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ABSTRACT 

Organizational transformation has become a defining feature of modern 

management, driven by changing market conditions, workforce diversification, and 

rapid technological advancement. Despite its importance, a large percentage of 

change projects still fail, and poor communication is often cited as a major 

contributing factor. This study systematically reviews the empirical and conceptual 

literature to examine how communication influences the success or failure of 

organizational change efforts. Using a PRISMA-guided systematic literature 

review methodology, 40 empirical and conceptual studies from multiple disciplines 

were examined. The review synthesizes evidence on how communication channels, 

timing, clarity, transparency, and managerial credibility shape employee attitudes 

and change outcomes. The results show that timely, transparent, two-way 

communication improves acceptance, engagement, and change readiness, whereas 

poor, inconsistent, or delayed communication increases employee resistance, 

uncertainty, and mistrust. The review also finds that face-to-face communication 

remains essential for building trust and emotional commitment, even as digital 

tools improve the efficiency and reach of organizational communication. Finally, 

the analysis identifies key gaps in the literature, including a lack of longitudinal 

studies, limited attention to digital and hybrid communication environments, and 

an overemphasis on individual-level outcomes at the expense of organizational-

level results. By integrating theoretical and empirical findings, this study 

contributes to the body of knowledge on change management and offers practical 

guidance for managers seeking to strengthen communication effectiveness during 

organizational transformation. 

Keywords: Organizational Change, Communication, Employee Resistance, 

Change Management, Systematic Literature Review 

INTRODUCTION 

Organizational change has become an unavoidable aspect of modern management, driven 

by workforce diversification, technological advancement, and evolving labour dynamics. Despite 

its importance, an estimated 70% of change initiatives fail, and one of the leading causes of such 

failures is poor communication between managers and employees. Organizations need to inform 

employees about the process of change and how the new structure will address future challenges 

during organizational transformation. 
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The goal of communication during a large-scale change project is to convince stakeholders 

to embrace a different future vision, but employees must first understand the “why,” “what,” and 

“how” of the change. Several empirical studies confirm the importance of answering the “why” 

question. For example, in a study of major change in a hospital setting, Nutt found that employees 

were more likely to accept a change when they believed it was justified (full citation needed — 

see accompanying note). Effective organizational change therefore requires leaders to clearly 

explain why, what, and how the change is being carried out. Many employees cannot accept change 

through a few emails or a single meeting, because they are unable to fully process what is being 

asked of them. Change leaders need strong communication skills to ensure that employees 

understand and accept the change; where these skills are lacking, leaders are advised to seek 

support from an experienced communication team or consultant. Transparent communication 

needs to begin at the outset of the change process and continue throughout the entire transition 

(Beatty, 2015). 

According to Bolden and Gosling (2006), executives are well aware that organizational 

change is occurring more rapidly than before, and that managing this fast-paced change is one of 

their biggest challenges. A significant body of research clarifies the role of communication in 

organizational transformation. Several researchers have examined how communication affects 

different employee groups and shapes the success of particular change initiatives (Stouten et al., 

2018; Vaara & Langley, 2021). Understanding how effective communication tactics directly affect 

the outcomes of organizational change is therefore critical. Bridging the gap between theory and 

practice requires a clearer understanding of the benefits of good communication, the consistency 

and clarity of managerial messaging, and the strategies that support smooth change 

implementation. 

During periods of transition, organizational communication is essential not only for 

transferring information but also for creating shared meaning. Employees' perceptions of 

legitimacy, urgency, and fairness are shaped by how leadership communicates (Weick, 1995; 

Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). When communication is ambiguous or inconsistent, employees are 

more likely to feel uneasy and anxious, which can lead to resistance and reduced participation 

(Bordia et al., 2004). Conversely, employees who receive clear and transparent communication 

find it easier to understand the change, align organizational goals with their own expectations, and 

develop a shared understanding of the transformation process. 

Research also shows that communication quality affects leadership trust during periods of 

change. Trust plays a major role in determining whether employees support or resist organizational 

reform (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Transparent, honest communication builds employees' trust in 

management by dispelling rumors and misinformation, whereas poor communication casts doubt 

on leaders' intentions (Mishra & Spreitzer, 1998). Communication is essential for building trust 

during major or disruptive change, when employees look to leadership for guidance and 

reassurance amid heightened uncertainty. 

The literature on change has also paid growing attention to the function of managers as 

communication mediators. Middle managers play a sensitive role in translating strategic change 

messaging into operational reality for employees (Huy, 2002). Employees' ability to set objectives, 

address problems, and receive regular feedback strongly influences their acceptance of change. 

When communication breaks down at this level, it becomes more difficult for employees to 

understand what is being asked of them by management (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). 
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Recent studies also highlight the growing importance of communication channels in 

modern organizations. Digital channels such as email, intranets, and virtual meetings are now 

central to organizational communication strategies. However, scholars caution that over-reliance 

on digital platforms may limit opportunities for genuine conversation and emotional engagement, 

making face-to-face communication necessary for resolving employee concerns and building 

accountability (Lewis, 2011; Men & Yue, 2019). Choosing the right communication channels, and 

ensuring there are consistent opportunities for two-way interaction, therefore remains essential to 

the successful implementation of organizational change. 

Taken together, these perspectives show that organizational communication is a central 

driver of transformation success, not merely a supporting function. Designing effective change 

strategies requires understanding how communication clarity, consistency, transparency, 

feedback, and participation shape employee reactions. This review aims to synthesize the existing 

body of knowledge on communication and organizational change in order to identify best 

practices, current constraints, and directions for future research. Accordingly, the review is guided 

by the following research questions: 

Q1: How does effective communication influence the successful implementation of 

organizational change in public and private sector organizations? 

