uncanny way of enrolling people into his / her vision” (Norris, 

1992). The importance of people as concerns the role of the change agent is also highlighted 

by what Gilley et. al. (2009, p. 39) consider to be the leadership behaviour that predicts the 

success of a change implementation, i.e. the “ability to motivate, communicate and build 

teams”. But why must leaders act in this way? 

 

Because managing a major change is essentially a synonymous of managing people through 

change, according to Darcy & Kleiner (1993) and to Moran & Brightman more recently 

(2000). Indeed, the employees both “plan and direct” changes and are the “targets” of change. 

They highlighted the fact that, even if employees could “embrace the change” because it will 

benefit to them and to the organization, they could also face the change with fear and 

uncertainty if they perceive the change as harmful. It is consequently a challenge for leaders 

to implement the change successfully as they have to understand the impact of the change on 

people within the organization. 

 

According to Labovitz (Darcy & Kleiner, 1993), there are four main reasons that explain 

employees’ resistance to change and that must hence be considered by change agents. These 

are “economic factors” related to the fear of the impact of the change on the employee’s 
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current job or career prospects; “inconvenience”, i.e. the need to learn or to adjust to a new 

environment; “uncertainty”, the fear of the unknown; and “symbols”, i.e. the fear that status 

or materials acquired in the past will be questioned because of the change. Kotter and 

Schlesinger (1979, 2008) agree on the “desire not to lose something of value” but focus more 

on the change itself to explain resistance. They consider that a “misunderstanding” of the 

change and its implications, a feeling that the change does not “make sense” for the 

organization and a low tolerance for change are the main reasons for negative attitude toward 

change implementation.  

 
Elias (2009) reinforces the strategic characteristic of employees within the change 

implementation process. He argues that “organizational change strains not only the 

organization as a whole but also individual employees within the organization”. He considers 

that the employees’ “psychological processes” must be taken into account if an organization 

wants to implement change, and that not doing so will result in the failing of the change 

initiative. Indeed, not sufficiently considering people will make employees experience “stress 

and cynicism” which will reduce their “commitment, motivation, satisfaction, and trust” in the 

organization. Thus, according to Elias (2009), carrying out change implementation 

successfully requires that the employees to be “intrinsically motivated”, that they are able to 

see change as a “learning opportunity”, and feel as they have control over the change process.  

 

According the Moran & Brightman (2000), when leading people through change, having the 

whole organization pulled in the same direction, is a necessity. Indeed, if the whole 

organization is not “on board with the change effort”, it will fail.  

 

We can hence state that employees will support a change initiative when they will have a 

positive attitude toward change, and will resist, oppose and even sometimes sabotage the 

change initiative if they possess a negative attitude toward change, as Lines has argued 

(2005). Leaders will play a central role so that all employees impacted by the change 

understand, agree and are ready for the change implementation. In a broader view, change 

implementation key success factors also stress both the importance of employees in the 

success or failure of leading change and the central role of the leader who has to influence 

them in the right direction if he / she wants the implementation to be successful. The analysis 

of these factors is done in the following part, before going in depth into the study of the 

importance of organisational culture’s importance in the research. 



45 
 

As I did at the end of the first field of my research, the following chart summarizes the main 

thoughts on the importance of the human factor in the implementation of change, in the direct 

continuation of the first portion of conceptual framework. The summarized ideas will strongly 

guide my decision to develop some parts of the case study, explaining my choice to make 

them part of the conceptual framework. 

 

 

 Change People  

   Leading change is 

 Legitimising the need  leading people 

 3 types of change  Attitudes and resistance 

 3 step-model of change   toward change 

  

 ... ... 

 

The following field of development regarding the change implementation key success factors 

is directly linked to the solution of the research question. It is also directly induced by the 

importance of the human factor I developed above. 

 

 

4.3. Change implementation key success factors 

 

I will first explain why I aim at developing key success factors. As I previously stated, change 

implementation is an extremely tough process and the risks of failure are high. That is one of 

the main reasons that explain both my choice of conducting this study and the importance of 

the research. As risks of failure when implementing change are high, going deeply through 

change implementation key success factors turns out to be extremely relevant.  

 

Defining different types of change, reasons and difficulty of implementation was a necessary 

starting point to understand the importance of studying the key success factors. Defining the 

leaders and employees’ roles and power of influence on the change implementation was 

necessary to identify the key success factors that could and must be influenced. They are the 

very elements that play a central role in this study. The fact that the literature dealing with 
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change implementation is mainly composed with “how-to-do” books and papers illustrates the 

relevance of studying key success factors. These will consequently be the drivers to 

understand and interpreting data, as well as to extract from the latter a final concept from it. 

 

I decided to base my analysis of the change implementation key success factors on John 

Kotter’s Eight-Stage Change Process (1996). Based on observations of hundreds of important 

strategic implementations of change, I consider it to be reliable and valid enough to be used. 

Lots of important leadership sources of information refer to this approach, such as the 

Harvard Business Review. Most of further developments on the subject are reinforcements of 

these eight steps that must be respected so that the change implementation could be brought to 

a successful conclusion. 

 

 

4.3.1. Kotter’s Eight-Stage Change Process 

 

The following approach is currently the answer to the fundamental errors that undermine 

change initiatives according to Kotter, as I have previously developed. 

 

Please refer to next page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 8. The Eight-Stage Process of creating Major Change
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recognized as strategic by authors. Some factors developed by Kotter will hence be gathered; 

some will be completed and renamed under broader strategic meanings.  

 

I will therefore analyse the following variables: 

- Communication: sense making, envisioning, empowering and trust 

- Forming the guiding coalition: getting support 

- Anchoring change in the culture: organizational culture shaping and learning organization 

These are the factors that should enable to lift resistance and barriers and establish sense of 

urgency.  

 

 

4.3.2. Envisioning, empowering and building trust 

 

Envisioning is extremely important in the process of implementing change; empowerment as 

well, as it will be explained further down. Indeed, they help to build trust between the leader 

and the followers, who both play an important role in the implementation of change, as I have 

previously highlighted. 

 

“Without communication, nothing will be realized; (...) effective communication is essential 

to rallying supported, especially when the leader’s vision calls for great change”, assert 

Bennis & Nanus (2007, p. 31). Communication turns out to be extremely important in change 

implementation, and could be done through the following notions: sense giving, envisioning 

and empowering. But first, it is important to go through the definition of vision. 

 

The vision, or “sense of direction” (Bennis & Nanus, 2007, p. ii) completes the importance of 

defining a strategy that will enable to adapt to the environment and that will be legitimate 

because of its real need, as I have previously developed. The vision is the ultimate factor that 

enables to optimise the strategy, as Kotter (1997, p. 20) argues: “Without some sense of 

vision to point you in a certain direction, the data and analysis themselves will never result in 

an optimum approach”. He considers that strategy and change are interdependent factors, 

explaining why he put both elements in the same step in his approach. Indeed, according to 

him, the vision alone “does not do it” either. It has to be associated with a “strategic sense” of 

how this vision will be practically reached.  
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What matters then is envisioning, making sense and empowering. Indeed, meaning and vision 

do not have sense if they are not communicated, distributed to all employees in the 

organisation. We have actually already highlighted the importance of people in the change 

implementation outcome.  

 

Graetz (2000) and Lalonde (2006) explain that inspiring a shared vision and personally, 

clearly and honestly communicating it to all employees is a necessity so that they can 

understand it and contribute to the achievement of the vision. Similarly, Weick (2001) 

asserted that sense making is the “primary function” of organisations in the complex current 

environments as it helps individuals to “ascribe meaning to events” within the organisation. 

Literally, it means “the making of sense” (Weick, 1995, p. 4) to people. In my own words and 

in the context of implementation of change, I would define it as explaining the change to 

people that are impacted so that they can understand it, given that it could be a “phenomenon” 

difficult to recognise, to handle and to frame for followers. Gardner completes the notion of 

sense making and highlights its importance. Indeed, he considers that a great leader should be 

able to “affect thoughts, feelings and behaviours” of numerous people, especially in 

addressing the latter “directly”, i.e. face-to-face (1995). By doing so, the leader actually make 

and give sense. 

 

Empowering also appears in the literature as a key factor of successful change in new 

organisation’s archetypes. Indeed, leadership must not be identified with the exercise of 

power any longer. Conversely, what appears to be effective now is sharing the power into a 

“collaborative leadership” (Bennis & Nanus, 2007, p. ii). Bennis and Nanus (2007) thus think 

that leaders should empower others to translate intentions into reality; these intentions could 

be a change implementation for example. Thus training and systems will enable all the 

employees to go along with the change (Lalonde, 2006). 

 

Mastering these factors will enable to build trust around the change implementation (Bennis 

& Nanus, 2007). This element is also strategic considering the outcome of the change 

implementation process (Denton, 1996). Indeed, Bennis and Nanus (2007) argue that the 

absence of trust will induce an organisational disaster. 

