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Abstract 

With the frequency of organizational change that is seen in for-profit colleges and 

universities and the impact of organizational change on employees, the discussion of 

engaging employees during change is critical to successful change management practices.  

To research the purpose of the study and evaluate the ways in which leadership and their 

leadership characteristics were able to engage employees during organizational change, 

the researcher conducted an instrumental case study at the parent company of two for-

profit universities that undertook a significant organizational change.  This change 

merged the academic operations of the two universities and created one shared 

department.  The case study involved participant interviews, a review of archival 

materials related to the change event, and observations to evaluate the current state of the 

merged department.  The study uncovered six main themes that guided the presentation 

and analysis of the findings.  As a result of the findings of the study and evaluation of the 

themes, the aim was to create leadership training that would help leaders implement the 

characteristics that were identified as having the ability to create a supportive and 

engaging environment during and following change.  In the evaluation of the themes, a 

gap was detected in the planning of the change event and the impact that had on 

engagement.  As a result, recommendations were provided to close this gap and improve 

change planning processes.  Leadership characteristics that created the engaging 

environment under study were identified and linked to servant and inclusive leadership, 

and recommendations for training developing the characteristics were provided.   

Keywords: engagement, transparent leadership, communicative leadership, feedback 

inclusion, organizational change, servant leadership, inclusive leadership 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

Due to the ever-changing regulatory environment, organizational change in for-

profit higher education institutions is commonplace; however, this can prove detrimental 

to levels of employee engagement in organizations undergoing change.  Given the 

frequency changes that they undergo, these institutions are often required to rely on their 

employees’ ability to cope with adapt. Employees’, however, are often resistant to change 

(Stanley, Meyer, & Topolnytsky, 2005). Such resistance can breed cynicism, and 

employees can often become disengaged from the work they do for their organizations 

(Stanley et al., 2005).   

Much of the previous research on this topic has focused on employee values and 

behaviors and how leaders can create an environment that is supportive of employees’ 

behaviors during periods of change. Researchers have attempted to identify the employee 

characteristics that cause resistance to change but have not adequately addressed the 

leadership behaviors that can create an engaged organizational environment (Oreg & 

Berson, 2011).  According to Allen, Smith, and Da Silva (2013), prior research has also 

been dedicated to investigating the leadership characteristics that contribute to the 

creation of a climate that is open to change.  Such environments prepare employees for 

change but do not address the ways in which they will be involved and engaged during 

the change process (Allen et al., 2013).  The involvement of employees during 

organizational change events and the leadership behaviors that generate such 

participation are critical to successful organizational change and are thus the primary 

focus of this qualitative case study. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Many scholars and experts believe that for-profit colleges and universities 

(FPCUs) have had a transformative impact on higher education, which has left them 

susceptible to additional scrutiny and governmental regulation (Simmons, 2013).  

Changes in cohort default rates, the 90/10 rule, the gainful employment rule, 

accreditation requirements, and governance policies (Simmons, 2013) have required 

FPCUs to implement large-scale organizational changes, which have had an ongoing 

impact on their employees.  Since changes in governmental administration often lead to 

changes in the regulations that govern FPCUs, this problem will likely continue to 

manifest itself in the future.  Organizations must understand the impact of structural 

changes organizational changes on their workforces and identify strategies to successfully 

navigate future change efforts.  

Research on the topics of organizational change and employee engagement has 

not adequately addressed the leadership characteristics that contribute to the creation and 

maintenance of change environments that are inclusive of employee involvement, which 

will be critical to the ability of FPCUs to manage change well into the future.  By 

addressing any shortcomings in research and developing an understanding of how 

leadership characteristics can create an inclusive and engaging environment towards 

change both during and following an organizational change, organizational leaders can 

better understand how to navigate such changes.  To evaluate this problem, a qualitative 

case study was conducted at a for-profit higher education institution.  The organization 

under study supports two for-profit universities and recently underwent a large-scale 
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organizational change in which several small departments at each school were merged 

into a single department that supports both universities.  

Failure to address shortcomings in research and create positive and engaging 

change environments can impede the progress of organizational changes, which could 

limit the expected benefits of such changes (Fugate, Prussia, & Kinicki, 2012).  Adverse 

change environments can lead to increased turnover and absenteeism, which can be 

costly for an organization to combat (Fugate et al., 2012).  According to Hester (2013), 

conservative estimates of turnover costs start at 30% of annual salary to replace an entry-

level employee and as much as 250% of annual salary to replace a specialized position.   

In addition to organizational costs, reductions in workforce due to turnover and 

absenteeism can result in stakeholders not receiving the service that they expect, and the 

enhancement of service expected from a restructuring initiative will not be produced 

(Fugate et al., 2012).  As a result, students enrolled at FPCUs may become displeased 

with the service they receive and may decide to leave their institutions.  Nurturing student 

relationships through positive service and experiences is critical to the success of FPCUs, 

as students hold a competitive advantage in this marketplace, and satisfied students are 

more likely to spread positive feedback and drive key performance (Duzevic & Casni, 

2015).  Non-academic support staff, similarly to those evaluated in this case study, make 

significant contributions to the creation of supportive and enriching educational 

environments for students. It is critical to ensure that organizations are aware of the 

impact of this relationship on student satisfaction and performance when contemplating 

any organizational change (Duzevic & Casni, 2015).  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to develop an understanding of the 

leadership characteristics that contributed to the creation of an engaging environment 

both during and following large-scale organizational change and reduced employees’ 

inclination to resist change at a for-profit university.  

Research Question 

To develop an in-depth understanding of leadership characteristics that lead to an 

environment that is inclusive of employee and leadership feedback, the research 

questions for this study were designed with the intention of identifying how such 

characteristics are able to create an environment that is inclusive of change-related 

engagement.  The questions also sought to identify the specific characteristics that were 

critical to the creation of such an environment.  One central research question and one 

sub-question guide this case study, and they are evaluated in relation to feedback 

provided by front-line staff members and their leaders, archival materials, and 

observations of study participants.  

Research Question: How do the leadership characteristics employed during large-

scale organizational change at FPCUs create environments that can help to 

strengthen and maintain consistent levels of employee engagement during and 

following a change?  

Sub-question: Which leadership characteristics exerted the greatest influence over 

the creation of this environment?  
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Aim of the Study 

 The aim of the study findings is to create leadership training intended to assist 

leaders to develop the leadership characteristics required to create supportive and 

engaging change environments at FPCUs.  

Methodology Overview 

 In order to collect data with which to analyze this research problem, a qualitative 

case study approach is utilized.  A single case is analyzed, and the findings related to this 

case are organized in chronological order (Creswell, 2013).  This chronology is necessary 

in order to determine the points at which employee engagement waxed and waned 

throughout the change event.  In instances where employee engagement peaked, 

additional data were gathered from archival materials and participants to determine which 

leadership characteristics were demonstrated during those times.  To obtain data on the 

leadership characteristics employed during the change under study, archival records, 

interviews, participant and group observations, and physical artifacts were gathered 

(Creswell, 2013).  The combination of these materials enables a balanced research 

approach, allowing the researcher to evaluate multiple aspects of the change event under 

study.  

As mentioned while discussing the research question, the population considered 

in this study consists of front-line employees and their leaders at a large for-profit 

organization.  There were five leaders of front-line staff within the department that 

experienced the change event, and they were approached to participate in this research 

study.  The researcher sought to study at least three of the five leaders in order to evaluate 

diverse leadership styles and attempt to establish links between those leaders’ styles and 
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their employees’ sense of engagement.  In addition to the department leaders, the 

researcher approached staff members from each team to participate in the study.  An 

attempt was made to involve two to three members of each team, and they were selected 

based on leadership feedback and time with the organization.  Utilizing leader feedback 

helped to pinpoint both those staff members who were involved in the organizational 

change and those who were performing well.  If employees were not performing well and 

failing to meet their metrics, it was expected that they may already have been disgruntled 

and could therefore potentially be damaging to the results of the study. The author also 

reviewed tenure to ensure that the selected employees were with the organization at the 

time of the change event.  

Definitions of Relevant Terms 

This study employs a plethora of terms that are specifically related to its topic.  

Based on the diverse range of definitions that have been offered for these terms, the 

following definitions are provided in order to facilitate the reader in understanding the 

following discussion. 

For-profit college or university (FPCU): A proprietary, degree-granting 

institution of higher education. 

Front-line staff: Staff members who perform daily departmental functions and 

represent the first line of communication with students.  

Front-line leaders: Managers and supervisors who have front-line staff members 

reporting directly to them.  

Employee engagement: The emotional commitment that an employee has to an 

organization and its goals (Kruse, 2012) during periods of organizational change.  
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Organizational change or restructuring: The process by which an organization 

modifies its structure or operations to support a developing need.  

Although many of these terms have commonly understood definitions, they may 

be open to many different interpretations.  To avoid misinterpretations of the research 

findings, the definitions were created in direct relation to the results that are presented.  

Assumptions 

 The researcher included the following assumptions: 

1. Interview respondents responded openly and honestly to all questions asked 

during the interview process; 

2. The case study sample was representative of the department under study; 

3. Interview respondents participated in the change event under study and had 

memories thereof; and  

4. The interpretation of the data accurately reflected the opinions of the 

interview respondents. 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

To narrow down the number of participants considered in this study, the author’s 

research efforts focused on front-line leadership; senior leadership was thus not evaluated 

while collecting data. Although the senior leadership of the organization was responsible 

for communicating the change, it was not intimately involved in rolling it out to the front-

line staff. As a result, it would not have been able to add the level of value that the front-

line leaders and employees contributed to this study.  Delimitations also existed in terms 

of the factors considered in choosing which front-line staff members to exclude from the 

study and addressing any challenges in eliminating them.  Finally, there were 
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generalizability concerns surrounding the applicability of this research to fields outside of 

higher education.  Since the organization under study is a for-profit corporate structure, 

the researcher was able to reduce the generalizability concerns.  

There was also the potential for this study to be limited by the number of 

available participants who had an interest in participating in it.  Furthermore, employees 

may not have been inclined to share their feelings and be open and honest when 

participating in this research study.  Participants could also potentially have left in the 

midst of the study, which could have compromised the data collection process.  Since the 

change event occurred in the past, there was also the potential for the study to be limited 

by the amount of archival information available and participant observation that could 

have occurred.  

Given that the researcher is an employee of the organization and experienced the 

change event discussed, and thus made every effort throughout the study to reduce the 

impact of researcher bias.  As part of these efforts, a peer review at the conclusion of the 

study was a means of identifying bias present in the study.  There was a potential for 

personal bias due to the researcher’s level of involvement with the organizational change 

event and her tenure with the organization.  As a long-standing employee of the 

organization under study, the researcher has developed a level of organizational 

knowledge that others likely will not have.   

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

As a result of its focus on those leadership characteristics that contribute to the 

creation of engaging environments during periods of organizational change, this 

dissertation in practice study focuses primarily on leaders and leadership styles.  
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According to Oreg and Berson (2011), the roles played by leaders and their behaviors 

shape organizational performance, and they must be evaluated in relation to each other 

when discussing organizational changes and the leadership demonstrated during such 

events.  Since leadership behaviors are formed based on leaders’ personal beliefs, the 

researcher felt it necessary to consider their personal attributes in relation to the literature 

available on leadership characteristics (Oreg & Berson, 2011).  Due to their personal 

connections with employees and the roles Based on the personal connection and the roles 

played by the front-line leaders during the organizational change, the leaders who were 

included in the study population were intimately involved throughout the course of the 

research conducted for this dissertation and had an impact on the final results of the 

project.   

Throughout the study, the researcher made connections between the leadership 

characteristics of the front-line leaders and the available theories concerning leadership 

styles.  These theories focus on effective leadership rooted in creating an enduring 

organizational environment, which is critical to the success of any attempt to create a 

positive change environment (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  During the creation of positive 

change environments, leaders face challenges, and the researcher discussed these 

challenges with the identified leadership theories.  Providing managers with tools with 

which to overcome change-related challenges was among the course goals in this 

dissertation in practice study.  

Significance of the Study 

Due to the lack of research focused on organizational change and managing 

change at FPCUs, this dissertation in practice makes valuable contributions to its field.  
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As discussed previously, FPCUs will continue to experience change, and it is important 

that organizational leaders know how to navigate change and ensure that their employees 

feel valued throughout the entire process.  Feeling valued by and engaged with an 

organization can lead to improved organizational performance and greater dedication on 

part of its employees (Hanaysha, 2015).  Since the change event that is evaluated in the 

case study occurred in the past, it was also possible to examine the long-term impact of 

organizational change on employees and the importance of focusing on employee 

engagement when attempting to create a stable workforce.  

This dissertation in practice study also has the potential to improve organizational 

practice at FPCUs and corporations that are planning change events.  Using the findings 

of this study, leaders and training teams will be able to implement training programs 

focused on developing the leadership skills that are critical when implementing 

organizational change.  Such skills make it possible for leaders to improve employee 

engagement and sustain such engagement after a change event has occurred.  Considering 

the long-term impact of organizational change and employee engagement is critical to 

both this study and future practice.  This will help to ensure that organizations have the 

ability to solidify newly created environments and to implement changes.  Having plans 

in place will allow an organization to ready itself for change and ensure that it can 

manage such change without significant impact on engagement and/or productivity.  

Summary 

To prepare for the ever-changing environments in which FPCUs operate, 

organizational leaders need plans that can help them approach change in a manner that 

focuses on employees and keeping them engaged with their organizations.  Such 
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engagement can contribute to creating a more positive workplace and increase employee 

productivity and efficiency.  By conducting a case study at a major FPCU that underwent 

large-scale organizational change, the author was able to formulate research questions 

concerning the leadership styles employed during that change in order to assist in the 

creation of plans for navigating future change.  The case study focuses on the 

establishment of an in-depth understanding of the roles played by front-line staff and 

their leaders during the change, which assists in obtaining a well-rounded overview of the 

change event.   

Given that the researcher has a high level of familiarity with the change event and 

the organization in question, there was the potential of researcher bias in this study.  In 

order to combat such potential bias, peer review was utilized at the conclusion of the 

research process to ensure that bias did not impact the final results of the study.  

Delimitations were identified in the participant selection process, as were limitations in 

terms of participant willingness to be open and honest during the case study process.  

Despite any limitations that it may be subject to, this dissertation in practice study has the 

potential to contribute to a field that will continue to experience large-scale 

organizational changes.  Leaders and their leadership styles are the primary focus of the 

study, and the author took this into consideration while formulating plans for future 

training and development.  These plans are intended to assist in the development of 

organizations that are more adaptable to change and have the ability to change more 

efficiently.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The following literature review presents an overview of research into the history 

of for-profit colleges and universities (FPCUs) in the United States.  In addition to a 

discussion of the history of these institutions, the review also considers previous attempts 

at reforms and the reasons why policymakers have found change to be necessary.  

Thereafter, the literature review examines the corporatization of for-profit higher 

education and the behaviors that led to the business-like structure of these institutions.  

The structure and history of FPCUs impact the ways in which these institutions handle 

organizational change and are thus relevant to the objectives of this dissertation in 

practice.   

After presenting the history of FPCUs and outlining why changes occur at such 

institutions, the literature review turns to organizational change.  It discusses the need for 

organizational restructuring and then transitions to the impact that changes or 

restructuring events can have on employees who experience them.  This discussion also 

identifies reasons as to why employees may react in the ways they do towards change.  

Furthermore, the review presents literature that discusses the importance of employee 

engagement and leadership theories and practices relevant to employee engagement and 

organizational change.  

History of For-profit Colleges and Universities 

For-profit colleges and universities first appeared at roughly the same time when 

Harvard was founded and exist to provide education not frequently offered at non-profit 

public colleges and universities (NFPUs) (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  For-
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profit institutions offered educational programs that focused on the boom in agriculture 

and were geared towards farming and engineering (Bennett et al., 2010).  These 

institutions soon became known for their vocational orientation and later began to 

develop curricula more focused on business (Morey, 2004).  By 1890, there were 

approximately 250 FPCUs in operation, with a total enrollment of 81,000 students 

(Bennett et al., 2010).   

Surges in the number of students enrolled at FPCUs were seen due to the increase 

in the federal financial assistance offered to students.  Following World War II, students 

enrolled at FPCUs became qualified to receive federal financial aid funding under the GI 

Bill (Bennett et al., 2010).  In the 1970s and 1980s, FPCUs began lobbying to receive 

state and federal student financial aid; an essential condition for receiving such aid was 

accreditation (Morey, 2004).  Given the necessity of being accredited, FPCUs were able 

to seek and obtain accreditation through the Accrediting Commission of Independent 

Colleges and Schools (ACICS) and the Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and 

Colleges of Technology (ACCSCT), which allowed these institutions to apply for federal 

subsidies and student financial aid (Morey, 2004).  

In addition to different program options, FPCUs were considered to fill a 

significant void in serving underserved and vulnerable populations (Simmons, 2013).  In 

2007, African American, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American students accounted for 

nearly 40% of enrollment at FPCUs, and female students first began to outnumber their 

male counterparts (Bennett et al., 2010).  According to Bennett et al. (2010), the FPCU 

sector serves more full-time students, 79%, compared to the 50-70% found at NFPUs 

(Bennett et al., 2010).  Given the services that they offered to this population, coupled 
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with the ease with which funding can be obtained, FPCUs were soon able to amass over 

one million students, with nearly 3,000 FPCUs having opened by 2004 (Morey, 2004).  

Actions that led to FPCU-driven Change 

As the years progressed, FPCUs saw steady growth and began to have a 

significant impact on the higher education system and the level of competition between 

FPCUs and NFPUs increased (Simmons, 2013).  Competition between the two sectors 

caused increased tensions amongst public, community, and private institutions 

throughout the United States.  Supporters of FPCUs contend that market pressure will 

produce better educational outcomes and that the online environment can create 

additional efficiencies and innovations that are not seen in NFPUs (Simmons, 2013).  

Supporters of NFPUs, on the other hand, continually call for reform and express a desire 

to stall the growth of FPCUs.  

Due to the fact that much of the growth within the industry is directly related to 

the ease with which federal financial aid funding can be obtained, there has been 

increased scrutiny of proprietary education.  With 89% of students reliant on federal 

funding at FPCUs, compared to 66% at NPCUs, tuition levels began to be set at levels 

equal to the amount of aid available to students (Beaver, 2012).  Students soon started to 

default on their student loans, and 47% of defaults were attributed to students at FPCUs, 

although they only comprised 10% of the college population (Beaver, 2012).  With a 

heavy reliance on federal student aid, operations at FPCUs paved the way for accusations 

of scandal and opened the doors to federal investigation.  Students enrolled at FPCUs 

became reliant on Pell Grant funding, and 21% of all Pell Grant funds were sent directly 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 15 
 

to FPCUs (Beaver, 2012).  With the rate of student defaults growing, the federal 

government stepped in and began to impose strict regulations on FPCUs. 

Early Regulatory Attempts at FPCU Reform 

To reform FPCUs and curb their use of federal aid, the government implemented 

regulatory provisions.  The first attempt was the enactment of a sweeping rule that 

eliminated schools with default rates exceeding 25% from the student aid program for 

three consecutive years (Beaver, 2012).  The 85/15 rule was also enacted and required 

that at least 15% of a school’s revenue come from a source other than federal student aid 

(Beaver, 2012).  This rule eventually became known as the 90/10 rule, as the revenue 

requirement was changed to 10% as part of a further attempt to curb the growth and 

performance of FPCUs (Simmons, 2013).  As a result of the enactment of these 

regulations, nearly 1,500 FPCUs were dropped from the student aid program, and the 

default rate was reduced by 25% (Beaver, 2012).   

While the regulations enjoyed some success, they did not have the expected 

impact, and additional rules were enacted.  To further regulate FPCUs, incentive 

compensation bans and gainful employment regulations were promulgated (Simmons, 

2013).  During the time in which the rules were written, 18% of FPCUs (Bennett et al., 

2010) did not meet these requirements, and organizations were required to implement 

changes that would allow them to adhere to the newly created regulations.  For-profit 

colleges and universities have enjoyed both successes and failures over the, and changes 

within academia eventually facilitated the large-scale changes recently seen in colleges 

and universities.  
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For-profit Higher Education as a Corporation 

Despite the attempts that were made to curb the growth of FPCUs, many adhered 

to the regulations that were imposed upon them and continued to thrive in the educational 

sector.  This subsequent growth led to the corporatization of for-profit higher education.  

Business-like organizational structures are prevalent within FPCUs, and management 

decision-making is distinct from academic decision-making, which has caused tension 

between academic and business interests (Berg, 2005).  As privately and publicly held 

organizations, FPCUs must generate money for their partners and shareholders 

(O’Malley, 2012).  Much of this is done with a focus on securing funding for students 

(O’Malley, 2012), increasing enrollment rates, and evaluating ways of improving student 

retention and graduation rates.  

From an academic perspective, a typical FPCU focuses on educating working 

adults using a practitioner model and industry expert faculty members (Berg, 2005).  

Adjunct faculty members are expected to be employed in the fields in which they teach, 

which provides them with the subject-matter expertise that FPCUs desire in their faculty 

members.  The curricular structure offers courses in a standardized format, often in five, 

six, or eight-week terms, and requires that students draw on their work experiences in the 

classroom (Berg, 2005).  Classes are frequently offered in e-learning formats, and FPCUs 

recruit with a focus on driving enrollments to their online campuses.  E-learning courses 

have low marginal costs and can be delivered to expanded student markets (McPherson 

& Bacow, 2015), thus expanding the reach and profitability of FPCUs.  

Much like traditional businesses, FPCUs also dedicate a significant portion of 

their operating budgets to marketing efforts.  Unlike NFPUs, FPCUs focus on the 
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psychological and social barriers encountered by students (Berg, 2005) and market in 

ways intended attract specific populations of students.  In their marketing and recruiting 

efforts, FPCUs aim to help first-generation college students understand the federal 

financial aid benefits available to them; additional counseling is also offered to these 

students (Berg, 2005).  Marketing efforts and a strong focus on customer service help to 

attract underserved non-traditional students, who thus comprise a large segment of FPCU 

populations.  With their ability to draw upon a unique student body and willingness to 

make decisions that are in the best interests of both shareholders and partners, FPCUs are 

considered to exhibit a business-like organizational model, rather than that employed by 

traditional institutions of higher education.  This business-like organizational structure, 

coupled with consistent calls for reform, can lead to frequent organizational changes, 

which are managed in much the same manner as that in which corporations deal with 

change.  

Organizational Restructuring and Change 

Given the frequency of organizational change and restructuring within FPCUs, 

companies have found that change is increasingly becoming part of business operations.  

This tendency toward frequent change was seen as early as the start of the Industrial Age, 

and it has increased in frequency since (Howard & Frink, 1996).  While Swanson and 

Power (2001) find that organizational change and restructuring are often seen as leading 

to increased tensions in the workplace, organizational change is intended to be used as a 

positive term intended to describe a period of restructuring, reorganization, the 

implementation of new and improved technology, and culture change (DiFonzo & 

Bordia, 1998).  Organizational change and restructuring can also help an organization to 
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improve its stakeholders’ experiences and develop competitive advantage through its 

ability to respond and adapt to new environments (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  Having 

competitive advantage in the marketplace allows organizations to continue to experience 

growth and remain profitable.  

Considering the positive benefits of change, it is projected to have long-term 

positive outcomes for an organization as a whole and to contribute to organizational 

growth, making it easier to understand the need for an increased frequency of change and 

the acceptance thereof as a standard in the modern-day business environment (Swanson 

& Power, 2001).  While change is intended to be positive and organizations are becoming 

more familiar with how to manage it, it is critical that organizations consider all aspects 

of any changes, including the change mode to be adopted, that they intend to embark 

upon before putting their plans into motion.  

Organizational Change Models 

Organizational change takes many forms when it is implemented, and several 

models of change have been presented in research.  One of the more widely known 

models of change is put forth by Kurt Lewin; it discusses the three stages that 

organizations undergo when attempting to implement change.  The first stage in this 

process involves an unfreezing of the current environment, in which the organization 

attempts to break any old habits and move away from previous customs (Lewin, 1947).  

Schein (1996) elaborates on Lewin’s unfreezing stage, identifying three processes that an 

individual or organization must undergo in order to unfreeze an environment:  Individuals 

must disconfirm the status quo, induce guilt or survival anxiety, and create a 

psychological safety net (Schein, 1996).  By creating these feelings, individuals begin to 
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believe that, if they do not change, they will fail to achieve their goals, which motivates 

them to unfreeze the environments (Schein, 1996).  Allowing employees the time 

required to unfreeze and let go of their old environments, namely by developed a feeling 

of survival anxiety, ultimately helps them to become more accepting of the newly formed 

change environment.  

After unfreezing its environment, an organization must implement the new 

environment that it wishes to create, or the change itself, and then freeze itself in the new 

environment created as a result of the change (Lewin, 1947).  According to Schein 

(1996), the primary purpose of this refreezing is to ensure the new behaviors are 

consistent with the rest of the behaviors in an environment and disconfirmation does not 

occur.  While each of these phases takes a considerable amount of time to navigate, they 

provide organizations with a framework to follow when they attempt to introduce their 

employees to change and help them to find comfort in their new environments.  