Q2: In what ways do the clarity and consistency of managerial communication affect 

employees' acceptance of, or resistance to, organizational change? 

Q3: What communication strategies are most effective in ensuring the smooth 

implementation of organizational change in public and private organizations? 

Justification for the Study 

This review was undertaken because poor communication is frequently cited by managers 

as an explanation for problems in implementing organizational change, yet its precise role in 

enabling effective change is less consistently examined. Because communication is a major factor 

in determining the outcome and impact of change projects, assessing its importance in enabling 

effective organizational change was identified as a priority for this study. Even after decades of 

research, managers continue to point to poor communication as a primary cause of employee 

opposition, misunderstanding, and setbacks during organizational change. This systematic review 

of the literature therefore aims to determine how effective communication supports the smooth 

implementation of change and reduces the barriers that typically impede progress. The topic was 

selected to illustrate how good, regular, two-way communication builds employee trust, 

involvement, and adaptability — qualities that are central to successful change management. 

This review defines clear boundaries to ensure scholarly accuracy and focus. The literature 

search spans the period from 1970 to 2025, and the target audience comprises employees, 

supervisors, and organizational leaders, since these groups directly experience the effects of 

communication during change initiatives. The review emphasizes internal communication, 

leadership practices, and employee responses within the broader context of organizational 

behaviour and change management, drawing on theory and recent empirical studies to trace how 

communication practices have evolved across public and private sector organizations. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW (SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW APPROACH) 

Organizational Communication 

According to Kreps (1990), organizational communication is the process through which 

members of an organization learn about important developments and changes taking place within 

it. Organizational change plays a crucial role in helping organizations survive and adapt to a 

constantly evolving environment (Duterme, 2019; Faupel & Helpap, 2021). Communication plays 

a central role in organizational change: through communication, leaders can secure the support 

and collaboration of organizational members (Helpap, 2016; Helpap & Schinnenburg, 2017). 

Effective communication also fosters positive employee responses toward change, further 

supporting the success of organizational transformation (Helpap, 2016; Helpap & Schinnenburg, 

2017). In general, organizational communication serves two goals. The primary goal is to inform 

employees about their responsibilities and the organization's policies (De Ridder, 2003; Francis, 

1989). The second is to foster a sense of unity among employees within the organization (Francis, 

1989; Postmes et al., 2001; De Ridder, 2003). 

Figure 1: Core Goals of Organizational Communication 

Informing Creating Unity & Belonging 

Policies Sense of togetherness 

Roles Shared identity 

Responsibilities Employee cohesion 

Change Success and Communication Quality: An Empirical Link 

Addressing the first research question, Malek and Yazdanifard's (2012) study provides 

strong evidence linking communication quality to change success. Effective communication has 

been found to have a major impact on the success of organizational change. Malek and Yazdanifard 

(2012) argue that when communication is timely, transparent, and collaborative, employees are 

more inclined to understand the objectives of the change and actively support it, leading to more 

successful implementation. As Malek and Yazdanifard (2012) note, numerous change efforts fail 

because of insufficient internal communication, resulting in misunderstanding, speculation, and 

employee resistance. This finding is further supported by empirical data reported elsewhere in their 

article. Similarly, Lewis (2000) found that two-way communication increases employee approval 

and reduces resistance during organizational change (as cited in Malek & Yazdanifard, 2012). 

Meaningful communication informs, educates, and motivates employees at all levels to support 

the change strategy (Barrett, 2002). Kotter (1996) similarly argued that resistance to change is one 

of the largest obstacles organizations must overcome, and that successful change initiatives depend 

on cultivating an optimistic outlook toward change. A certain level of “cognitive organizational 

reorientation” — understanding and awareness of the proposed change is necessary for 

communication to be meaningful (Van Vuuren & Elving, 2008). Elving and Hansma (2008) 

interviewed managers and employees during organizational change and found that managers at all 

levels must possess strong communication skills for change to be successfully implemented and 

sustained. Bennebroek Gravenhorst et al. (2006) similarly found that clear information distribution 

and transparent communication about the purpose of the change, how it supports organizational 

goals, and the workforce's role in the transition, are crucial to its success. 
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These findings indicate that promoting trust, minimizing uncertainty, and aligning 

organizational strategy with employee action improves communication quality and, in turn, 

increases the likelihood of successful change. Effective communication is therefore essential for 

enabling organizational change in both public and private sectors, as it promotes employee 

understanding, engagement, and trust. 

Clarity and Consistency in Managerial Communication: Effects on Employee Acceptance 

and Resistance 

Clarity and consistency in managerial communication play an important role in shaping 

whether employees accept or resist organizational change. From this perspective, managerial 

communication is essential for encouraging staff to make the most of their skills throughout 

organizational transformation. Clear and effective communication helps employees apply their 

social, cognitive, and emotional abilities more effectively when they understand the goals, 

procedures, and expectations associated with change (Reineholm et al., 2024). Conversely, 

incomplete or inconsistent communication can leave employees uncertain about their 

responsibilities or about what the change means for their roles. This misalignment between 

organizational needs and employee understanding often produces skepticism, frustration, and 

resistance among employees. When managers communicate clearly and ensure employees 

participate in decision-making, employee engagement increases directly: employees feel valued, 

which in turn increases their willingness to accept change (Miller, 2003). However, when 

communication is unclear or flows strictly top-down, employees often feel neglected, which leads 

to miscommunication and resistance. Ambiguous “line communication” can distort messages as 

they move down the hierarchy, resulting in misunderstanding and mistrust within the organization 

(Goldhaber, 1993). Establishing regular communication protocols and feedback loops helps 

maintain message accuracy and mutual understanding (Hall, 1973). Middle managers and 

supervisors further support acceptance by providing continuous, clear feedback that connects 

leadership with the workforce. Conversely, incomplete or inconsistent communication from 

leaders weakens trust and can trigger resistance, particularly when leaders themselves are uncertain 

about the change (Kavanagh & Ashkanasy, 2006). Clarity and consistency in managerial 

communication therefore help ensure transparency, trust, and alignment, making employees more 

receptive to organizational change. 