 

The formation of a political support and of a guiding coalition will help to optimise the 

mastery of these factors. 
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4.3.3. Forming the guiding coalition 

 

The guiding coalition is a term used by Kotter in his eight-step process to implement change 

(1996). I use it as it refers to two points I consider to be important. Indeed, “guiding” refers to 

the importance of the factor all along the implementation process, not only at a specific 

moment. As for “coalition”, it highlights the importance of forming a strong team and hence 

of the human factor. Indeed, directly related to the need for legitimacy, it means that it is 

crucial to form a team of strategic people who will support the implementation of change and 

who will legitimise it to the followers and especially to the resisting followers. The persons 

who are part of the guiding coalition are usually trusted, respected and influencing 

stakeholders; they have a “strong credibility” (Lalonde, 2006, p. 22) and must hence be part 

of the change leading coalition (Self, 2007). They usually have a power over the opponents so 

that they can make them rally the change. 

 

Indeed, the political support is important because communication by top management is seen 

as a “powerful lever in gaining commitment and building consensus to change” (Graetz, 2000, 

p. 551). Moreover, it enables to communicate the vision across the whole organization more 

effectively and repeatedly to keep people supporting the change over time (Graetz, 2000). The 

top-management must hence be involved, be seen to have “full buy-in” to change and to have 

to adapt as well (Lalonde, 2006). Lalonde (2006) stresses that even the “most negative 

person” must be included to an effective support.  

 

Self (2007, p. 12) even considers that “the who supporting the change may carry as much 

weight as the what of the proposed change” because the position of the formal and informal 

leaders toward the change will be highly considered by all the employees. If all leaders 

support the change, the employees will adopt the change as well (Self, 2007). 

 

Looking at other factors, leaders exert, according to Schein (2004), a “dominant influence” on 

the emergence and direction of cultural norms, values, and basic assumptions, i.e. on the 

organisational culture. Analysing the importance of the latter in change implementation is 

hence necessary. Nevertheless, it will be developed in a separate part.  

 

As I have already stated, rather than enumerating factors that must be influenced in order to 

lead the change implementation to successful outcomes, I aim at grading each factor 
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according to its level of importance, or at least at extracting one factor to be more strategic 

from the leadership perspective than the others. The literature and the case study I will later 

develop actually argue the stake and importance of the organisational culture. That 

consequently explains my choice to distinguish it from the other key success factors.  

 

Before going in depth into the explanation of the importance of the organisational culture in 

the implementation of change, I will add a third portion to my conceptual framework, 

according to the concepts developed above and that will be useful for the analysis of the case. 

As this part of the literature review is at the heart of the research, most of the theories 

developed are actually part of the conceptual framework as summarised in the chart down-

right: 

 
 

  

 Change People  

    Leading change is   

 Legitimising the need  leading people  

 3 types of change  Attitudes and resistance 

 3 step-model of change  toward change 
 

 

   Key success factors 

  Envisioning 

 ... Empowering 

 Support  

 Trust 

 

 

 

4.4. The organisational culture: the strategic stake in implementing change 

 

The organisational culture is part of the key factors to be influenced in order to implement 

change successfully. However, I decided to develop it separately; why? 

 

Edgar Schein (2004, p. 2) considers that what is “uniquely associated with leadership is the 

creation and management of organizational culture”, i.e. that the exertion of influence of the 
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leader upon the organisational culture is the only thing that distinguishes leadership from 

management. It hence emphasises the importance of taking organisational culture into account 

in the implementation of change. He argued that the “only thing of real importance that 

leaders do is to create and manage culture” (2004, p. 11). These statements have led me to 

distinguish the field of organisational culture from the other key success factors of change. 

Many authors, as Schein, grant importance to the culture in the change implementation 

process. 

 

In 1957, Selznick introduced the term of “institutional leadership” related to the “promotion 

and protection of values” (Bryman, 1986, p. 50), given that values are one of the most 

important aspects of the organisational culture as I will show when I will define it. According 

to Bryman (1986, p. 51), the “true leader has to be visionary and to be able to establish a 

culture which reflects the needs of his / her employees, the firm’s history, the company’s 

market and products”. By giving such a definition, the author highlights the importance of the 

organisational culture in order to distinguish a “true” leader from a normal one. 

 

Looking at the attributes of the organisational culture, its importance in the implementation of 

change will be more highlighted. I will consequently draw the link between the organisational 

culture and the implementation of change. 

 

 

4.4.1. Organisational culture and change implementation 

 

It is first important to look at some attributes of the organizational culture in order to better 

understand its importance in the outcomes of the change implementation. I will exclusively 

look at Edgar Schein’s vision of the organisational culture, as he was the pioneer and expert in 

the field of the organisational culture from the leadership perspective. 

 

Organisational culture is usually defined as “the way we do things around here” (Schein, 

2009; Kotter, 1996). However, as Schein highlights (2009), this definition does not consider 

the “underlying assumptions” which are extremely important in the implementation of 

change. The following figure shows the complexity of the culture and hence the importance of 

taking all of its aspects into consideration, mainly when it will deal with influencing the 

culture within the change implementation process. 



 

Figure 9. The Three Levels of Culture
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(importance of the role of employees) “by adopting different behaviours, processes, 

frameworks, routines, values, or goals”, which are part of the organisational culture. As the 

human factor and especially collective and individual behaviours are strategic to the outcome 

of a change process, the organisational culture turns out to play a central role to impact on the 

human factor. This attribute is reinforced by most of change implementation concepts. 

 

Indeed, the final step in Kotter’s change process highlights the importance of culture as the 

means to anchor the change within the organisation (1996). Thus it is an extremely important 

stage within the change implementation process. It makes “sure the new approaches are 

firmly rooted in the organisation’s culture” (Finnie & Norris, 1997, p. 19). Longenhecker and 

Rieman (2007) also emphasise the importance of changing individual behaviours and “habits” 

(i.e. organisational culture) so that they stick with the changes and so that the improvements 

can be “real” and can “last”. Similarly, Kotter (1996, p. 14) argues that change sticks only 

when it becomes “the way we do things around here”, when it “seeps into the bloodstream of 

the corporate body”. The word only is extremely important as it shows how strategic the role 

of the organisational culture is. Indeed, it shows that without influencing the latter, the change 

would not be anchored in the long-term its implementation could hence be considered as a 

failure. Similarly, Sackmann et. al. (2009) stress that change efforts not anchored in the 

organisation’s culture are “unlikely to last”. Thus the transformational leader has to “create a 

culture which embraces change” since nothing changes unless the culture does, as stressed by 

Eisenbach et. al. (1999, p. 85). 

 

Looking at Lewin’s Three-Step Model of Change (1947), the third and final step –  

“refreezing” – also stresses the importance of the organisational culture within the change 

implementation, as “refreezing” actually means making the change part of the organisational 

culture so that its goals could be achieved. Furthermore, Krüger Change Management Iceberg 

(u.d.) also highlights the importance of managing “beliefs and perceptions”, i.e. elements of 

the organisational culture, so as to prevent the initiative from failing. 

 

Finally, we have seen that sense making was playing an important role in the implementation 

of change (Weick, 2001). According to Alvesson (2002) and Latta (2009), sense making is 

actually part of the organisational culture mechanisms. In other words, organisational culture 

plays an important role in determining the meaning of actions, change included. It 

consequently plays an important role in the implementation of change. 
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Gail Latta’s model of organisational change in cultural context (2009), the OC3 Model, also 

strongly asserts this idea, as the following figure shows. I have decided to select this model 

because it is one of the most recent ones on the subject of the relation between change and 

organisational culture which consequently gathers the most important thoughts and researches 

achieved in the field. 

 

Figure 10. The OC3 Model 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: A process model of organisational change in cultural context (2009) Latta, G. 
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Latta has thus identified eight stages of cultural influence. Regarding the research purpose, the 

most relevant stages of influence are the following: readiness to change is “culturally 

embedded”; the organisational culture and the leader’s knowledge of the latter strongly helps 

shaping the right vision of change; change and the related strategies suppose to be anchored 

within a “modified” or “reinforced” organisational culture; and culture has a “moderate 

influence” on the outcomes of the change implementation. 

 

This model consequently turns out to be extremely relevant regarding my research and the 

importance of the cultural tenets as strategic elements in the implementation of change 

(among the key success factors). It highlights three interrelated important points that I have 

previously developed. These are: 

-  The central role of the organisational culture in change implementation; 

- The central role of the leader in change implementation and his / her influence on the 

organisational culture; 

-  The characteristic of the sense making / envisioning success factor as part of the 

implementation. 

 

It also stresses the necessity to change the culture so as it fits with the new strategy and 

structure of the organisation. I will consequently develop this idea. 

 

 

4.4.2. Changing the organisational culture 

 

According to the definition previously proposed, it seems that changing culture would turn 

out to be a tough process, as it represents the “accumulated learning of a group, the ways of 

thinking, feeling and perceiving” the environment (Schein, 2009, p. 28).  

