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Abstract

Change communication is today seen as one of the most important tools enabling successful change processes.

Unfortunately, change communication literature is mainly dominated by consultants. This leads to a high number of

different checklists and lists of change communication tools, selling different concepts of consulting, most of them

with a holistic, one-size-fits-all perspective. However, corporate communication in general and change communication

in particular has to be seen as core competence of management. Top managers have to develop trust and communicate

their vision of the future; middle managers should communicate and operationalize goals, so that employees have a

sense of hope and orientation. These functions cannot easily be outsourced!

What are missing in the majority of publications are empirically based tests of the effectiveness and the efficiency of

change communication tools. Therefore, in order to increase the efficiency of change communication, this explorative

study will offer an empirical survey of different tools and their attribution concerning informational aspects and

behavioural influence in the context of a present day merger in the banking sector.

Based on 39 semi-structured interviews, the results will show the different information needs of employees and

managers and a lack of behavioural modifications. The current distribution of information leads to high costs and a

high degree of confusion. Therefore, a kind of target group segmentation is needed to improve information flows and

to develop motivation. This can be a first step to developing a new approach for change communication with a

company-specific perspective on efficient change communication.
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1. INTRODUCTION

To enhance the efficiency of change communi -
cation, the attributed value of the communication
tools in use has to be measured. Only such an
analysis will show how the influence of commu -
nication in general and – more specifically – change
communication is seen by the recipients. As these
perceptions also change over time, a short historic
overview is in order.

As late as the 1980s and 1990s, communication
was used as a means to change corporate culture.
Corporate culture was made the focus of all stra -
tegic developments. Looking back, corporate reality
cannot be altered in this manner. At most, this
identifies where the transformation of behaviour

might be applied. Change can only be achieved by
means of behaviour-oriented concepts. Corporate
principles, often a result of corporate-culture
programs, are frequently not specific enough to
have a relevant effect on employees’ behaviour.
Therefore, change communication must shift the
focus to changes in behaviour, as only changed
behaviour results in a change in norms and values
in corporate culture. (Pfannenberg, 2003: 11–12)

At the end of the 20th century, thus, an ap -
proach called “dialogue communication” emerged
in which communication is realised in interactions.
In extensive, complex change processes, it is
important to enable communication not just in one
direction (one-way communication), but in the form
of a dialogue (two-way communication). (Pfannen -
berg, 2003: 14). The employees concerned must
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have the opportunity to express their concerns,
criticism, expectations and suggestions in various
forms of dialogue. Dialogue itself creates meaning
for the change process and can help overcome
resistance.

For Merten (2000: 6–7), however, communi -
cation management is not communication-oriented
behaviour, but a strategy to achieve set company
objectives. Resistance in the change processes is
ubiquitous. Job insecurity, mistrust vis-à-vis
management and strategies, or additional workload
are only some examples of reasons for resisting
change. Using focused communication in the
awareness of potential motives for resistance,
establishing a broader consensus for necessary
changes can be attempted, and hence resistance
reduced. However, if employees find insufficient
incentives at work and, at the same time, pressure
greatly increases during the phases of the change
process, the imbalance between incentives and
perceived burden is exacerbated and, hence,
resistance increases. However, better incentives are
no solution to this situation. Only communication
can motivate the people involved in change
situations to go through the change project to -
gether successfully, despite the tougher conditions
and the scarce resources these commonly bring
with them. (Pfannenberg, 2003:14–15)

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The following will especially focus on German-
language literature on change communication. This
is mainly based in the high cultural context
sensitivity of communication. (Hall & Hall, 1990: 9)
A different cultural background would also have
heavy influence on the attribution of different
communication tools (e.g. to use only one-way
communication is still a common practice in Asian
countries, whereas this kind of communication style
would greatly de-motivate German-speaking
employees).