Effective Communication Strategies for Successful Organizational Change 

A number of researchers provide evidence on how communication shapes the change 

process and its outcomes. One of the most consistent findings is that communication affects 

employees' understanding of the urgency of change. Stanley, Meyer, and Topolnytsky (2005) 

demonstrated that a major source of resistance is a lack of trust in the intentions behind change, 

driven by inconsistent and inadequate communication. Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) similarly 

found that misinterpretation caused by inconsistent or incomplete communication is a key factor 

contributing to resistance. They noted that when internal communication and information-sharing 

improve, cooperation increases while resistance and critical employee attitudes decline. Likewise, 

Armenakis and Harris (2002) found that managers' failure to establish a sense of urgency and 

secure support for change was a primary cause of change failure, and that clear communication 

promotes the motivation and vigilance needed to sustain and normalize change. 
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Reducing uncertainty, building trust, and actively involving employees in the change 

process are among the most effective communication approaches for the smooth implementation 

of organizational change in both public and private organizations. To help employees understand 

and manage the change process, communication should not simply advertise the change (Smeltzer, 

1991) but also provide timely, accurate, and transparent information (Lewis & Seibold, 1998). 

According to Lewis (1999) and Chess and Johnson (2007), strategies such as soliciting feedback, 

encouraging participation, and gathering employee input help employees feel included and reduce 

resistance to the change process. This research also highlights the need for managers to use 

persuasive messaging to build urgency and secure support (Armenakis & Harris, 2002). Reducing 

uncertainty and fear through swift, reliable communication is another crucial approach (Miller et 

al., 1994). Poor communication, by contrast, undermines trust and fuels doubt about the intentions 

behind change (Stanley et al., 2005). Employees are more likely to accept change when 

communication uses framing techniques such as gain/loss framing and relevant metaphors 

(Fairhurst, 1993; Dunwoody, 2007). Framing needs to be tailored to different organizational levels 

and groups, since employees interpret communication through the lens of their own experience 

(Gallivan, 2001). 

Choosing the right communication medium is also crucial. While informal conversations 

and general meetings help build trust and reach larger audiences, face-to-face communication is 

more effective for driving significant behavioral change (Dunwoody, 2007; Lewis, 2011). 

Informal and interpersonal communication tends to be particularly effective, since employees 

respond more readily to information from familiar, trusted sources (Dilling & Moser, 2007). 

Lewis (2000) also identified several dimensions of communication strategy that support 

smooth implementation: 

• Two-way versus one-way messages: two-way communication fosters trust and 

involvement. 

• Targeted rather than general messages, allowing communication to focus on key groups. 

• Gain versus loss framing, applied depending on the circumstances. 

• Messages that build impact (confidence in the change) and discrepancy (the need for 

change), both of which are important for employee motivation. 

The literature also describes communication models that help change agents manage 

communication in line with organizational culture, resources, and objectives (Lewis et al., 2001). 

Organizations that combine data sharing, participation, credible communication channels, 

transparency, and situation-specific communication models tend to achieve the smoothest 

implementation overall, ensuring that employees accept the change, feel included, and trust the 

motivations behind it. 

Communication as a Strategic Driver of Organizational Change (1970–2025) 

Communication has long been recognized as a strategic organizational resource that shapes 

employees' perceptions of, emotional reactions to, and behavioral implementation of change, 

extending well beyond its basic informational role. Early organizational theorists argued that 

communication actively constructs organizational reality rather than simply conveying it (Weick, 
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1979). From this perspective, employees make sense of change through communication processes 

rather than merely through the implementation of new structures or rules. 

Communication and Sensemaking During Change 

Weick's (1979, 1995) Sensemaking Theory offers a foundational justification for the 

importance of communication during organizational transformation. Weick argues that people rely 

on communication to make sense of ambiguous circumstances, a reliance that becomes especially 

pronounced during periods of uncertainty such as mergers, restructuring, or technological change. 

When communication is inadequate or inconsistent, employees are left to construct their own 

explanations, which frequently results in rumors, anxiety, and resistance. Communication, in this 

sense, is less about transmitting messages than about developing shared understanding. 

This idea was developed further by later studies, which showed that sensemaking is a 

collective and interactive process. Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) argue that leaders play a major 

role in guiding sensemaking by constructing change narratives that help employees interpret 

opportunities and disruption. When leaders fail to communicate effectively, employees may 

perceive change as threatening, imposed, or illegitimate. 

Psychological Safety, Trust, and Communication 

Since the 1990s, communication has been increasingly linked to psychological safety and 

trust, both of which are crucial for accepting change. Mishra (1996) found that ambiguity and 

suppression of information harm an organization's credibility, as employees often worry about 

losing their jobs, facing uncertain responsibilities, or losing status. Open and honest 

communication, by contrast, builds trust, which becomes especially important during periods of 

change. 