 

I do not aim at explaining the organisational culture change process to change agents, giving 

tips, approaches or concepts in order to change the culture. It will not respond to the research 

issue. What I want to show is that culture must be influenced so as to implement strategic 

change successfully, and that influencing the culture usually means changing the culture, as 

stated by Beitler: “when changes are made to the organisation’s strategy, structure, or human 

processes, changes will inevitably occur in the organisational structure” (2003, p. 123). It 

shows the importance of the organisational culture as a factor that must be influenced by the 
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change agent. More generally, organisational change implementation is related to 

organisational culture change because “organisational change efforts will certainly fail if 

organisational culture remains fundamentally the same” (Beitler, 2003, p. 128). 

 

As the research issue is to respond to the necessity to implement change in the current and 

future business environments, I decided to focus on the establishment of a learning 

organisational culture which embraces change (Senge, 1994). I will consequently develop 

Senge’s concept of the Learning Organisation.  

 

 

4.4.3. Developing the Learning Organisation 

 

As a direct consequence of the previous parts, i.e. of organisational culture within the change 

implementation and the need for organisational culture change, the concept of the Learning 

Organisation must be developed. Indeed, I have pointed out the importance of constant 

change and flexibility in the current and future competitive and unpredictable environments 

and consequently the importance for an organisation to be able to adapt. The organisational 

learning is actually “designed to anticipate and react to changing external and competitive 

environments in a positive proactive manner” (Johnson, 2002, p. 241) thanks to a structure 

which enables to respond to turbulent contexts. 

 

I consider this concept to be part of my research issue and of the field of the organisational 

culture more particularly. Indeed, shaping a Learning Organisation means shaping the 

organisational culture in this direction, as Peter Senge develops in the Fifth Discipline 

Fieldbook (1994). Senge is the main author in the field; he has established the “five learning 

disciplines” that enable to develop a Learning Organisation and to become more effective and 

competitive. 

 



 

Figure 11. The five learning 
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Figure 12. Conceptual framework 
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I will call upon this conceptual framework to analyse the primary research in the next chapter. 

It will help me understanding the strategic factors that must be considered as concerns the 

influencing role of the leader. Thus it will reinforce my analysis of the case of the change 

implementation at General Electric under Jack Welch’s leadership. 
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Chapter 5. Empirical study: Change implementation at General Electric 

 
As I have already noted when explaining the methodology I have chosen, three main points 

have guided my case study. First, I have not personally conducted the latter since it is a 

reconstitution; I have extracted from previous studies of the case of General Electric the data 

that are at stake to solve my research issue. Second, I have structured my analysis of the case 

of General Electric under Jack Welch’s 20 years of leadership according to the structure and 

the main fields of study developed in the theoretical framework and summarised in the 

conceptual framework. In other words, the theoretical framework and the empirical one could 

be superposed so that to easily build the link between theory and reality and consequently to 

write more reliable conclusions. Third, since the hermeneutics method appeared to be the 

most relevant technique to be used regarding the outcomes I want to reach, the circular 

movement from the particular to the general will be continuous all along the case study, 

except when contextualising the case.    

 

I will first understand the change at General Electric from the moment Jack Welch was 

appointed as CEO in 1981, focusing on the need and legitimacy for change and on the change 

in itself, looking at its strategic purpose. In stressing the implementation process and 

difficulty, I will then highlight the important roles of both Jack Welch and of the employees 

regarding the outcomes of the change. Secondly, I will examine the factors upon which Jack 

Welch exerted his influence in order to lead the change initiative to success. Finally, I will 

analyse the importance of each factor for the outcomes of the change implementation and I 

will develop the most important factor in detail. Through the whole analysis, I will focus on 

Jack Welch’s actions which have played a positive role in the success of the implementation 

of change. All of his decisions were probably not as good as the ones I will study. However, I 

do not aim in the further developments at judging or criticising his strategic choices. I just aim 

at understanding how he made the implementation of change successful. 

 

 

5.1. Context 

 
Before going in depth into the case study, it is important to consider the organisation as well 

as its most important and revolutionary CEO, Jack Welch. Indeed, concentrating first on them 
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will help to deeply understand the strategies and the situation which occurred under Jack 

Welch’s changing times at General Electric. 

 

 

5.1.1. General Electric Company 

 

General Electric is a US listed organisation issued from the Edson Electric Light Company 

(Kippenberger, 2000), founded over 130 years ago in 1878 by Thomas Edson. Headquartered 

in Fairfield, Connecticut, and currently led by Jeffrey Immelt, General Electric has become 

the world’s largest and sustainable organisations (Coster, 2010) with around 325,000 

employees around the world and revenues and net income of respectively US$ 157 Billion 

and US$ 10.7 Billion for the year 2009 (General Electric Annual Report, 2010). As another 

illustration of the importance of General Electric, one can notice that the company has the 

fourth most recognized branding in the world, which worth almost US$ 50 Billion 

(Interbrand, 2009). 

 

Structured as a conglomerate, General Electric has “a strong set of global businesses in 

infrastructure, finance and media” (General Electric Company, 2010). It is important to look 

at each business and their evolution throughout time in order to later better understand later 

the changes that occurred at General Electric, as the current situation is the direct consequence 

of the changes operated by Jack Welch between 1981 and 2001. Depicting the several 

businesses of General Electric will also enable to understand the environment that has lead to 

legitimate change, as well as to understand strategies that are decided in a diversified 

organisation, i.e. in a conglomerate.  

  

Thus General Electric is divided into four subsidiaries and businesses that are the following: 

- General Electric Capital, which includes GE Comercial Finance, GE Money Bank and GE 

Consumer Finance (GE Capital Solutions, 2010); 

- General Electric Technology Infrastructure, which includes GE Aviation and GE Healthcare 

(GE Aviation, 2010; GE Healthcare, 2010); 

- General Electric Energy Infrastructure, which includes GE Energy Financial Services (GE 

Energy, 2010); 

- NBC Universal, an entertainment company. 

General Electric is hence present on a wide variety of markets, and in over hundred countries. 
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It is also important to notice the central place of the innovation in General Electric’s activity 

as it will later explain some strategic changes operated by Jack Welch. Thus innovation at 

General Electric began in 1900 and up to now thousands of inventions have been patented and 

two Nobel prizes have been awarded to General Electric (General Electric Company, 2010). 

The company is hence a central actor bringing new technologies to both businesses and 

consumers. 

 

The divisions and aspects of the organisation that are important according to the research 

purpose will be deeply analysed throughout the case study. These will be especially the ones 

that have been created or strongly developed by the General Electric most transformational 

and former leader, Jack Welch. 

 

 

5.1.2. Jack Welch 

 

Jack Welch, whose transformational leadership will be deeply analysed in the case study, was 

Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of General Electric from 1981 to 2001. His 

revolutionary and successful leadership skills have become legendary throughout the 

worldwide business environment as he has made General electric the most valuable and 

largest organization in the world, increasing the value of the company from $US 13 billion to 

410 billion and multiplied its revenues per five (General Electric Company, 2010). 

 

Right after he graduated from a Ph.D. degree in chemical engineering, he joined General 

Electric as a chemical engineer for the Plastics division in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. Although 

he was at several times close to quitting the company (Welch, 2001), he was elected the 

company’s youngest Vice President in 1972 and was appointed as Vice Chairman in 1979 

(General Electric Company, 2010). After a tough and competitive race for succeeding to 

“Reg” Jones (Welch, 2001), he became the General Electric 8th Chairman and CEO at the age 

of 46, position he served at until his retirement in September 2001, a few days before the 

terrorist attack that has strongly affected the US economy and consequently the company. 

 

Becoming General Electric CEO was the opportunity for him to get rid of many aspects of the 

company’s culture he considered as strong obstacles to profitability (Welch, 2001), which 

were especially the rigid bureaucracy and the “archaic business ways” (General Electric 
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Company, 2010). Thus, under Jack Welch’s leadership, “managers were given free reign as 

long as they followed the GE ethic of constant change and striving to do better” (General 

Electric, 2010). Both reactive and proactive, Jack Welch leaped onto the opportunities which 

arose, especially thanks to his capacity at divesting from businesses which became 

unprofitable. In other words, he strongly transformed the hundred-year old company, making 

it larger, more profitable, more sustainable and more valuable. 

 

Named “Manager of the Century” by Fortune in 1999, he is currently consultant in leadership 

and the author of several books as well as of The Welch Way column, weekly published in 

Business Week and in 45 other major newspapers around the world. The Financial Times 

recently named him “one of the three most admired business leaders in the world today” 

(General Electric Company, 2010), and in order to understand how he reached such a success, 

I will go deeper into the analysis of his strategic choices and the changes he operated as CEO 

of General Electric. I will then understand which factors he influenced in order to transform 

the company successfully. 

 

 

5.2. Change implementation at GE: reasons, types and implementation 

 

As in the theoretical framework understanding the need for change and the difficulty to 

implement the latter in a generic context was a first necessary step before going deeply into 

the heart of the research concepts, it is also important in the case study to settle the context in 

which Jack Welch has implemented change. Moreover, as it is important to set a legitimate 

strategy, I will define the strategic choices made by Jack Welch which have induced drastic 

changes. 