In general, change communication is different
from an organisation’s standard communication. It
is to create attention and, at the same time, convey
the change message as well as serve as a diagnostic
tool (e.g. employees’ attitude towards the change

process). This makes it more important than
standard communication, as in a phase of change,
more intensive communication processes are
required. In coordinating the appropriate communi -
cation tools, as regards the right timing but also
what content is necessary at what level of detail,
both effectiveness and efficiency criteria have to be
taken into account in their configuration. (Reiß,
1997: 100)

In order to communicate change successfully,
it is important to convey the right information
during the process. Employees must be informed of
the urgency and the reasons for change. It is equally
important to clearly define the scope of the change
in order to gain the acceptance of everybody
concerned. Ambiguities in this area inevitably result
in uncertainty and subsequently in resistance from
the employees. For each individual, the subjective
interest in the effects of the change process has
priority. For example, reducing headcount and
especially restructuring assignments are of interest
to the employees. Although reporting achieved
success is a significant part of change communi -
cation, an open discussion of problems and even
failure in the form of experience reports must not
be neglected. This raises the credibility of
information and the acceptance of the messages.
(Bernecker & Reiß, 2002: 354)

At first sight, the seemingly most straightfor -
ward way to convey messages is one-way communi -
cation. Every day in organisations, such information
is used in the form of reports and interviews on the
intranet or staff newspapers, e-mail newsletters,
press releases or posters. Yet for successful change
management, communication in one direction is
not sufficient. What is important is interaction,
exchanging knowledge and experiences, which also
enables feedback. New forms of communication
and the use of special activities combined with new
techniques are required to make this exchange
possible. It must not be forgotten, though, that such
new methods of conveying information might also
entail additional barriers to acceptance, particularly
in the case of electronic communication tools such
as discussion forums. Especially helpful for reducing
such barriers is the top management’s function as
a role model in using these new technologies. In
connection with new communication activities, it
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must be remembered that the established standard
communication often seems more credible but
loses some effectiveness as it creates less attention
(Bernecker & Reiß, 2002: 354).

Existing one-way communication, due to its
broad use, is an inexpensive way to distribute
information, although its effectiveness is considered
to be only average. E-mail newsletters, for instance,
are not particularly effective, yet are used
frequently, as they are easily and quickly sent, as
well as up-to-date. The use of staff newspapers is
much less frequent, though in larger companies
they are used in communicating extensive change
projects, as the tangible availability of messages is
seen as a positive factor in these cases (Bernecker
& Reiß, 2002: 355).

Two-way communication is based on the
interaction of relationships, i.e. compared to one-
way communication, the immediate exchange of
information, reactions, opinions or feelings is the
most obvious difference. Although two-way com -
munication tools require more time and are costlier,
they can show particularly effective results. For
example, the confidential exchange between
employee and superior in a private conversation
provides the right environment to create under -
standing and acceptance. Change communication,
after all, is management communication, which
means that the superior has to outline the planned
changes clearly and concisely in order to convey the
emotions and values behind the changes. Further
specific communication tools such as major kick-off
events (e.g. employee dialogues) are crucial at the
start of a change process. If the people responsible
for the project during the process make use of the
advantage of directly involving everybody con -
cerned by offering workshops, it has a particularly
motivating effect and raises the necessary accep -
tance. (Bernecker & Reiß, 2002: 356–357)

The situation-dependent mix of the media used
and the communication tools offered is one of the
key factors for successful change communication,
with both efficient communication tools such as e-
mail newsletters and effective two-way communi -
cation (for example: face-to-face instruments, kick-
off meetings, workshops) being used. Thus far, there
has been no sign of conventional tools being

replaced by electronic media. From a cost
perspective, the existing infrastructure is used only
for standard communication, while for change
projects more expensive special activities with a
higher degree of effectiveness are used, as these
contribute towards greater and more rapid
acceptance of change that leads to success.
(Bernecker & Reiß, 2002: 359)