Similar to Lewin’s phased approach to change, Arnold Judson also put forth a 

change model that allows employees to navigate through several phases as they work to 

accept and adapt to a change.  Judson’s model consists of five phases, including the 

planning of the change, the communication thereof, the acceptance of newly changed 

behavior, the changing of the status quo, and the consolidation of the new change 

(Schumacher, Schreurs, Van Emmerik, & De Witte, 2016).  With the phased approach, 

people skills are necessary when attempting to persuade those involved in the change of 

the importance thereof and to build their consensus as the change is communicated 

(Schumacher et al., 2016).  Judson’s model of change includes phases that are relevant to 
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the process of change and addresses some of the employee impacts that are presented in 

the case study and literature.  

  Regardless of the change model utilized, organizations require the flexibility to 

restructure and reorganize business operations.  Remaining flexible and having the ability 

to rearrange business operations affords organizations the opportunity to develop greater 

efficiencies in their processes and to streamline organizational operations in central 

operating locations (Swanson & Power, 2001).  Optimizing operations in organizations 

contributes to reduced costs, increased profits, and improved products and services 

(Hirsch & DeSoucey, 2006).  The individuals responsible for the change addressed in the 

case study were able to centralize the operations of two universities, and as a result, they 

offer superior services to their students and stakeholders.  While restructuring is highly 

beneficial for the operations of many organizations, it can have a sizeable impact on their 

workforces and can breed resistance towards change on the part of employees.  To 

combat this resistance and work towards a successful change event, organizations must 

make efforts to ready their employees for change and create an open change environment. 

Employee Readiness and Openness to Change 

Research has shown that a number of change events have been unsuccessful due 

to failures to accurately identify employees’ central role in a change and their readiness to 

participate in a change event (Choi, 2011).  In contrast, employees who are open to 

change view it as meaningful and feel satisfied with their ability to accomplish new goals 

(Hinduan, Wilson-Evered, Moss, & Scannell, 2009).  To combat these failures and work 

towards a feeling of accomplishment on the part of employees, an organization 

considering an organizational change event must fully understand the various impacts of 
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that change on its employees and implement measures intended to gain insight into their 

readiness and openness to change.  This openness must be gauged before implementing a 

change management model, as it will significantly impact the success of said model and 

the level of commitment that employees will have to the organization.   

Employees who are open to change have a willingness to support a transition and 

believe that it will be beneficial to them or their organization in some way (Wanberg & 

Banas, 2000).  When determining if a change will prove helpful in some manner, 

employees attempt to make sense of their changing environments and actively seek 

information about what may be changing (Choi, 2011).  As they work to make sense of a 

change, employees make assumptions and form expectations concerning the need for the 

change event and whether it may benefit them in a positive way (Choi, 2011).  If 

employees can successfully make these assumptions and identify a positive aspect of a 

change, it is likely they will contribute to the overall success of the change event in 

question. 

Change Readiness Variables  

Along with helping employees to find meaning in any change that is presented, 

organizational leaders must consider several factors that contribute to employees’ 

openness to and readiness for change.  Wanberg and Banas (2000) introduced five 

variables, namely information, participation, change-related self-efficacy, social support, 

and personal impact that employers should take into consideration when readying their 

employees for change.  These five variables are closely related to research put forward by 

various authors concerning employee openness to change; the findings of such 

researchers are also presented throughout this section.   
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Sharing Information.  Providing employees with information about an 

impending change is the first step in preparing them for a change event.  According to 

Kotter and Schlesinger (1979), employees often resist change when they do not 

understand a change and what it means for them, which is why providing information is a 

crucial first step.  The information provided to employees must include details 

concerning the change that will occur in an organization and how those changes will 

affect the organization as a whole (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  Disseminating information 

before a change event helps to increase awareness of the event and allows employees to 

familiarize themselves with the change before it occurs (Axtell, Wall, Stride, Pepper, 

Clegg, Gardner, & Bolden, 2002).  Greater exposure to change increases employees’ 

openness thereto and helps to prevent negative impacts on their well-being (Axtell et al., 

2002).  Providing information and early exposure directly to employees, rather than 

allowing them to generate rumors about an impending change event, will help to clarify 

any points of uncertainty regarding the change event in question and create an 

environment that is more open to change.  

Increasing Participation and Self-efficacy.  After providing clarifying 

information regarding a change event to employees, an organization should also consider 

its employees’ ability to participate in the change and their ability to develop change-

related self-efficacy.  Allowing employees to participate in a change allows them to 

provide their input on the change event, which Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) believe is 

critical for managers to encourage.  Participating in a change event allows employees to 

develop the skills necessary for their newly formed environment with the support of their 

leaders and expands their ability to be amenable to change (Kotter & Schlesinger, 1979).  
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Increased participation and greater knowledge of how to perform the functions of their 

jobs can increase employees’ confidence and help them keep an open mind towards a 

change. 

Increased on-the-job training and participation are also directly related to the 

development of change-related self-efficacy, as it relies on an individual’s ability to 

handle change and function well despite any demands placed upon him or her by a 

change (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  If employees do not believe they will be able to 

handle the job expectations of their newly formed environments, they will have low 

levels of self-efficacy and confidence in their abilities to perform necessary functions 

(Kotter & Schlesinger, 1979).  Mastering the skills needed to change and educating 

oneself on a change can improve confidence and combat feelings of resistance (Kotter & 

Schlesinger, 1979).  Employees’ self-efficacy is ultimately impacted by their ability to 

succeed in their roles, and leaders must create opportunities for success as they create an 

environment that is open to change.   

Social Support Networks.  Employees who are heading into a changing 

environment also seek a level of social support within their networks and work to 

understand their impact on the change.  Having a place to turn to for information, 

encouragement, and reassurance during a change event helps employees to cope and 

effectively manage the stress that accompanies such an event (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  

This level of support can either be provided directly by a network of peers or through the 

aid of a transformational leader.   

With regards to creating an environment that is open to change, transformational 

leaders have been found to promote openness through the support and meaning that they 
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can provide for their employees (Hinduan et al., 2009).  Support from a network of peers 

or a leader is essential to the employees’ understanding of the personal impact of a 

change event on them (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  The working environment during a 

change event encompasses an employee’s network and any stress related to the effect of 

the change, which will likely trickle down through that individual’s social support 

network.  Accounting for the impacts of such variables and the importance of an 

employee’s group of peers is critical to ensure that employees are ready and willing to 

change.   

Impact of Organizational Change on Front-line Employees 

While creating environments that are open to change is critical to the success of 

change events, organizational leaders should not fail to consider the overall of such 

changes on front-line employees throughout the entire change process.  Due to the 

increasing frequency of change and restructuring, Simmons (as cited in Probst, 2003) 

estimates that, annually, approximately 500,000 employees can expect to lose their jobs.  

For those who do not lose their jobs, such organizational restructuring can directly impact 

their career expectations.  Survivors of corporate reorganizations experience increased 

demands on their workloads and face high levels of job insecurity, which have been 

shown to impact employees’ mental and physical health (Swanson & Power, 2001).  

Employees also experience difficulties in maintaining prior levels of performance as they 

adapt to new job performance standards and identify more efficient ways of operating 

(Carter, Armenakis, Field, & Mossholder, 2013).  To ensure that the survivors of 

restructuring remain with an organization, it is necessary to find ways in which employee 

reactions can be addressed and their intention to stay can be strengthened.   
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To promote employee retention, leaders must recognize that successful change 

strategies need to include plans that take employees and their psychological processes 

and well-being into account (Elias, 2009).  Failure to account for the roles played by 

employees and their psychological needs may result in increased levels of stress and 

cynicism amongst them, which could breed resistance to change on their part (Elias, 

2009).  Such organizational cynicism often stems from a belief that there is a lack of 

organizational integrity, and it can increase levels of distrust in an organization (Choi, 

2011).  When employees distrust their employers, they often fail to maintain an active 

level of involvement with their organizations and may not support the goals that their 

employers are actively working to accomplish as part of the change event. 

Having feelings of insecurity, stress, and cynicism in the workplace may also lead 

to employees who are disengaged and not willing to participate in the critical actions that 

may be required throughout the transitional process.  Employees may become cynical 

towards their organizations and will resist any level of change, which will impact the 

overall success of an event (Stanley et al., 2005).  Feelings of resistance towards change 

also stem from feelings of loss, a misunderstanding of the change event, and the belief 

that a change does not make sense in a particular organizational context (Kotter & 

Schlesinger, 1979).  As reflected in the literature, there are many reasons why employees 

may react in these ways towards change, and authors have made suggestions as to how 

these can be combatted to attempt to achieve a successful change event.  

Employee Resistance and Leadership Influence 

 As employees navigate an organizational change and attempt to ready themselves 

for it, they should receive the support of their direct, or front-line, leader.  Front-line 
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leaders are tasked with helping employees to unfreeze their mentality with regard to the 

past environment and motivating them to move forward into the newly formed change 

environment (Furst & Cable, 2008).  Front-line leaders often encounter a level of 

resistance on the part of employees as they attempt to do this, and reducing such 

opposition can prove challenging given the transitional environment they will be 

operating in (Furst & Cable, 2008).  While difficulties will be encountered in attempting 

to reduce change, research provides various ways in which leaders can address such 

difficulties.  

To reduce their inclination to resist change, employees need to understand 

managerial intent and must be able to confirm that it is coming from an authentic source 

with positive intentions (Furst & Cable, 2008).  Moving past this level of resistance also 

requires leaders to consider opposition as a reaction to change that cannot be dismissed, 

rather than a negative means by which employees can be disobedient (Piderit, 2000).  

Given this reliance on the front-line leader to navigate a change event in an authentic and 

understanding manner, the leader-employee relationship becomes increasingly important 

in reducing any inclination to resist organizational change.  

 In their research, Furst and Cable (2008) evaluate the relationship between a 

front-line leader and an employee and present suggestions for improving this relationship 

through the logic of attribution theory.  Attribution theory suggests that employees’ 

reactions to the managerial influence that is exerted during a change will ultimately 

reflect the quality of the relationship they have with their managers and could signal a 

willingness on the employees’ part to reduce their inclination to resist a change (Furst & 

Cable, 2008).  Furst and Cable (2008) examined the employee-manager relationship 
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through a review of four tactics employed by managers.  These tactics are consultation, 

ingratiation, legitimization, and sanctions, which are all ways in which managers involve, 

praise, reprimand, reward, and provide authenticity to employees’ work (Furst & Cable, 

2008).  Piderit’s (2000) research also discusses the importance of involving employees 

throughout the change process, which is a critical aspect of engagement, to lessen the 

chance that management will be dismissive of an employee and to reduce their 

inclination to resist a change.  

Through the use of these tactics and attribution theory, Furst and Cable (2008) 

ultimately found that their tactics do not increase resistance to change if the employee-

manager relationship was healthy prior to a change.  Employees use their relationships 

with their managers to interpret the latter’s tactics, and there is lower resistance when this 

link is positive (Furst & Cable, 2008).  This research reflects the critical importance of 

developing relationships with employees that are inclusive of feedback encourage and 

participation long before any anticipated change and ensuring that an authentic 

connection remains in place during the change, as it will reduce employees’ inclination to 

resist change.  

Employee Reactions due to Failure to Communicate 

 Failure to communicate before, during, and after organizational restructuring can 

impact a change event in many ways.  Ineffective communication can instill fear of what 

is to come, exacerbate the information surrounding the change, induce feelings of stress, 

and make employees feel as if they are not connected to their organizations.  In contrast, 

effective communication can enhance managerial credibility, improve reactions to 

change, and encourage employees to perceive that the change process is appropriate and 
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fair (Saruhan, 2014).  During stressful periods of change, employees have a strong desire 

to receive more information and to have this communicated to them effectively, which 

their leaders are not always able to provide (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998).  Failure to 

communicate during and after an organizational change event and to offer additional 

information to employees can lead to low levels of trust, low employee morale, and a 

decreased commitment to an organization (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998).   

As a result of lower levels of organizational trust and a lack of information from 

leadership, employees will start to spread rumors amongst themselves, which is likely to 

have a considerable impact on their commitment to a change event.  Rumors concerning 

what is about to occur have been shown to lead to a loss of morale, anger, loss of a sense 

of being part of a team, and reduced productivity (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998).  If 

employees anticipate that they may be laid off as a result of a rumor that has been spread, 

they may also lose interest in remaining committed to their work, and productivity will 

suffer as a result.  Implementing an effective communication plan that provides detailed 

information on the anticipated change and on the role to be played by employees during 

the process should ultimately help to reduce anxiety and uncertainty in an organization, 

which can increase employees’ commitment to the change event (Saruhan, 2014).   

 In addition to Saruhan’s (2014) recommendations concerning effective 

communication plans, Torppa and Smith’s (2011) research presents a number of 

additional variables to consider.  Torppa and Smith (2011) were able to prove that the 

variables they identified produced employees who are more receptive to a change and 

motivated to help make it successful.  Armenakis, Harris, and Field (as cited in Torppa 

and Smith, 2011) believe that an effective communication plan should adequately explain 
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the difference between where an organization is and where it needs to be and how the 

proposed changes are intended to address these discrepancies.  A communication plan 

should also demonstrate that an organization has the means to implement the change in 

question and that leadership support exists for the change initiative; it should also include 

a discussion of how the change will prove beneficial for all personnel (Torppa & Smith, 

2011).  Once a communication plan has been set in place, its message must be conveyed 

consistently across all levels of leadership, particularly front-line leaders, and through 

multiple media formats (Torppa & Smith, 2011).  Transmitting the message through 

numerous media formats helps to ensure there is consistent messaging and that 

employees receive information in a way that they can fully understand and comprehend, 

which contributes to the success of a change management plan.  

Employee Loss of Organizational Trust and Security 

 As shown with failures to communicate during organizational change and 

restructuring, organizations often experience a loss of employee trust and security during 

these types of events.  To have faith in their organizations, employees must be able to 

expect consistency and integrity from their managers and anticipate that this level of 

consistency and integrity will be present in all of their managers’ actions, even during 

periods of change (Morgan & Zeffane, 2003).  Employees expect this degree of 

consistency on part of their managers during transitions due to the volatile environments 

that are often created.  This volatility creates environments in which employees become 

unwilling to take risks and show vulnerability, as they may not feel that they enjoy the 

support of their organizations (Lee & Teo, 2005).  Lee and Teo (2005) found that a loss 
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of trust is most often seen immediately following a change event and that this can last for 

several months following the change.   

 Loss of trust in an organization can also lead to employees losing their feeling of 

security.  Similarly to loss of trust and failure to communicate, job insecurity leads to 

various job-related stressors and can prove detrimental to one’s health (Schumacher et al., 

2016).  Job insecurity causes employees to behaviorally withdraw from their 

organizations and lose job satisfaction, in addition to increasing their intention to quit 

(Schumacher et al., 2016).  Since organizations often lose a considerable portion of their 

workforce during organizational restructuring, it is critical that they focus on reducing the 

intention to quit and creating higher levels of security for their employees. 

Employee Engagement 

 Considering the considerable impact of organizational change and restructuring 

on employees’ well-being, it is essential to both identify ways of improving change 

processes and to focus on the front-line employees who experiencing such changes.  

Since employers can no longer offer guaranteed job security to their employees who 

frequently experience change, they must adapt their approaches to creating engaged 

workforces and overcoming the negative aspects of change (Cook, 2008).  To improve 

communication, trust, and security in organizations, leaders can focus on promoting 

increased employee involvement, or engagement, with a change event and the outcomes 

thereof.  Concentrating on bolstering levels of engagement is necessary because 

employees are often viewed as among the most significant organizational assets (Carter 

& Baghurst, 2014).  Based on the significance of this asset, leaders must focus on 

engagement in order to create an environment of loyal and productive employees (Carter 
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& Baghurst, 2014).  Leaders are also obligated to bolster beliefs and generate support for 

any proposed changes, as not all employees will perceive a change event as an 

opportunity to broaden their horizons (Elias, 2009).  Increasing involvement and 

bolstering beliefs will improve employees’ perceptions of organizational support and 

ultimately promote their participation at work, thus enhancing their level of 

organizational engagement (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).   

Increased participation is central to the concept of employee engagement, which 

encompasses an employee’s sense of purpose, adaptability, and persistence directed 

towards organizational goals and outcomes (Mone, Eisinger, Guggenheim, Price, & 

Stine, 2011).  Employees who are engaged with their organizations believe in what their 

organizations stand for, understand what is expected of them, and are prepared to go 

above and beyond to deliver outstanding service (Cook, 2008).  In going above and 

beyond, nearly 80% of engaged employees were found to be more productive than their 

less engaged counterparts and are less likely to leave their organization (Kaliannan & 

Adjovu, 2015).  Engaged employees can connect their hearts and heads to the visions and 

missions of their organizations, allowing them to create strong bonds with organizational 

goals and management plans (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  Emotional ties also create a 

group of employees who are willing to speak positively about their organizations, remain 

committed to the work that they do, and strive to put extra effort into their work 

(Bedarkar & Pandita, 2014).  All of the positive outcomes of engagement contribute to 

the competitive advantage (which, as research reflects, is one of the main reasons why 

organizations undertake change) that is seen in organizations with high levels of 

employee engagement (Gruman & Saks, 2011).   
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Creating an Engaged Workforce 

To create environments that encourage employee engagement, leaders must 

recognize the power of the employees in their organizations.  Based on the concept of 

human capital and the advantages that valuable employees provide, employees are now 

more likely to have multiple careers over their lifetimes and build their portfolios (Cook, 

2008).  Employees understand that they are assets to organizations and use this fact to 

their advantage as they seek out places of employment.  Leaders are no longer required to 

simply do what it takes to satisfy their employees and get them to stay; in order to ensure 

employees remain committed and loyal to their organizations, leader must create 

environments in which employees wish to work and are encouraged to go above and 

beyond (Cook, 2008).  In creating engaging environments in which employees wish to 

remain, Cook (2008) recommends viewing engagement through a variety of different 

lenses.   

According to Cook (2008), engagement can be viewed through the lenses of 

cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, physical engagement, and advocacy.  

Employees who are cognitively engaged are focused and at one with their work, while 

emotionally engaged employees feel engrossed, or “in the zone,” with the work they do 

(Cook, 2008).  Physical engagement is present when employees are willing make 

additional efforts and find new ways of doing their jobs (Cook, 2008).  Finally, 

engagement impacts advocacy based on the extent to which employees are willing to 

recommend their organizations for future job opportunities and the manner in which they 

show pride in their teams (Cook, 2008).  The combination of these lenses creates a 
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workforce of employees who enjoy the work that they perform and will continually find 

ways to make that work more efficient for their organizations.  

Prior to the introduction of the lenses put forth by Cook (2008), William Kahn 

(1990) presented theories concerning the conditions by which employees can be engaged 

at work.  Much like the suggestions of Cook (2008), these methods focus on the 

emotional and psychological aspects of engaging employees.  In his discussion of 

engagement, Kahn (1990) presented his thoughts on personal engagement and its 

importance in the workplace; he found personal engagement to be the “…employment 

and expression of a person’s “preferred self” in task behaviors that promote connections 

to work and to others…” (p. 700).  The dimensions of the preferred self are those 

dimensions that employees prefer to use in the workplace, as they help to keep them 

engaged with their work roles on a personal level (Kahn, 1990).  Being personally 

engaged allows employees to bring a sense of self to the work that they do, and they are 

likely to value the self-connection that they can form with their roles (Gruman & Saks, 

2011).  As employees become personally engaged in these ways, they are able to tie their 

life experiences outside of work to the workplace and thus find an additional layer of 

meaning in the work that they do.  

As Kahn (1990) notes, such personal engagement on the part of employees comes 

through several psychological conditions, which he further discusses in his research.  

Engaging in these ways requires an employee to meet psychological conditions related to 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability (Kahn, 1990).  Employees feel a sense of 

psychological meaningfulness when they feel valued in their positions and that the work 

they do is worthwhile, which occurs when they are assigned work this is challenging and 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 34 
 

allows them to think creatively (Kahn, 1990).  Feeling a sense of safety arises as a result 

of employees developing the understanding that they can express themselves without fear 

of negative consequences in the workplace, while psychological availability stems from 

the feeling on the part of employees that they have access to all of the resources required 

to immerse themselves in their organizational environments (Kahn, 1990).  These consist 

of physical, emotional, and psychological resources that allow employees to connect with 

the work that they do each day (Kahn, 1990).  To determine if these conditions have been 

met, Kahn (1990) challenges individuals to ask themselves how meaningful they find it to 

bring themselves into their work, how safe it is to do so, and if they are available to bring 

themselves to their work in this manner.  If these questions can be answered and the 

psychological conditions identified by Kahn (1990) can be met, it is possible to create a 

more engaged and committed workforce.  

Key Drivers of Engagement 

As an organization works to create an engaging environment and attempts to 

focus on employees through the lenses presented by Cook (2008) and the theories put 

forth by Kahn (1990), it must consider the various aspects of employee engagement and 

ensure that attention is paid to the key drivers of employee engagement.  Research 

indicates that these key drivers often include honest and open communication; leadership 

support; a sense of appreciation, worth, and value; work-life enrichment or balance; and 

knowing that the work employees are doing makes a difference in their organizations 

(Bedarkar & Pandita, 2014; Carter & Baghurst, 2014; Jiang & Men, 2017).  Since 

leadership has been found to be a primary driver of employee engagement, it is 

thoroughly evaluated in a subsequent section of this review.  
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Work-life Balance.  Research by several authors has found that employees 

working at organizations that focus on creating a sense of work-life balance and 

enrichment are more engaged with their organizations.  Work-life balance allows 

employees to be involved in the multiple roles that they have in their lives, namely their 

familial and work roles (Bedarkar & Pandita, 2014).  In creating a sense of balance and 

engaging employees with their businesses, Estes and Michael (as cited in Bedarkar & 

Pandita, 2014) found that organizations must support options that allow for flexible work 

schedules, family and personal leave, remote or at-home work, and onsite childcare.  

According to Jiang and Men (2017), employees who feel they have a sense of work-life 

balance in their organizations enjoy a stronger level of enrichment in their lives and 

associate this level of enrichment to positive interactions and behaviors within their 

organizations, which improves their level of organizational commitment and engagement. 

Organizational Communication.  Strong and transparent organizational 

communication, much like with organizational change, has also been found to be a key 

driver of employee engagement.  Open communication can develop a level of trust in and 

credibility for an organization, which drives commitment and allows employees to be 

directly involved in that organization (Jiang & Men, 2017).  Organizations that engage 

with their employees through effective communication are likely to have workers who 

feel that their employers are more accountable for their actions and open to scrutiny 

(Jiang & Men, 2017).  Employees not only seek this level of transparent communication 

from organizations as a whole but also from their direct supervisors.   

Strong internal communication between employees and their supervisor was 

found to account for a 32% variance in the level of engagement that employees have with 
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their organizations (Karanges, Johnston, Beatson, & Lings, 2014).  Employees believe 

that direct communication from their supervisor is highly beneficial, and this helps them 

to view their relationships with their supervisor as favorable (Karanges et al., 2014).  

Karanges et al. (2014) found that these favorable relationships create a strong sense of 

meaning and worth, which directly relates to employee engagement.  Employees 

experience a sense of gratification when they are part of the communication process and 

feel they are kept well informed of everything happening in their organizations, which 

drives their level of organizational engagement. 

Impact of an Engaged Workforce 

The creation of an engaged workforce and a focus on key drivers of engagement 

are not only critical to the success of an organizational change but can also have an 

impact on an organization’s performance and growth.  Engaged employees are motivated 

to contribute to their organizations’ success, and they will exert additional efforts towards 

understanding organizational goals and helping their employers to reach those goals 

through promoting their awareness and understanding thereof (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  

In contrast, disengaged employees have an adverse effect and can lead an organization to 

destruction through increased absenteeism, poor customer service, and an overall 

negative attitude towards work (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  Given the combination of 

these adverse effects and the behaviors demonstrated by employees as they navigate 

organizational change, an organization’s overall ability to grow and remain profitable can 

be challenged when it must navigate change with disengaged employees.  

Studies of 50 firms conducted by Tower Watson (as cited in Kaliannan & Adjovu, 

2015) found that organizations with high employee engagement enjoyed a 19% increase 
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in operating income and a 28% increase in growth in earnings per share.  The study also 

found that firms that had low levels of engagement experienced a 32% drop in operating 

income, and their earnings per share decreased by 11% (Kaliannan & Adjovu, 2015).  

Similar studies have found that engagement has positive effects on customer satisfaction, 

organizational growth, increased innovation, and a reduction in hiring costs due to 

improved retention rates (Kaliannan & Adjovu, 2015).  All of the positive benefits of 

employee engagement indicate a need to create engaging organizational environments, 

especially during times of organizational change, when levels of trust and job satisfaction 

can see significant declines.   