Dirks and Ferrin (2001) further showed that trust in leadership mediates employee 

reactions to organizational change. Their findings suggest that even well-designed reform 

programs can fail when communication undermines confidence. Employees are more likely to 

support change initiatives when leadership maintains open communication, acknowledges 

employee concerns, and communicates regularly. 

Employee Voice and Participation 

In the 1980s, scholars began highlighting employee voice as a communication mechanism 

that reduces resistance. In one of the earliest empirical studies on the subject, Coch and French 

(1948) found that involvement in decision-making substantially reduced resistance to change. This 

finding was later confirmed by research showing that communication which promotes feedback 

and discussion leads to greater psychological ownership of change initiatives (Lines, 2004). 

Employee involvement carries both symbolic and instrumental value. When employees are 

able to voice their views, they are more likely to regard the change process as fair and inclusive 

(Folger & Cropanzano, 1998). 
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Leadership Communication and Change Outcomes 

Considerable research has examined the relationship between leadership communication 

and the success of change. According to Yukl (2013), vision articulation, influence, and symbolic 

communication are the primary means by which leaders drive change. Visionary communication 

helps employees understand how change aligns with long-term organizational goals and values. 

Bass and Riggio (2006) highlight the role of transformational leadership, emphasizing 

individualized attention and inspirational motivation. Transformational leaders use 

communication to engage employees, manage emotional responses, and sustain momentum during 

change. Transactional or authoritarian communication styles, by contrast, tend to produce 

compliance at best and resistance at worst. 

Middle managers also play a crucial communication role. According to Huy (2002), middle 

managers act as “emotional carriers” during transition, translating strategic signals into practical 

realities for frontline staff. Their capacity for continuous, transparent communication strongly 

influences whether frontline employees accept or reject change. 

Communication Channels and Media Richness 

Since the 1980s, the choice of communication channel has received growing attention. 

According to Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), richer channels such as face-to-face 

interaction are necessary for complex and ambiguous messages, particularly those related to 

organizational change. Leaner media, such as email and memoranda, are often inadequate for 

addressing emotional concerns or clarifying misunderstandings. 

After 2000, as digital communication expanded, researchers began examining virtual and 

hybrid communication environments. Dennis, Fuller, and Valacich (2008) found that although 

digital platforms increase the speed and reach of communication, they can diminish emotional 

depth when not paired with genuine social connection. More recent research suggests that blended 

communication strategies, which combine digital tools with in-person conversation, work best 

during periods of change (Men & Yue, 2019). 

Cultural and Contextual Influences 

Communication during periods of change is strongly shaped by culture. Hofstede (1980) 

showed that employee responses to managerial communication are influenced by power distance, 

uncertainty avoidance, and collectivism. Top-down communication may be expected and accepted 

in high power-distance societies, whereas a similar approach in low power-distance environments 

may generate resistance due to a perceived lack of engagement. 

Recent research emphasizes the importance of contextual awareness. According to Vaara 

et al. (2016), change communication needs to align with the identity, culture, and history of the 

organization, since a one-size-fits-all communication approach is unlikely to be effective across 

diverse organizational contexts. 

Contemporary Developments (2010–2025) 

According to Stouten, Rousseau, and De Cremer (2018), timing, repetition, and flexibility 

across transition stages are critical components of effective communication: early-stage 
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communication builds awareness, mid-stage communication facilitates adjustment, and late-stage 

communication reinforces commitment. 

Employee well-being has also emerged as a major concern in this literature. Supportive 

communication during change reduces stress and burnout (Nielsen & Abildgaard, 2013), 

suggesting that communication affects employee mental health and organizational sustainability, 

not only performance outcomes. 

Gaps in the Literature 

Despite the substantial body of research on communication and organizational change, 

several important gaps remain. First, there is a shortage of research that systematically compares 

the effectiveness of digital and in-person communication channels, particularly across the early 

and later stages of change. This gap is becoming increasingly significant as organizations depend 

more heavily on digital communication channels. 

Second, team-level and organizational-level outcomes — such as coordination, 

performance, collaboration, and collective sensemaking — remain understudied relative to 

individual-level employee attitudes such as readiness, resistance, and acceptance. 

Third, the direct effects of specific communication dimensions, including clarity, 

consistency, transparency, framing, feedback mechanisms, and employee involvement, on the 

overall success of change projects are not well documented empirically. Many studies address 

these factors conceptually, but few test their causal significance statistically. 

Fourth, there is a shortage of quantitative, longitudinal, or mixed-methods research capable 

of examining how communication effects unfold over time and identifying causal relationships. 

Much of the current literature instead relies on qualitative or scenario-based methods. 

Finally, limited attention has been paid to contextual factors that may significantly shape 

how communication strategies affect change outcomes, such as organizational type (public versus 

private), corporate or national culture, leadership style, and workplace conditions. 

Addressing these gaps is essential for developing a more detailed and empirically validated 

understanding of how communication drives successful organizational change. 

Figure 2: Overview of Existing Research Focus and Key Gaps 

Existing Research Focus Identified Gaps 

Individual attitudes (resistance, acceptance) Digital vs. face-to-face communication 

 Early vs. late change stages 

 Organizational-level outcomes 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study examined the role of communication in organizational change using a 

Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology. An SLR ensures a systematic, transparent, and 

consistent process for collecting, evaluating, and analyzing academic literature, and enables the 

integration of findings across multiple empirical and theoretical studies to build an overall picture 

of communication's effect on change effectiveness. This review aims to synthesize evidence on 

three key issues relating to communication and organizational change: 

1. The impact of effective communication on the success of organizational transformation. 

2. The importance of consistency and clarity in managerial communication, and how these 

affect employees' acceptance of, or resistance to, change. 