Change processes are mostly complex and
multi-dimensional. Thus, integrated change com -
munication is required in order to plan internal and
external communication, both in content and
design, using appropriate tools. The core messages
must be identical for all target groups and may only
be supplemented by specific content. Information
flows top-down and from inside the firm to the
outside. Communication follows a consistent com -
munication style, with easily recognisable design
and an unchanging core message, but varies in
different media in line with decreasing information
density and depth. Moreover, the constant
repetition of the core messages is important, even
if management deems this monotonous and of little
use. (Pfannenberg, 2003: 25–26)

Change communication is generally ranked
higher than standard communication, which runs in
parallel. The tools  chosen to address the relevant
target groups can be grouped according to two
aspects; first the reach and second the depth of the
effect. (Berner, 2001a) This is also shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Tool kit of change communication

(Source: Berner, 2001b)
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The tool kit is extensive; consequently, the
challenge is to select a suitable tool or, if the
situation allows, a combination of tools that creates
a concerted overall effect for the respective project
phase in the change process. Depending on the
purpose of the information, the tool is also selected
according to the time required for target group and
informant (e.g. top management). Here, careful
selection of the method is more important than an
extensive tool kit. It is the communication goal that
determines the method and not vice versa. In
practice, this is not always handled like this. Still,
quality suffers if the main focus is on the method.

The rule of thumb for selecting the communi -
cation method should be: routine information is
distributed via simple means such as e-mail, for
instance, to keep employees up-to-date on the
progress of individual project phases in the change
process. Important news on major changes in the
company is also communicated using extraordinary
means, such as a large staff meeting or discussion
groups. Tool selection must primarily be based on
objectives and then be aligned with corporate
culture and the economic situation. Glossy bro -
chures in times of massive cost cutting, for example,
irritate the majority of employees. (Berner, 2001b)

In any case, great attention should be paid to
selecting suitable communication methods. These
often greatly influence the success or failure of a
change process. Open communication, in particular
creates trust and thus helps to reduce resistance. In
a dialogue, employees are more open, listen more
closely and are rather willing to rethink their own
positions. Hence, they develop some understanding
for steps that have to be taken. (Meissner, 1989:
123)

Despite their curiosity regarding new things,
the majority of employees reacts to change
emotionally, guided by their fears, and is generally
risk-averse. Therefore, clever communication on the
part of the change manager responsible is a key
factor for successful change, combined with the
right feeling for communication tools appropriate to
the respective situation. Thus, the communication
tools also have to be adapted, in order to
appropriately identify the emotional situation of the
people involved and address it correctly.

3. RESEARCH METHOD

Bank A is a mid-sized central European bank,
whereas Bank B (the bank that has been taken over)
was focusing on a niche market with a much smaller
number of employees but a quite similar balance
sheet value. Every interviewee was member of a
change process team and knew the majority of tools
from own experience.

This study examines how selected communi -
cation tools are evaluated by managers and
employees of two banks in the process of merging
during the financial crisis. The analysis shows how
the use of various communication tools in the
change process is perceived by the people
concerned and what information and benefit they
were able to derive from the individual communi -
cation- and dialogue-oriented tools. In particular,
differences between managers and employees and
of both banks will be taken into account.

The following analysis shows the results of
questioning the employees of both companies. Of
a total of 42 questionnaires distributed, 93% were
completed and returned. Of these, 38% (15 ques -
tionnaires) came from managers and 62% (24 ques -
tionnaires) from employees. Of the managers, 40%
(6 questionnaires) worked at Bank A and 60% (9
questionnaires) at Bank B. The response ratio of the
employees is similar: 42% (10 questionnaires) work
at Bank A and 58% (14 questionnaires) at Bank B.

All interviewees had to rate the communication
tools in use according to the quality of information
and the influence on the individual change of
behaviour. Because of the small sample size, we will
focus on the cross-tables in the following.