Leadership Styles and their Impact on Employee Engagement 

Due to the significant impact that high levels of employee engagement can have 

on the success of organizations, it is essential for leaders to focus on increasing 

engagement during periods of change.  According to research conducted by Carter and 

Baghurst (2014) and Bedarkar and Pandita (2014), leadership is the primary antecedent to 

employee engagement, and it has the ability to breed workforces that have an emotional 

connection to their work and demonstrate a greater willingness to contribute to 

organizational success.  Research has identified various leadership styles that can 

contribute to improved levels of employee engagement.  Leadership plays an essential 

role in the employee-manager relationship and in terms of employees’ overall feelings 

towards the organizations that they work in, which is a crucial aspect of employee 

engagement (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  Existing research has not directly related these 

leadership styles to engagement during organizational change, which is why this is a goal 

of this case study. 
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Bedarkar and Pandita (2014) point to research that shows that leaders have a 

direct impact on employees’ levels of engagement with their organizations and that 

specific behaviors are associated with motivation, job satisfaction, commitment, and 

employee behaviors.  According to Bedarkar and Pandita’s (2014) research, there are 

fundamental leadership behaviors that can influence engagement, and these are centered 

on relationship building and task orientation.  Relationship-building behaviors and a 

focus on the work at hand can help to directly support an organization's goals, which is 

why they are associated with improved levels of employee engagement. 

Transformational and Transactional Leadership 

 In addition to evaluating behaviors that can help to improve employee 

engagement, researchers have identified specific leadership styles and characteristics that 

are necessary to the creation of an engaging environment.  Breevaart, Bakker, Hetland, 

Demerouti, Olsen, and Espevik (2014) attempted to examine how transactional and 

transformational leadership styles work in concert to create engaging environments.  

According to Bass (as cited in Breevaart et al., 2014), transactional leaders are focused on 

motivating their followers to fulfill their expectations, while transformational leaders 

expect their followers to perform beyond these expectations.  Transactional leaders seek 

to offer material incentives when their followers accomplish their tasks, whereas 

transformational leaders strive for more inspirational motivation and intellectual 

stimulation of their followers (Breevaart et al., 2014).  Since engagement is often related 

to employees’ sense of purpose and intrinsic motivation with their organizations, it can be 

presumed from the literature that the motivation and stimulation offered by a 

transformational leader may have a more significant impact on employee engagement.   
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 In addition to providing intellectual stimulation, transformational leaders can 

create a vision for their employees.  In creating such a vision, transformational leaders 

work to encourage their staff to critically think about the changes ahead of them and 

work to enhance their confidence in handling those changes (Carter et al., 2012).  A 

transformational leader can instill this confidence by painting a strong vision of the 

future, which is not always clear during periods of organizational change (Breevaart et 

al., 2014).  Given the lack of confidence that is often seen during periods of 

organizational change, transformational leaders can help to combat those feelings and 

create positive and engaging environments for their employees.  Transformational leaders 

also have the ability to encourage their employees to prioritize the interests of the group 

over their own (Breevaart et al., 2014), which is crucial to the success of an 

organizational change.  In a newly frozen change environment, employees must find 

ways to work with each other and perform the functions of their newly formed teams.  If 

they cannot put their personal interests aside, the teamwork that is required to implement 

change may suffer as a result.   

 While transformational leaders can help to create intrinsic motivation for 

employees, a number of authors have considered the contingent reward-based systems 

employed by transactional leaders has also been considered to hold value.  Contingent 

rewards can drive motivation and goal setting, which in turn provide a clear vision of 

what employees can expect when goals are achieved (Breevaart et al., 2014).  By 

providing employees with a clear picture of the rewards that they will receive, they will 

be motivated to complete their work and accomplish their goals.  Transactional leaders 

can assign meaning to goals through their use of contingent rewards (Breevaart et al., 
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2014), which is an essential aspect of engaging employees.  When the leadership 

characteristics of each of these styles are combined, an engaged employee environment 

can be created, and it can aid in the creation of a positive change environment. 

Authentic Leadership 

 A number of scholars have studied authentic leadership characteristics and 

behaviors in relation to employee engagement.  Authentic leaders encourage the creation 

of a positive ethical environment that promotes self-awareness, transparency, 

development, and balanced processing (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  The creation of a 

favorable ethical environment helps to promote organizational outcomes and supports an 

organization's human enterprises (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  In developing such an 

authentic climate, an authentic leader can also affect work outcomes and commitment, 

which relate directly back to creating a strong sense of employee engagement (Wang & 

Hsieh, 2013).  An authentic leader would be valuable when navigating organizational 

change as result of this ability to affect outcomes and commitment, as these often suffer 

during restructuring efforts.   

 Much of the creation of an engaging environment by an authentic leader comes 

from the sense of trust and confidence that such leaders can develop in their employees.  

Authentic leaders are intensely aware of how employees think and act, which generates 

high levels of moral character and confidence in the ways in which they lead (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005).  Through authentic leaders’ ability to creating this sense of confidence in 

their leadership, Avolio and Gardner (2005) find that they can increase work engagement 

and further develop follower pride in the work that they do.  When employees are proud 
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of the work that they do and can align that work with organizational goals, they become 

more engaged with their working environments.  

Authentic leaders are also open and consistent in their beliefs and actions, which 

contributes to the creation of a league of followers who are more likely to be engaged 

(Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  If a leader is found to be inauthentic and go against his or her 

word, this will have a negative impact and be detrimental to the environment that has 

been created.  Since loss of trust has been found to be commonplace during 

organizational change, an authentic leader can help to combat this and improve the 

organizational environment (Wang & Hsieh, 2013).  As the organizational environment is 

improved, employees are likely to become more engaged and will redevelop the sense of 

trust lost during the change event.   

Inclusive Leadership 

 Research tied to inclusive leadership styles has often been related to the ability of 

an inclusive leader to engage employees.  Inclusive leaders are individuals who 

frequently exhibit openness, accessibility, and availability to their followers (Carmeli, 

Reiter-Palmon, & Ziv, 2010).  When using the inclusive leadership style, leaders focus on 

listening and paying attention to their followers’ needs, being supportive of those needs, 

and maintaining open levels of communication in order to invite input related to 

employees’ needs (Choi, Tran, & Park, 2015).  Inclusive leaders also encourage 

employees to develop new ideas and take risks through their ability to reassure their 

followers that there will not be negative consequences as a result of doing so (Carmeli et 

al., 2010).  Employees are able to find a sense of comfort in the environments that their 

inclusive leaders create, which is something that is often absent in a changing 
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environment.  Carmeli et al. (2010) believe that, through the safe forums that inclusive 

leaders create, they send a signal to their employees that they are approachable and 

accessible to their needs.   

 As a result of the safe and communicative environments that inclusive leaders 

create with their leadership style, employees have been found to be more engaged with 

the work that they do for their organizations.  As a result of being allowed to have a 

voice, the followers of an inclusive leader are likely to have a sense that their work is 

important and that they are appreciated, which are key components of engaging 

employees with their work and organization (Hirak, Peng, Carmeli, & Schaubroeck, 

2012; Carter & Baghurst, 2014; Jiang & Men, 2017).  Followers of inclusive leaders also 

find that they receive positive benefits in relation to their leaders’ openness, accessibility, 

and availability, which motivate them to apply themselves to their work and receive the 

positive benefits of inclusiveness (Choi et al., 2015).  As employees are able to feel safer 

in their environments and understand the positive benefits offered by their inclusive 

leaders, they become more engaged with their working environments, and organizational 

engagement thus improves.   

Servant Leadership 

 With a strong focus on the achievement of organizational goals and the 

development of employees, servant leadership is often related to the improvement of 

employee engagement and organizational behaviors.  Servant leaders are leaders who 

wish to serve before anything else, which enables them to ensure that their followers’ 

highest priority needs are served (Greenleaf, 1977).  Followers seek out these types of 

leaders, as they are driven by leaders who invest in building a relationship with them in 
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order to create a strong sense of loyalty and trust (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  Servant 

leaders are also closer to the grounds in which their followers operate in, and they thus 

enjoy greater visibility and hear things from their followers, which makes them 

dependable and trusted organizational leaders (Greenleaf, 1977).   

As a result of the behaviors demonstrated by servant leaders, their followers 

experience an increased sense of well-being and often adopt an orientation that focuses 

on serving others and their work (Greenleaf, 1977).  By meeting these follower needs and 

helping them to grow in service of others, servant leaders can set aside their self-interest 

to work altruistically for their followers and involve them in decision-making processes 

(Newman, Schwarz, Cooper, & Sendjaya, 2017).  As it is based on the concept of serving 

others and remaining focused on serving the needs of followers, servant leadership is 

most frequently seen in non-profit and religious organizations (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  

There is little research that relates servant leadership to the for-profit structure of the 

organization that is researched in this case study 

 Employee empowerment and inclusion in decision-making processes, which are 

seen throughout the concept of servant leadership, are central to the notion of improving 

employee engagement.  Followers, or front-line employees, are required to make 

decisions each day to drive organizational goals, which is easier for them to do when they 

have been included in these processes and have a leader who is focused on improving 

their confidence (Carter & Baghurst, 2014).  Decision-making during organizational 

change is enhanced, and employees must consistently focus on making decisions that are 

supportive and inclusive of their newly changed environments.  Servant leaders empower 

their followers to think and make decisions in this manner, and, as a result, they engage 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 44 
 

in organizational behaviors that are beneficial to their stakeholders and the goals of their 

organizations, thus improving employee engagement (Panaccio, Henderson, Liden, 

Wayne, & Cao, 2015).  While there is no single leadership style that is capable of 

creating the engaging environment that is necessary during organizational change, the 

combination of many leadership characteristics can help to improve the likelihood of 

such a change event being successful. 

Summary 

For-profit institutions have a long and storied history, which has been turbulent at 

times.  In their earliest forms, these organizations operated with a focus on farming and 

business, but they shifted toward a focus on business as the years progressed.  For-profit 

colleges and universities multiplied and took up a significant market share of the higher 

education market, which led to calls for reform efforts.  These efforts were aimed at 

protecting students, reducing the usage of federal aid, and curbing the growth of FPCUs.  

While these efforts enjoyed some success, many FPCUs successfully adhered to these 

regulations and thrived within their respective sectors.  As the FPCU industry grew, it 

began to be considered as more of a corporate business and set itself apart from the more 

traditional model employed by NFPUs. 

The business-like nature of FPCUs molded the ways in which they handled 

organizational change and restructuring.  Organizational restructuring is commonplace 

for organizations that wish to thrive in today’s corporate environment, and there are many 

models of change that can be followed to implement change.  Organizational flexibility is 

critical to the success of organizations, but it ultimately has a negative impact on their 
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workforce, as employees can have physical and psychological reactions to changes, 

which may eventually result in a loss of job security and organizational trust.  

In order to create a positive change environment, it is necessary for leaders to 

consider the various impacts of organizational change on employees.  The literature 

presents a number of reactions that employees have to organizational change and offers 

several recommendations for creating an environment that encourages employees to be 

open and willing to change.  Alongside considering the impact on employees that change 

may have, organizations should focus on employee engagement and those leadership 

characteristics that can assist in creating an engaging environment.  As shown by the 

research, an engaged workforce is more committed to organizational outcomes and 

success.  Focusing on the establishment of this level of commitment through the 

development of an engaged workforce will increase the likelihood of a successful change 

event and can help to improve employees’ intention to remain at their organizations.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to develop an understanding of the 

leadership characteristics that help to create an engaging environment during large-scale 

organizational change and reduce employees’ inclination to resist change at a for-profit 

university.  Since for-profit institutions frequently experience large-scale changes due to 

the changing regulatory environment, leaders require the ability to successfully navigate 

change and support their employees throughout the change process.  The research 

conducted in this study is ultimately aimed at creating leadership training intended to 

assist leaders to develop the leadership characteristics that are identified as being 

particularly relevant to this goal.  The following methodology section lays out the plan 

used for conducting and analyzing the research, which is intended to contribute to 

creating the aforementioned leadership training and providing managers with the tools 

required to successfully navigate change.  Furthermore, the discussion of the research 

design also details the case study approach that is employed, while the remainder of this 

section provides details on how the case study was conducted.   

Research Question 

The research question used to guide this study is as follows: 

How do the leadership characteristics employed during large-scale organizational 

change at FPCUs create environments that can help to strengthen and maintain consistent 

levels of employee engagement during and following a change?  
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Sub-Question  

 A sub-question to support the main research question is:  

What type of leadership characteristics exerted the greatest influence over the 

creation of this environment?  

Research Design 

Type of Research 

In order to evaluate and answer the research questions, a qualitative case study 

approach is employed.  The intent of the study is to understand better the organizational 

change event that occurred at the organization under study and how leaders impacted the 

levels of engagement demonstrated by front-line employees.  According to Yin (as cited 

in Baxter & Jack, 2008), answering these types of how and why questions is crucial to the 

design of a case study and fits within the scope of a case study approach.  Since the case 

is also bounded by specific parameters, such as time and place, the use of a case study 

research method is appropriate (Creswell, 2013).   

While many types of case study approaches can be utilized, this study follows the 

instrumental case study approach.  The research focuses on a single issue, and a particular 

bounded case is used to illustrate this problem (Creswell, 2013).  The instrumental 

approach makes it possible to obtain additional insights into leadership characteristics 

and theory and helps to facilitate understanding of their impact on employee engagement 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008).  Since the case occurred over an extended period, themes are 

organized in a chronological order, which helped in pinpointing the periods in which 

levels of engagement ebbed and flowed throughout the change event.  A number of 
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sources of data concerning this period are available, and these were reviewed as part of 

the research design.   

Case Study Selection Criteria 

Considering this specific and time-bound case (Creswell, 2013) allowed for the 

identification of themes focused specifically on the leaders and their staff during this type 

of change event.  Although this event occurred in the past, many of the staff members 

who experienced the change were still with the organization, and archival information 

was stored and available for the case study.  While selecting this particular subject of 

study, the researcher was specifically searching for a for-profit organization, as such 

organizations experience frequent change as they adapt to the changing regulatory 

environment.  This frequency calls for a need to create successful change plans focused 

on the establishment of supportive and engaging environments for staff.   

To make the research manageable, the author also searched for a change event 

that impacted a single department, rather than the organization as a whole.  If this 

research were to have focused on a large institution and the way in which the change 

affected the organization as a whole, its scope would have been excessive and ultimately 

too difficult to manage for this project.  The identified organization and change event 

impacted a single department, and this department is reviewed in the case study.  By 

focusing on this one department, the author was able to render the research more 

manageable, and the in-depth understanding necessary for the case study was developed.   
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Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

Study Population and Recruitment 

The study population consisted of front-line employees and their leaders at a 

medium-sized for-profit organization.  To best address the research questions and 

problem, the participants were purposefully selected, as opposed to randomly sampled 

(Creswell, 2014).  These participants were employed by the organization under study, 

experienced the organizational change event, and had been with the organization for an 

extended period (Creswell, 2014).  This population provided the necessary research 

material for the study; in addition, the author collected data on them in multiple ways.  To 

obtain permission to include these human subjects and gather archival information, the 

researcher closely followed the organization’s research approval process.  This approval 

process is fully documented below, in the section on data collection procedures.  

In the department under study, there were five leaders of front-line staff who 

experienced the change event, and they were all approached to participate in this research 

study.  The researcher attempted to examine at least three of the five leaders in the 

department, and a total of four leaders opted in to the study.  The leader who did not opt 

in to be interviewed as a front-line leader did opt in to be interviewed based on her 

experience as a front-line staff member, as that is the role they were in throughout the 

entirety of the change event.  It is important to note that, in the confidential designation of 

these leaders, Front-Line Supervisor 3 is absent from the naming system, as the decision 

to interview this individual as a front-line staff member was made after interviews had 

started and designations were determined.  Studying at least four front-line leaders made 
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it possible for the author to evaluate several leadership styles and to attempt to establish 

links between these leaders’ styles and their employees’ sense of engagement.   

Front-line staff members from each team were also approached to participate in 

the study.  In order to create a well-rounded overview of the event under analysis, the 

researcher made an attempt to obtain two to three members from each team.  In total, 13 

participants volunteered to participate, and this number did include two to three members 

of each team.  Front-line staff members were selected based on leadership feedback and 

time with the organization.  Utilizing leader feedback helped to identify those staff 

members who were involved in the change event and those who were performing at an 

acceptable level of performance leading up to and during the change event.  To obtain a 

list of employees who were with the organization at the time of the change event, the 

author also reviewed tenure in order to identify eligible study participants.  Employees 

who were with the organization for at least one year prior to the change were included in 

the list of possible participants, as this length of time would have helped them to develop 

an understanding of the organizational environment before the change.  

Demographical information was not requested of the study participants.  For this 

research project, demographical information such as race, gender, age, and educational 

level were not factors considered in the selection criteria, and they do not impact the final 

results of the study.  This research does not focus on how specific demographics reacted 

to the organizational change and leadership styles; therefore, it was not necessary to 

consider these factors during the search for possible participants.   
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Data Sources 

 In addition to the human participants described above, the author collected data 

from documents and archival records.  Archival materials included available meeting 

minutes and strategic planning notes for the change event.  The usage of these types of 

materials was aimed at helping to understand the event as it occurred in real time and 

what the primary focuses of the various aspects of planning were.  Since there a vast 

amount of archival information was available, only documentation related directly to the 

change event, the planning of the event, and any team-focused meetings were selected for 

review.  These types of documents proved helpful in pinpointing the focus of leadership 

during the change, how the teams reacted when they were brought together, and any 

questions or concerns that they may have had.  Documentation that included any 

potentially proprietary or private organizational information was excluded from the 

study, and the researcher removed all names in order to protect the subjects involved.  

Data Collection Tools 

Participant Interviews 

While the researcher employed a number of different data collection techniques, 

interviews with front-line staff and their leaders are the primary sources of information 

for this research study.  The interviews were conducted at the organization in a face-to-

face setting, and one formal interview was conducted with each of the identified study 

participants.  The interview questions varied slightly among the front-line staff members 

and their leaders: Formalized staff interviews focused on identifying the types of 

leadership characteristics that were impactful to them (see Appendix A), while leader 

interviews focused on the leadership characteristics that they felt they exhibited during 
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the change event (see Appendix B).  Each interview consisted of approximately 15-20 

open-ended questions.  The question structure allowed for conversation to flow and 

created the opportunity for data-rich discussions.  With the consent of the participants, all 

interviews were recorded and later transcribed.  Recording the full interviews and jotting 

notes during the conversation allowed the author to fully focus on the participants and to 

better listen throughout the interviews.  

A total of three front-line leaders and seven front-line staff members were 

scheduled for second, informal interviews that focused on follow-up and clarifying 

questions (see Appendix C for the full list of questions).  The need for a second round of 

informal interviews was determined after the researcher reviewed and memoed the 

transcripts of the formalized interviews.  The second interviews were conducted in a face-

to-face setting at the organization, and participants answered two main questions that 

were generated in order to clarify the transcribed data.  

 Participant interviews were an appropriate means of collecting data because the 

questions used were geared directly at answering the research questions and evaluating 

the responses provided in relation to them.  The questions focused on the impact that 

leadership characteristics had on the overall sense of employee engagement helped to 

address the research questions and provided a foundation for the supplemental data 

sources and data collection measures.  Participant responses were coded and themed in 

relation to the research questions, which ultimately provided the basis for this research.  

Participant Observation  

 Due to the fact that the change event under study occurred in the past, the author 

did not conduct an extensive amount of participant observation during the course of the 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 53 
 

research.  Although there was not a great deal of observation, time was devoted to 

observing participants’ interactions their leaders and engaging with the organization.  

Employee observations allowed the researcher to obtain firsthand experience of how the 

change shaped the current environment and made it possible to obtain insight into how 

the organization currently focuses on employee engagement (Creswell, 2014).  To ensure 

there was no undue influence on the event being observed, the researcher acted as a non-

participant observer and served as an outsider of the group under study (Creswell, 2013).  

Acting as a non-participant allowed the researcher to take notes and watch activities from 

a distance, without being directly involved therein (Creswell, 2013).  While these 

observations were not intended to provide historical information on the change event, 

they helped the researcher to develop an understanding of the long-term impact of the 

change and how employee engagement shaped that impact.  

 Participant observations proved particularly useful in terms of accomplishing the 

aim of the study and attempting to develop a leadership training program.  Observations 

concerning the current state of the organization helped to pinpoint the impact of specific 

leader behaviors and their long-term effect on employee engagement.  These observations 

also helped to validate the information obtained during the participant interviews and 

served to confirm how any actions or characteristics discussed were cemented into the 

newly changed environment.  

Archival Materials 

 As part of the data collection process, archival materials related to the study were 

also reviewed.  These materials included archival meeting minutes, strategic planning 

notes, survey results, and departmental presentations.  Reviewing these documents 
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allowed the researcher to validate the findings obtained in the interviews and fully 

evaluate historical accounts of the change event.  Through reviewing these documents, 

the researcher was also able to develop an understanding of the event as it occurred in 

real time and to note the how the leadership team engaged with their staff during the 

change event.  Minutes of meetings documented the various measures implemented by 

leaders in order to engage their staff, which provided a foundation for the discussion of 

employee engagement during the change event.  

Validity  

 According to Creswell (2014), validity is one of the strengths of qualitative 

research and is a means of checking the accuracy of study findings.  Creswell (2014) 

identifies several mechanisms that can be used to test for validity; these mechanisms are 

used to check the validity of the research findings in this study.  The author first 

employed triangulation of different data sources to develop a justification for themes 

identified in the research (Creswell, 2014).  Data sources included archival documents, 

participant observations, and participant interviews.  Archival documents collected for 

the study contained meeting minutes and strategic planning notes from the change event.  

The researcher also conducted observations of departmental meetings held during the 

research process.  Observations allowed the researcher to document the interactions in the 

department between front-line staff and leaders and develop an understanding of how the 

department currently operates.  Lastly, participant interviews conducted during the data 

collection phase provided a rich source of data and allowed the researcher to document 

employee reactions towards the change event.   
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The data sources were reviewed in combination with each other in an attempt to 

ensure that the meanings of the identified codes and themes did not change throughout 

the data collection process.  Using the multiple sources of data and data collection 

techniques, themes were established from the convergences of several sources of data.  

This convergence of themes from the multiple sources of data is considered to as add 

validity to this research and allowed the researcher to test the validity of the research 

findings throughout the entirety of the study (Creswell, 2014).   

 Member checking was also utilized to confirm the validity of the research 

findings and check for any potential bias in the data collection measures.  Through the 

use of member checking, the researcher provided transcripts to participants to confirm 

whether they felt that they were an accurate depiction of the findings (Creswell, 2014).  

After the review of the interview transcripts, no transcripts were returned from the 

participants with revisions, which was seen as validating the interview findings. 

 Finally, the researcher clarified any potential bias brought to the study.  As 

previously stated, the researcher is an employee of the organization, which could lead to 

potential or perceived bias.  The researcher also journaled reflections on how the 

researcher’s relationship with the organization may have impacted their interpretation of 

the findings were journaled throughout the data collection process, which served as a 

final attempt to confirm the validity of the study. 

Peer Review 

 To remove the potential for researcher bias, a colleague of the researcher 

reviewed the dissertation in practice study for bias.  The peer reviewer is in a leadership 

position at the organization under study, teaches for the organization as an assistant 
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professor, and holds a Doctor of Management degree.  While the reviewer does work for 

the organization under study, they are not part of the department studied by the 

researcher.  The peer review was a means of validating the study research and identifying 

bias present in the findings (Elsevier, n.d.).  Through their review, the peer reviewer 

evaluated the entire study and focused closely on the presentation of the research findings 

in Chapter Four.  The peer reviewer did not identify any bias in the study and this was 

seen as an additional means of validating the study results.     

Reliability 

 To check the reliability of the research approach, the researcher documented the 

procedures used for the case study and the steps taken throughout the process of 

conducting research in her research journal (Creswell, 2014).  Detailing the procedures of 

the study allows others to follow the procedures as recorded and to confirm the 

consistency of the approach that was adopted (Creswell, 2014).  Reliability measures 

were also followed to confirm the validity of the study.  These measures included reviews 

of all interview transcripts to ensure they did not contain obvious transcription errors and 

the cross-checking of codes and themes to ensure there was not a shift in the definitions 

thereof throughout the course of the study (Creswell, 2014).  Implementing these 

additional reliability and validity measures helped to ensure that the research findings 

could be considered valuable in their field and contribute to the body of research 

available on this topic.  
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Data Collection Procedures 

Organizational Research Approval 

Before the data collection process began, it was necessary to obtain approval to 

conduct research at the organization.  This included the approval of the study participants 

and the organization as a resource for research.  The researcher obtained a letter of 

agreement (see Appendix D) to conduct research from the organization.  The first step in 

the collection of data was the preparation of all of the necessary materials for approval.  

Participant invitations (see Appendix E) and consent forms were prepared and submitted, 

along with the plan of study.  While each respective school at the organization has an 

institutional review board (IRB) process, the organization as a whole does not and the 

researcher thus required approval from the departmental head to conduct research in the 

department.  To obtain this approval, the letter of agreement provided in Appendix D and 

the participant invitations in Appendix E were submitted to the head of the department.  

An informal meeting was scheduled with the head of the department, which involved a 

discussion of the purpose of the study and the manner in which the participants were 

selected.  After conducting a review of all of the materials provided, the head of the 

department signed off and provided approval for the research project.  