3. The communication strategies that most effectively support the smooth implementation 

of organizational change. 

By combining evidence from prior studies, this SLR provides a detailed, evidence-based 

account of how communication strategies shape the success or failure of organizational 

transformation initiatives. 

Data Sources and Search Strategy 

• Databases: Google Scholar, Web of Science, JSTOR, ProQuest, ResearchGate, and 

Academia.edu. 

• Keywords: “organizational change,” “managerial communication,” “employee 

resistance,” “employee acceptance,” “clarity in communication,” “consistency in 

communication,” “change management.” 

• Boolean operators: AND, OR, and LIMIT-TO were applied to refine search results and 

ensure relevant studies were captured. 

• Time frame: 1970–2025, to include both foundational and contemporary studies. 

• Language: English. 

Example Search String (ResearchGate) 

A combination of Boolean operators was used to organize the search across scholarly 

databases for this systematic literature review. Specifically: 

• OR was used to capture alternative spellings and synonyms (e.g., “organizational change” 

OR “organisational change”; “communication” OR “internal communication”). 

• AND was used to connect key concepts and ensure that each selected study addressed 

every relevant issue (e.g., organizational change AND communication AND resistance). 
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• LIMIT-TO functioned as a filter, restricting the search to English-language articles 

published between 1970 and 2025. 

These operators helped expand the search when necessary (using OR) and narrow it to the 

most relevant literature (using AND), ensuring thorough and accurate coverage of research on 

communication and organizational transformation. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Articles were included if they: 

• Were published between 1970 and 2025, to capture both traditional and contemporary 

research. 

• Focused on communication practices in public or private sector organizations undergoing 

organizational change. 

• Examined how the quality, consistency, or clarity of managerial communication affected 

employee acceptance of, or resistance to, change. 

• Were peer-reviewed and published in English. 

Articles were excluded if they: 

• Focused solely on technological or procedural aspects of change, without addressing 

human communication factors. 

• Were not peer-reviewed (e.g., blogs, editorials, opinion pieces). 

Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Publication period 

Studies published between 1970–2025, to 

capture classical and contemporary 

literature 

Studies published outside the specified time 

frame 

Study focus 

Research addressing managerial or 

organizational communication during 

organizational change 

Studies focusing only on technological or 

procedural change without a human 

communication component 

Context 
Studies conducted in public or private sector 

organizations 

Studies conducted outside organizational or 

workplace settings 

Outcomes 

examined 

Studies examining employee acceptance, 

resistance, or opposition in response to 

communication 

Studies not examining employee-related 

responses 

Study type Peer-reviewed journal articles 
Non-peer-reviewed sources (blogs, 

editorials, opinion pieces) 

Language Articles published in English 
Articles published in languages other than 

English 
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Reliability and Validity 

Articles were checked to avoid duplication, and multiple databases were used to strengthen 

reliability. Drawing on empirical, theoretical, and review-based research, as well as studies 

conducted across both public and private organizational settings, further enhanced the validity of 

the review. 

Ethical Considerations 

As this study is a review of the existing literature, it did not involve human or animal 

participants. Ethical standards were maintained by accurately referencing all sources and 

appropriately acknowledging the original authors. 

Study Selection Process (PRISMA Protocol) 

The PRISMA 2020 framework (Page et al., 2021) guided a multi step screening process 

used to systematically identify, filter, and select studies examining how communication affects 

organizational change effectiveness, with particular attention to managerial communication, 

employee resistance, and change outcomes in both public and private sector organizations. 

1. Duplicate Removal. After importing all records obtained from Google Scholar, Web of 

Science, JSTOR, ProQuest, ResearchGate, and Academia.edu, along with additional records 

identified through reference lists, duplicate records were removed using a reference management 

tool. This step ensured that each study was considered only once during the review process. 

2. Title and Abstract Screening. Following deduplication, titles and abstracts were screened 

to assess their initial relevance to the research topic, focusing on in-house or managerial 

communication, organizational communication, and organizational transformation processes. 

Articles addressing only workflow redesign or technological change, without a communication 

component, were excluded at this stage. 

3. Full-Text Screening. Full-text screening involved a thorough assessment of each article's 

theoretical focus, research design, and findings to confirm alignment with the goals of the study. 

Only studies that specifically examined how communication strategies affect employee 

acceptance, resistance, trust, or involvement during organizational transformation were retained 

for further assessment. 

4. Eligibility Confirmation. Eligibility was confirmed by verifying a clear relationship 

between communication and change outcomes, such as clarity, consistency, transparency, 

feedback, and involvement. Studies also needed to demonstrate relevance to organizational 

behavior and change management in public or private sector organizations. 

5. Final Inclusion. After meeting all eligibility and screening criteria, 40 studies were 

selected for synthesis in this systematic literature review. These studies formed the empirical and 

theoretical basis for examining how effective communication supports successful organizational 

change. 

 

 



Rehman, Zulkifal 

38 

Table 2: PRISMA Flow Summary 

Stage Description 
Number of 

Records (n) 

Identification 
Records identified through database searching (Google Scholar, Web 

of Science, JSTOR, ProQuest, ResearchGate, Academia.edu) 
420 

 
Additional records identified through reference lists and citation 

tracking 
30 

 Total records identified 450 

Screening Duplicates removed (using reference management software) 150 

 Records screened (titles and abstracts) 300 

 
Records excluded after title and abstract screening (irrelevant to 

communication and organizational change) 
170 

Eligibility Full-text articles assessed for eligibility 130 

 
Full-text articles excluded (limited focus on communication, non-

peer-reviewed, insufficient methodological quality) 
90 

Included Studies included in qualitative synthesis 40 

 Studies included in quantitative synthesis Not applicable 

Data Extraction and Quality Assessment 

To ensure methodological rigor and transparency, a systematic data extraction process was 

used. Key information from each selected study was entered into a master data extraction table, 

reducing researcher bias and enabling consistent comparison across studies. 