4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

With the questionnaire, 15 communication
forms on offer in the change project were analysed.
These are now described in more detail:

Employee dialogue

The employee dialogues all started with an in -
formation event on the group’s economic situation
and the current status of the change project. Before
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the events, the employees had been able to send in
questions anonymously; in a ques tion-and-answer
session, a facilitator then read out to the board,
which provided answers. Following this, the top
managers were then available for more detailed
questions in so-called speakers’ corners. After about
one hour, the board members provided a summary
onstage and reported briefly on the personal
conversations with the employees, indi cating the
issues they would take up and possibly implement.

Focus group interviews

Voluntary group interviews (of 90 minutes)
were conducted with employees and managers
across departments. The aim was to involve staff
more in the change process, to capture people’s
sentiments, to detect motivators and demotivators,
and, based on this, to identify areas for action in
order to optimise internal structures and processes,
as well as to derive the next steps required. These
interviews involved roughly 10% of all employees
and managers.

Open space

At the beginning of these events, the
participating employees analysed the status quo on
the basis of guiding questions. In a second step, “hot
questions” for the board members were worked out
together and visualised. In an important next step,
employees’ prevailing feelings were categorised into
six states (routine, interest, fear/worries, anger/
frustration, sadness and joy/confidence) and again
visualised for all participants on a pin board.
Employees were then joined by the members of the
board. In a walking gallery, the visualised results of
the group work were presented to all four board
members, who were then invited to comment on
their impressions. The large-group event was
concluded with a “dialogue circle”. The large group
was divided into four groups and one of the four
board members joined each of these groups. Board
members then had to answer the specific questions
of the employees on “hot” issues. After 20 minutes,
each board member switched to another group.
Altogether, approximately 250 employees partici -
pated in this type of event in five sessions.

Scorecard

The scorecard is an anonymous, quantitative,
comprehensive online survey of employees and
managers with 10 closed questions on the group’s
intranet. When applied repeatedly, it evaluates the
effectiveness of change measures using temporal
comparisons and reveals trends. The main aims of
this evaluation were the inclusion of the employees
and the effective control of the change process,
derived from the results of the survey. The results
reflect the employees’ sentiment at a particular
point in time, and provide the management and the
internal change team with a chance to react, in
order to optimise the design of the change process
in the best way possible. Managers receive feedback
regarding useful next steps and the management on
the progress of the change process.

Senior management update

The senior management update, as part of
standard communication, is a quarterly meeting of
managers with the top management on current
issues, which was also used as a platform for change
process contents in the restructuring phase.

Guiding star event

The aim of the workshop was to make
managers – accompanied by external trainers –
familiar with the opportunities and dynamics of
change, so that they can then participate in
designing the change process in their personal area.
The focus was put on strengthening and clarifying
the role of the leader, understanding the dynamics
of change in general and in detail, working out a
mutual status quo, as well as learning about
practical “step-by-step” methods. Additional
emphasis was put on supporting the managing of
oneself and others in demanding times regarding
uncertainty and ambiguity.

Human resources dialogue

The aim of personnel management was to
inform managers extensively regarding current issues
(e.g. employment law topics). The HR dialogue in the
change process takes place quarterly.
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Leadership training

With the support of external trainers, managers
improve their social competence and increase their
sensitiveness towards the psychological and social
problems of their subordinates. In learning about
ways to become active and provide support in
difficult personal situations, the managers practised
socially competent handling of employees who
show unusual behaviour and performance.

Conflict management

Guided by mediation experts, the aim of the
seminar was to become familiar with the central
dynamics that decisively influence communication
in conflict and crisis situations. Selected communi -
cation tools for a variety of conflict situations were
presented and practised. Acquiring mediation
competence was a major factor for designing a new
management and corporate culture. Topics included
an introduction to interest-based communication,
basic patterns of conflict and crisis dynamics, and
impulses for further self-management in such
situations.