Participant Selection 

 After obtaining final approval from the head of the department under study, the 

researcher evaluated the available participant pool.  As noted previously, there were five 

leaders of front-line staff within the department that experienced the change event, and 

they were approached to participate in the research study.  Given the small pool of 

leaders in the department, the researcher made an attempt to obtain participation from at 
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least three of the five leaders.  The researcher met with each leader individually to request 

their participation and also reviewed the departmental organization chart at that time.  

This review of the chart helped to pinpoint the front-line staff members who would 

qualify for participation in the study.  During these meetings, four out of the five leaders 

agreed to participate in this study.  As discussed, the fifth participant opted to be 

interviewed as a front-line employee, since that is what they were at the time of the 

change event.   

 In addition to the department leaders, staff members from each team were 

approached to participate in the study.  The pool of available front-line staff was 

determined during the review of the organizational chart that was conducted while 

meeting with front-line leaders.  The researcher attempted to obtain two to three members 

of each team, leading to a participant pool of at least 10 employees, and they were 

selected based on leader feedback and time with the organization.  The combination of 

these factors yielded a well-rounded group of participants who had nuanced views of the 

organization to share during their interviews.  Although the front-line leaders were aware 

of the entire pool of available participants, they were not aware of the final list of 

participants.  This measure was taken to further protect the confidentiality of participants.  

After a final list was determined, each participant was emailed an invitation (see 

Appendix E).  A total of 13 front-line employees opted to participate in the study.  

 Upon the final selection of research participants, the researcher scheduled 

interviews with all of the participants who had opted in and discussed the interview 

process with them before beginning any questioning.  Participants were provided with 

their expected time that they would be required to commit to the research process and any 
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questions they had heading into the study were addressed.  Confidentiality measures were 

discussed, and participants were be provided with all necessary consent forms (see 

Appendix F) upon their agreement to participate in the research.  In addition to consent 

forms and information on the interview protocol, the interview participants were provided 

with the Participant Bill of Rights (see Appendix G), which provided them with the list of 

protections that they were guaranteed throughout the study. 

Collecting Participant Data 

Archival Information.  After all of the participants agreed to participate in this 

research, data collection began.  The first step in this process involved the collection of 

artifacts from the change event.  This collection of artifacts helped the researcher learn 

about the group under study and the change event that occurred (Cohen & Crabtree, 

2006).  Documents related to the planning of the change event and any minutes of 

meetings held during the change event were gathered.  These materials assisted with the 

identification of links between leadership style and employee engagement.  Developing 

this foundational level of knowledge was critical to the success of the interviews and the 

researcher’s ability to ask probing and follow-up questions related to the change.   

Observations.  As the artifacts were being reviewed and collected, the researcher 

collected data through participant observation.  Participant observation was focused on 

how the newly formed department operated together and the emphasis that they placed on 

employee engagement (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  To gauge the emphasis on engagement 

in observations, the researcher observed the level of front-line communication staff had 

with their team members and their front-line leader, and their willingness to participate in 

the meeting (see Appendix H).  Observing how the members of the department now work 
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together helped the researcher to evaluate the longstanding impact of focusing on 

employee engagement and participation.  Identifying relationships between the leaders 

who were still focused on engagement and employee retention was also helpful in terms 

of signifying the importance of creating this type of organizational environment and 

retaining employees. 

Interviews.  The primary source of data collection was participant interviews.  As 

suggested by Creswell (2013), the interview process involved alternating between 

questioning participants and reviewing data in order to evolve the theory.  This back-and-

forth approach allowed the researcher to conduct interviews, analyze the data obtained 

therefrom, and generate new discussions based on the links identified while reviewing the 

data.  The first round of interviews consisted of structured interviews in which each 

group of respondents (i.e., leaders and front-line staff) were asked a series of questions 

that had a standardized order and phrasing (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  The structured 

interviews helped to create a baseline understanding of each participant’s involvement 

with the change and provided a foundation for answering the identified research 

questions.  The responses to the structured interviews were reviewed in conjunction with 

observations and artifacts to aid in the identification of themes.  

 The interviews were conducted in an open-ended manner and focused on building 

rapport in order to encourage the participants to open up (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  The 

researcher asked open-ended research questions in an attempt to gauge the employees’ 

feelings concerning the change event and understand how their leaders successfully 

engaged them (or failed in their efforts to do so).  The building of rapport through the 

interviews made the participant more likely to share potentially sensitive information and 
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encouraged them to be open about their thoughts on the level of engagement during the 

change event.  The level of rapport that was developed also helped the researcher to 

structure the informal second round of interviews after all data were reviewed and 

transcribed.  The questions used in the second round of interviews were generated based 

on the transcribed and analyzed data and were aimed at providing clarity concerning 

responses from the first interview.  

Study Biases and Expectations 

 As an employee of the organization under investigation, it was anticipated that the 

potential for bias or expectations may have existed on the part of the researcher.  Having 

been involved with the organizational change event that occurred and led staff through 

this event, it was assumed that the researcher may have certain expectations of the 

anticipated study results.  In addition to the reliability and validity measures previously 

discussed, the researcher bracketed and journaled her experiences throughout the case 

study and data analysis.  

In an attempt to set pre-disposed feelings aside, the researcher focused on 

bracketing beliefs and biases related to the topic.  The bracketing took the form of memo 

writing and reflection as the researcher engaged with the study participants and data 

(Tufford & Newman, 2010).  The memo-writing process took the form of handwritten 

memos that were documented as research material was reviewed, which allowed for the 

documentation of notes as the data were being reviewed and the recording of the 

researcher’s initial reactions to the data.  Memoing throughout the research and coding 

process helped the researcher to clarify her thinking on the topic and articulate any 

assumptions that may have been made during the course of this research and that needed 
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to be set aside (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008).  Memoing also allowed for the 

tracking of ideas as they came up throughout the review of materials, which allowed for 

better retention of items that may have proved important later during the research (Birks, 

et al., 2008).  The bracketing and memoing processes allowed the researcher to set aside 

any pre-existing thoughts on topics related to the event under study and to suspend 

researcher bias (Tufford & Newman, 2010).   

In addition any bias or pre-existing ideas, the researcher bracketed and journaled 

history with the organization, knowledge of the change event, and any cultural views or 

differences that may have impacted her impressions of the organizational change event 

throughout the research process (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  These were all factors that 

were seen as having a potential impact on the final study results, and the researcher thus 

considered it important to document those during research.  As the researcher has a keen 

awareness of their level of involvement with the organization and any feelings towards 

engagement and leadership styles, bracketing proved a manageable process for reducing 

bias and study expectations throughout the research process.   

The researcher also engaged in reflexive journaling practices throughout the 

research process.  While this goes hand-in-hand with bracketing, it ensured a continued 

focus on maintaining a reflexive attitude throughout the entire research process and 

provided a source that could continually be examined for bias.  The reflexive journal 

included the reasoning behind undertaking research on the topic, any assumptions on the 

researcher’s part concerning the research, potential conflicts within the research, and any 

feelings of blame or disengagement that may have predisposed the researcher to certain 

emotions (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  As data were collected and analyzed, the 
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researcher reviewed the journal in order to attempt to identify any of the feelings 

journaled in the available research.  Since there were no anticipated legal, financial, or 

budgetary concerns related to this study, this constant review of the journaling and 

bracketing process was critical to its reliability. 

Ethical Considerations 

Confidentiality and Anonymity  

Along with the ethical considerations related to study bias that have been 

discussed, there were also ethical considerations to consider concerning participant 

anonymity, confidentiality, and the willingness of participants to share potentially 

sensitive information.  To protect the participants in this study and inform them of their 

rights throughout the research process, they were provided with a formal invitation, 

participant bill of rights, and informed consent forms prior to their participation.  (For 

copies of these letters, see Appendices D, E, and F.)  These documents were be discussed 

at length with the study participants before they agreed to participate, and they provided a 

means of obtaining contact information for dissertation chairs should it prove necessary 

to discuss any additional questions or concerns.  The documents prepared for participants 

detailed the ways in which their anonymity would be assured throughout the study, and 

each participant was designated with a unique identifier to protect his or her anonymity.  

These identifiers were used throughout the study, and the participants were not referred to 

by name.  

Institutional Review Board Approval 

 The researcher created all of the documents required to be submitted to the IRB 

through the IRBNet process.  Institutional review board approval was sought, and 
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obtained, from Creighton University using the exempt status, as the research measures 

fell under those defined by Creighton and the information was to be recorded 

anonymously (Creighton, n.d.).  The final versions of the required forms (see Appendices 

C, D, E, and F) were submitted through the Creighton University IRB process upon 

successful completion of the proposal defense. 

Detailed information on how the employees were treated throughout the study 

was also included in the participant informed consent form (see Appendix E).  Employees 

were treated as a protected class and guaranteed the utmost respect, confidentiality, and 

security throughout the study.  Treating employees in this manner offered the additional 

safeguards require to ensure there was no threat to their employment, which was a 

primary concern of the organization.   

Data Storage and Information Sharing 

 Throughout the study, data were stored on a secure drive on the researcher’s 

personal computer.  This information was not accessible to anyone else and was stored 

using a secure password.  If there was ever a need to export this information from the 

researcher’s computer, it was saved on a USB drive that was accessible to the researcher 

and dissertation committee when needed.  After the interviews were fully transcribed, the 

recordings thereof were destroyed, which protected against any potential voice 

recognition of participants.  The results of the study were made available to the 

participants throughout the research-gathering process, as discussed in the methodology 

section, and they were provided with a copy of the final report upon request.  The results 

of the study will also be published through Creighton University upon final completion of 

this dissertation in practice.  
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Summary 

To collect data and undertake the dissertation in practice research topic, this 

section presented the plan used for the research methodology.  A qualitative case study 

approach was employed to answer the research questions concerning the leadership 

characteristics that can help to strengthen and maintain consistent levels of employee 

engagement during organizational change.  Through studying a population of employees 

working at a for-profit university, the author assessed and developed an understanding of 

the research questions.  Front-line staff and their direct leaders were approached to 

participate in this study, and their interview responses were reviewed in conjunction with 

observations and archival records.  As these data was collected from participants, the 

author employed hand-coding processes to identify themes from the available research.  

 As the data were collected from employees, it was critical that the researcher 

continued to evaluate the research for validity, reliability, and any potential bias that may 

have existed.  Triangulation, memoing, journaling, and participant review of the 

completed materials were utilized to reduce bias and confirm validity and reliability 

throughout the study.  In addition to the measures taken to reduce study-related bias, the 

author took many precautions to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of study 

participants:  They were well informed of their rights throughout the course of the study, 

and these rights were documented in all of the materials submitted for IRB approval.  All 

of these measures were implemented to reduce bias throughout the study and ensure that 

participants were appropriately protected throughout the course of research.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 As discussed in Chapter One, the objective of this study was to develop an 

understanding of the leadership characteristics that helped to create an engaging 

environment during and following a large-scale organizational change and reduced the 

inclination to resist change on the part of employees at a for-profit university.  Through 

developing this understanding, the study aims to create leadership training intended to 

help leaders develop the identified leadership characteristics.  The purpose of developing 

these characteristics is to allow leaders to create supportive and engaging environments 

both during and following large-scale organizational change at FPCUs in the future.   

The chapter begins with a thorough discussion of the data organization and 

analysis measures implemented throughout this study.  The data and analysis section 

discusses how the data were coded and how those codes were then used to help identify 

themes related to the study’s research questions.  The chapter then presents the findings 

of this research, organized by the identified themes, and discusses the ways in which 

archival materials, participant observations, and interviews were able to support the 

identified themes.  The chapter concludes with an analysis and synthesis of the findings, 

making it possible to transition to the final chapter of this dissertation.  

Data Organization and Analysis 

Data Organization  

Archival and Observation Materials.  Throughout the interview process and 

following the final collection of all data, various data organization and analysis measures 

were implemented.  As discussed in the methods section, the author performed a review 
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of archival materials before heading into the interview process.  Since there was a vast 

amount of archival documents that could have been reviewed, the researcher made 

several data reduction decisions before beginning to organizing the data (Namey, Guest, 

Thairu, & Johnson, 2008).  These reduction techniques allowed the researcher to 

eliminate data that were not relevant to the study and to better organize all relevant study 

materials (Namey et al., 2008).  To reduce the volume of archival materials under 

investigation, the researcher sorted all available materials by date and narrowed the group 

to meetings that occurred up to nine months after the implementation of the change.  

Through a review of the archival materials, the researcher was able to identify that a vast 

majority of the planning took place in that time and that this body of information would 

be sufficient for evaluation.  The researcher also reviewed archival materials from one 

full year after the change event took place in order to determine the extent of the focus on 

engagement and leadership in the newly formed environment, which was a goal of this 

study.   

After reducing the data to a more manageable amount, all archival materials 

chosen for this project were stored in Microsoft Word and sorted by meeting date.  An 

additional Microsoft Word document was created to document the minutes of the 

observations.  This document included detailed notes on the participant observations that 

were made, and it was stored on the researcher’s personal computer.  All materials were 

saved on drives and in folders specific to the research project and were accessible only by 

the researcher.  To safeguard against a loss of data, these documents were also backed on 

a weekly basis to a USB drive maintained by the researcher.  
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Interview Recordings and Transcriptions.  Throughout the interview process, 

all initial and follow-up interview recordings were housed on a recording device that was 

secured and maintained by the researcher.  This device stored all records by date and was 

used throughout the interview process to ensure that all recordings were housed in the 

same location and could be accessed by the researcher when needed.  After each 

interview, the interview recording was downloaded on to the researcher’s personal 

computer and stored in the same organizing folders as the archival materials and 

observations.  After an interview was downloaded, it was removed from the recording 

device to ensure that participant anonymity was protected.  Records were organized by 

date and by the participants’ unique identifiers.  The primary structured interview 

recordings were sent to a third party service for transcription, and the researcher manually 

transcribed all of the responses provided during the informal secondary interviews.  After 

all of the recordings were transcribed, they were downloaded and saved to the 

researcher’s personal computer.  The transcriptions were organized into the same folders 

that the participant recordings were housed in and stored using the same unique 

identifiers in order to assure ease in locating the materials.  

Data Analysis  

 The data analysis process occurred over several phases that built off of each other.  

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the steps that occurred during the analysis 

process, which will be discussed in detail in this section.   
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Figure 1.  Data Analysis Phases 

Memoing.  All interview transcripts, archival materials, and observations were 

reviewed by the researcher as they were gathered.  These reviews served as a means of 

evaluating the interview transcripts for accuracy in relation to the audio recordings, 

searching for apparent transcription errors in the interviews, memoing additional 

thoughts, and identifying where any follow up interview questions may have been needed 

based on missing links in the data.  As discussed in Chapter Three, the memo-writing 

process took the form of handwritten memos added to the research materials.  The notes 

were conversational in nature and reflective of how the researcher speaks and thinks 

(Birks et al., 2008).  The conversational nature of the memos helped to document initial 

reactions to the data in a manner that the researcher would understand during later 

reviews, as they were characteristic of the way in which the researcher speaks and thinks 

and not written formally.  Memoing initial reactions as the materials were reviewed also 

helped the researcher to maintain momentum in reviewing data and to further clarify her 

thinking regarding the transcripts, archival materials, and observations (Birks et al., 

2008).  Through the memoing of initial reactions, the researcher was able to document 

and store for later reference ideas related to the data as they occurred in real time (Birks 

et al., 2008; Burnard, 1991).   

 Follow-up Interviews.  Through reviewing the transcripts made during the 

memoing phase, the researcher identified a small group of participant interviews that 
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needed further clarification, and follow-up interview questions were developed to help 

the gaps in the data provided by the relevant participants.  After the follow-up questions 

were designed, brief follow-up interviews were scheduled to address the questions listed 

in Appendix G.  During the scheduling of follow-up interviews, interview transcripts 

were provided to all research participants so they could review them for accuracy; this 

represented a form of member checking.  No transcripts were returned with requested 

updates or concerns as a result of this member checking, and they were thus deemed to be 

an accurate assessment of the participants’ views.   

For the follow-up interviews, two primary questions were asked, each of which 

had follow-up questions, as reflected in Appendix G.  Since research gaps did not exist in 

all interviews, only a selected number of participants were approached for follow-up 

interviews.  Brief and informal interviews were held with 7 out of the 13 front-line staff 

participants and three out of the four front-line leader participants.  The follow-up 

interviews were conducted in the same corporate office as the initial interviews and 

recorded and organized using the same processes.  Upon the completion of the follow-up 

interviews, the responses were transcribed by the researcher, and the coding process 

began.   

Coding.  After all data collection procedures were finalized and the memoing of 

research materials was completed, measures for coding and further organizing the data 

were implemented.  All interview transcripts, observation notes, and archival materials 

were coded using the process that is subsequently described.  Initially, there was a focus 

on open and emergent coding, which allowed the author to perform an early review of 

codes in the interview, archival, and observation materials.  Many of these initial codes 
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were in vivo codes, which coded the data using exact words from the participants 

(Creswell, 2013).  The in vivo codes were tracked and documented in the MAXQDA 

selected coding software.  As codes were further assessed through axial coding, the in 

vivo codes were expanded upon, and coding was performed more frequently with data 

segments that better related to the development of themes (Creswell, 2013).  Segmenting 

the data involved highlighting full sentences or portions of text and coding them using the 

identified codes.    

Open and Emergent Coding.  To start the coding process, the author purchased 

the MAXQDA coding software and uploaded interview transcriptions, archival meeting 

minutes, archival strategic planning notes, and participant observations notes to it.  

MAXQDA allows all saved documents to be uploaded and further organized through 

various document sets available in the software (MAXQDA, n.d.).  The researcher 

created separate document sets to group the archival materials, observation notes, 

transcripts of interviews with both front-line staff and front-line leaders, and follow-up 

interview transcripts together under document headings.  As discussed previously, the 

initial phase of open coding resulted in the creation of in vivo codes based on the specific 

words used in the interviews, archival materials, and observations.  Open coding allowed 

the researcher to begin to segment the data and form codes in the research materials 

(Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  During the open-coding process in MAXQDA, in vivo codes 

were freely generated and highlighted in the margins of the margins of the research 

documents (Burnard, 1991).  Additional memos were also left directly in the software, 

which was one of the means the researcher utilized to reduce bias and further track 

thoughts as the data were evaluated.  Memos documented in the coding process allowed 
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the researcher to document the bias that may have been present as the researcher 

reviewed the research materials.  The researcher reviewed these memos throughout the 

entirety of the coding process and once again while discussing the findings in order to 

ensure that bias was not present.     

During the in vivo open-coding process, the author developed emergent codes 

while conducting the preliminary review of the data (Stemler, 2001).  Emergent coding 

was selected as the means for identifying codes, as it allowed for codes to be drawn from 

the text rather than created beforehand through a priori coding (Stemler, 2001).  This 

method was selected to further reduce bias during the evaluation of archival and 

interview materials, as there was a level of concern that a priori codes could have been 

developed based on the researcher's knowledge of the change event and not on the review 

of the research materials.  Open coding allowed for the formation of the basis of the data 

and the themes that would be further evaluated in later coding techniques.  

Axial Coding.  After the completion of the open coding, the author performed 

axial coding to build upon the freely formed emergent codes developed in open coding.  

Re-reading all of the interview transcripts, observations, and archival materials through 

the axial coding process allowed the researcher to affirm or refute the codes identified in 

open coding, identify additional codes, and begin to explore how various codes were 

related to and representative of the purpose of the study (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  In 

building upon the open codes in axial coding, the researcher further combined the in vivo 

codes into groupings, or parent codes, of data that were interrelated (Cohen & Crabtree, 

2006).  The creation of the parent codes and the grouping of related data under these 

parent codes formed the basis of an early review of the themes present in the data.  While 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 73 
 

creating parent codes, the researcher also combined similar codes where necessary to 

avoid the creation of multiple meanings in the data.  This review helped to ensure that the 

meanings of the data were consistent and did not change over time.  Through the creation 

of parent codes and a review of the codes, the researched expanded the in vivo codes, and 

then shifted to coding using segments of data.  Data segments highlighted statements and 

full sentences that were representative of the codes and parent codes.  

Combining codes into parent codes, or categories, and identifying additional 

codes through the axial coding process also allowed for a simple review of the code 

frequency.  MAXQDA tracked the frequency of each code defined in the open and axial 

coding processes and helped to pinpoint the rate of repeated topics throughout the 

archival, observation, and interview materials (Namey et al., 2008).  Insight into the 

frequency of the repeated ideas allowed the researcher to develop an understanding of the 

prevalence of codes across study-related data and the emergence of the more prevalent 

topics in this study’s research materials (Namey et al., 2008).   

Theme Development.  After conducting a thorough review of all open and axial 

codes categorized in the MAXQDA software, the author identified and organized themes 

in the research material.   The initial identification of themes was performed through a 

review of the code frequency.  According to Bogdan and Taylor (as cited in Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003), apparent themes in data are those that occur and reoccur.  Since many 

codes frequently reoccurred in the coding process, the reoccurrence rate was reviewed to 

determine whether they may have represented research themes.   

Through studying the frequency of codes and identifying themes, the author came 

to be fully immersed in the data.  Examining the code frequency immediately following 
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the completion of coding helped the researcher to maintain closeness to and familiarity 

with the study data (Vaismoradi, Jones, Turunen, & Snelgrove, 2016).  To avoid 

becoming too immersed and/or impacted by the data, the researcher repeatedly took short 

breaks to distance herself from the data.  After these breaks, an outsider’s perspective was 

adopted on the data review, and the researcher began to ask questions concerning how the 

codes that occurred most frequently were related to the research questions (Vaismoradi et 

al., 2016).  Through evaluating the relationships to the research questions, the researcher 

identified the following themes: confusion regarding change driven by a lack of planning 

and preparedness, shifting morale through change-related growth, eliciting feedback as a 

means of engaging staff, support of communicative leaders during change, support of 

transparent leaders during change, and nurturing an engaged environment after change.  

Since frequency alone should not be the deciding factor in theme translation, the 

researcher also performed an evaluation of the frequency of codes in relation to the 

research questions (Vaismoradi et al., 2016).  Reviewing relationships between the 

reoccurring themes and investigating how those reoccurrences directly related to the 

research questions allowed for the identification of themes.  The relationship of the 

themes with the research question is depicted through the use of the arrows in Figure 2.   
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Figure 2.  Themes’ Relationships with Research Questions   

This final review of themes and their relationship with the research questions completed 

the data organization and theming processes used for this study. 

Presentation of the Qualitative Findings  

Theme 1: Confusion Regarding Change Driven by a Lack of Planning and 

Preparedness  

 Through the coding process, the researcher identified codes related to the feelings 

of confusion seen during the change process.  As reflected by the codes in Table 1, 

confusions towards change centered on notifying employees of change, planning for 

change, and developing front-line staff and leaders for the expectations of their role in 

change environment.  
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Table 1 

Theme 1 Codes: Confusion towards Change Driven by a Lack of Change Planning & 

Preparedness  

Code 

Value of Change Planning 

Chaos & Fear After Change Announcements 

Training in Preparation for Change 

Role of Keeping Staff Informed 

Surprise Surrounding Change Announcements 

Providing Advance Notice of Change 

Uncertainty Surrounding Change 

Creation of Organizational Environment 

Planning for Employee Engagement 

Lack of Change Plan & Forethought 

Lack of Change Process Knowledge in Leadership 

Making Sense of Change 

Clarity Surrounding Change 

Planning for FL Employee Reaction 

Confusion Surrounding Expectations & Scope of Role 

Preparedness 

 

 Change Planning.  The participants in the study, namely front-line employees 

and front-line leaders, frequently discussed the importance of preparing and planning in 

advance of any organizational change event in helping them to feel better prepared and 

less resistant to change.  The archival minutes of meetings concerning the change event 

studied reflect the measures taken by the senior leadership team to plan for the change 

event.  As indicated in the meeting minutes, the senior leadership team engaged in 

planning for months leading up to the change event.  This planning involved the 

preparation of a change management plan that consisted of three phases: the first phase of 

the plan was focused on training front-line staff in the essential functions necessary to 

perform their new daily duties.  Thereafter, the plan focused on the process alignment 
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required to create one process for the two schools and developing tools and technology to 

support the identified processes.  The archival materials did not indicate that there was a 

planned involvement of front-line leadership in the planning stages and preparation of 

this three-phase plan, and the front-line leader interviews confirmed this.  Front-line 

supervisor (FLS) 1 noted that they had no involvement in the planning before it was 

announced to the staff, and they were unsure what the senior leadership team might have 

been planning with regards to the change event.  FLS5 also confirmed they were not 

involved in the planning of the change event and that they received notice of the event 

only moments before it was presented to front-line staff.  According to the front-line staff 

and leaders, the notification that they received regarding the change event was an 

announcement that the department under study would be merging; this was not 

accompanied with a plan for how that would occur or information concerning the phases 

developed by the senior leadership team.   

 Immediately following the announcement of the changes to the front-line staff, 

they were plagued by feelings of confusion.  These feelings of confusion were prompted 

by multiple factors related to the importance of having a strategic change plan in place.  

For several interview participants, this confusion was directly tied to what they saw as a 

lack of change planning and preparation before the changes were announced to staff.  