Data Extraction Process. A careful review of each article identified the following elements: 

• The author(s) and year of publication. 

• Research approach and context. 

• Key findings relating to communication and organizational change. 

• Limitations identified. 

This systematic extraction process enabled the synthesis of evidence across different 

organizations, time periods, and study designs. 

Table 3: Master Data Extraction Table 

Author(s) Year Methodology/Type Focus of Study Key Findings Limitations 

Coch & 

French 
1948 Experimental study 

Employee 

participation in 

change 

Participation reduces 

resistance and 

increases acceptance 

Early study; limited 

generalizability 
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Author(s) Year Methodology/Type Focus of Study Key Findings Limitations 

Hall 1973 Conceptual 
Communication 

norms 

Clear communication 

improves 

understanding 

No empirical 

evidence 

Kotter & 

Schlesinger 
1979 Conceptual 

Resistance to 

change strategies 

Miscommunication is 

a major cause of 

resistance 

Lacks empirical 

testing 

Weick 1979 Theoretical 
Sensemaking & 

communication 

Communication 

shapes organizational 

reality during change 

Conceptual only 

Hofstede 1980 
Cross-cultural 

survey 

Culture & 

communication 

Culture influences 

response to managerial 

communication 

Not change-specific 

Kreps 1990 Conceptual 
Organizational 

communication 

Communication 

informs and integrates 

employees 

Theoretical focus 

Smeltzer 1991 Conceptual 
Change 

communication 

Communication must 

support understanding, 

not just promotion 

No empirical data 

Fairhurst 1993 Qualitative 

Framing in 

leadership 

communication 

Framing affects 

employee 

interpretation of 

change 

Context-specific 

Goldhaber 1993 Conceptual 
Organizational 

communication 

Communication clarity 

affects employee 

behavior 

Descriptive 

Miller, 

Johnson & 

Grau 

1994 Survey 
Uncertainty 

during change 

Timely 

communication 

reduces uncertainty 

Cross-sectional 

Weick 1995 Theoretical 
Sensemaking 

during change 

Poor communication 

causes ambiguity and 

resistance 

Non-empirical 

Mishra 1996 Conceptual 
Trust during 

change 

Open communication 

builds trust 
Lacks measurement 

Kotter 1996 
Conceptual 

framework 

Change 

leadership 

Clear, consistent 

communication builds 

urgency 

No empirical 

validation 

Lewis & 

Seibold 
1998 Qualitative 

Communication 

& sensemaking 

Interactive 

communication 

improves acceptance 

Small samples 

Folger & 

Cropanzano 
1998 Conceptual 

Organizational 

justice 

Fair communication 

increases acceptance 
Not change-specific 

Mishra & 

Spreitzer 
1998 Survey 

Trust & 

downsizing 
Honest 

communication 
Context-limited 
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Author(s) Year Methodology/Type Focus of Study Key Findings Limitations 

reduces negative 

reactions 

Lewis 1999 Conceptual 
Strategic change 

communication 

Two-way 

communication 

reduces resistance 

Lacks data 

Lewis 2000 
Qualitative 

interviews 

Employee 

reactions 

Two-way 

communication 

improves acceptance 

Limited sample 

Lewis et al. 2001 Conceptual 
Communication 

models 

Context-specific 

communication 

improves outcomes 

No validation 

Armenakis & 

Harris 
2002 

Theoretical & 

empirical 

Change 

readiness 

Communication builds 

readiness and 

commitment 

Manager-focused 

Barrett 2002 Conceptual 
Strategic 

communication 

Communication aligns 

employees with 

change goals 

Descriptive 

Dirks & 

Ferrin 
2002 Meta-analysis 

Trust in 

leadership 

Trust mediates 

employee reactions to 

change 

Indirect focus 

Huy 2002 
Qualitative case 

study 

Middle 

managers 

Middle managers 

shape emotional 

response to change 

Context-specific 

De Ridder 2003 Survey 
Internal 

communication 

Supportive 

communication 

improves engagement 

Cross-sectional 

Miller 2003 Conceptual 
Communication 

processes 

Clarity improves role 

understanding 
Non-empirical 

Balogun & 

Johnson 
2004 Qualitative 

Middle manager 

sensemaking 

Communication 

shapes interpretation 

of change 

Limited industries 

Bordia et al. 2004 Survey 
Uncertainty & 

communication 

Poor communication 

increases anxiety and 

resistance 

Self-reported data 

Lines 2004 Survey 
Employee 

participation 

Participation increases 

ownership 
Self-report bias 

Elving 2005 Conceptual review 
Communication 

& change 

Communication 

reduces resistance 

Limited empirical 

support 

Stanley et al. 2005 Survey 
Cynicism & 

resistance 

Inconsistent 

communication 

increases resistance 

Cross-sectional 
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Author(s) Year Methodology/Type Focus of Study Key Findings Limitations 

Bennebroek 

Gravenhorst 

et al. 