Captain’s breakfast

This initiative is to establish a constructive
dialogue between board and employees on commu -
nication and information matters. About 15 em -
ployees are personally invited to breakfast by one
member of the board (four members, altogether).
The event and type of invitation were earlier
communicated to managers and employees by
announcements in the weekly e-mails to employees
and on the group’s intranet by the change team. In
principle, persons invited must not belong to the
same department as the board members. The
declared goal was mutual understanding of the
respective situations and needs, as well as the direct
contact between board and employees. In order to
reduce individual fears, these dialogues were
chaired by members of the change team.

Quick-win workshop

In quick-win workshops, the participants worked
out measures to make daily routines at work easier

in a non-bureaucratic manner, with little or no
budgetary requirements. This included, for instance,
reducing the number of forms, cutting down the
length of decision processes, extending certain
competencies, etc. An initial brainstorming employ -
ing a creativity technique (the so-called 6-3-5
method) produced ideas. These were then pre-
selected for easy and cheap implementation.
Following a plenary exchange and a preparatory
phase within the group, participants presented their
suggestions to decision-makers (e.g. department
heads). These then immediately made a decision on
implementing the ideas presented. The aim is to
save time and costs in daily work in a simple manner
by integrating employees, and to create a construc -
tive bond and strengthen cooperation within and
between departments. Another goal is to actively
include employees and make them part of the
change process, which motivates them to see the
new company as their own.

Focus dialogue

To provide an opportunity for active informa -
tion exchange, the change team organised a series
of focus dialogues, as a particularly effective form
of internal communication. Experts from the group
give first-hand information without resorting to a
mere lecturing format. Rather, using various
methods, employees are given the chance to have
their questions immediately answered by experts.
Depending on how intense the discussion turns out,
each event takes about an hour, followed by
reporting on the group’s intranet. Thus far, five focus
dialogues on have been held on personnel topics
during the merger, on new developments in the
loan process, on brand strategy, on restructuring
individual business areas or on the current status of
the change process, etc.

Web-based information

On the group’s intranet, persons in charge of
communication created a separate area. Infor -
mation in various forms, such as a question-and-
answer forum on different topics of change
management, a journalistically designed series of
articles with interviews and background reports,
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results of surveys and workshops, information on
the status quo of the change process, communi -
cation activities for customers (to mention a few
examples) was provided for the employees.

Farewell celebration

Each end is also a new beginning. Taken like
this, the farewell celebration for Bank B in view of
the upcoming merger was, at the same time,
marking a departure into a new future. Roughly 250
active and already retired employees, as well as the
president of the supervisory board and all board
members, accepted the shop stewards’ invitation to
say goodbye to Bank B.

Shop steward meeting

The shop steward meeting was an event
organised jointly by Bank B’s shop stewards and
personnel department. Roughly 150 employees
were informed about the state of negotiations
between shop stewards and personnel manage 
ment, which were mainly about continuing existing
company-internal agreements after the merger.
Staff were told about the different points of view of
the employees’ representatives and the personnel
department, as well as the legal conditions and
stipulations. This get-together did not result in any
mutual decision. Later, a compromise acceptable for

both employer and employees was achieved in
separate rounds of negotiation.

After outlining the individual communication
tools of the change process, an overall evaluation
regarding perceived information content and attri -
buted modifications in behaviour of all respondents
will be presented (Figure 2).

It can be clearly seen that 60% of the communi -
cation tools used have no relevant effect, either
regarding content or behaviour. Only the one-way
communication tools, web-based information and
the scorecard, as well as the two-way communica -
tion forms, focus dialogue, employee dialogue und
open space (and to a more limited extent the shop
steward meeting) provided a higher degree of infor -
mation from the perspective of the interviewees.
Only one tool (open space) affects a medium change
in behaviour. For more differentiated results, further
analyses focused on the differences in evaluation
between managers and employees, as well as be -
tween those working at Bank A and those at Bank B.