After the change announcements to employees, FL10 was scared and confused about 

what was presented to the staff.  When asked about what triggered those feelings FL10 

stated 

 I think they only had things prepared to a certain point and then it was just kind of  

 like all right figure it out and that made things difficult.  Preparing those plans 
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 ahead of time would have alleviated a lot of those feelings.   

Nearly 60% of the participants felt the leadership team, whether it was senior or front-

line leaders, failed to plan for the management of the change event before making the 

announcements to staff.  Front-line staff thought this lack of planning and organization 

was evident as early as the day of the announcement of the change event and could be 

sensed during the change announcements.  Front-line staff member (FL) 13 and FL12 

were taken aback by the ways in which the announcements were made and felt there was 

a degree of depersonalization that was embarrassing for many.  Front-line staff and 

leaders noted that the announcements were made to staff by pulling everyone away from 

their desks unexpectedly and asking them to assemble in an open area of the floor.  In 

these change announcements, staff commented that they were informed of the changes 

that would be made to merge the departments under study, told there would be staffing 

reductions, and were then asked to remain patient as additional information was 

disseminated.  FL13 did not believe there was consideration on the part of senior 

leadership with regards to how staff would be informed of the change and thought this 

would have reduced the initial reactions of confusion and surprise employees felt towards 

the change.  The announcements were then followed by individual meetings with staff to 

discuss if their positions had been eliminated or if they were being moved to new teams, 

which FL13 felt was embarrassing, as everyone knew why people were being called into 

these meetings.  

 Change-related Communication.  After moving beyond the initial shock and 

confusion prompted by the change announcements, staff noted the further confusion that 

was caused by the lack of communication regarding whether any change management 
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plans were in place.  In the weeks following the announcements, staff felt they were left 

without guidance, which was difficult for them.  FL9 remembered discussions concerning 

a three-step plan, which was documented in strategic planning notes, but he did not feel 

that a clear outline of the plan and how those steps would be followed was provided.  FL7 

experienced a similar level of confusion and felt that having a “roadmap” for the change 

would have aided employees in moving beyond feelings of chaos and confusion and 

being able to acclimate to the change.  The front-line leaders echoed feelings regarding 

the lack of a change plan, and FLS4 felt more planning on the part of leadership in 

advance of the announcement would have curbed the confusion that was experienced 

afterward.  Though the three-phase plan was in place, it was not presented to front-line 

staff in the weeks following the change announcement, and they thus lacked a sense of 

overall direction.   

 Confusion Concerning Job Expectations.  Without a change plan in place, 

feelings of confusion continued to grow and began to become centered on how the 

employees would operate in their newly changed environment.  Staff did not feel the 

expectations of their role were adequately discussed as the changes were rolled out.  In 

the period of adjustment after the change announcements, 85% of the front-line staff 

participants experienced confusion concerning what their job responsibilities would be in 

the newly merged department.  When asked what responsibilities they were tasked with 

after the change event, FL10 felt confused about the ways in which everything changed 

for them and stated, “It’s a completely different role.  It’s funny because I say I have been 

in this role for four years, but really it’s been two separate roles over that time.  

Everything changed, I just don’t know."  Archival meeting minutes from senior 
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leadership skip-level meetings with front-line staff affirm this, as they note that 

employees consistently inquired as to when training would occur and expressed concerns 

about what the responsibilities that their new roles would entail.  According to the 

meeting minutes, the skip-level meetings with front-line staff were held within 30 days of 

the change announcements.  In their discussion of the responsibilities of their role, FL3 

did not feel that the front-line staff were provided with a complete understanding of how 

the change would affect them, and they were confused as to what they would be tasked 

with handling in the new environment and who would be handling the responsibilities of 

the schools that were to merge.  FLS5 did confirm that, following the change, staff were 

provided with a general outline of what their roles would involve and when those new 

roles would go into effect, but they stated that this plan changed several times in the two-

week period before it went into effect, and staff likely experienced confusion as a result 

of the multiple changes.  Changes to the plans involved moving staff to teams other than 

those originally communicated, tasking them with different sets of job responsibilities, 

and placing them under new supervisors.  Staffing moves were also difficult for front-line 

supervisors, as they worked rapidly to develop relationships with employees who were 

then transferred very soon after relationships had started to form.   

Employee Training and Preparedness for Change.  Confusion regarding job 

expectations in the new environment also led to concerns about the amount of training 

that was offered to prepare staff and ready them for their new responsibilities.  Front-line 

staff and leaders did not feel as if training needs were considered in the change plan or 

throughout the introduction of the changes to staff.  As a result of the departmental 

merge, FL10 took on new job responsibilities and an increased workload that they did not 
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feel they had any preparation or training to take on.  Many of the front-line employees 

had not worked on the functions they were tasked with prior to the merge, and they felt 

ill-equipped to do so in the newly merged department.  After being tasked with new 

responsibilities during the change event, FL13 relied on their peers to on peers to help 

prepare them for their role.  FL13 found the reliance on peers was necessary and stated 

I was thrown out there, um, I believe that I didn’t have the appropriate materials 

going into it but [name redacted], the other team lead on my team, and I worked 

very well to train each out and work out a system on how we should handle 

things.   

Front-line supervisors recognized this training gap and worked to do what they could to 

help staff grow.  FLS2 focused on cross-training their employees shortly after the change 

event, as they felt this would help to create a sense of team unity and a pool of 

individuals whom team could consult for help with answering questions.   

 Process Knowledge and Preparedness of the Leadership Team.  In addition to 

a training gap among front-line staff, many front-line staff members and front-line 

leaders felt that the leadership team lacked the knowledge required to successfully 

implement the change event.  This knowledge was that pertaining to the ability of front-

line leaders to manage and understand the work of their staff, as several front-line leaders 

were given new processes to manage and were placed in charge of teams that they had 

not handled in the past.  Development of team process knowledge was not considered in 

the change management plans documented in the archival materials, and staff felt this 

became evident as the change event was rolled out.  FL1 found that the lack of leader 

preparedness impacted their desire to come work each day and stated 
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I think it just made it harder to come into work, harder to like figure out the job, 

which was super frustrating.  Especially having to learn the other school and not 

having the answers or training there, it just made the job pretty tasking honestly.   

As a result of this lack of understanding of team processes, staff experienced further 

feelings of confusion regarding how they would be trained and learn to operate in the 

merged department.   

Though FLS1 had been a team leader on the team that they were put in charge of 

in the past, they only felt partially ready to manage the work of their new team.  In 

figured out the work of their staff, FLS1 stated they “just felt alone in it” and had to go in 

and “figure it out on my own”.  According to FLS1, these feelings were primarily driven 

by the fact that they did not receive any training on the school they were merging with 

and had only worked with School 1 in the past.  Having to manage these unfamiliar 

processes for a second school left FLS1 with an inability to answer the questions of their 

staff, as they were not sufficiently familiar with the procedures in the merged department 

and often had to turn staff to veteran staff members and team leads who may have had 

answers.  FLS2 was also not prepared to take on the second school and did not feel there 

was any level of training provided, which forced them to shadow their employees to 

understand what their work entailed.  While FLS2 felt this was a good opportunity to get 

to know their staff and show them that they wished to work with them, they could sense 

the frustration and confusion in their employees and knew that their employees did not 

feel as if their leader knew what was going on.  For FLS5, it took approximately between 

three to six months to understand the functions of their team, and it was not until that 

time that they felt they could start holding their staff more accountable.   
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 Value of Planning and Preparing for Change in Engaging Employees.  In 

their discussion of the confusion that stemmed from the lack of change planning, the staff 

discussed the lack of support they perceived as a result of the absence of a firm plan.  

Without this level of support, it was challenging for them to feel engaged in the change 

process.  FL9 noted, “I think having a clear plan in place for like how we are going to 

merge, or what merging means to what level, would have made the transition easier.”  

FL9 believes this would have helped keep them engaged with the change event and have 

provided a more apparent direction from the beginning.   

In addition to having this change plan in place before the announcements of the 

change, front-line staff felt they would have liked to be involved in the planning, as this 

would have made them feel more engaged.  FL1 felt engaged prior to the change event, 

and the ability to provide feedback before heading into the change event would have 

helped to improve their overall level of involvement.  FLS1 also believed that the overall 

sense of engagement during the early phases of the change could have been enhanced by 

obtaining buy-in from employees, as it would have helped to provide additional insight 

into the functions that the teams supported.  Had they been involved in the planning of 

the change event and had a firm plan been in place, front-line staff and leaders felt that 

they would have been better able to accommodate the needs for training and focus on 

developing their knowledge of the functions of the teams.   

Theme 2: Shifting Morale through Change-related Growth 

As staff began to acclimate to the change and make sense of how it would affect 

them, there was a documented shift towards more positive change reactions 

approximately three months after the initial announcements of the departmental merge.  
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The shift seen in morale is attributed to data collected in relation to the codes that the 

research identified in review of this theme (see Table 2).   

Table 2 

Theme 2 Codes: Shifting Morale through Change-related Growth 

Code 

Industry-driven Growth 

Morale during Change 

Adjusting to Change 

Increased Sense of Security & Confidence 

Professional Growth Opportunity 

Enables Business Growth 

Sense of Worth & Value 

Focus on Work/Desire to Prove Self 

 

In November 2015, leaders continued to record more positive shifts in employee morale 

in their meeting minutes and felt that it was rewarding for them to be able to see their 

staff grow and acclimate to the change.  With this newfound confidence, leaders felt 

greater positivity towards the change, and FLS2 commented that “I’ve actually been 

moved to help teams to get into a good place, so those were beneficial.  Looking back at 

the time, I didn’t want to move, but overall it was a good thing.”  FLS4 believed the 

change worked out to their benefit in that their staff were searching for and welcoming of 

change intended to improve their past environment.  FLS4 was able to become someone 

whom staff “could turn to in hopes to change some of those things that they may not have 

been happy with in their previous working environments.”   

 Positive reactions to the change were not limited to the group of front-line leaders, 

as the front-line staff were also able to see the light at the end of the tunnel as they 

worked through the change phases and moved beyond the initial confusion surrounding 

the announcements.  Several staff members were able to better understand the need to 
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change and demonstrated increased positivity towards the change after they had a period 

in which to adjust, which was reflected in the archived meeting minutes.  As FL10 

adapted to the change, they began to feel more comfortable in the role they were 

occupying, which they attributed to having the time required to adjust to and learn more 

about their position in the merged department.  FL10 stated, “I feel more comfortable and 

confident with it, so I’m happy in what my daily tasks look like now as compared to what 

they were before.”  FL6 also found that their outlook improved as a result of having more 

time to adapt and acclimate to what their new working environment would look like.   

Several staff members felt that the change gave them an increased sense of 

confidence that the organization was moving in the right direction, which also helped 

them to feel a greater sense of security in their positions.  FL5 felt “a little bit more 

secure that we’re heading into like a nice place that we can, um, learn a little bit more 

about School 2 as a whole, or both universities, which helped.”  Other participants 

believed that the change helped them continue to feel a sense of pride in their work, 

propelled them towards achieving higher metrics, and helped them remain engaged in the 

change event.  FL12 stated 

The central reason I remained engaged was because I take pride in my work.  

Some of my motivation did come from the fear of being let go again and another 

factor was the amount of work that needed to be done.  I didn’t want to let my 

team down in a way where someone else would have to pick up the slack.   

FL3 was willing wholeheartedly commit during the change and saw the adjustment 

period as a “hiccup” that they simply needed to determine how to adapt to before 

returning to hitting metrics.  As employees progressed through their adjustment periods, 
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they continued to be able to make more sense of the changes and gained a greater 

understanding of the need to change. 

 As a result of growth on part of the participants and an increasing rate of change 

acceptance, front-line leaders and employees were able to start to understand the reasons 

behind the change and how it enabled them to grow.  Chief amongst the reasons to 

change were thoughts concerning the need to remain relevant and thrive in the for-profit 

higher education industry.  FL7 stated, “I think change can be a good sign that we’re 

keeping up with industry standards and, um, accreditors.”  FL6 and FLS5 understood that 

the for-profit education sector is a unique industry and that this uniqueness is likely to 

lead to potentially frequent organizational change.  Looking back at the change and 

considering the industry, FL6 found it “not surprising. I think it is still kind of volatile in 

a sense that it is not mainstream education.”  FLS5 also saw this frequency of change as 

resulting from the for-profit nature of the company and understood that, as a for-profit 

business, the organization has a responsibility to both its students and their educational 

needs and its stakeholders, which can lead to industry-driven change.   

 Regardless of the reason why the organization may have needed to change, front-

line staff and leaders found that their ability to adapt to a changing environment helped 

them to grow professionally.  As front-line staff and leaders looked back on the change 

event and discussed how they were able to see the positive in the change and improve 

their morale accordingly, 53% of the front-line staff and 75% of the front-line leaders 

noted that it helped them to grow professionally and increased their ability to adapt to 

changing environments.  According to archival meeting minutes that explained the shift 

that occurred in morale, professional growth and improved understanding of the reasons 
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behind the change were attributed as the causes of the more positive feelings that were 

seen as the changes progressed, which opened the door to a more engaging environment.  

FL10 was surprised by the fact that department was able to make it through the shift and, 

despite any challenges experienced as a result thereof, they did feel they were able to 

“professionally develop” and are thankful for what they learned because they can take 

that experience with them as they grow.  FLS1 also found the change event to be a great 

“resume builder” and something that was satisfying to know that they had accomplished 

as they looked back on the change.  FLS2 felt better prepared to handle change in the 

future and was confident in their ability to manage change and plan for staff changes in 

the future.   

Theme 3: Eliciting Feedback as a Means of Engaging Staff 

 With staff starting to feel more positive and accepting of the change as time 

progressed, leaders were able to continue to find ways of engaging and involving their 

employees in the change event.  While the leadership focus on engagement did not 

happen as rapidly as was laid out in the strategic planning notes, archival meeting 

minutes noted that the initial focus was on adapting to and managing reactions to the 

change.  Strategic planning notes addressed engaging employees and creating a positive 

change environment from the beginning of the change event.  Based on the feelings of 

confusion and uncertainty that resulted, front-line leaders felt it was critical to manage the 

reactions to the change before transitioning to engaging employees with the change 

event.   
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 Through a review of archival materials, observations, and the interviews with the 

participants, it was found that many of the engagement efforts centered on how front-line 

leaders could involve the front-line staff in the alignment of the department (see Table 3).   

Table 3 

Theme 3 Codes: Eliciting Feedback as a Means of Engaging Staff 

Code 

Positive Impact of Change Involvement & 

Engagement 

Process Development/Improvement 

Feedback/Brainstorming 

Streamlining/Aligning Processes 

Leader Inclusive of Feedback 

Flexibility & Collaboration  

Idea Generation through Peer Support 

 

Involving the staff in the change event focused on directly asking staff for their feedback 

on the creation of the organizational environment and processes.  When asked how their 

feedback driven leadership style engaged employees, FLS4 stated 

Encouraging staff to collaborate on common professional goals allowed them to 

work together and share ideas in a positive manner, instead of focusing on other 

shared personal experiences, such as recent layoffs and new management.  Giving 

them the opportunity to make decisions and have a stake in new aligned processes 

provided staff with ownership, and uh, some autonomy, instead of being thrust 

into a new model and having their work dictated to them.   

Front-line leaders then focused on using that feedback to engage staff in streamlining 

operations; they then took that one step further and using the input to create new 

processes when the two existing processes could not be aligned.   
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 Feedback and Brainstorming.  When staff members were asked about the 

involvement and engagement that they had had with the organizational change event in 

the months following the announcements, many staff members, nearly 60%, discussed 

the opportunities that they were afforded to provide feedback and brainstorm with their 

leaders on new departmental processes.  These processes would become the functions 

that the teams would perform each day and directly impacted their day-to-day work.  

According to their responses, front-line leaders involved in the change process invited 

this feedback and attempted to remain as welcoming as possible to the inclusion of ideas 

from staff.  FLS4 focused their engagement efforts on obtaining feedback, stating 

We were trying to make a change and, you know, figure what the best direction to 

go was, trying to seek feedback from the staff, uh, get their opinions on what the 

right direction might be, hear them out and understand them.  

FLS2 led their staff in the same manner and focused on reaching out to the front-line staff 

and asking them for help in an attempt to involve them as much as possible.  

 Front-line staff members felt that the front-line leaders created an environment 

that was open to their feedback, and this made them more willing to provide feedback 

and partake in brainstorming when the opportunity presented itself.  When asked how the 

front-line leadership team worked to keep staff engaged, FL1 felt that leaders gave the 

opportunity to “bring ideas to the forefront” when they identified something that could be 

changed as the departmental merge took place.  According to FL1, these opportunities 

occurred in small team meetings and during brainstorming sessions.  FL4 took the 

opportunity to provide feedback as a means of being engaged with the change event and 

frequently discussed how things were done at School 1 and why it may prove beneficial 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 90 
 

to adopt those ideas for School 2 with their front-line leader.  FL4 felt their leader was 

receptive to these ideas as they presented them, which was essential to their engagement 

with the change event.   

 Aligning Processes.  In addition to providing feedback on processes, staff and 

leaders felt that they were engaged in the process through the opportunities that were 

provided to assist with streamlining departmental processes.  FLS4 jumped on the 

opportunity to simplify and align processes between the schools and brought together 

leaders from School 1 and School 2 to consider scenarios specifically related to each 

school.  Bringing these leaders together in one room and allowing them to determine 

what the best practice should be helped to create a streamlined process for staff to follow.  

Front-line staff members felt that this ease in following aligned procedures, rather than 

managing two separate processes for each school, helped to keep them engaged 

throughout the change.  FL3 believed the ability to align processes provided a better 

student experience, as it was “easier for the student to comprehend what exactly is 

needed.”  FL3 felt this ability to remain engaged and improve processes came through 

holding weekly team meetings with their sub-team that focused on brainstorming 

strategies to align the various processes performed by their team.   

 In addition to the improved student experience that this level of engagement was 

able to create, staff members felt that the streamlining and aligning of processes between 

School 1 and School 2 helped to make their daily job functions easier to perform.  FL2 

worked closely alongside their peers to “tie tight any of the processes together that we 

could.”  Streamlining these processes involved aligning training materials across the 

schools in order to provide staff with a single process that they could work from.  FL4 
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took this opportunity to work alongside their peers to discuss the ideas and 

recommendations that they had for working towards aligning operations, which helped 

them to feel engaged with the change event through their ability to focus on alignment 

and build their team.   

 Process Development and Improvement.  In the event that processes could not 

be easily aligned during the departmental merge, there was a need to either create new 

methods or to further improve the existing processes.  Front-line staff and leaders found 

this to be the most significant opportunity to provide feedback and become engaged with 

the change event, as they thought it had a considerable impact on the creation of the new 

department.  When asked how FLS4 worked to engage their staff further with the change 

event, they stated that “We had staff work together to develop SOPs for us, um, which 

was helpful because they felt they were putting together the process where they could.”  

According to archival meeting minutes, a member of the senior leadership team received 

this same feedback from front-line staff as they conducted skip-level meetings, and the 

staff were most excited about the ability to share practices in order to improve processes 

and looked forward to merging these processes to create a brand new departmental 

process.   

 The interview responses provided by the front-line staff were in line with the 

positivity expressed concerning the ability to become involved in process development.  

Staff felt that this helped to keep them engaged with the change event and gave them a 

voice in improving departmental operations.  After being asked how FL2’s leader worked 

to keep them engaged during the change event, they excitedly discussed the opportunity 

that they were granted to help develop processes for the department:   
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Immediately we were given a project that we were all kind of excited for. It was 

huge, but I mean I think we all enjoyed doing it because it was an opportunity for 

us to kind of take those first steps and be like, okay, you know, we’re not just 

School 1, now we are Department 3.  It actually gave us the opportunity to bridge 

that gap, and we had a big project that needed to be done that wasn’t just idiotic 

grunt work or busy work.  It was something that actually would help us out, and 

the effects of that are still shocking to this day.   

Through frequent meetings with their team and consistent communication with their 

leader, FL10 also felt they had the opportunity to “really shape a lot of these different 

things that Department 1 does today.”  FL1 felt the opportunity to develop processes gave 

them the chance to own their processes fully and allowed them to become more involved, 

which in turn helped them see stronger results in their work.  This helped FL1 reduce 

their inclination to resist change and enabled them to remain engaged in the changing 

environment.  Through these responses and many more, the staff made it clear that their 

ability to become engaged in the process development helped to create processes that had 

a longstanding impact on the newly created department and on their ability to remain 

engaged. 

Impact on Employee Engagement.  During the participant interviews, there was 

a consensus that the spirit of engagement created through the elicitation of feedback from 

staff positively impacted the change experience.  FL3, a participant who has been 

performing the same role since 2009, felt that they were considered to be a valued 

member of the company after they were asked to remain involved with the alignment of 

the tasks that they supported.  Through this involvement, they frequently met with leaders 
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and provided feedback on improving processes.  Had they not had this involvement with 

the change event and been asked for their feedback, FL3 would have felt that they were 

not needed or valued.  As a result of similar meetings with leaders and their teams, FL10 

also thought they were “definitely more engaged in the process,” which helped them to 

feel that they were part of creating the new environment for the department.  In line with 

the experiences of these participants, FL9 felt that their involvement in the improvement 

of processes and being provided with the opportunity to problem solve for the new 

department was “the biggest contributor” to them being engaged in the change event.   

 Other participants thought that their involvement in the change event and the 

opportunity to become more efficient through change helped them to feel more secure 

and confident in the work that they were doing.  Through their involvement, FL5 felt 

“more engaged,” and they were able to “see the light at the end of the tunnel.”  

Combining with and becoming Department 3 also helped FL5 to develop a greater sense 

of job security and made them feel as if opportunities, growth, and stakeholder efficiency 

increased as a result of the change event.  Having the ability to serve stakeholders and 

students through more efficient processes left FL4 with a sense of joy in the work that 

they do each day, and they felt that their involvement in the merging of the department 

played a major role in making work more enjoyable for them.  Remaining involved in the 

change processes, providing feedback, communicating, and having a hand in developing 

procedures helped many participants to feel a sense of pride in what they were doing and 

contributed significantly to their engagement. 

 Impact of having a Leader Inclusive of Feedback.  When front-line staff 

members were asked questions related to the leadership characteristics they saw their 
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leaders’ exhibit during the change and the effect those had on them, over half of the staff 

noted the positive impact of a leader who was inclusive of feedback and actively sought 

feedback from their team.  FL5 believed that the ability to provide input, much of which 

was more honest than they were accustomed to being able to offer in the past, positively 

impacted their change experience and helped them to better understand how they could 

be engaged with the change event.  For FL9, the ability to be part of the solution helped 

keep them engaged in the change event.  FL9 stated 

Being a part of finding the solution to all the new problems that came up 

definitely helped to keep me engaged.  Since it wasn’t a solution that, uh, was just 

being handed out, it made me want to invest more effort in finding a workable 

resolution instead of just having to accept whatever solution someone else 

decided on, it gave me more of a reason to want to find the best solution to the 

problem.   

Front-line staff frequently discussed their ability to provide feedback to their leader 

throughout the change process and felt that this helped them feel as if they were heard 

and that their leader was willing to listen to any input they were provided.  With a leader 

who was inclusive of feedback, FL3 felt their opinion mattered, and they were able to 

remain engaged in the change event.   

Front-line leaders also discussed the value that feedback inclusion brought and 

how they felt it helped to keep their employees engaged.  As FLS2 worked to understand 

the new responsibilities of their team and the work that they performed, they actively 

attempted to keep their team involved by eliciting their feedback and asking for their 

support in learning the processes handled by the team.  FLS2 believes that this had a 
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positive impact on their team and helped employees to feel they were a part of the change 

event.  FLS4 felt that their ability to “empower staff to drive many of the process change 

and alignment activities” had the most significant impact on their staff’s engagement with 

the change event and that the characteristics that nurtured this environment “went a long 

way” in helping staff feel engaged.   

Theme 4: Support of Communicative Leaders during Change 

In addition to providing feedback and remaining engaged through the ability to do 

so, staff felt that a communicative leader could keep them engaged in the changing 

environment.  With a leader that focused on effective communication and creating a 

sense of comfort through communication, front-line staff felt they were kept well 

informed and they discussed this level of engagement throughout their participant 

interviews.  Through her discussions with front-line leaders and staff and a review of 

archival materials, the researcher created the codes listed in Table 4 in relation to the 

fourth theme.   

Table 4 

Theme 4 Codes: Support of Communicative Leaders during Change 

Code 

Effective Leader Communication 

Leader Focus on Communication 

Creating Comfort through Positive Communication 

Impact of Communicative Leaders 

Honest Communication 

Communication with Front-line Leaders 

Sharing Information to Create a Sense of Team 

Effective Team Communication 

 

To open lines of communication with staff, front-line leaders 1, 4, and 5 discussed 

their focus on holding regular staff meetings and one-on-ones to create opportunities for 
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open and effective communication.  Front-line staff affirmed those meetings and found 

that frequent interactions with their leaders helped them find comfort in an otherwise 

uneasy change environment.  Through their participation in team meetings, FL6 found 

that they were able to “get to know their team a little bit better” and it helped them see 

their team was still there and working together.  Staff noted the importance of a 

communicative leader’s ability to create a sense of comfort and relate to staff through 

their communication skills.  FLS1 remained focused on being particularly supportive of 

their team during this time and ensured they were an active listener as they 

communicated with their staff, as they wished to be better able to comfort the individuals 

working under them.  FL4 felt that their front-line leader’s focus on interacting with the 

team and helping everyone to understand what was happening, in a lighthearted manner, 

helped staff to feel more comfortable and helped to reduce stress during the change event.   