2006 Mixed-method Change capacity 

Transparent 

communication 

improves change 

success 

Complex model 

Bolden & 

Gosling 
2006 Conceptual 

Leadership 

communication 

Leaders struggle with 

rapid change 

communication 

Lacks testing 

Bass & 

Riggio 
2006 Conceptual 

Transformational 

leadership 

Inspirational 

communication 

increases acceptance 

Leadership-focused 

Dunwoody 2007 Conceptual 
Communication 

framing 

Framing influences 

acceptance 
Limited application 

Chess & 

Johnson 
2007 Conceptual 

Risk 

communication 

Feedback reduces 

resistance 

Not organizational-

change specific 

Welch & 

Jackson 
2007 Conceptual 

Internal 

communication 

Integrated channels 

improve clarity 
Descriptive 

Dennis et al. 2008 Experimental Media richness 
Digital media lack 

emotional depth 
Not change-specific 

Johansson & 

Heide 
2008 Qualitative 

Internal 

communication 

Continuous 

communication 

improves trust 

Context-bound 

Elving & 

Hansma 
2008 Qualitative 

Manager 

communication 

Managerial skills 

crucial for change 

success 

Small sample 

Van Vuuren 

& Elving 
2008 Conceptual 

Change 

understanding 

Cognitive 

understanding reduces 

resistance 

Non-empirical 

Armenakis & 

Harris 
2009 Conceptual 

Change research 

reflection 

Communication 

failures cause 

resistance 

Non-empirical 

Lewis 2011 Conceptual 
Communication 

channels 

Face-to-face remains 

essential 
No field testing 

Nielsen & 

Abildgaard 
2013 Longitudinal 

Employee well-

being 

Supportive 

communication 

reduces stress 

Limited sectors 

Yukl 2013 Conceptual 
Leadership 

communication 

Vision communication 

improves alignment 

General leadership 

focus 

Beatty 2015 Practitioner-based 
Change 

leadership 

Early communication 

builds trust 
Practice-oriented 

Holten & 

Brenner 
2015 Survey 

Leadership & 

change 

Supportive 

communication 

increases acceptance 

Cross-sectional 
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Author(s) Year Methodology/Type Focus of Study Key Findings Limitations 

Vakola 2016 Survey 
Resistance 

factors 

Communication clarity 

predicts acceptance 
Single-country 

Stouten et al. 2018 Review 
Change success 

factors 

Timing & consistency 

of communication 

matter 

Limited sector detail 

Men & Yue 2019 Survey 
Digital 

communication 

Emotional culture 

improves acceptance 

Communication 

channel bias 

Vaara & 

Langley 
2021 Process studies 

Change 

narratives 

Contextual 

communication shapes 

outcomes 

Conceptual-heavy 

Page et al. 2021 Methodological 
PRISMA 

framework 

Ensures transparency 

in reviews 
Not content-focused 

Quality Assessment of Included Studies 

Each included study was assessed for methodological rigor, reliability, and relevance using 

established appraisal tools. Qualitative studies were evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills 

Programme (CASP) checklist, cross-sectional and mixed-methods studies were assessed using the 

Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) checklists, and review-based papers were appraised using the 

AMSTAR guidelines. Each study was evaluated against criteria including the validity of findings, 

transparency of data collection and analysis, methodological soundness, clarity of research 

objectives, and acknowledgement of limitations. Overall, the included studies demonstrated 

moderate to high methodological quality. Empirical studies offered valuable insight but were often 

limited by cross-sectional designs, small sample sizes, or the absence of longitudinal data, while 

conceptual and review-based studies contributed important theoretical grounding. Despite these 

limitations, the consistency of findings across a substantial number of high-quality studies 

strengthens confidence in the reliability and validity of this review's conclusions. 

SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 

This section summarizes the results of the reviewed literature by identifying patterns, 

consistencies, methodological trends, and gaps in research on communication and organizational 

transformation. 

Key Trends and Consistencies 

The literature consistently shows that effective communication is a critical factor in the 

success of organizational change. Transparent, timely, and clear communication substantially 

reduces employee resistance and uncertainty, regardless of organization type or methodological 

approach. Employees who experience two-way communication throughout the transformation 

process feel more acknowledged, which increases engagement and builds trust. Employee 

acceptance of change is also strongly influenced by trust in management: when communication 

addresses both practical needs and emotional concerns, employees are more likely to support 

organizational reform. This pattern holds across research conducted in both public and private 
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sector settings, underscoring the fundamental need for well-structured, credible communication in 

enabling successful change implementation. 

Methodological Comparisons 

Qualitative research, including case studies and interviews, offers deep insight into 

employees' perspectives and emotional reactions during organizational transformation, although 

its findings are often limited in generalizability. Quantitative studies, while less likely to examine 

long-term outcomes, provide valuable evidence of relationships between employee attitudes and 

communication practices, helping to measure the effect of specific communication factors. 

Review-based research contributes by synthesizing findings across multiple studies and integrating 

theoretical frameworks, although it typically relies on secondary data. Few studies in this body of 

literature use longitudinal designs, which limits current understanding of how communication 

effectiveness changes across the various stages of organizational development. Taken together, 

these methodological trends highlight both the strengths and limitations of the existing literature, 

underscoring the need for research designs that combine temporal analysis with breadth and depth 

to fully capture the role of communication in effective change initiatives. 

Comparison of Populations and Outcomes 

Most research on communication and organizational change focuses on individual level 

employee responses, such as resistance, readiness, trust, and acceptance. These studies offer 

valuable insight into employees' emotional and psychological reactions to change initiatives. 