Figure 3 shows that managers, beyond the
general evaluation, perceive the guiding star event,
open space and partly also the scorecard as
modifying behaviour and (not very surprisingly) the
senior management update as providing a higher
degree of information. With limitations, this also
holds true for the human resources dialogue. For
employees, about 45% of the communication tools

(i.e. web-based information,
employee dialogue, focus
dialogue, open space, shop
steward meeting, focus group
interviews and farewell
celebration) increase infor -
mation content, but modifica -
tions in behaviour are missing
completely.

Further steps of analysis
(e.g. a more detailed com -
parison focusing on the
perspectives of managers or
employees from both banks)
would be interesting, but not
relevant given the small
sample size (Figure 4).

Figure 2: Overall evaluation of the communication tools used
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The most important dif -
ferences here can be seen
concerning modifications in
behaviour. Staff at Bank A
perceive a third of the com -
munication tools used as
modifying their behaviour
(focus dialogue, web-based
information, employee dia -
logue, open space and score -
card), most of them with
relatively low information
content, though. Staff at
Bank B rank them quite dif -
ferently. Here, shop steward
meetings, employee dialogue
and open space clearly go
first regarding information
and modifications in behav -
iour, followed by scorecards
and web-based information.
The farewell celebration and
guiding star event, with
lower information content,
still have relevance for
behaviour, which, however,
can probably be ascribed to
emotions, as a feeling of
being accepted and listened
to in the new environment is
evoked. In general, with em -
ployees of Bank B (the bank
being taken over), more than
45% of the commu nication
tools influence behaviour.

5. CONCLUSION

Looking at the overall evaluation, an important
fact emerges: two thirds of the answers regarding
information content and (almost) all answers
concerning modifications in behaviour are in the low-
to-medium range, which means that with a majority
of respondents using the various forms of
communication on offer have not had the desired
effect (yet). This is in stark contrast to the theory,
which propagates a much broader effect of the
different communication tools in the change process.

The analysis also clearly shows a connection
between information content and positive changes
in behaviour. Only if the information that is provided
is meaningful for the individual will there be a
resulting positive modification in behaviour.
However, information content is still higher than
modifications in behaviour. This means that signifi -
cant stray losses have to be taken into account,
unless employee participation and communication
push strategies are at the centre of strategic change
communication. A clear definition of different target
groups can help to reduce future stray losses.

Figure 3: Differences between managers and employees
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Finally, taking a look at
results from a target group
perspective, there is a signifi -
cant difference depending on
which bank people work for:
the motivation to change
one’s behaviour is much
higher with people at Bank B,
which was being taken over
(seven communication forms
can be found in Quadrants 2
and 4 with partly very high
evaluations, in comparison to
five communication forms on
offer at Bank A, which tend
to be grouped around the
middle).

Regarding management
implications, this makes a
mockery of the classic stra -
tegic orientation of change
communication in merger
situations. The employees of
the firm taken over do not
need prolonged convincing,
as they actively gather infor 
mation in order to make the
best of their weaker posi -
tion. This also explains why
the culture of the company
taken over frequently pre 
vails after the merger. The
saturated winner’s mentality
of the acquir ing company’s
employees thus becomes an
obstacle to future development. This result should
be kept in mind during the design of change
communication campaigns. First, there is a clear
advantage in using the more time-consuming but
also more effective two-way communication and
second, the tools have to be customised to all
target groups. To compensate this time consuming
strategy, the one-way communication might be
reduced to one or two tools, perhaps using a mix
of pull (e.g. e-mail) and push (e.g. intranet)
strategies.

6. LIMITATIONS

The major limitation of this study has to be
seen in the small sample size. However, as long as
most companies refuse any scientific co-operation,
when becoming aware of the first sign of a
corporate crisis, the authors were happy to obtain
these data. Of course, there is need for further
studies, focusing on different countries, industries,
types of crisis etc., to start an important and
interesting scientific dialogue.

Figure 4: Differences by bank
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