 

 

5.2.1. The reasons of change at GE 

 

The purpose of the case study is not to go deep into the analysis of the issues but to 

understand why change was needed at General Electric. I will consequently enumerate 

morethan explain in details the problems faced by the North-American company in 1980 

when Jack Welch became CEO. 
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When Jack Welch assumed the reins at General Electric in 1981, he was legitimate to point 

out and to solve problems General Electric was facing at the time. Right from the beginning 

he had to face the reality of the market and of the organisation. The problem was that he was 

almost the only one to be aware of the worrying situation that was slowly affecting General 

Electric. According to him (2001), despite hundred years of growth and success, General 

Electric had started for several years to face increasing issues which had to be considered 

before the situation got worse.  

 

Indeed, the American business context was changing, in a worrying way for General Electric 

and for most American industries that were dominating the most important markets of the 

world economy, i.e. steel, textiles, shipbuilding, automotive, television (Slater, 2002). They 

were facing an increasing inflation, which was mainly due to the 1970’s oil crises (from 3.4 

percent in 1971 to 18 percent in 1980) (Slater, 2002). They were now evolving in a global 

business environment with a growing competitive pressure, especially from the Japanese 

“higher-quality and lower-costs” products (Welch, 2001). The “unhealthy and weakening” 

American economy was hence mired in “the deepest recession in half-century”, according to 

Slater (2002). The American organisations consequently had to respond to this new context: 

they had to develop a new vision, a new set of business and had to be more competitive by 

increasing their flexibility. However, most of American organisations did not see the 

deterioration of their environment because of their previous prosperity and relative success. 

Moreover, General Electric was also facing internal issues which were preventing it from 

responding effectively to these external changes.  

 

The problem was that most of General Electric stakeholders except from Jack Welch were 

mistaken about the health of the company. Indeed, in the early 1980s, General Electric was a 

”model corporation” (Slater, 2002), an ”American icon” (Welch, 2001), the tenth largest 

American organisation. The company was successful in most of both internal and external 

minds, but Jack Welch saw it was actually suffering from a slower and slower growth; too 

heavy investments led to cash flow problems; information and ideas did not flow fast enough, 

affecting productivity and innovation despite the strategic attribute the latter represents on 

General Electric markets (General Electric Company, 2010).  

 

Nevertheless, Jack Welch had identified the main reason to these internal issues: the rigid and 

massive bureaucracy with too many layers of management which he hated and which made 
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most of processes at General Electric extremely slow  (Welch, 2001; Slater, 2002; Krames, 

2001; Kippenberger, 2000). Indeed, General Electric was at that time ruled by more than 

25,000 managers and there were many dozen different levels between the factory floor and 

Jack Welch’s office (Welch, 2001). Nevertheless, in the 1980’s, most of American industries 

were working and focused on a strong bureaucracy and were actually successful (Slater, 

2002). However, Jack Welch had understood that even if bureaucratic structures were right 

for these times, they would not not suit with the new business context which was changing 

rapidly and which required businesses to be able to react quickly (Slater, 2002). In the new 

environment, Jack Welch was able to see that a lot of General Electric businesses were 

becoming ”lethargic” and unable to quickly adapt because of the heavy bureaucracy. He 

consequently considered the latter should be totally broken (Welch, 2001).  

 

Both internal and external environment were stressing the strong need to anticipate the future 

situation and consequently to change. Indeed, so as to respond to the global, competitive, fast-

moving and uncertain environment, General Electric needed “agility, speed, responsiveness 

and flexibility”, according to Steven Kerr, previous President of Leadership Development at 

General Electric (1995, p. 41). What was strategic at the time, as it is also in the current 

business environment I have previously described, was to “manage change faster and better 

than competitors” or the organisation would go to failure (Kerr, 1995, p. 41). Jack Welch 

came as CEO with the following message: “The game is going to change, and change 

drastically. We have to get a plan, a program together, to deal with a decade that is totally 

different” (Slater, 2002, p. 29). However, as the worrying situation was still not visible, the 

need for change was not obvious to most of General Electric stakeholders (Welch, 2001) and 

Jack Welch hence faced a strong opposition, as I will later explain. 

 

What General Electric and Jack Welch experienced in the early 1980’s is actually closely 

similar to the current business environment we focused on when explaining the importance of 

the study. As a consequence, studying the case of General Electric will provide leaders 

currently in place with a relevant solution to the crisis they are going through. In a broader 

perspective, what General Electric and Jack Welch experienced was a perfect illustration of 

the current business prerequisites, i.e. being flexible and being able to implement change 

effectively (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2007. Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996). To do so, as we 

have explored in the theoretical framework once the need for change has been identified, it is 
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now important to define the right strategy that will enable to respond to the issues which 

require changes. I will consequently look deeply at the strategy induced by Jack Welch. 

 

 

5.2.2. The types of change at GE 

 

Here again the aim is not to deeply explain the strategy set by Jack Welch so as to respond to 

the issues facing General Electric but to understand what factors had to be influenced so that 

such a strategy could be developed. I will not go through all the strategic choices that were 

made by Jack Welch and I have consequently decided to focus on the two I consider to be the 

most important and the most impacting for the organisation, its structure and its employees. 

Indeed, as I have explained when defining the research scope, I aim at understanding the 

implementation of changes that are by nature difficult to understand because of their 

threatening impact for the employees. Thus I will explain the “Number 1 or Number 2” and 

the “Six Sigma” initiatives, the two “management mantras that will forever be associated with 

General Electric’s CEO Jack Welch” (Henderson & Evans, 2000, p. 267). 

 

 

5.2.2.1. The “Number 1 or Number 2” strategy 

 

In order to respond to the threatening environment and deteriorating health of General 

Electric, Jack Welch came up with a new strategy which will concern all General Electric 

businesses: the strategy he called “Number 1 or Number 2” which simply meant that all 

businesses General Electric was involved in would have to be either number one or number 

two in their market. If they could not reach such (high) ranks, they would be considered to be 

“fixed, sold or closed” (Slater, 2002; Welch, 2001; Krames, 2001).  

 

The following figure is the concrete illustration of Jack Welch intents for Number one or 

Number two strategy at General Electric, looking at the situation of each industry General 

Electric is involved in. Most of the strategic choices Jack Welch made were guided by this 

figure, i.e. the numerous divestments and acquisitions (RCA, etc.). 

 

 

 



 

Figure 13. # 1 or # 2: “Fix, Sell or Close”
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within the circled businesses felt “proud” and “safe” whereas the people in the “fix, sell or 

close” businesses were much more “upset”, felt “angry and betrayed”, which consequently 

made the change hard to implement as I will highlight later. Indeed, this first strategic 

initiative from Jack Welch had to cope with strong opposition because of the lack of 

understanding, as I will later develop. 

 

 

5.2.2.2. The “Six Sigma” initiative 

 

“Six Sigma” strategy was a quality initiative introduced by Jack Welch “everywhere” at 

General Electric in 1995 with the aim that it would be operating at all levels by 2000 

(Henderson & Evans, 2000; Welch, 2001). Six Sigma meant to drastically improve the quality 

of all General Electric processes thanks to a daily measurement of how products were made 

and how customers were serviced (Henderson & Evans, 2000; Welch, 2001).  

 

More precisely, Six Sigma is a “statistical measure that expresses how close a product comes 

to its quality goal” (Slater, 1999, p. 115). Reaching the Six Sigma level of quality, which has 

become a benchmark in terms of high quality, means that there are only 3.4 defects per 

million parts (Welch, 2001; Henderson & Evans, 2000; Slater, 1999). To achieve such 

standards, all General Electric employees had to be part of the initiative, teams had to be set 

up to work on projects with Six Sigma requirements. These teams were composed of three 

categories of more or less trained people: “Green Belts, Black Belts and Master Black Belts”. 

More than 30,000 employees attended complex trainings in various aspects of the Six Sigma 

program (Welch, 2001; Slater, 1999). Their role was to follow a four-step process which 

consisted in measuring, analysing, improving and controlling (Henderson & Evans, 2000).  

 

Introducing Six Sigma required a strong influence of many important aspects of General 

Electric (Henderson & Evans, 2000), i.e. of change implementation factors, as I will later 

highlight. Jack Welch was actually successful at influencing them since Six Sigma 

implementation was unexpectedly successful. Indeed, in 1998, 3 years after the 

implementation process had started, the US$ 400 million spent mainly in training had 

generated US$ 1.2 billion benefits (Welch, 2001; Henderson & Evans, 2000; Slater, 1999). 

Six Sigma became “General Electric’s yardstick” (Slater, 1999).  
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The “Number one or two” strategy and the Six Sigma initiative impacted the whole 

organisation, from bottom to top and without any geographical consideration. It drastically 

transformed the way General Electric used to work over the previous decades. Referring to 

the conceptual framework and especially to Bennet three types of change (2005), one can 

hence consider the change which occurred at General Electric as a transitional change since it 

dealt with restructuration and reorganisation. However, the next developments will show that 

it can actually been characterised as a transformational change since the organisational 

culture, values, missions and visions were also redefined. These transformations followed a 

specific process and have faced resistance, as the next part will explain. 