Several staff members also felt that having a steady level of interaction, which was 

a result of having a leader focused on creating opportunities to communicate, was vital in 

helping them to build the foundation of their teams and remain engaged in the bond that it 

was possible to develop through communication.  FL8 found value in the opportunity to 

meet informally with teams and felt that communicating as one group brought the teams 

together and made it seem as if everyone was in it as one department, which, as identified 

in archival meeting minutes, was an early hope of senior leaders.  The ability to 

communicate as a group and have a leader that supported an environment of 

communication helped FL7 to have a better sense of what their peers and leaders were 

going through, which helped them to develop a level of familiarity with the individuals 

who were new to them.   
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Impact of a Communicative Leader on Engagement.  Healthy levels of 

communication with front-line leaders helped FL8 remain engaged and improved their 

overall change experience, as they eventually realized that “…it’s not just me, everyone 

is kind of thinking and feeling the same thing.”  According to FL7, leaders 

communicating in this manner also helped to keep the staff informed on the processes for 

School 1 and School 2 and ensured that everyone was on the same page.  The ability of 

front-line leaders to be communicative and relate to their staff through their 

communication skills had the most significant impact on engagement for FL6, and they 

felt that this helped them remain connected to the change event.   

When asked how communication, specifically effective communication, impacted 

the overall experience of front-line staff, many front-line staff members were also able to 

identify ways in which dialogue made them feel closer to the change event and more 

involved in the department.  FL10 felt they had a leader that was focused on reinforcing 

strong communication skills and building a team.  When asked about how their 

communicative leader engaged them during change, FL10 stated   

Part of the scary part of change is the unknown and feelings, like, you are alone in 

the process.  Having these specific characteristics focused on during the transition 

helped you feel like you were not alone in this process as well as helped alleviate 

some of the superfluous stress that comes with working with new people and 

working with new things.  Knowing that our supervisor was right there with us, 

working through the changes while still having our backs, uh, really helped the 

team to open up and express concerns.  It really helped the team to start working as 

a team, like, right from the get go.  



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 98 
 

According to FL5, being able to communicate in this manner and remain engaged with 

the front-line leaders helped to create a more positive change experience than those they 

had been part of in the past.  

Theme 5: Support of Transparent Leaders during Change 

 Front-line staff found that they enjoyed an additional level of support and 

engagement with the change event as a result of the characteristics of a transparent 

leader.  As a result of the transparent leadership characteristics displayed by such leaders, 

front-line staff felt that they had leaders who were honest, welcome, open, and 

transparent in terms of their decision-making style.  The most frequently discussed 

aspects of these characteristics during the participant interviews were the ability of a 

transparent leader to be welcoming, approachable, and understanding of their staff (see 

Table 5 for a full list of codes).   

Table 5 

Theme 5 Codes: Support of Transparent Leaders during Change 

Code 

Having an Open Door & Team Presence 

Transparent Decision-making 

Impact of Transparent Leaders 

Trust through Transparency 

Honest & Sincere Leader 

Hands-on & Interested in Work 

Welcoming & Understanding Leader 

 

Of the 13 front-line staff participants, nine discussed the level of support that they 

received as a result of the welcoming and understanding nature of their leader.  Front-line 

staff members felt that their leaders were available when needed and were always willing 

to lend a helping hand or be available to listen.  Since, as discussed during their 
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interviews, many staff members ended up with new leaders as a result of the change 

event, they found this empathetic nature was needed to ensure that their leaders 

understood them and the work that they do.  FL2 was one of the employees that had a 

new leader after the change event and thought their leader did a good job of managing the 

change: 

I kind of got adopted by a new manager and so even from that moment it was, 

they were, very welcoming and understanding to the situation because it was kind 

of a shock to them as well…it wasn’t necessarily me by myself…that had to go 

through this.   

For FL6, having a leader who was welcoming and understanding of the turbulent 

change environment in which staff were operating positively impacted their change 

experience and helped them to acquire a degree of reassurance concerning what the new 

environment would look like and how they would be supported.  As a result of the 

understanding and empathetic nature of their transparent leader, FL7 felt that they were 

receiving the support necessary to remain engaged, as they were consistently kept in the 

loop and felt their leader understood the work that they do each day.  In working to be 

understanding and welcoming of their team, FLS2 found it was critical to show the team 

that they were there for them and wished to work to understand their job responsibilities 

and needs.     

In their discussions of the various leadership characteristics, front-line staff also 

noted the importance of having a leader who was approachable and focused on having a 

presence in the team.  Front-line staff felt that leaders who remained focused on being 

available to their teams and had open door policies were critical in building relationships 
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between front-line staff and leaders. When strong relationships were developed, staff 

understood that they had a leader who was going to be part of the team and honest and 

transparent in their interactions with their team.  For FL4, having an open relationship 

helped them “really feel supported” and left them with a place to turn to if they had 

questions or concerns.  FL5 and FL6 also felt that having a leader who was always 

available as a result of an open-door policy helped them to work through any questions or 

concerns that they had about the change environment, which provided the support they 

required to have a positive change experience.  FL6 commented that their leader was “the 

best at being professional and letting us know, that like you know, if we needed to talk 

about whatever, like, [name redacted] would be able to do that,” and was open to the 

team.   

Front-line leaders believed these transparent leadership behaviors were necessary 

to create an environment that was supportive of staff.  In leading their team, FLS2 

thought it was important to be transparent in their decision-making and inform staff of 

information as soon as they had it.  FLS2 felt this would help staff to develop an 

understanding of why the environment was changing and that they would be able to make 

the necessary connections.  FLS5 knew that transparency in disseminating information 

and decision-making meant there would be times when they would have to be honest and 

tell their staff that they did not have answers. However, they felt it was essential to have 

that level of transparency with their team.   

Impact of a Transparent Leader on Engagement.  When asked about how 

transparent leadership characteristics were able to positively impact an employee’s 

change experience and level of engagement, staff discussed the ways in which this 
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provided them with the support that they needed to focus entirely on their work and find a 

level of comfort in the merged department.  FL9 had a leader who was hands-on and 

demonstrated a significant level of interest in their work, which positively impacted their 

change experience as a result of the increased sense of comfort they felt.  In their 

discussion of the positive impact of a transparent leader, FL2 made the following 

statement: 

I think that having an open and honest attitude is what allowed the team and 

myself to focus on day-to-day goals, as opposed to being concerned about what 

happens next.  It’s very much a paternal attitude in that it allowed me to have that, 

um, trust in my supervisor and know that, during the next weeks and months, that 

my job would be safe and the worst was over.  I think more veteran 

staff…benefitted the most from this attitude because it was one less thing to be 

worried about.  It didn’t focus on what happened but pushed us towards having 

trust in our leadership that what happens next is more important and will benefit 

us in the long run.   

FL6 also felt that having a leader who was focused on transparency allowed them to 

create a sense of comfort in their newly formed environment and focus on their work.  

FL6 was not as concerned about outside factors because of the trust their leader was able 

to build through their leadership characteristics.  FL1 was also able to regain the sense of 

trust that they felt had been lost during the change event through their leader’s focus on 

being transparent and engaging them with the change event.   

 In leading their staff using these characteristics, front-line leaders identified a 

number of factors that they felt helped to improve engagement.  FLS5 chose to lead their 
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team by being open and felt this helped to address the feelings of uncertainty that staff 

had during the change, which they believed played a significant role in the engagement of 

their team.  When asked to elaborate on their transparent style and the impact it had, 

FLS5 stated  

When working with staff, I honestly addressed what was happening with them 

and provided transparency, where possible, to help them react appropriately and 

begin to move forward.  In my experience, trying to ignore the elephant in the 

room does not work well…it’s better to address it in an upfront manner and guide 

and coach others through the change so that they can internalize and move 

forward in their work.  

FLS4 also found value in being transparent and felt that consistency on the part of a 

leader and the ability to deliver on the commitments that they tell their staff goes a long 

way in terms of helping to keep employees engaged.  The transparency and honesty 

demonstrated by leaders helped staff to feel supported throughout the change event, 

which they, in turn, were able to see positively impacted their level of engagement.   

Theme 6: Nurturing an Engaged Environment after Change 

   According to the results of Net Promoter Score (NPS) surveys administered in 

2017 to evaluate the current organizational environment, staff satisfaction with leadership 

has improved, the staff feel more engaged, and employees are now more likely to remain 

in their positions following a change event.  As front-line leaders and staff evaluated the 

current organizational environment, they discussed the level of engagement that they felt 

existed and feelings towards any shifts they felt in terms of levels of engagement.  

Through these discussions with employees in participant interviews, participant 
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observations, and a review of archival materials the researcher identified the codes listed 

in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Theme 6 Codes: Nurturing an Engaged Environment after Change 

Code 

Leader Focus in Current Environment 

Increased Confidence & Comfort 

Planning for Future Change to Improve Engagement 

Engagement Needs 

Leadership Involvement 

Engagement Focus 

Experiencing the Benefits of Change 

 

When asked if the focus on employee engagement has shifted since the change 

event, many employees expressed the opinion that the emphasis on involvement has 

improved.  FL10 believes that employee engagement “has been a huge focus for the 

department” in the last year and a half and that the front-line staff has felt this shift in a 

“positive way.”  FL11 found that the engaging environment that came about following 

the change has focused on improving the employee experience in the department, which 

they feel makes for better employees.  For FL5, the increased focus on engagement has 

created “more opportunities for staff to be engaged and voice their opinions,” which is 

something staff indicated was important in the changing environment.   

To best understand how front-line leaders nurtured this environment after the 

change and helped to further promote engagement, front-line leaders were asked, during 

follow-up interviews, about any changes that they made to the manner in which they 

engaged their staff.  Front-line leaders commented that they continued to embody the 

same leadership characteristics that they did during the change event and have made 
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slight modifications to continue to support the changing needs of the department.  FLS5 

recognized the increased efforts surrounding employee engagement, stating  

Following the direction of the department, I have increased focus and energy to a 

greater extent with employee engagement.  Imparting more importance to, uh, 

employee engagement on a philosophical level displays itself in many ways, from 

direct effort to everyday interactions.  

FLS1 stated that their commitment to engagement had remained the same, and they make 

a conscious effort to embody the same leadership characteristics.  In addition to 

representing those characteristics, FLS1 also now focuses on relating to their team and 

understanding what their personal interests are.  This is important for FLS1, as they found 

that employees prefer a leader that will listen, be available, and take the time to work 

with them.   

 Through the ongoing development of an engaging environment and a focus on the 

part of leaders on engaging employees, the front-line staff also feel they have been able to 

continue to increase their confidence in the new department.  In the current environment, 

FL8 feels a heightened sense of confidence, and this helps them maintain motivation on a 

day-to-day basis.  FL9 also feels more comfortable in the current environment and thinks 

that everyone is now working towards the same common goal, which has further 

supported the ability to align processes.   

While their focus as a leader has not significantly changed, FLS1 did feel that the 

department as a whole has seen an increase in engagement efforts and that there have 

been positive attempts to encourage further employee interaction and appreciation.  
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Front-line staff found that the increased focus on engagement created stronger 

opportunities for employee development, which did not go unnoticed by FL6: 

Prior to, it did not feel as if our development was at all important, but now there 

has been an effort to develop employees.  We feel as if we don’t merely show up 

and do our daily tasks and call it a day.  I did, uh, participate in employee 

development sessions with [name redacted], which I feel helped me realize 

professional development opportunities to work on to better myself.   

These feelings were echoed in the observations, as staff discussed the improvement in the 

focus on staff development.  Several staff members one of the observed meetings raised 

their hands and acknowledged the fact that they had been working through individual 

development plans intended to help them to develop professionally in their positions with 

their front-line leaders.   

Discussions in a meeting that the researcher observed as a non-participant 

reflected this commitment to employee engagement, and a portion of the meeting was 

spent discussing the engagement efforts that had occurred throughout 2017.  At the time 

of the observation, the department was two years past the departmental merge that 

resulted in the change event under study.  Throughout 2017, the leadership team focused 

a number of engagement efforts on taking staff out of the working environment and 

enjoying themselves outside of work.  FL3 recognized this additional focus on 

engagement during their interview and noted the increased emphasis on allowing 

employees some time away from work to engage with each other and show their 

appreciation for their peers.  The opportunity to attend events outside of the office and to 
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enjoy time with peers made FL4 feel as if they receive privileges that other organizations 

may not offer, which makes them feel “blessed” to be working where they do.   

While there was a strategic focus in 2017 on employee engagement, archival 

meeting minutes do reflect a gap in the year immediately following the change event.  

During a review of the archival materials, it was found that the 2016 strategic focus was 

focused primarily on improving the processes that were created during the change event 

and increasing engagement with students and stakeholders.  FL10 also noted this gap in 

the year following the change event but was positive about the improvements that have 

made subsequently.  In their discussion of the identified gap in engagement in the year 

following the change event, FL2 stated 

Part of this gap could be attributed to the fact that the department was able to get 

to a point where they were operating well, and there wasn’t as much of a need to 

focus on some of the engagement efforts that were in place during the time of the 

change.  

FLS4 attributed the gap in engagement to the evolving needs of a team over time, and 

some staff members indicated that their preferences with regards to leader guidance and 

involvement have shifted and that they did not feel that they needed an environment 

characterized by such a degree of engagement.   

To further nurture a sense of engagement in the new department, staff felt that the 

organization should ensure that senior leadership has a presence in the department.  FL3 

thought that the involvement of senior leadership could help to improve communication 

and help them understand what leaders were handling during the change.  FL3 thought 

more engagement on the part of senior leadership could also help provide staff 
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reassurance and help all the parties involved to understand that change was for the best.  

FL13 noted that they felt senior leadership should remain involved and work more 

closely with front-line leaders in the future to help put plans in place before changes 

occur.  While staff would find value in such involvement, they were still able to identify 

ways in which leaders have continued to nurture their engagement and focus on 

departmental growth recently.  Leaders have done so through an increased focus on 

employee development and creating opportunities for staff to leave their working 

environment.  Staff felt that these were positive attempts by leaders to involve them in the 

growth and future of the department.   

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 Through a review of archival materials, observations, and interviews, data were 

collected as a means of understanding how the leadership characteristics employed 

during large-scale organizational change at the FPCU under study created an 

environment that helped to strengthen and maintain consistent levels of employee 

engagement both during and following the change.  The author also collected data in 

order to understand the specific leadership characteristics that exerted the most 

significant influence on the creation of this engaging environment.  To evaluate the 

research questions, the researcher conducted 17 structured participant interviews, 

reviewed archival materials related to the change event, and performed observations as a 

non-participant observer.  Upon completion of the memoing of the interview transcripts 

and other research materials, the researcher also conducted ten informal follow-up 

interviews to address gaps in the data.  Following the collection of the data and the 
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presentation of findings, the researcher was able to draw several conclusions concerning 

the research questions, which are presented in this section. 

Primary Research Question 

 The primary research question that guides this study is concerned with 

understanding how the leadership characteristics employed during a large-scale 

organizational change at a for-profit university were able to help strengthen and maintain 

consistent levels of employee engagement, both during and following the change event.  

In evaluating this research question, it was initially found that employee engagement was 

negatively impacted at the beginning of the change event due to the lack of a change 

plan.  Based on a review of the archival materials, it was found that the earliest full 

presentation of the strategic change plan and progress towards achieving change-related 

goals occurred nearly a full year after the change event.  While leaders had been working 

to implement the change directly with their staff throughout the year, the change plan in 

its entirety was not presented to the employees during that time.  Given the absence of 

this plan at the time of the announcements of the change event, 58% of the study 

participants felt feelings of confusion, which caused them to become frustrated, resistant, 

and disengaged.  Much of this confusion stemmed from a lack of clarity concerning the 

expectations of their roles in the newly formed environment, which triggered feelings of 

confusion in 76% of the interview participants.  Staff were also concerned with the ability 

of their leaders to manage the functions of their teams, as front-line leaders were put in 

charge of teams without having received training on their functions.   

These findings suggest that engaging staff from the start of a change event 

requires the presence of a change plan that will guide the entirety of the change process.  
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In addition to having such a change plan in place, it should be clearly communicated to 

front-line staff and leaders.  Based on the findings of this study, the change plan should 

provide clarity concerning the roles that staff will play, plans for training, and 

management’s expectations of them in the changed environment.  The findings also 

indicate the importance of planning for the preparation of front-line leaders to take on 

new job responsibilities and their ability to develop an understanding of team processes. 

 As staff were able to make sense of the change and understand the roles that they 

would play, morale in the department began to shift positively.  While the archival 

meeting minutes reflect there was still some confusion during this time due to changing 

tasks, they do indicate a positive shift in the staff’s ability to manage the change and 

discuss the growth that had been exhibited.  This shift was attributed to how the 

participants felt they would be able to grow through the transition.  Archival meeting 

minutes and participant interviews reflect the fact that attitudes towards the change were 

only able to improve after staff were afforded the time required to adjust to the change 

event.  After this adjustment period, staff were able to see how the change was needed to 

remain relevant in the for-profit industry and found that this change helped them to 

develop professionally and to acclimate to change.  The findings related to improving 

morale suggest that staff need a period in which to adjust to a change event after it has 

been presented to them, as it is only thereafter that they can begin to understand the 

positive benefits of the change and be open to engagement with it. 

 In specifically investigating what types of behaviors kept staff engaged after their 

adjustment period, findings indicated the value of a leader who is inclusive of feedback 

and allows employees to become involved in the change management process.  For 
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participants, this involvement encompassed inclusion in the process development and 

alignment with the department.  Staff felt that their abilities to remain involved and 

provide feedback were among the most significant drivers of their engagement.  Over 

50% of the participants involved in this study felt that feedback-driven and inclusive 

leaders were critical to their engagement and feelings of worth throughout the change 

event.  These findings signal the importance of involving staff as a change is being 

managed and being receptive to the feedback that they provide.  The researcher 

concluded that the staff would not have felt engaged with the change event without the 

ability to provide feedback.   

 Along with the ability to remain engaged through their involvement in process-

making, the participants frequently discussed the importance of having leaders who lead 

using communicative and transparent leadership styles.  By regularly meeting with their 

team through various channels, communicative leaders improved the change experience 

with their staff and made them feel as if they were closer to the change event.  

Communicative leaders have the ability to create a sense of team and comfort their staff 

through their ability to communicate.  The ways in which staff responded to a 

communicative leader and became closer to the change event through this leadership 

style lead the researcher to conclude that the presence of a leader who is focused on 

communicating with their team in a positive and effective manner is critical to engaging 

staff and helping them understand the value of change.   

 In addition to the sense of comfort created by a communicative leader, staff also 

felt an increased sense of support as a result of the characteristics of a transparent leader.  

Table 6 represents the codes related to leadership transparency.  Having a leader who 
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understood the work that they were doing and was focused on addressing any feelings of 

uncertainty head-on helped staff to refocus on operating in the merged department and 

allowed them to rely on a consistent leadership approach.  In displaying a transparent 

leadership style, front-line leaders focused on being welcoming and understanding of 

staff and developing trust through their availability and openness.  As a result of the staff 

indicating that transparent leadership characteristics had a significant impact on their 

change experience, the researcher concludes that these characteristics were critical to 

strengthening levels of employee engagement and maintaining that engagement as the 

staff refocused on operations in a newly created environment. 

 To address the continuation of an engaging environment that is addressed in the 

primary research question, the final theme considered in this study is focused on 

understanding how the engaging climate created during that change event was nurtured in 

the newly formed department.  Observations conducted by the researcher and follow-up 

questions asked of interview participants focused on the current level of engagement in 

the department under study.  Through the review of archival materials, the author found 

that the there was a downward trend in the level of engagement in the year immediately 

following the merger.  This downward trend is important to note, as it reflects a slight 

shift in the focus on engagement after the creation of an engaged environment.  Though 

there was a shift, staff felt that levels of employee engagement have continued to improve 

in more recent times, and employees feel they are currently engaged in a positive fashion.  

Front-line staff and leaders agreed there has been a positive shift in engagement efforts 

and that many of these efforts have been focused on the overall employee experience.  

Front-line leaders have continued to focus on leading staff using the same leadership 
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characteristics that they exhibited during the change event.  However, they noted that 

they had made minor adjustments to engage their teams further and to support the 

positive trends towards engagement currently seen in the department.  With this 

continued focus on engagement by leadership, front-line staff feel that they have more 

significant opportunities to develop and build relationships with their teams.  In their 

discussion of engagement in the current environment, front-line staff and leaders noted 

the value that they would perceive in having increased levels of support from and 

participation on the part of the senior leadership team.  

Based on these findings, the researcher concludes that the identified front-line 

leadership characteristics contributed to the creation an environment of engagement 

during the change event.  While staff and archival materials noted a gap in engagement 

during the year after the change event, this was not directly related to the identified 

leadership characteristics.  When discussing the gap in engagement, both the staff and 

archival materials noted less of a need to focus on those efforts and more of a need to 

focus on further improving the processes and procedures that had been created following 

the change.  The shift in engagement efforts towards enhancing the employee experience 

is also important to note, as it signified a shift away from the focus on leadership 

characteristics and towards engaging employees with extrinsic motivation.  It is also 

important to note that staff felt that senior leadership was absent in the engaged 

environment, as this absence is addressed in the final chapter.  

Research Sub-question 

 The sub-question that sought to provide additional insights into which leadership 

characteristics exerted the most significant level of influence over the creation of an 
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engaging change environment.  As presented in the discussion of the primary research 

question, those leadership characteristics that were focused on eliciting feedback, being 

communicative, and being transparent had the most significant impact on the engagement 

of front-line staff.  Front-line leaders found that they frequently exhibited these 

characteristics, and front-line staff noted how they helped to keep them engaged 

throughout the process.  While the front-line staff and leaders were able to identify other 

characteristics and leadership efforts that aided in their engagement, as represented in 

Table 8, they did not feel these had the most significant impact on their ability to remain 

engaged during the change event.  

Table 7 

Miscellaneous Codes Related to Employee Engagement & Leadership Style  

Code 

Team & Relationship Building as a Means of Engagement 

Leader Focused on Professionalism & Professional 

Relationships 

Confident and Calm Leadership 

Leader who is Supportive of Staff 

Ability of Front-line Staff to take on a Leadership Role to 

Remain Engaged 

 

Since the list of characteristics identified in Table 8 were not found to have a significant 

impact on employees’ ability to remain engaged during the change event, as discussed 

during the interviews and noted during observations, the researcher concludes that leaders 

were able to engage their employees by eliciting their feedback.  Eliciting this feedback 

involved being inclusive of staff in the development of processes and alignment of 

existing processes, which employees felt that they had the greatest opportunity to do 

through team meetings.  As indicated in the research, it can also be concluded that leaders 
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created an environment of engagement by focusing on leading using communicative and 

transparent leadership characteristics.  Communicative characteristics helped to create a 

sense of comfort during turbulent times, while transparency created an open and 

welcoming environment for employees to operate in.  The final chapter of this study 

discusses the development of these leadership characteristics and identifies the leadership 

styles that these characteristics are most closely related to.  

Summary 

 This chapter focused on presenting the data organization and analysis plans that 

guided this study.  The findings of the research were presented in relation to the identified 

themes, and an analysis of those findings was presented.  The purpose of the study is to 

develop an understanding of the leadership characteristics that contributed to the creation 

of an engaging environment, both during and following a large-scale organizational 

change at a for-profit university.  To study engagement during this change and develop 

an understanding of the relevant leadership characteristics, an instrumental case study 

was conducted, resulting in the findings that were presented throughout this chapter.  The 

codes presented in this chapter depict both the various facets of organizational change 

and those that are important in the creation of an engaging environment.  Through a 

review of the codes, six central themes emerged, which guided the organization of this 

chapter.    

 Throughout the discussion of the themes, staff continually spoke of the ways in 

which leaders who were communicative, transparent, and inclusive of feedback was able 

to engage them with the change event.  These characteristics identified engaged 

employees and prompted them to provide feedback and develop the processes required 
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for their newly formed department.  The data provided insight into the importance of 

these fundamental leadership characteristics and the impact that they have on the creation 

of an engaging environment, which is further discussed in the recommendations provided 

in Chapter Five.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 As discussed in Chapter One, changes in cohort default rates, the 90/10 rule, the 

gainful employment rule, and accreditation regulations (Simmons, 2013) have required 

FPCUs to implement large-scale organizational change, and this has had a longstanding 

impact on the employees of these organizations.  Organizations must understand the 

effects of organizational change on their workforces and identify ways of successfully 

navigating future change efforts.  Research on the topic of organizational change and 

employee engagement has neither adequately addressed the leadership characteristics 

exerted during organizational change nor the impact said characteristics have on the 

ability to create an engaging environment.  This study seeks to address these 

shortcomings in the literature and develop an understanding of how leadership 

characteristics could generate this type of engaging environment.   