Considerably fewer studies, however, examine organizational-level outcomes such as 

productivity, performance, or the long-term viability of change initiatives. This gap limits current 

understanding of how effective communication contributes to broader organizational 

effectiveness. Moreover, because the majority of available research is based in Western 

organizational settings, comparatively little is known about how communication practices function 

in different cultural and regional contexts — a limitation that constrains the applicability of these 

findings to organizations outside those settings. Addressing these gaps is necessary to develop a 

deeper understanding of how communication shapes both individual and organizational change 

outcomes. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Existing Evidence 

The literature on communication and organizational change demonstrates several 

important strengths. First, much of the research is grounded in solid theoretical frameworks that 

provide a strong conceptual foundation for understanding communication's role in change 

processes. Second, empirical evidence consistently demonstrates the importance of 

communication in shaping employee attitudes, engagement, and the success of change programs. 

Third, key communication principles appear to generalize reasonably well across sectors. The 

literature also has notable weaknesses, however. Limited attention to digital communication 

channels and hybrid workplace environments constrains current understanding of communication 

effectiveness in modern organizational settings. In addition, many studies rely heavily on self-

reported employee data, which may introduce bias and limit the objectivity of conclusions. Finally, 

the shortage of longitudinal and causal research makes it difficult to determine how 

communication strategies affect outcomes over time and across different stages of organizational 

transition. 
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CONCLUSION AND RESEARCH GAPS 

Conclusion 

This review demonstrates that communication is a core component of effective 

organizational change, rather than a supporting or supplementary element. Across the literature 

examined, effective communication is repeatedly identified as a key factor influencing employees' 

acceptance or rejection of change initiatives. Clear, timely, transparent, and participatory 

communication improves employees' understanding of change, reduces uncertainty, builds trust in 

leadership, and strengthens engagement overall (Elving, 2005; Lewis, 2006). 

The findings also show that many organizational change initiatives fail because of 

insufficient, inconsistent, or poorly implemented communication rather than flaws in the change 

strategy itself. When employees are uncertain about the goals, process, and expected outcomes of 

change, they are more likely to resist it. In such cases, resistance stems not from an inherent dislike 

of change but from fear, miscommunication, and a sense of exclusion (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). 

This supports the view that employee resistance to change is largely a communication issue rather 

than an attitudinal one. 

The literature further highlights that communication must address both the emotional and 

informational dimensions of change. Acknowledging employees' concerns, uncertainties, and 

expectations is just as important as providing accurate information about timelines, 

responsibilities, and outcomes. Leaders who encourage open communication, welcome feedback, 

and demonstrate empathy are more successful in earning the trust and commitment of their 

workforce (Holten & Brenner, 2015; Stouten et al., 2018). This underscores the importance of 

viewing communication as a continuous, interactive process rather than a one-time announcement. 

The likelihood of successful change implementation increases substantially in both public 

and private sector organizations when managers invest in transparent, consistent, and collaborative 

communication practices. Opportunities for employee participation, ongoing updates, and 

coordinated messaging across leadership levels build credibility and reduce confusion (Johansson 

& Heide, 2008; Welch & Jackson, 2007). Communication should therefore be regarded as a 

strategic leadership function that shapes employee attitudes and behavior throughout the transition 

process. 

Overall, this review shows that organizations with strong communication cultures are 

better positioned to manage complexity, respond to external demands, and sustain long-term 

effectiveness. Communication is not merely a technical tool but a central mechanism through 

which change is interpreted, accepted, and embedded into organizational practice. 

Identified Research Gaps and Future Directions 

Despite the substantial body of research on communication and organizational 

transformation, this review identifies several important gaps that warrant further attention. First, 

there is limited rigorous research directly comparing digital and face-to-face communication 

methods. While recent studies acknowledge their growing use, few empirically evaluate the 

relative effectiveness of digital platforms, such as email, intranets, and virtual meetings, compared 

with face-to-face contact in shaping employee attitudes during transformation (Welch & Jackson, 
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2007). This gap has become increasingly important given the prevalence of digital communication 

in remote and hybrid work environments. 

Second, the shortage of longitudinal studies continues to limit the literature substantially. 

Most research focuses on discrete periods of change, such as initiation or implementation, rather 

than examining how communication effectiveness evolves across multiple stages of 

transformation. Longitudinal research is needed to determine whether early communication 

strategies sustain employee acceptance and engagement over time (Stouten et al., 2018). 

Third, organizational-level outcomes receive considerably less attention than individual-

level outcomes such as resistance, readiness, and acceptance. The influence of communication on 

broader metrics such as organizational performance, productivity, innovation, and the long-term 

sustainability of change initiatives remains underexplored. Addressing this gap would produce a 

more comprehensive understanding of communication's strategic significance. 

Fourth, the literature demonstrates limited examination of contextual factors such as 

industry type, organizational culture, and organizational size. Because much of the current research 

is based in Western organizational settings, the generalizability of existing findings to other 

regions and cultural contexts remains limited. Future studies should examine communication 

patterns in diverse contexts, particularly in developing and emerging economies, where power 

distance, communication norms, and leadership styles may differ considerably (Vaara & Langley, 

2021). 

Finally, several dimensions of communication — including message consistency, 

transparency, clarity, and framing — are not sufficiently assessed through quantitative methods. 

While qualitative studies provide valuable insight into employee perspectives, robust quantitative 

and mixed-methods research is needed to establish the direct and causal influence of these 

communication variables on change outcomes. 

To address these gaps, future research should adopt longitudinal and mixed-methods 

designs, account for diverse organizational contexts, and examine the role of emerging 

communication technologies. Such research would strengthen theoretical understanding and 

provide practical guidance for leaders managing complex organizational change. 
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