 

 

5.2.3. The implementation of change at GE 

 

As I did in the theoretical framework, I will develop separately the process and the difficulty 

concerning the change implementation at General Electric. This part will also refer to the 

developments in the theoretical framework regarding the importance and roles of both the 

leader and the followers in the implementation of change. Indeed, focusing on the process will 

stress the role of the leader and explaining the difficulty to change will stress the influence of 

the followers in the outcomes of the implementation. These developments will enable to 

understand most of the influence and concrete actions conducted by Jack Welch.  

 

 

5.2.3.1. The process to change 

 

Before understanding Jack Welch’s influence upon implementation factors, it is important to 

focus on the process he followed to implement the previous initiatives, as well as on the 

difficulties he faced. It will enable to highlight the importance of the key successful 

implementation factors related to each stage. I aim in this part at looking deeply into Jack 

Welch’s role and at the change implementation process he followed. Three main stages, 

represented below, could be distinguished so that to lead to a successful implementation.  

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 14. Change implementation process at General Electric
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different path as he acted on the organisational culture not only once the change was 

implemented but he also acted on the organisational culture so as to implement the change. 

We will show that later. 

 

Looking at the three phases Jack Welch went through, I will especially develop the “Facing 

Reality” step as it is strongly related with the difficulty to implement change and as the 

“Envisioning” and the “Restructuring” stages will be considered further.  

 

To Jack Welch, facing reality was of first necessity so as to go deeper into the change 

implementation process and ultimately to win in the changing business environment (Welch, 

2001). He wanted General Electric to move forward, to be able to meet its new environment 

requirements. He knew that General Electric businesses “would stay stuck in the past if 

employees stuck their heads into the sand” (Slater, 2002). 

 

However, as highlighted by Slater (2002, p. 8), facing reality may “sound simple, but getting 

any organisation or group of people to see the world the way it is and not the way they wish it 

were or hope it will be is not as easy as it sounds”. The difficulty to face reality at General 

Electric was even stronger since the organisation was considered as one of the best worldwide 

companies at the time Jack Welch went through this “awakening” phase. People were resting 

on the previous success without questioning the current situation.  

 

Jack Welch knew it was going to be difficult for General Employees to face reality, but he 

also knew that it was necessary so that they could understand and accept the revolutionary 

changes he was aiming at implementing to make General Electric the greatest company in the 

future. He knew that so that for the change to be successfully implemented, it had to be 

“embraced” and not “feared” (Krames, 2001). He consequently made every employee 

acknowledge that they would have “to stare reality in the face” and that if they needed help to 

do so, he would be there to guide them in the right direction (Slater, 1998).  

 

I have developed within the theoretical framework the importance of legitimising the need to 

all employees, of making them agree that change is a necessity (Heifetz et. al. 2009; Lalonde, 

2006; Self, 2007; Lines, 2005). Jack Welch did it in an indirect way, making people facing the 

reality and the truth, making them realise they were involved in an organisation and in a 

business environment which was not what they thought it was. Nevertheless, making General 
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Electric’s employees understand, accept and be ready for the change was a very tough 

assignment for Jack Welch, as the next part will explain. 

 

 

5.2.3.2. The difficulty to change 

 

As I aimed in the previous part at looking deeply into Jack Welch’s role in the change 

implementation, here I aim at understanding the role of the employees in order to explain the 

difficulty he faced to implement change. I associate the people factor to the difficulty because 

the theoretical framework has provided with a strong link between the two elements, and we 

will see that the change at General Electric also faced employees resistance. Developing the 

latter will enable to understand the intensity of the influence he directed to some factors in 

order to overcome this difficulty. 

 

I have already stressed in the theoretical part that change could turn out to be one of the 

toughest leadership tasks (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008; Kotter, 1996). Slater (2002), who 

worked on the case of General Electric, came to the same conclusion that “if you’re in 

business, you know that change almost never works like that, that it can be the most difficult 

thing in the world; and Welch understood this fact”. Indeed, implementing his first strategy, 

i.e. keeping only businesses that were either number one or number two, strongly impacted 

the organisation, was not understood at the beginning and consequently met with strong 

resistance from the employees. They did not understand the need to be number one or two 

since, according to them, being a sound number three or four could be considered as good and 

profitable (Slater, 2002). Moreover, Jack Welch declared businesses that were not in higher 

ranks would be sold or closed (Welch, 2001). “The turmoil, angst, and confusion were 

consequently everywhere” (Welch, 2001, p. 121); employees were anxious and afraid of 

losing their job as they knew this strategy would need downsizing to be achieved (Slater, 

2002). They were actually right since 118,000 people have had to leave General Electric, 

37,000 in businesses that have been sold (Welch, 2001). 

 

The issue was that Jack Welch was downsizing a company that rang up at the time around 

$1.5 billion of profits and “was not facing an imminent crisis” (Slater, 2002, p. 37), making 

the lay-off process much more difficult to handle, as highlighted by Kotter (1996). Jack 

Welch went through this tough battle whereas most other American leaders did not make 
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similar decisions and reactions toward his efforts were extremely negative. He consequently 

stood alone and soon became “one of the most controversial CEOs in America” (Slater, 2002, 

p. 38). He was considered as a leader who did not care for the good of his employees and was 

even named “Neutron Jack” at that moment (Welch, 2001, p. 121), an allusion to the “neutron 

bomb which kills people but leaves buildings standing” (Slater, 2002, p. 39). This nickname 

actually highlights how strong the opposition toward his strategic intents was. This situation 

strongly refers to the current business context described at the beginning of the thesis, where I 

explained that leaders were facing much more resistance when change requires downsizing. 

 

The Six Sigma initiative was also difficult to implement as it faced people resistance to it. 

First, it was considered as “just another management fad” (Slater, 1999, p. 122). Then, they 

realised they would be strongly involved in the process but had difficulties to understand the 

whole concepts. However, Jack Welch has intervened so as to lift barriers and make sure 

people “got aboard”. The following parts will actually focus on his interventions so that the 

strategies previously developed could be successfully implemented.  

 

Indeed, now the context within which the change occurred has been set, I will go deeply 

through the heart of the case analysis regarding the research purpose, i.e. understanding upon 

which factors Jack Welch exerted his influence so that the changes previously stated could be 

successfully implemented and hence the previous difficulties overcome. These first 

developments were important so as to understand the aim of influencing some factors. Indeed, 

either they will enable to lift some difficulties that prevent the change process from keeping 

going or to reach the strategies intended by Jack Welch. 

 

As I consider the hermeneutic approach to be the most relevant in order to stress the 

importance of each factor on its own, I will reinforce each of the following finding with the 

theoretical framework previously developed. It will enable me to conceptualise the analysis 

and to finally draw an emerging theory. 

 

 

5.3. GE change implementation key success factors 

 

Here again I will follow the structure guided by the theoretical framework because the key 

success factors upon which Jack Welch directed his influence and that played a strategic role 
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in the change implementation at General Electric turn out to be similar as the ones extracted 

from the literature. 

 

Thus I will first focus on the importance of the communication when implementing change by 

analysing Jack Welch’s role at envisioning. The will to empower General Electric’s 

employees will then be analysed. Furthermore, I will go deeply into the importance of the 

guiding coalition and top management support for the success of the change implementation 

in the US conglomerate. The positive impact of these factors on creating trust will finally be 

highlighted. I will therefore refer to the structure of the theoretical framework. 

 

 

5.3.1. “The Vision Thing”: envisioning GE employees 

 

Jack Welch agreed that employees have a strategic position in the implementation of change 

and that leading change actually means leading people through change, as highlighted in the 

theoretical framework (Farkas & Wetlaufer, 1996; Schein, 2009; Lines, 2005; Whelan-Berry, 

2003). Indeed, according to him, “General Electric’s primary product and core competence 

was not jet engines or gas turbines, but people” (Krames, 2001, p. 37). Thus he realised that 

what was important was to lift the resistance previously developed (Slater, 1999), especially 

through what he called “The Vision Thing” (Welch, 2001, p. 105), i.e. envisioning. 

 

Envisioning in Jack Welch’s communication was especially linked with the elements 

previously developed, i.e. making people face the reality and consider that his strategic 

changes were crucial for the future success of the organisation (Welch, 2001). More precisely, 

he envisioned that the “winners of the future” are the companies which will be number one or 

number two in every business they are in (Welch, 2001) and that, to achieve it, the “human 

element” will be at the heart of the organization’s culture as people will dare to try new 

things, to create, “to move far and fast” (Welch, 2001).  

 

Concerning the “Number one or two” strategy, Jack Welch made several speeches which 

aimed at explaining to anxious managers that positions three or four were not as good as they 

thought they were. He explained to all of them that they were mistaken because these 

positions were suffering from cyclical downturns and could hardly respond to aggressive 

pricing and innovative strategies from the best competitors (Welch, 2001). Moreover, he 



75 
 

made them realise that the businesses they were working in were actually lower in the 

rankings because the competition was global and not only domestic. Concerning the Six 

Sigma initiative more specifically, Jack Welch went deeper into the “Vision Thing”, 

envisioning General Electric’s employees using a six page pamphlet entitled “The Goal and 

the Journey” (Slater, 1999).  