Through a discussion of existing academic literature and the findings of the study 

conducted for this research, this chapter presents recommendations intended to fulfill the 

aim of the study.  All study research was conducted at the parent corporation of two for-

profit universities that underwent a large-scale organizational change, as a result of which 

the academic operations of the universities were merged into one department.  The 

findings for this instrumental case study were obtained through conducting interviews 

with 17 participants, reviewing archival materials, and performing observations.  In the 

presentation of the proposed solution, the study findings are supported by the academic 

sources presented throughout the literature review.  The proposed solutions are provided 

in the form of recommendations, and all of the practical, research, and leadership 
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implications of the proposed recommendations are discussed.  Chapter Five ends by 

presenting the final conclusions of this study.       

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to develop an understanding of the 

leadership characteristics that helped to create an engaging environment both during and 

following a large-scale organizational change and reduced the inclination on the part of 

employees to resist change at a large for-profit university.  

Aim of the Study 

This study aimed to create leadership training intended to assist leaders to develop 

the leadership characteristics that could contribute to the creation of a supportive and 

engaging change environment at for-profit colleges and universities. 

Proposed Solution  

 The proposed solution for the instrumental case study is provided in the form of 

recommendations that emerged in response to the evaluation of the six themes that 

guided this study.  Each of the recommendations are focused on fulfilling the aim of the 

study and providing solutions related to the leadership characteristics identified 

throughout this work.  These leadership characteristics were focused on being feedback 

inclusive, involving employees in a change event, and being communicative and 

transparent.  The recommendations conclude with a discussion of how leaders can be 

trained in the identified leadership characteristics, which represents an effort to fulfill the 

objective of this study.  The themes that guided the research and resulting findings were 

confusion concerning change driven by a lack of change planning and preparedness, 

shifting morale as a result of change-related growth, eliciting feedback as a means of 
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engaging staff, the support of communicative leaders during periods of change, the 

support of transparent leaders during periods of change, and nurturing an engaged 

environment after a change.     

Recommendation 1: Create an Employee-inclusive Change Management Plan  

 Recommendation.  Based on the findings of this study and the supporting 

literature, the researcher recommends that organizations planning to undergo a significant 

change prepare a change management plan in advance that takes into consideration the 

key findings of this study.  When possible, it is recommended that such a plan be 

provided to front-line staff and leaders in advance of the change event, and, when that is 

not feasible, it is recommended that the change management plan be presented to staff 

immediately following change-related announcements.  From that point on, front-line 

staff should be included in any additional planning.  Based on this study’s findings and 

the factors that were found to create a sense of disengagement on the part of employees, 

the change management plan should include all of the items listed below:  

• A plan for the announcement of the change event; 

• A timeline for the change event, including an adjustment period for staff to 

acclimate to the change; 

• A plan concerning how the change(s) will be implemented; 

• The roles to be played by key individuals involved in the change event, including 

the following: 

o Senior leadership; 

o Front-line leadership; and 

o Front-line staff.  
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• A plan for the inclusion of front-line staff in the change event;  

• A plan for front-line staff and leader training; and 

• A discussion of the roles and responsibilities of all of the key individuals listed 

above in the newly formed environment.  

The inclusion of the discussion of critical individuals was found throughout the study to 

be a vital aspect of employee engagement, as participants felt that senior leadership 

should be more involved in the creation of an engaged environment.  The importance of a 

plan for employee inclusion in the change event is also a critical finding, as it was found 

to be a key driver of engagement on the part of employees.  

Support for Change Planning.  Arnold Judson’s model of change consists of a 

five-phase approach to managing change (Schumacher et al., 2016).  The first and second 

phases of this approach involve the planning and communication of the change 

(Schumacher et al., 2016).  Based on this study’s findings, it was concluded that there 

was a lack of a change plan at the time of the announcement of the change to staff, and 

this resulted in large-scale confusion for those involved in the change event.  This 

confusion was triggered by factors related to the need for a change plan and improved 

employee training and preparation for the change, and staff felt that much of this 

confusion could have been avoided had the plan encompassed all of the items 

recommended above.  Change-related confusion was perceived by 76% of the study 

participants, and it negatively impacted the ability of leadership to engage employees 

throughout the entirety of the change event.   

While archival materials reflect the fact that senior leadership engaged in change 

planning, their plan was not communicated to front-line leaders and front-line staff 
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during the change announcements or in the early planning phases.  When communication 

regarding a change plan was presented, staff did not feel that it adequately addressed all 

of the needs of a changing environment, and it lacked all of the items identified in the 

recommendation.  When receiving verbal communication regarding the change plan, 

front-line staff and leaders also thought there was a lack of an actual documented change 

plan, and the resulting inability to view any such document created uncertainty regarding 

management’s expectations of them in the newly merged environment and concerns 

regarding the amount of training to be provided as the institutions headed into the change.  

Uncertainty and confusion surrounding job expectations and training had a negative 

impact on employee engagement and created an environment that was not open to change 

or ready to engage with the change event.   

 Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) note that feelings of confusion and resistance 

regarding a change event are typical and employees often resist change when they do not 

understand what it means for them.  Elias (2009) found that, when change management 

plans do not take into the account the roles played by employees and their needs 

throughout a change, staff are likely to demonstrate resistance to the change in question 

and begin to distrust their organization.  To prepare staff for change and ensure that their 

essential needs are met, they must be provided with a plan that includes details on the 

changes that will occur and how these changes will affect both them and their 

organization (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  As discussed by Axtell et al. (2002), providing 

this information to staff in advance of a change allows employees to familiarize 

themselves with the change and provides greater exposure to the change event.  As 

employees familiarize themselves with a change and become more willing to change, 
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they can begin to make sense of the change event.  The allowance of an adjustment 

period, similar to that allowed by Axtell et al. (2002), would address a key finding of this 

study and ensure that staff have the time required to adjust to the changing environment.  

In the case considered in this research, it was only after staff adjusted and understood 

what the change meant that they were able to begin to engage with the changing 

environment.   

  Support for Employee Involvement.  In their discussion of readying an 

environment for change, Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) explored the importance of 

involving employees in a change event to help them develop change-related self-efficacy.  

Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) found that it is critical that manages involve staff, as it 

increases employees’ knowledge of how to perform their jobs and boosts their 

confidence.  Wang and Hsieh (2013) found that increasing involvement in the workplace, 

under standard working conditions, can also promote employees’ participation, thus 

improving their levels of organizational commitment and engagement.  The findings of 

this study expand upon those presented in these authors’ research by indicating that 

employee involvement is also a critical factor in keeping employees engaged in an 

organization characterized by non-standard or changing working conditions.  Over 50% 

of the study participants stated that a leader who was inclusive of feedback and created 

opportunities for them to be involved in the change process was critical to their 

engagement with the change.  The significance of this feedback is why it is recommended 

that an organization’s leadership develop a plan for how employees should be included in 

the planning phases of change management.   
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 Implementation.  To ensure all key factors are included in a plan and that staff 

are fully considered, the researcher recommends that a change management committee be 

formed before the announcement of a change and remain intact throughout all phases of 

the change event.  This committee should administer the change management plan and 

ensure that it is treated as a living document that is updated as necessary to adjust to the 

changing needs of the staff.  The committee should be comprised of the following 

stakeholders: senior leadership, front-line leadership, and at least one front-line staff 

member from each team or department that will be impacted by the change event.  The 

front-line leaders and front-line staff will be essential in any discussion of how to prepare 

an organization’s teams for a change, and they will be able to identify where training 

gaps that need to be addressed in advance of the change event may exist.   

The involvement of front-line staff can also help to ensure that their feedback is 

heard from the initial stages of the change-management process, which will help to keep 

them engaged throughout the entirety of the change event.  If the involvement of front-

line staff is not possible in advance of the change event due to confidentiality concerns, 

the plan should include a means of involving front-line staff immediately following the 

announcements.  It is recommended that front-line staff be included in the committee 

from that point on and that adjustments be made as needed to accommodate any concerns 

that they may have with regard to the existing plan.   

Recommendation 2: Increase Transparent Organizational Communication  

Recommendation.  Based on this study’s findings regarding the importance of a 

communicative leader and transparent communication in creating an engaging 

environment, it is recommended that organizations contemplating organizational change 
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create communication plans that they will adhere to both during and following the change 

event.  The communication plan should be structured similarly to the suggestions 

presented by Torppa and Smith (2011) and include the elements they discussed.  

According to Torppa and Smith (2011), communication plans must demonstrate that an 

organization has the means to implement a change and leadership support for the change 

initiative; they should also include a discussion of how the change will prove beneficial 

for the staff involved.  Based on how study participants were able to improve their morale 

as they were able to make sense of the change and experience growth as a result of it, a 

discussion of the benefits to staff is critical to a communication plan.  Given the 

opportunity to understand what the change meant to them in this case study, front-line 

staff became more willing to become involved in the change event and more focused on 

improving the changing environment.   

In addition to these items, a plan should address how information will be provided 

to staff, for example through departmental or team meetings, to promote consistency in 

departmental messaging.  The study participants frequently stressed the importance of 

team meetings, departmental meetings, brainstorming sessions, and one-on-ones in their 

interviews, as they felt that these helped them to develop a sense of closeness to their 

teams, leaders, and the change event.  A communication plan should also include a 

discussion of the decision-making structure that will exist throughout the change 

management plan, as the study participants called for leaders who were transparent in 

their decision-making styles.  Providing communication plans to staff upfront will 

indicate a willingness on the behalf of leadership to be transparent and honest about the 

changes that they plan to make.  
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 Support.  With regard to employee engagement, Jiang and Men (2017) found that 

transparent organizational communication was a key driver of engagement and helped 

employees to increase their level of involvement with an organization.  Under standard 

working conditions, robust communication between a supervisor and their employees 

was found to account for a 32% variance in the level of employee engagement in an 

organization (Karanges et al., 2014).  This research study supported the findings of 

Karanges et al. (2014), as it was found that strong communication was also vital to 

engaging employees during organizational change.   

The importance of a communicative leader and communication during change 

was identified in Theme Four, and front-line staff stressed the importance of having a 

leader who created opportunities for dialogue and kept lines of communication open.  

The study participants found that they were able to find comfort through contact with 

their leader and were able to better understand everyone whom were working with, which 

they found to be vital in increasing their engagement with the change event.  The value of 

effective leader communication, namely transparent communication, was also stressed by 

staff in Theme Five, and front-line employees felt they were able to remain engaged in 

the event through the transparency that their leaders were able to provide.  With open and 

transparent lines of communication, staff felt an increased sense of confidence in the 

change event, and they were able to remain engaged with their leaders and teams.  

Research conducted by Saruhan (2014) supports this finding, as this researcher found that 

effective communication during change can improve reactions to change and increase an 

employee’s commitment to a change event. 
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Implementation.  Following the creation of the communication plan outlined in 

this recommendation, which can be handled by the change-planning committee formed in 

Recommendation One, the plan should be presented to staff and communicated through 

multiple channels.  Organizations should present their plans in person through an 

organized staff meeting with senior leadership presence, as staff called for greater access 

to and availability of senior leadership.  After the group presentation, front-line leaders 

should share the plan with their teams and work to assist staff to understand the benefits 

of the change.  Transmitting the message consistently and through multiple channels will 

help employees see that their leadership team is putting forth a united front, and it will 

also provide clarity in the message that they are working to convey concerning the 

change event.     

Recommendation 3: Front-line Leader Training on Team Responsibilities  

 Recommendation.  To close the identified gap in front-line leaders’ knowledge 

of their team processes and to prepare leaders to take on the responsibility for their teams, 

it is recommended that organizations planning a change provide front-line leaders with 

training on team processes prior to the change event.  Closing this gap in process 

knowledge can help to combat feelings of change-related resistance, as individuals who 

have the skills required to perform the necessary functions will have an increased sense 

of confidence heading into change (Kotter & Schlesinger, 1979).  By training leaders in 

advance of the change event, they will also feel better prepared to handle the demands 

that are placed upon them during that change and have a stronger sense of self-efficacy 

with regard to the change event (Wanberg & Banas, 2000).  If front-line leaders will not 
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be required to take on a new team or processes as a result of a change event, this 

recommendation need not be implemented in an organization.  

Support.  As discussed in Theme One, employees and front-line leaders felt that 

the front-line leadership team lacked the knowledge necessary to perform the functions of 

the teams that they were tasked with managing after the change event.  Without the 

necessary knowledge to perform the work of their teams, front-line leaders were forced to 

rely more on their staff and were often unable to hold their staff accountable for the work 

they produced.  At the beginning of the change event, leaders were either placed in 

charge of entirely new teams or were given new processes to manage.  Front-line leaders 

were not provided with the time necessary to master the skills of their job, and this can 

breed resistance towards change.  According to Kotter and Schlesinger (1979), 

confidence is negatively impacted when an employee can’t perform their work, and 

resistance can be bred if an individual lacks the confidence required to perform the 

functions of a job successfully.   

Along with having new processes, leaders were tasked with learning how the 

other school managed their work and the policies that drove that work.  Without being 

given notice of the change or time to adequately prepare for operations in the merged 

department, front-line leaders were unable to develop team-based knowledge ahead of the 

change, and staff felt frustrated and confused as a result of the lack of process knowledge 

they saw their leaders exhibit.  As a result, front-line staff did not think that it was 

necessary to put forth all the effort they could because their leaders did not understand 

what was expected of them.  
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 Implementation.  To account for the negative impact produced as a result of a 

lack of training and to implement the researcher’s recommendations, organizations 

should plan for and schedule training in advance of a change event.  Providing training in 

advance of a change event will require senior leadership teams to identify the new 

processes that their front-line leaders will need to learn and the skills that they will need 

to focus on developing before the change event.  After the teams and new processes have 

been determined, front-line leaders should first concentrate on shadowing the staff who 

perform these functions.  In addition to shadowing staff, front-line leaders should seek 

out members of the leadership team who may currently perform these functions and 

obtain all available training materials related to the team’s processes.  A combination of 

shadowing and securing training materials will provide leaders with a well-round view of 

how to successfully perform and manage the functions of their team.   

If leadership process training cannot be conducted before the change event due to 

the confidential nature of the change in question, it is recommended that the senior 

leadership team only assigns teams leaders who have well-developed knowledge of the 

functions of those teams. Appointing front-lines leaders who lack team-based knowledge 

during the change event under study was shown to have a negative impact on the 

confidence of the front-line leadership team, which ultimately impacted the front-line 

staff.  The front-line staff were left with feelings of uncertainty regarding how they would 

be trained to manage their work, which negatively affected their sense of engagement.  

Recommendation 4: Inclusive and Servant Leadership Development  

 Recommendation.  Based on the study findings, front-line staff found the 

abilities of front-line leaders to be inclusive of employee feedback, transparent in their 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 128 
 

decision-making as a result of a welcoming and understanding nature, and comforting 

through communication had the most significant impact on their ability to remain 

engaged with the change event.  In the review of the literature, it was found that these 

characteristics are closely related to the characteristics of servant and inclusive leaders.  

To develop the identified leadership characteristics in front-line leaders before a change, 

it is recommended that organizations focus on the implementation of training that aids in 

the development of servant and inclusive leadership styles, which is discussed in the 

implementation section.  Such training should be offered in a classroom-style setting, and 

all participants should be paired with a mentor to help with continued coaching outside of 

the classroom.  While the first three recommendations provided a means for 

implementing the identified characteristics during a change through being inclusive of 

feedback and increasing communication and training before heading into the change 

event, they did not provide a full plan for training leaders in the identified characteristics.  

The final recommendation provides such a plan. 

To ensure that organizations are well prepared for change and do not need to 

implement last-minute training, the researcher recommends that leadership training is 

implemented in preparation for change events and engrained as part of the overall 

leadership culture of the organization.  Implementing the identified characteristics as part 

of the organizational leadership culture will help to ensure leaders are prepared in the 

event of an unanticipated change.  As the organization works to develop the leadership 

culture, it is ideal to offer leadership training at least six months in advance of a planned 

change event.  For new leaders, it is also recommended that the designated training is 

made a part of their development as new leaders and that it is not withheld up until the 
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point which the organization undergoes change.  Training leaders in advance of a change 

will allow them ample time to adjust to the new skill set(s) and help them learn to 

successfully lead their staff using the identified skills.  Since these characteristics were 

found to increase engagement in this study, early training in and application of these 

qualities will also help to create an environment that encourages employee engagement 

from the onset of the change event.  In the case considered in this research, this was not 

seen until approximately three months into the change event, and staff felt disengaged 

from the organization prior to that time, which impacted the level of support for the 

change event.  

 Support for Servant Leadership.  As organizations focus on training their 

leaders in the characteristics that have been found to engage employees during periods of 

change, it is recommended that they do so with a focus on servant and inclusive 

leadership styles.  Based on the codes presented in Table 6 and the discussion of Theme 

Five, front-line staff found that they were engaged through a leader’s ability to be honest 

and sincere, welcoming, interested in their work, and focused on developing a strong 

team presence.  Spears (as cited in Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011) identified servant 

leader characteristics as strong listening skills, empathy, awareness, commitment, and the 

building of a community.  Stone (as cited in Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011) also 

presented the leadership characteristics of a servant leader and discussed the importance 

of honesty and trust in a servant leadership style.   

In their interview responses, staff indicated that the willingness of their leaders to 

be available to them and understand their feelings related to the change helped them to 

remain engaged with the change event and reduced their inclination to resist it.  Front-
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line leaders’ ability to be understanding and welcoming of feelings can be likened to the 

empathetic nature of the servant leader.  The importance of the servant leadership style 

was reflected in the findings of this study, and front-line staff felt they were engaged by a 

leader who was aware of the work that they were engaged in and committed to helping 

them to adapt to the changing environment.  Staff and front-line leaders also discussed 

the values of honesty and trust mentioned by Stone (as cited in Dierendonck and Nuijten, 

2011), and they felt these characteristics went a long way in helping to create an engaging 

environment during the change event under study.   

Support for Inclusive Leadership.  In addition to a call for leaders who exhibit 

leadership characteristics similar to those of a servant leader, Themes Three, Four, and 

Five signal a need for leaders who focus on leading their staff using an inclusive 

leadership style.  While discussing these themes, employees frequently mentioned how 

inclusion in the alignment of the department, the ability to provide feedback, and the 

communication from their leader helped to engage them with the change event.  An 

inclusive leadership style finds value in these characteristics and is focused on leading 

employees by listening, paying attention to their needs, and encouraging them to bring 

ideas to the table (Carmeli et al., 2010; Choi et al., 2015).  In standard working 

conditions, these characteristics were found to improve employee engagement and create 

an environment in which employees were more motivated to conduct business for their 

organization.   

Through the interview responses provided by the participants and the review of 

archival materials, it was also found that the inclusive leadership style can engage 

employees during change, even outside of the non-standard working conditions covered 
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in the literature, and create a strong sense of engagement with the organization.  Over 

50% of front-line staff participants had leaders who were inclusive of their feedback and 

actively sought it out from them, which helped the front-line staff to best understand how 

they could be involved and engaged with the change event.  Employees felt that their 

opinions on the changing environment mattered and that they were empowered to be part 

of the change event, which had a significant impact on their ability to remain engaged.  

Staff also discussed the value of communication with their leaders, which is characteristic 

of inclusive leadership, and found that they had an improved change experience and were 

more motivated to be engaged with their teams and leaders.  

Implementation.  The goal of the recommended leadership training is to develop 

servant and inclusive leadership skills in front-line leaders who are new to organizations 

or those that will be experiencing an organizational change event.  While it may initially 

be challenging to develop the characteristics of multiple leadership styles, it is essential to 

have an adaptable leadership style.  Combining two or more techniques can reflect 

flexibility on the part of leaders and help to offset the strengths and weakness of each 

leadership style (Echols, 2009).  As discussed by front-line leaders who participated in 

this research, the organization under study has had success with classroom-style training 

that pairs leaders with mentors at the start of the training.  Based on the successes 

produced by this style of training and the value that the front-line leaders saw in it, 

leadership training should be implemented in the form of a classroom-style training and 

mentor pairing.   

When identifying mentors, organizations should search for individuals who are 

members of the senior leadership team who will be undergoing the change with the front-
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line leaders and those who are familiar with the responsibilities of the front-line leaders in 

the changed environment.  This approach to assigning mentors will accomplish several of 

the goals of this study: Throughout this study, front-line staff and leaders called for an 

increase in the involvement of senior leadership, which can be achieved through their 

participation in training and development.  Assigning mentors who are familiar with the 

responsibilities of the leaders in the changed environment will also help to ensure that 

leaders are focused on the building of the team-based knowledge that was lacking in the 

change event under study.  It is also anticipated that senior leaders will have a well-

developed leadership style based on their roles and add value to mentoring based on their 

leadership experience.   

To identify mentors who embody the characteristics of both servant and inclusive 

leaders, members of the senior leadership team will be tasked with taking the Gallup 

StrengthsFinder Assessment.  The Gallup StrengthsFinder assessment identifies 

leadership characteristics that fall under the executing, influencing, relationship-building, 

and strategic thinking domains, which can then be linked to the attributes of servant and 

inclusive leaders (Rath & Conchie, 2008).  Based on the leader traits in each of these 

domains, leaders who are identified as having influencing and relationship-building traits 

should be assigned as mentors.  The characteristics of these domains are focused on 

communication, self-assurance, adaptability, empathy, inclusion, and positivity (Rath & 

Conchie, 2008).  These characteristics were identified in the study as crucial in engaging 

employees during periods of change, and they are typical of the servant and inclusive 

leadership styles. 
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The mentors identified based on the completion of the StrengthsFinder assessment 

should also be assigned as the lead trainers for the classroom-style training.  When the 

training is implemented at the organization under study, the researcher will act as the lead 

trainer, and mentors will provide support as needed.  Classroom-style training will be 

focused on helping trainees understand the value of implementing servant and inclusive 

leadership styles, and it will present facts related to the impact that the identified 

leadership characteristics had on creating an engaging environment for employees during 

the change considered in this research.    

Classroom training in the development of an inclusive leadership style will focus 

on developing skills that allow participants to identify their assumptions and biases, listen 

to and slow down their responses to employees, and engage employees in a constructive 

and non-judgmental manner (Janakiraman, 2011).  These lessons are vital to breaking 

down barriers and helping front-line staff feel as if they can be forthcoming and direct 

with their leaders, which study participants found to be of value in keeping them engaged 

with the change event.  The training on servant leadership characteristics will focus on 

relationship-building with employees as a means of increasing trust and the importance of 

displaying empathy, as these were found to be aspects of servant leadership that 

functioned as the drivers of engagement.  At the culmination of the classroom training, it 

is expected that the front-line leaders will continue to work with their mentors and meet 

on a consistent basis in order to discuss development and provide coaching on servant 

and inclusive leader behaviors.  

In planning the training, the researcher will follow Caffarella’s (2002) model of 

interactive program planning.  According to Caffarella (2002), training programs are 
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offered for five primary purposes, and one of these purposes is to assist organizations in 

achieving results and adapting to change.  The need to assist employees to adjust to 

change and keep employees engaged during the process is a vital objective of this study 

and one that is supported by the development of the training program.  Among many 

other factors, following Caffarella’s (2002) model will help the researcher to ensure that 

budgeting constraints are taken into consideration, program ideas are prioritized, and a 

base of support for training is built.  These are steps that are laid out in Caffarella’s plan 

and that provide a baseline for the researcher to follow as the training is developed and 

administered.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Recommendations 

 Multiple organizational stakeholders could impact the implementation of the 

proposed study recommendations.  Whenever an organization undergoes any level of 

organizational change, stakeholders are affected, and means of lessening the overall 

impact should be considered.  Based on the necessity of remaining involved throughout 

the change event, the changing organization’s senior leadership team will be impacted by 

implementing the recommendations.  The senior leadership team can help employees to 

understand the positive impacts of change and could act as positive change agents in the 

organization.  Communication and support from senior leadership will be critical to the 

successful implementation of the researcher’s recommendations.  

 Front-line leadership also has a significant impact on the recommendations 

provided in this study.  The members of the front-line leadership team are intimately 

involved with the creation of an engaging environment, and they will be tasked with 

undergoing training in advance of the change event to help prepare an environment that 
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can engage employees.  The buy-in of front-line leaders will be critical in implementing 

the solutions, and their support will be necessary throughout the implementation of all of 

the recommendations provided.  Based on the commitment required of front-line 

leadership, they may be hesitant to adopt the proposed recommendations and champion 

the creation of an engaging environment.  To address such hesitations, the support of 

senior leadership will be vital.  Senior leaders will need to provide front-line leaders with 

the resources, training, and time that they will need to implement the identified 

recommendations. 

 Finally, front-line staff will be impacted by the proposed study recommendations, 

as they will be tasked with being involved in the organization’s change management 

plans and will be asked to provide substantive feedback throughout the change process.  

Front-line staff may experience a level of concern regarding their involvement due to 

their potential unfamiliarity with working with senior leadership, as there is not a great 

deal of interaction at the organization under study, so it will be necessary for front-line 

and senior leaders to create a comfortable and supportive environment for the 

participants.   

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to the Proposed Recommendations  

 Potential barriers to the implementation of the recommendations exist within the 

first and second recommendations: With these recommendations, the researcher is 

proposing that organizations provide notice of change events through the inclusion of 

front-line staff in the planning of changes and via increasingly transparent organizational 

communication.  These recommendations could prompt some resistance from 

organizational leadership, as they may have reasons for keeping a change event 
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confidential.  These reasons could force the organization to exclude front-line staff and 

leaders from the change-planning phases.  This level of confidentiality was seen in the 

change event under study, and it was found that executive and senior leadership were the 

only parties involved in planning.  

While it could prompt resistance, it is essential that organizational leadership 

teams understand the positive benefits of engaging staff and consider doing so as they 

plan for change.  Studies have shown that an engaged team has a positive impact on 

customer satisfaction and organizational growth, which are the driving forces behind the 

for-profit institutions under study (Kaliannan & Adjovu, 2015).  If these obstacles cannot 

be overcome and should the value not be seen, it is recommended that front-line staff be 

included in the change management plan immediately following the announcements of 

the change event and that changes are made to the plan as needed to accommodate the 

recommendations provided by front-line staff.   

Financial Issues Related to the Proposed Recommendations  

 While there should be little to no cost associated with implementing a change-

planning committee and developing change management and communication plans, the 

implementation of organizational training will result in organizational costs related to the 

time and money required to train employees.  At the organization under study, the 

researcher will be required to ask all stakeholders for a time commitment, which will be 

necessary to accomplish the recommendations put forth.  This same ask will be needed at 

organizations that implement the proposed recommendations, and stakeholders must be 

willing to commit the time necessary to fulfill the recommendations.  While there is also 

a cost associated with the completion of the StrengthsFinder assessment, it is minimal, 
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and it is not expected this would prompt resistance in being worked into organizations’ 

training and development budgets.  The organization under study has a budget dedicated 

to professional development, and the costs for the professional development at the 

organization can be allocated to the training and development budget.   

Other Issues Related to the Proposed Recommendations 

 While some leaders may be committed to engaging employees, it cannot be 

expected that this will be a primary focus for other organizations and leaders.  Leaders 

are unique in their styles and choose a focus that is important to them as they develop 

their teams, which may not be conducive to the creation of an engaging environment.  

With this study’s recommendations, the researcher is requesting that organizations 

reconsider how they plan change and the ways in which they lead their staff, which is a 

significant ask of well-developed companies and leaders.  To overcome these issues, it 

will be critical for the researcher to explain the value of engaging employees during 

change and to assist organizations to understand how doing so can improve a changing 

environment and employees’ experiences.    

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Recommendations  

 During the presentation of the study recommendations, the researcher provided 

steps for implementing the recommendations.  Since the organization under study had 

already undergone the change event evaluated in the case study, these recommendations 

were not implemented at this organization.  Rather than applying the recommendations, 

the researcher provided a framework for how they could be implemented in organizations 

planning future organizational change events.   
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Leaders’ Role in Implementing the Proposed Recommendations   

 Leaders, including the researcher, would play an integral role in the 

implementation of the study recommendations.  Organizational leaders will be tasked 

with the implementation of the change management and communication plans.  Leaders 

will also be tasked with undergoing training on the functions of their teams before 

heading into changes and focusing on the leadership development training suggested in 

this study.  In the organization under study, the researcher will be the champion for the 

recommendations and will lead the leadership training program presented in the final 

recommendation.  When considering their involvement, leaders should take into account 

the time commitment necessary to implement the recommendations and ensure that time 

is set aside to focus on the implementation phases.   

 The implementation of leadership training may also require leaders to come to 

terms with any gaps they may have in their leadership training and be honest about the 

level of development that they may need in order to engage employees during change.  

Since leaders devote significant amounts of time to developing their leadership styles and 

teams, it will be critical for them to understand the value of the identified characteristics 

in a changing environment.  The study does not attempt to discredit the value of their 

leadership styles in standard working conditions, as it specifically considered what was 

needed in a non-standard changing environment.   

Building Support for the Proposed Recommendations  

 Building support for the study recommendations will start with garnering support 

from organizational executive and senior leadership teams.  Without their support and 

willingness to share details about any future change events, the recommendations 
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provided in this study cannot come to fruition and should not be attempted.  After 

securing the buy-in of executive and senior leadership teams, it will also be necessary to 

secure support from the front-line leaders.  Front-line organizational leaders will be 

tasked with the greatest responsibility with regard to the implementation of the 

recommendations, and their support is vital to the success thereof.  Based on the critical 

nature of this support and the essential role that such leaders play in engaging employees, 

it is also not recommended that organizations attempt to implement these 

recommendations if they cannot secure this support from their leaders.   

 If support is gained from all levels of leadership, leaders should also focus on 

communicating the goals and benefits of the recommendations to front-line staff.  The 

results of this study emphasize the importance of engaging employees throughout the 

entire change process, which is why there is a need to obtain their support for this study’s 

recommendations.  If an organization undertakes these efforts without the support of 

front-line staff, they may create a disengaged environment from the beginning of the 

implementation of the suggestions, and the recommendations may not go far enough in 

terms of regenerating engagement.   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 Depending on the organizational need to plan for change, the manner in which 

these recommendations are implemented will vary across organizations.  Regardless of 

any impending change events, it is recommended that organizations implement the 

leadership training identified in Recommendation Four as they develop new leaders and 

do not wait until a planned change event.  For those leaders who are already occupying 

their roles, it is recommended that training be offered at least six months before an 
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anticipated change event.  If the need is not identified as early as six months out, training 

should be implemented as soon as the need for change is recognized.  The training 

suggested in Recommendation Four should go along with the training needs presented in 

Recommendation Three, and efforts to train front-line leaders on their team 

responsibilities should be made as soon as the need for change has been identified.   

 To gauge the effectiveness of these recommendations, senior leaders should 

conduct surveys similar to the NPS survey discussed in the section devoted to the 

research findings.  In the organization under study, surveys intended to gauge employee 

feelings towards the new environment were disseminated to front-line staff and leaders 

one year after the change event.  Organizations that have implemented the proposed 

recommendations and intend to assess their effectiveness should administer the survey to 

their staff after they feel they have been able to solidify their changed environment.  

Senior leaders should distribute the survey to front-line staff and leaders and target 

questions directly at evaluating the success of the change event and how employees felt 

engaged with the change event.  The distribution of the survey will assist the organization 

to determine if it was able to successfully implement the recommendations and improve 

the level of employee engagement.   

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 The research presented in the instrumental case study was performed as an 

attempt to indicate the importance of engaging employees both during and following 

periods of change.  Throughout this attempt, the central focus was on identifying the 

leadership characteristics that were able to create an engaging environment in the 
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organization under study.  This study’s findings contribute to the existing literature on 

change management and employee engagement and link them to how leaders can 

improve engagement during change.  Prior research on organizational change has failed 

to address how leaders can adequately improve engagement during periods of change, 

and there was a missing link in the literature concerning the effectiveness of leadership 

styles in engaging employees during periods of change.  Organizations that plan to 

undergo a change in the future and hope to ensure that their employees remain engaged 

during the process will ultimately benefit from the results of this study and may find 

value in applying the recommendations.   

 The findings of this study can contribute to leadership development at 

organizations that are changing, and they can also lead to the creation of a more 

prosperous organizational change environment.  Leaders will become stronger leaders 

through their increased adaptability in terms of modifying their leadership styles to take 

into account the changing needs of their employees, which will make them well-rounded 

leaders.  Given the frequency of change that is seen at organizations similar to the one 

under study, it is also critical to create an environment that can engage employees and 

reduce their intention to resist a change event.  As reflected in this study’s findings, such 

an environment can be nurtured through a focus on leadership characteristics similar to 

those of servant and inclusive leaders.  The literature indicates the importance of engaged 

employees and the role they play in the success of an organization, which is why it is 

necessary for organizations to ensure that they take the employee experience into 

consideration as they plan for change.   
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Implications for Future Research 

 Based on the frequency of environmental change and the focus on the employee 

experience, there is a vast range of possibilities for future research related to the topic 

under study.  The data collected in this study identified several gaps in the creation of 

engaging environments from the onset of a change event.  A great deal of change 

resistance was generated due to the lack of a change plan, and employees found this had a 

significant impact on their experience of the change.  While recommendations intended 

to close that gap and ensure that employees are engaged throughout the entirety of the 

process have been offered, such research has not been tested.  Future research on the 

topic could focus directly on involving employees in the planning of change and 

considering the overall impact that this has on reducing change resistance in employees 

and helping them become engaged with a change event.  Such future work could address 

the gaps in the research identified by the researcher.   

 Future research on this topic outside of the for-profit industry could also provide 

interesting results with regards to employee engagement.  The majority of the participants 

studied by the researcher had experience with organizational change and understood the 

frequency of change based on nature of the for-profit industry in which they operated.  It 

would be of interest to conduct a similar study at an organization that has not undergone a 

significant organizational change in the past and is new to changing environments.  This 

would help to determine if the identified leadership characteristics hold value in all 

organizational settings or are only necessary in those that experience frequent 

organizational change.  If it is found that these characteristics are also necessary for 
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environments that are not well versed in handling change, it could add value to the 

importance of developing inclusive and servant leaders before heading into change.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 The results of this study can improve leadership practice and the developmental 

opportunities provided to leaders.  As presented throughout the literature, managing 

change is difficult for leaders, and there are many tools that they can use to manage 

change successfully.  The tools presented in the literature focus on managing change and 

readying employees for change, but they do not fully consider how leaders use their 

leadership style to do so.  The findings of this study contribute to research on the topic of 

change management and helps leaders to best understand how the ways in which they 

lead their employees impact their overall change experience.  

In addition to managing a change event, leaders must understand the value in 

engaging employees and find ways to do so in a changing environment.  Change events 

are often unsuccessful due to failures to account for the central role played by employees 

(Choi, 2011), and this study’s research provided recommendations that focused on the 

centrality of that role and engaging employees throughout a change process.  This study’s 

findings placed importance on the role played by leaders and can help leaders to 

understand the critical importance of a focus on continued leadership development.   

Summary of the Study 

 Organizations such as FPCUs undergo frequent change and are thus required to 

rely on the ability of front-line employees to cope with such changes (Stanley et al., 

2005).  Given the fact that the difficulty of dealing with change can cause an increase in 

change resistance (Stanley et al., 2005), this study attempted to identify how the 
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leadership characteristics employed during organizational change can help to create an 

engaging environment of change and reduce the inclination on the part of employees to 

resist change.  These leadership characteristics were evaluated using an instrumental case 

study.  As part of the case study, the researcher interviewed 17 participants, evaluated 

archival materials, and conducted observations as a non-participant.  Through the use of 

these data collection techniques, six themes emerged, and the study’s findings were 

presented in relation to these themes.  The themes that guided the study were confusion 

concerning change driven by a lack of change planning and preparedness, shifting morale 

due to change-related growth, eliciting feedback as a means of engaging staff, the support 

of communicative leaders during change, the support of transparent leaders during 

change, and nurturing an engaged environment following change.   

 Through an analysis of these findings, the researcher was able to conclude that 

leadership characteristics similar to those of inclusive and servant leaders are able to 

create change environments that engage employees both during and following a change.  

These leadership styles were identified through the presentation of the research and an 

analysis of theme-related codes, as they all signaled leadership traits that were 

characteristic of these leadership styles.  Data collected in the study identified gaps in the 

creation of an engaged environment were identified in relation to the confusion that 

stemmed from a lack of change planning and preparedness for a change event.  To close 

this gap, recommendations were offered, namely creating change management plans, 

promoting transparent organizational communication, and training leaders in the 

functions of their team before heading into a change event.  The identified leadership 

characteristics and development of these characteristics were present in all of the 
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recommendations, and the study concluded with a final recommendation intended to 

fulfill the objective of this work by providing suggestions for the development of 

leadership training.  It is recommended that organizations that plan to undergo change 

focus on developing leaders who embody servant and inclusive leadership styles through 

mentoring from senior leadership and classroom-style training.   

 The findings of this study contribute to the development of leaders and the 

existing literature on change management and employee engagement.  With the buy-in 

and support of all of the stakeholders involved, organizational leadership can create 

teams that are conducive to change and focused on improving levels of change-related 

employee engagement both during and following change events.  This focus will enable 

organizations to successfully manage change and grow as a result of organizational 

changes.     
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Appendix A 

Front-Line Employee Interview Questions 

Interview Protocol: Employee Experience with Organizational Change  

Time of Interview: 

 

Date: 

 

Place: Corporate Headquarters Conference Room 

 

Interviewer: Laura Smith 

 

Interviewee: For these interviews, I will sample front-line employees within the 

university academics department, at a for-profit higher education institution, that 

experienced a particular organizational change.   

 

Recording: If it is okay with you, I will be tape-recording our conversation.  The 

purpose of this is so that I can get all the details but at the same time be able to carry on 

an attentive conversation with you.  I assure you that all your comments will remain 

confidential.  I will be compiling a report which will contain all comments without any 

reference to individuals. 

 

Position of Interviewee: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research 

project on organizational change and employee engagement.  I would like to discuss 

your experience with the changes within the university academics department that 

combined operations for the two large universities supported by your organization.  I 

want to remind you that your comments will remain confidential and anonymous and I 

have a consent form for you to sign.  If you need to take a break at any point, please 

feel free to do so.  Please also ask any questions you have throughout the interview.   

 

Questions: 

1. Describe your role within the department.  

 

2. How has this role changed since departmental operations were combined?  

 

3. Can you tell me more about your feelings towards the strategic change 

initiatives when they were announced?  

 

4. Can you describe anything you may have changed about the way the 

announcements were made and early planning efforts?  

 

5. Can you describe your involvement with the change initiatives and any 

additional responsibilities you were tasked with immediately following the 

announcements?  
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6. Describe the level of support you feel you received from leadership 

immediately following these announcements and assignment of tasks. 

 

 

7. Describe your work performance during the change initiatives.  

 

a. If performance suffered, was there more that could have been done by 

leadership to help improve results?  

 

8. What had the most significant impact on your involvement with the 

organizational change and did this reduce your inclination to resist the change? 

 

9. Tell me more about the ways in which your leadership team worked to keep 

you engaged with the strategic change initiative.  

 

a. What specific actions were taken to try and engage you with the 

organization? 

 

10. Recall an engagement effort that you feel was especially impactful to your 

change experience.  

 

11. Describe the impact this experience had on your overall engagement with the 

change and organization.  

 

12. Describe the level of communication you had with the groups below during the 

change initiatives.  

 

a. Communication with the department 

b. Communication with your team  

c. Communication with your leader 

d. Communication with senior leadership 

 

13. Tell me about how you felt with this level of communication and how it 

impacted your experience.  

 

14. Describe the level of trust you had in the organization and in your leader during 

the period of change.  

 

a. Tell me about how this has changed, if it has, in your newly formed 

environment.  

 

15. Tell me about ways in which stronger levels of engagement could have 

improved your change experience.  

 

16. What leadership characteristics did you identify in your leader throughout the 

change process?  
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17. What impact did these characteristics have on your experience?  

 

18. Tell me about your feelings towards organizational change during the periods 

of time listed below.  

 

a. Before you knew of the change initiatives  

b. During the period of change 

c. After the change event  

 

19. Tell me about something you wish you or your leader had done differently 

during the period of organizational change.  

 

20. If there is something more you’d like to add about the organizational we have 

been discussing that I have not asked, please describe that for me. 
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Appendix B 

Front-Line Leader Interview Questions 

Interview Protocol: Employee Experience with Organizational Change  

Time of Interview: 

 

Date: 

 

Place: Corporate Headquarters Conference Room 

 

Interviewer: Laura Smith 

 

Interviewee: For these interviews, I will sample front-line leaders within the university 

academics department, at a for-profit higher education institution, that experienced a 

particular organizational change.   

 

Recording: If it is okay with you, I will be tape-recording our conversation.  The 

purpose of this is so that I can get all the details but at the same time be able to carry on 

an attentive conversation with you.  I assure you that all your comments will remain 

confidential.  I will be compiling a report which will contain all comments without any 

reference to individuals. 

 

Position of Interviewee: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research 

project on organizational change and employee engagement.  I would like to discuss 

your experience with the changes within the university academics department that 

combined operations for the two large universities supported by your organization.  I 

want to remind you that your comments will remain confidential and anonymous and I 

have a consent form for you to sign.  If you need to take a break at any point, please 

feel free to do so.  Please also ask any questions you have throughout the interview.   

 

Questions: 

1. Describe your role within the department.  

 

2. How has this role changed since departmental operations were combined?  

 

3. Tell me more about your involvement with the change initiatives leading up to 

the announcement to front-line employees.  

 

4. Describe how you planned for the announcements of the change and 

discussions with your employees. 

 

5. Can you describe anything you may have changed about the announcements 

and planning efforts?  
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6. Can you describe your involvement with the change initiatives and any 

additional responsibilities you were tasked with?  

 

7. Describe the level of support you feel you received from your leadership team 

immediately following these announcements and assignment of teams. 

 

8. Describe how you managed the work of your front-line staff during the change.  

 

a. If performance suffered, was there more that you could have been to 

help improve results on your team?  

 

9. Were there actions taking during the change that you feel bred a resistance or 

inclination to resist change in your employees? 
 

a. Tell me more about any resistance you saw in your employees, 

including the reasons they were resisting the change. 

 

10. What types of behaviors did you see your employees’ exhibit after they got 

acclimated to the change and worked to navigate through it? 

 

11. What impact did these behaviors have on the success of the change initiatives? 

 

12. Tell me more about the ways in which you attempted to engage your employees 

with the strategic change initiative.  

 

13. Recall an engagement effort that you feel was especially impactful to their 

experience.  

 

14. Tell me about ways in which stronger levels of engagement could have 

improved their change experience.  

 

15. What leadership characteristics did you try to embody during the change event? 

 

a. Did you find specific characteristics affected your employees in 

different ways? 

 

16. Describe why you chose to embody these specific characteristics and what 

training you had to develop them. 

 

17. Can you tell me more about organizational focus on the development of 

leadership skills? 
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18. Tell me about your feelings towards organizational change during the periods 

of time listed below.  

 

a. Before you knew of the change initiatives  

b. During the period of change 

c. After the change event  

 

19. Tell me more about the current organizational environment now that the 

changes have been cemented in the organization.  

 

20. If there is something more you’d like to add about the organizational we have 

been discussing that I have not asked, please describe that for me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DURING CHANGE 162 
 

Appendix C 

Front-Line Staff Follow-Up Interview Questions 

1. You stated during the change your leader led you using leadership characteristics 

focused on [insert characteristics for each participant].  In what ways do you think 

those characteristics helped to keep you engaged or involved with the event that 

was taking place? 

a. Do you believe these characteristics were enough to create an environment 

of employees that were engaged with the change event or do you feel 

something additional was needed? 

b. Which specific characteristic had the greatest level of influence on your 

engagement during and following the change event?  

2. In the years following the change event, has the focus on employee engagement 

shifted, for the good or bad, or has your leader consistently focused one engaging 

you using the leadership characteristics listed above? 

 

Front-Line Leader Follow-Up Interview Questions 

1. You stated during the change you led your staffing using characteristics focused 

on [insert characteristics for each participant].  In what ways do you think those 

characteristics helped to keep your employees engaged or involved with the 

change event that was taking place?  

a. Do you believe these characteristics were enough to create an environment 

of employees that were engaged with the change event or do you feel 

something additional was needed?  

b. Which specific characteristics had the greatest level of influence on your 

staff’s level of engagement during and following the change event?  

2. In the years following the change event, has the focus on employee engagement 

shifted, for the good or bad, or has you consistently focused on engaging your 

employees using the leadership characteristics listed above?  

a. Did you make any changes to the ways in which you try to keep your 

employees engaged in the organization and their work? 
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Appendix D 

Letter of Agreement 

9/14/17 

 

To the CU IRB: 

 

            I am familiar with Laura Smith’s research project entitled Improving Employee 

Engagement during Organizational Change through a Focus on Leadership 

Characteristics. I understand [organization name redacted] involvement to be the 

specified research site to conduct employee interviews and observations. Research will be 

conducted on the [department name redacted]. Front-line staff and their leaders will be 

the main focus of the study. Research participants and the organization name will remain 

confidential throughout the study.  

 

            We understand that this research will be carried out following sound ethical 

principles, that participant involvement in this research study is strictly voluntary, and 

that confidentiality of participants’ research data is ensured, as described in the protocol. 

 

            Therefore, as a representative of [organization name redacted], I agree that Laura 

Smith’s research project may be conducted at our organization. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

[Name redacted] 

VP – Academic Services 

[Organization name redacted]  
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Appendix E 

Participant Invitation  

Dear Participant,  

I am conducting interviews as part of a research study to evaluate the impact of 

leadership characteristics on employee engagement during organizational change at for-

profit colleges and universities.  As an employee at this type of institution, you are an 

ideal candidate to provide information from your perspective.  I am interested in your 

thoughts and perspectives on the change event at your organization.  The interview will 

take up to 90 minutes and will be in an informal setting.  The interview will be recorded, 

and all responses will be kept confidential.  Each interview will be assigned a unique 

numbered identifier to help ensure that personal identifiers are not revealed during the 

analysis and write up of findings.  There is no compensation for participating in this 

study.  If you are willing to participate, please suggest a day and time that suits you, and I 

will coordinate the scheduling.  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  

 

Thank you,  

Laura Smith 
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Appendix F 

Participant Informed Consent Form 

Introductory Statement: 

Before your participation in this study, please read this document thoroughly.  You have 

been asked to participate in a research study focused on employee engagement and 

organizational change.  The research is interested in determining how leadership impacts 

engagement during organizational change and you will be asked to provide data related to 

this topic.  Before you agree to participate in this type of study, it is important for you to 

understand the risks and benefits of your participation.  After developing this 

understanding, you may agree to participate in the study or decline your invitation.  This 

consent form will describe the purpose of the study, study procedures, and any possible 

benefits and risks associated with the study.  Once you understand these aspects of the 

study, you will be asked to sign this form.  You are under no obligation to participate in 

this study. 

Purpose of the Research Study: 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the impact of leadership characteristics on 

employee engagement during organizational change at for-profit colleges and 

universities.  If you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to take part in 

observations and interviews related to the purpose of the study.  Interviews will be geared 

towards leadership characteristics that you exhibited or saw exhibited during the 

organizational change event and how those impacted your overall experience with the 

organization.  You will also be asked for any archival documents you have related to the 

topic under study.  You will have the ability to review final products of the data and 

confirm the reliability and validity of the information being put forth.  

Risks of Participating in the Study: 

Since all identifiable information regarding your name, employee identification number, 

and organization name will be removed from the study and assigned unique identifiers, 

there is no risk of participating in the study.  Potentially sensitive information will be 

reviewed for any identifying features, and those will be excluded from the study results.  

Interview recordings will also be destroyed, as to safeguard against voice recognition 

after the third party transcription has occurred. A possible risk involved in this study 

involves the potential social and psychological risks associated with accidental disclosure 

of confidential information from the data collected throughout the study. Methods of 

storing and securing data are designed to minimize this risk. 

Confidentiality Risks: 

Since the above measures will be taken to protect your identity, any risk associated with 

the release of identifying information will be mitigated throughout the study. We will do 

everything we can to keep your records confidential.  However, it cannot be guaranteed.  

We may need to report certain information to agencies as required by law. 
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Benefits of Participating in the Study:  

There will be no financial compensation or benefits associated with your employment 

with the organization associated with your participation.  As a result of your 

participation, data can be gathered on creating an engaging environment for employees 

that is readied for change.  This can be highly beneficial for organizations in the future.  

There will be no direct benefits to you as a result of your participation in the study.  

Confidentiality: 

All necessary measures will be taken to keep records confidential.  Research findings 

may be presented in professional settings and results may be published in relevant 

academic journals.  Your name and identifying information will always be kept private.  

Participation Compensation: 

There will be no compensation for participating in the research study.  

Contact Information: 

If you would like to speak further about the research project, you may communicate with 

the researcher, Laura Smith, at 217-414-4947, or her dissertation chairperson.  

Consequences of Participant’s Decision to Withdraw 

As a study participant, you may withdraw from the study at any time, and it will not 

impact your employment with the organization or future prospects.  You may withdraw 

from the study and still provide archival information and access to any already completed 

interviews, or you may withdraw completely and not provide any access to this 

information. 
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Appendix G 

Participant Bill of Rights 

As a participant in this research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 

you will be asked to do if you are in the study.    

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study.  

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study.  

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study.  

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected.  

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about the research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research subject.  
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Appendix H 

Observation Protocol  

Observation Date:  

Observation Time:  

Observation Type:  

Number of Participants:  

 

Front-line Staff Dynamics to Observe 

Behavior Notes 

Front-line staff communication with team  

Front-line staff communication with 

leader 

 

Front-line staff participation in meeting by 

providing feedback 

 

Front-line staff participation in meeting by 

asking questions 

 

 

Front-line Leader Dynamics to Observe 

Behavior Notes 

Front-line leader communication with 

team 

 

Front-line leader leadership behaviors  

Front-line leader eliciting feedback from 

staff 

 

Front-line leader posing questions to staff  

 

Descriptive Notes 

Description of participants  

Description of activities  

Participant interactions  

Participant quotes  

 

Reflective Notes 

Questions to self and observations 

 