 

All the meetings, speeches and the pamphlets aimed at legitimising the change to followers so 

that they understood the need for change. This was also the objective highlighted within the 

literature (Bennis & Nanus, 2007: Kotter, 1997; Graetz & Lalonde, 2006; Weick, 2001). 

However, the theoretical framework also showed that envisioning was not sufficient enough 

to lift all the resistances to change. At General Electric, despite the several envisioning 

initiatives, the employees did not get the message from the first because Jack Welch “had not 

brought them to life yet” and the rigid bureaucracy of General Electric did not help since 

everything used to be planned, written and charted before the implementation of change 

(Welch, 2001). Empowering them was the first concrete illustration of Jack Welch’s vision, as 

the following part will show. 

 

 

5.3.2. “The Work-Out initiative”: empowering GE employees 

 

The theoretical framework did not distinguish empowering from envisioning because there is 

no source of secondary data which highlights the importance of one element over the other. 

However, I decided to develop empowerment separately from the “Vision Thing” in the case 

study because Jack Welch directed much more influence to empowerment than 

communication. Thus it was necessary to distinguish both elements in order to highlight the 

importance of empowering General Electric’s employees in the successful implementation of 

change in the North-American organisation. 

 

Jack Welch was aware that the more responsibility he would give to employees, the better 

decisions they would make and that the more accountable they would feel, the more 

productive they would be (Slater, 2002). He always explained to his managers the importance 

of having everyone “involved in the game” because “every brain in the company was needed 

to succeed” (Krames, 2001, p. 25). In order to be sure everyone was on board, he launched a 
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key initiative he called Work-Out so that every employee could have “a voice in saying how 

things should be run” (Krames, 2001, p. 25).   

 

In Welch’s words (2001), Work-Out was an ambitious 10-year program which enabled people 

to express themselves and share their ideas. Indeed, the working definition of empowerment 

at General Electric was actually “moving decision-making down to the lowest level where a 

competent decision can be made” (Kerr, 1995, p. 45). The initiative was thus a first step in the 

creation of a culture “where everyone will play a part” (Welch, 2001, p. 184), i.e. the 

Boundaryless Organisation, which will be developed later. 

 

The strong influence Jack Welch exerted on the empowerment of General Electric’s 

employees stresses his participative leadership style, considered to be the most relevant in 

current times according to the literature (Gardner, 1995; Schein, 2009). Indeed, The Work-

Out initiative shows the importance Jack Welch granted to people. The following part 

regarding the top-management support also highlights this thought.  

 

 

5.3.3. “The core of strong supporters”: forming the guiding coalition at GE 

 

In Jack: Straight from the guts (2001), Jack Welch wrote several times about the importance 

for the success of the company of both having the management understand and agree with his 

intentions and of appointing the “right” persons to lead the several strategic activities of 

General Electric. Indeed, he knew the change would not come only from “a slogan or a 

speech” and that putting “the right people in the right place” was crucial as well. Thus the 

leader often writes about “talents”, “A players”, “our best”, “Black Belts”; all of these terms 

actually refer to these people Jack Welch wanted to keep at General Electric as they would 

play an important and positive role in the implementation of his visions. Focusing on the most 

important supportive people, Jack Welch refers to “the core of strong supporters inside the 

company” who have made the changes possible (Welch, 2001). These main supporters were 

for example John Burkingame and Ed Hood, Jack Welch’s two Vice Chairmen, HR Chief Ted 

LeVino, Chief Financial Officer Tom Thorsen or Larry Bossidy who were at the time in 

charge of the services sector. Jack Welch also often highlights the importance of the support 

of the Board in the implementation of change (2001).  
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Henderson, who worked for General Electric Aircraft Engines, and Evans (2000, P. 269), 

reinforce this point, explaining that top management support was “the most critical success 

factor” in the success of Six Sigma implementation and practice. More generally, they even 

consider upper management to be the “secret to success” at General Electric since the top 

management strongly supported and influenced the organisation structure and culture changes 

which will be developed later. 

 

The importance of forming a “guiding coalition” (Kotter, 1996) in order to legitimise and to 

implement change have been stressed in the literature review (Beitler, 2003; Lalonde, 2006; 

Self, 2007; Graetz, 2000). This theoretical development has been reinforced by the analysis of 

the change implemented at General Electric. Thus getting top-management support can be 

considered as a key success factor in the implementation of change.  

 

Envisioning, empowering and getting top management support enabled Jack Welch to ”secure 

the trust of his people” (Brady, 2004, p. 12). This consequence of influencing the important 

factors has been highlighted in the theoretical framework, as well as the importance of trust in 

the implementation of change (Bennis & Nanus, 2007; Denton, 1996). We can hence explain 

and justify that building trust so that the change could then be implemented more effectively. 

The next part will show that influencing the organisational culture also encourage the creation 

of a trusting environment. 

 

 

5.4. The organisational culture: the strategic stake in the change implementation at GE 

 

The theoretical framework has stressed the strategic role of the organisational culture in the 

implementation of change, defining it as the most important factor to be considered while 

implementing change (Schein, 2009; Kotter, 1996). It has especially stressed the need to 

change the organisational culture so that the change could be implemented successfully 

(Schraeder et. al., 2005; Lalonde, 2006; Eisenach et. al., 1999). Jack Welch also considered 

the organisational culture to be the most important factor to be influenced. I will consequently 

look at the influence Jack Welch directed to the organisational culture so as to implement his 

changes, following the theoretical framework structure. 
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At the time when Jack Welch was appointed as CEO, he did not know how to deal with this 

new position at all. The only thing he knew was “what he wanted the company to feel like”: “I 

wasn’t calling it “culture” in those days, but that’s what it was. I knew it had to change” 

(Welch, 2001, p. 92). This statement highlights the importance of culture all along Welch era, 

and consequently the importance of changing the organisational culture so as to achieve 

strategic changes. From the start Jack Welch was aware General Electric was one of the 

strongest organisations and that employees were proud of a company they described as a 

“super-tanker” (Welch, 2001, p. 92). But he was also aware it had to become more like a 

“speedboat, fast and agile, able to turn a dime” (Welch, 2001, p. 92) in order to be able to 

cope with the future business environment and so that the changes he wanted to implement 

could be carried out successful. I will develop the initiatives Jack Welch introduced so as to 

achieve these goals, focusing on the influence he exerted on the organisational culture. 

 

  

5.4.1. Changing the organisational culture at GE 

 

The organisational culture that structured General Electric at the time Jack Welch was 

appointed as CEO was considered as a strong obstacle to the changes the new leader intended 

to implement. The bureaucracy could indeed “strangle absolutely anything you were trying to 

do”, as summarised by Kerr (1995, p. 44). As a consequence and as the theoretical framework 

has suggested, Jack Welch decided to change the organisational culture in such a way that it 

espoused the strategic objectives. Thus he notably designed the Boundaryless Organisation 

and implemented the Peter Senge Learning Organisation. As I will develop, Jack Welch also 

directed his influence to the organisational culture so as to communicate and legitimise the 

change, to empower and envision General Electric’s managers, and to create new values, 

especially thanks to the enhancement of Crotonville. Changing the culture at General Electric 

started in 1989 and it was described in Fortune as “the radical, culture transformation in the 

history of corporate America” (Kerr, 1995, p. 44). Indeed, it would impact at the time almost 

a quarter of a million employees. This reinforced the relevance of my choice to analyse the 

case of General Electric. 

 

Before developing the two main elements of the organisational culture, it is important to stress 

the importance of the reward system in the success of the implementation of the Six Sigma 

initiative. I am highlighting this element in this part because the theoretical framework 
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considered the reward system as part of the organisational culture (Schein, 2009). Thus 

influencing this element of General Electric’s organisational culture enabled to facilitate the 

implementation of Six Sigma because Jack Welch decided that 40 percent of the managers’ 

incentives would come from their performance in Six Sigma projects (Welch, 2001). 

Nevertheless, the development of a learning organisation played a more important role in the 

success of the implementation of change at General Electric, as I will explain in the next 

paragraphs. 

 

 

5.4.2. Developing the Learning Organisation at GE 

 

In this section, I will illustrate the concept of the Learning Organisation of Senge (1994). I 

will especially show its importance in implementing change successfully at General Electric. I 

will thus explain Jack Welch’s influence upon the creation of the Boundaryless Organisation 

and to the enhancement of the Crotonville training institute so as to develop a learning 

organisation. 

 

   

5.4.2.1. The Boundaryless Organisation 

 

The Boundaryless Organisation, literally the organisation without boundaries, is a structure 

developed by Jack Welch in order to get rid of the unproductive bureaucracy that 

characterised General Electric from its beginning. The word “boundary” actually had a 

strategic meaning in the mind of all employees because, according to my readings, it seems 

that boundaries were strangling the company. Krames (2001) supports this feeling; he 

described General Electric as having boundaries everywhere, “horizontal” between each 

function of the company, “vertical” between workers and managers, “external” between 

customers and suppliers, and “geographic” between the different countries.  

 

All the boundaries were bad ones as they prevented General Electric from being competitive 

(Welch, 2001; Krames, 2001). Thus the Boundaryless Organisation aimed at breaking all 

these barriers that slowed down the information flow, especially the vertical boundaries 

(Henderson & Evans, 2000). What I mean by information is the administrative documents 

(contracts, etc.) which need to be controlled and agreed upon the management, but also the 
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ideas and that can come from the workers to improve processes. The learning organisation 

enabled to “share the knowledge from every corner of the company in order to provide the 

latter with a competitive advantage” (Slater, 2002, p. 47). As a consequence, the 

Boundaryless Organisation was a complement of the Work-Out initiative since it gave 

General Electric’s employees “a new sense of empowerment and a greater degree of 

involvement” (Slater, 1999, p. 122). The Boundaryless Organisation anchored the Work-Out 

system in the organisational culture, in the day-to-day operations, and the Work-Out 

facilitated the implementation of the Boundaryless Organisation (Krames, 2001). The latter 

was actually a word to express and make the Work-Out part of the day-to-day activities, as 

noted by Jack Welch (2001). 

 

Kerr, who was President of Leadership Development at General Electric, efficiently 

summarises the positive consequences of the implementation of the Boundaryless 

Organisation (1995), writing that in the previous bureaucratic and hierarchical structure, “you 

were always asking who was the boss” so as to get the information you needed. In the 

Boundaryless company, “you do not ask that question anymore; you ask who has the 

information that would improve the decision”, no matter the position of the person who will 

provide the answer (Kerr, 1995). 

 

Influencing the organisational culture by implementing this structure turned out to be one of 

the major factors that enabled the change to be successfully implemented at General Electric. 

Indeed, the Boundaryless Organisation has played a strategic role in the successful 

introduction of the Six Sigma initiative (Krames, 2001). It also played an important role in 

influencing other key success factors, i.e. empowering, as explained above, and building an 

“open and trusting environment” (Krames, 2001).  

 

 

5.4.2.2 The Crotonville Institute 

 

Crotonville had been General Electric’s Management Development Institute since the 1950s, 

but it was only under Jack Welch era that it became a centerpiece in the achievement of the 

organisation’s objectives and especially in the efforts of the leader to make change happen 

(Tichy, 1987). Indeed, it was used by Jack Welch as a ”key lever in the radical transformation 
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of the company’s culture” (Tichy, 1987, p. 99), which explains the reason why I develop this 

part while explaining the organisational culture change at General Electric. 

In order to achieve change implementation at General Electric through the institute, the latter 

had been developed to ”develop new leaders for the new regime” (Tichy, 1987, p. 101), i.e. 

managers who would share the new values of empowerment especially and who would 

embrace change (Welch, 2001). This was only the ”visible” aspect of Crotonville. 

 

Indeed, Jack Welch also indirectly used Crotonville to achieve much more important 

objectives directly related to the implementation of change. It was a ”lever for getting at the 

hearts and minds of thousands of managers to test, revise and inculcate the new values of 

General Electric” (Welch, 2001, p. 171). In other words, Crotonville could be considered as a 

means to envision General Electric’s employees as he enabled Jack Welch to provide the 

managers with speeches and programs which aimed at explaining and legitimising the need 

for change. This role of the Crotonville institute, which is part of General Electric’s 

organisational culture, refers to a point highlighted in the theoretical framework. Indeed, 

Latta’s OC3 Model (2009) stresses the omnipresence of envisioning within the organisational 

culture.  

 

Moreover, it also contributed to successfully implement the learning Boundaryless 

Organisation previously developed. Indeed, in Jack Welch’s words, Crotonville training 

institute was a place where General Electric’s people could ”come to work together, learn and 

share across boundaries” (2001, p. 184). It highlights the role of the institute in breaking all 

the barriers which prevented ideas, information and knowledge from efficiently flowing, and 

consequently its role in empowering all the employees. 

 

First completed by the top management of General Electric, which represented 1,100 people 

all the same, the Crotonville training program was finally taught to many tens of thousands of 

General Electric around the world who were not exclusively managers. As a consequence, 

Jack Welch was able to directly reach an important part of General Electric employees with 

his new visions, values and ways of working. More generally, as leading change means 

leading all followers through change, the Crotonville Institue definitely played an important 

role in building trust and having the change accepted. 
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As summarised by Tichy (1987, p. 101), the real mission of Crotonville was hence to be ”an 

instrument of cultural change”. Indeed, Jack Welch wanted the institute to be ”a big part” of 

all the changes he would implement at General Electric (Welch, 2001). It wanted it to be the 

”inspirational glue” which would enable to keep people together throughout the 

implementation of the changes (Welch, 2001). Referring to the conceptual framework, the 

Crotonville Institute strongly illustrates the characteristic attitudes of the Learning 

Organisation (Senge, 1994) as it was developed in such way as to enhance the Five Learning 

Disciplines. Refering to the research issue, we can conclude that Jack Welch directed his 

influence to the Crotonville Instute so as to indirectly influence the organisational culture and 

so as to implement the changes he envisioned. 

 

 As developed in the theoretical framework, authors agree to assert that the learning 

organisation is the organisational culture that is the most appropriate to organisations which 

need to be flexible and hence to implement change regularly (Johnson, 2002; Senge, 1994). 

General Electric is one of these companies, as explained in the contextualisation of the case. 

The analysis of Jack Welch’s influence upon the organisational culture reinforces this 

thought. Indeed, the Boundaryless Organisation and the training programs at Crotonville 

enabled to develop an organisational learning at General Electric, as asserted by Krames 

(2001, p. 36): “it was on a foundation of boundarylessness that Welch constructed his learning 

organization”. Senge’s Five Learning Disciplines (1994) also support this statement since one 

of the disciplines deals with knowledge sharing and collective creation of data, which was one 

of the goals of the Boundaryless Organisation. Another one deals with capacities constant 

development, which was one of the goals of the Crotonville Institute. 

 

Still referring to the literature, I have extracted from the definition of Schein (2009) that 

values were one of the main characteristics of the organisational culture. Thus, according to 

Slater (2002, p. 20), through the development of the Boundaryless Organisation and of the 

Crotonville Institute, Jack Welch wanted to make the following values consistent with his 

vision of General Electric: “Have a passion for excellence; hate bureaucracy; have the self-

confidence to empower others and behave in a boundaryless fashion; believe in and be 

committed to Work-Out as a means of empowerment; stimulate and relish change; do not be 

frightened or paralysed by it; see change as an opportunity; understand speed as a competitive 

advantage”. I decided to state these values because they strongly highlight the importance of 

influencing the organisational culture so as to implement change. Indeed, it shows that 
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anchoring new values into the organisational culture by developing concrete “means”, i.e. the 

Boundaryless Organisation and the Crotonville Institute, enables to lead followers through the 

implementation of change. More generally, Jack Welch influenced all the key success factors 

developed in the theoretical framework in order to lead people through the implementation of 

change, as the conclusions I will draw summarise. 

 

 

5.5. From the case study to the emergence of a substantive theory 

 

I have developed the main changes implemented at General Electric by Jack Welch, and I 

have analysed the main factors upon which he has exerted his influence so that the change 

could be successfully implemented. As summarised at the end of each previous development, 

the analysis of the case of General Electric is strongly reinforced by the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks. Indeed, all the factors influenced by Jack Welch in order to 

implement the change have been developed in the literature and considered to be change 

implementation key success factors. Consequently, the analysis I have conducted of the case 

will enable me to provide my research issue with solutions supported by the literature. 

 

To sum up the case study, the need for change was strong at General Electric, but Jack Welch 

was the only one who was aware of it. He consequently faced a strong resistance which 

became even more important because of the downsizing the changes required. As a 

consequence, influencing the right factors with the right intensity turned out to be crucial so 

as to lift this obstacle and in order to make people understand, accept and be ready for the 

change. Envisioning the followers through meetings, speeches and a pamphlet, empowering 

them thanks to the Work-Out initiative, getting support from top-management, and building a 

trusting environment were stakes successfully considered by Jack Welch. Nevertheless, the 

factor to which Jack Welch directed most of his influence was the General Electric 

organisational culture, transforming it from a heavy and rigid bureaucracy into a learning 

organisation which could embrace change. I will hence go deeper into the conclusions 

regarding this factor that turned out to be the major stake in the implementation of change at 

General Electric. 

 

Directing most of his influence to the organizational culture so as to develop a learning 

Boundaryless Organisation and a powerful learning Institute was extremely fruitful for Jack 
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Welch’s will to change as well as for the company. Indeed, changing the organisational 

culture enabled to achieve three main goals: 

1. To achieve the strategic intent of becoming number one or two in all General Electric 

businesses and to implement quality performing processes by getting rid of the rigid and 

heavy bureaucracy so as to increase the speed of the flow of information.  

2. To influence the other key successful factors. Indeed, the Crotonville Institute turned out to 

be the most helpful means to envision, to give sense to the management, which thus became 

the guiding coalition. It enabled to communicate and to legitimise the need for change and the 

new strategic intents and hence to lift the resisting behaviours. It encouraged the creation of a 

trusting environment. As well as the Boundaryless Organisation, it also enabled to empower 

people, factor the theoretical framework has identified as strategic for successful change 

implementation. 

3. To anchor the changes within a new sustainable organisational culture so as to respond 

effectively to the future business context, the final change implementation key success factor 

considered by Kotter (1996). 

 

We can hence conclude that, although all the elements previously developed and influenced 

by Jack Welch - the need to legitimate the changes and the new strategies, envision, trust, 

empowerment - were crucial for the success of the change implementation at General Electric, 

this is the intense influence directed to the organisational culture, and especially to its change, 

that lead the change implementation to success. These conclusions are also drawn in the 

leadership literature as the review of the latter has highlighted. The thesis conclusion will 

summarise this analysis through the mapping of an emerging substantive theory. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

In this final section I will extract conclusions from the case study and the concepts that have 

enabled to reinforce my analysis. Thus I will suggest a substantive theory, drawing a map that 

highlights and grades the most important and strategic factors that must be influenced by the 

transformational leader. Nevertheless, as I have previously explained, the fact that I have 

analysed a single case study prevents me from generalising my findings and from providing 

the research issue with a formal theoretical solution. I will consequently suggest further 

researches and discussions. As a final point, I will take some hindsight over the whole 

research project and explaining my learning progress. 

 

 

6.1. Emerging theory 

 

Implementing change requires leadership dexterity. Indeed, it turns out to be one of the 

toughest tasks assigned to leaders, as I have explained. This difficulty is mainly due to the fact 

that leading change actually means leading people through change and influencing resistant 

followers so that they understand, accept and are ready for the change implementation. The 

research has developed thanks to both a theoretical and empirical framework, the importance 

of influencing several factors I have considered to be change implementation key success 

factors. The latter are envisioning, empowering, getting top-management support and building 

trust.  

 

Nevertheless, as I aimed at concentrating on the exertion of influence towards the factors, the 

analysis has highlighted the important and strategic role of the organisational culture and 

more particularly of the need to influence and to change it so that the change could be 

successfully implemented. Indeed, influencing the organisational culture enables to anchor the 

change in the daily routine, to make the latter embrace the change and to influence other key 

success factors, especially the vision and the empowerment.  

 

As I aimed at grading the importance of each factor, I could now stress the important stake of 

the organisational culture over the other factors. Moreover, I have stated that I aimed at 

drawing the connections between the factors I will focus on. Hence, the following map 

conceptualises the importance of the organisational culture in the change implementation 
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process and it draws the links between all different factors. Nevertheless, most of all, the 

following map summarises the whole conclusion of the study and could be considered as the 

substantive theory I have extracted from my research project. Thus it conceptualises both the 

direct and indirect exertion of influence from the leader to the key success factors in order to 

implement the change successfully, i.e. in order to legitimise the change to the followers. 

What I mean by direct exertion is that the leader should not use intermediate means so as to 

impact on key success factors. That is what he/she does when I will draw indirect influence. 

 

 

Figure 15. The substantive theory 

 

LEADER’S EXERTION OF INFLUENCE ON THE CHANGE IMPLEMENTATION KEY SUCCESSFUL  FACTORS 
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The map and the arrows highlight a main conclusion: they stress the fact that influencing one 

factor enables to indirectly influence other key factors so as to legitimise the change more 

efficiently. Thus it also shows that the main factor which must be influenced in order to 

develop these indirect influences is the organisational culture as it enables to envision, to 

empower and to build trust, as the developments have shown. Moreover, the central role of 

the organisational culture is reinforced by the fact that developing a learning organisational 

culture which embraces change can directly legitimise the change to the followers. 

 

In order to provide the main research question, i.e. which are the key successful factors which 

must be influenced by the leader in order to implement change, with a solution, I am now able 

to answer that the factors are the vision, the empowerment, the guiding coalition, the trusting 

environment, and most of all the organisational culture. They will enable to lift the followers’ 

resistance and to make them embrace the current change. Influencing the organisational 

culture by developing a learning organisation will even make the employees embrace further 

changes. The further researches I will suggest in the final part could enable to transform the 

substantive theory I have provided the research issue with by a formal theory which would 

generalise my conclusions. 

 

 

6.2. Further discussion 

 

Conducting this research enabled me to draw conclusions, to provide the issue of 

implementing change with a solution as well as to make a substantive theory emerge. 

However, the latter requires further researches so as to be generalised. Indeed, other case 

studies and deep interviews of transformational leaders are required and expected in order to 

reinforce the emerging grounded theory, i.e. to assert that the organisational culture does 

actually plays a strategic and more important role in change implementation than other 

factors. 

 

Moreover, I had to limit my study in terms of scope. I have focused my analysis on change 

implementation key success factors and I have consequently developed only the most 

important variables that must be influenced by the transformational leader. In other words, I 

have not stressed elements which do not have a strategic implication while implementing 

change because I wanted to avoid attenuating the importance of the key success factors. I 
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have based my research on factors that are strongly supported by the literature in the field of 

change implementation. These were especially the factors identified by Kotter fifteen years 

ago. Moreover, the case of General Electric and Jack Welch I have studied occurred within 

the last decades. However, as I have highlighted when depicting the context of the study, the 

worldwide crisis has reshaped all the economies and has affected most of the organizations 

and consumers all around the world. Thus it could be interesting to go deeper into the 

identification of new change implementation factors that can be extracted from the new 

environment organizations are evolving in. Indeed, new variables directly linked with the 

uncertain future for example may appear with the crisis and may play a strategic role in 

current change implementation.  

 

Furthermore, as I have explained within the research scope, I have not taken into 

consideration changes that could be implemented successfully because they are seen as an 

opportunity for all stakeholders (Lines, R., 2005). I did so because such change 

implementations usually do not face obstacles, barriers or resistance because all the 

employees will act in such a way that the change will be implemented as quickly and 

effectively as possible. I did focus on change that are considered as a threat by all the 

stakeholders, or at least by the ones that are directly impacted and who have a strong 

influence on the outcomes of the implementation process; these are most of the time the 

employees. However, I think it could be interesting to understand how to implement change 

successfully in an organization where employees are strongly divided regarding their position 

toward the change. New variables in such cases must certainly be considered by leaders, such 

as how to deal with this opposition among the employees. 

 

Finally, my research was an understanding process. I aimed at analysing and understanding 

how change could be implemented successfully. Further works could complete my study and 

provide the reader with “how-to-do” models which would enable him / her to experiment the 

solutions I have provided. For example, we have seen that having a human support from the 

top management was crucial for the success of the change implementation. The question that 

could hence be directly raised is how to get this support? As I have pointed it out, this 

research was a first step in my own learning process. The several further discussions that can 

be highlighted actually show that it was a first step in a broader issue solving process.   
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6.3. Learning progress 

 

As a final thought, I would like to take some hindsight on this whole thesis project, analysing 

the way I have handled it and analysing its learning outcomes. This thesis project has 

represented an excellent opportunity to improve my capabilities as a whole. It has been 

challenging, sometimes tough, but extremely exciting and fruitful.  

 

Of course it has enabled me to learn in depth the complexity of the implementation of change 

from the leadership perspective; but, most of all, it has helped me improving my research 

capabilities, from the data extraction to its analysis, as well as my English writing, oral and 

reading skills. 

 

Furthermore, it has also enabled me to take part of a challenging project in the way it had to 

be conducted in a strongly different manner than what I had experienced till now. Indeed, 

previously exclusively used to the French method, which is concrete, pragmatic and 

professional, I had to get familiar with a more academic, theoretical and analytical way of 

doing things.  

 

Moreover, I had to deal with a strong time pressure and I had to be well organised and 

rigorous so as to deliver a quality work. Indeed, I had to succeed at the same time in three 

areas that have different requirements: teaching classes and exams, work position as an 

apprentice, and this research project. 

 

As a consequence, the beginning of the thesis project was extremely difficult. Quite a lot of 

time has been necessary so as to get used to the thesis method and so as to perform well in 

time and tasks management. Then, the work progress, efficiency and quality have quickly 

improved since I have been able to develop the skills that are required in such a project and 

which will also be extremely useful all along my professional career. 
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Linnaeus University – a firm focus on quality and competence 
 
On 1 January 2010 Växjö University and the University of Kalmar merged to form Linnaeus University. This  
new university is the product of a will to improve the quality, enhance the appeal and boost the development 
potential of teaching and research, at the same time as it plays a prominent role in working closely together with 
local society. Linnaeus University offers an attractive knowledge environment characterised by high quality and  
a competitive portfolio of skills. 
 
Linnaeus University is a modern, international university with the emphasis on the desire for knowledge, 
creative thinking and practical innovations. For us, the focus is on proximity to our students, but also on the 
world around us and the future ahead. 
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