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Preface 

This report is the final examination of the master program MSocSc Management 

of Creative Business Processes at Copenhagen Business School. The topic is to 

develop a new theoretic framework for handling change projects in Maersk Line 

based on existing literature and empiric data generated in the case company.  

 

Initially I had planned to do a practical and highly empiric study of how the 

change projects in Maersk Line are conducted today and how they could be 

improved, but thanks to my supervisor Ole Hinz I was inspired to move the 

project in a more theoretic direction and develop a new framework for handling 

change projects that would combine the traditional scientific fields of organisation 

theory, project management and change management. Thereby I would target 

my investigation at a new scientific topic which had been exposed to very limited 

research; the change project management. This shift in strategy meant that the 

main focus of the report would be on the development and testing of the new 

framework. 

 

I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisor Ole Hinz for relevant and 

inspiring discussions of the topic at hand throughout the process. Further, I would 

like to thank my colleagues at Maersk Line who contributed with valuable insights 

through the interviews and informal conversations, and in general made time for 

discussing the subject with me whenever I asked. Last but not least I would like 

to thank my fantastic family and my wonderful boyfriend, Jesper, who have 

patiently been by my side throughout the process and given me encouragement 

and support whenever it was needed.      
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Executive Summary 

This study aimed at helping Maersk Line improve the utilisation of change 

projects due to a high number of unsatisfactory implementations. Even though 

the subject of change projects is becoming still more practically relevant, little 

empiric research has been done, hence the objective was to develop a new 

framework for strategic change project management that will provide more 

insight and a better foundation for designing successful change projects. 

Therefore the theory of this study builds on existing literature from the scientific 

fields organisation theory, project management and change management which 

forms the initial framework. The usefulness of this was tested through an 

interview investigation in Maersk Line which facilitated modifications, additions 

and validation of the final framework. 

The main point of the new framework for change project management is the 

importance of skilful and considerate leadership that can understand and act on 

the many contingencies affecting a change project rather than mechanic “how-to” 

management, hence the idea of revolutionary best practice solutions that can 

solve any problem for change projects was rejected. 

The core of the operational findings revolve around the influence of a centralised 

management style which will seek to overcome resistance instead of investigating 

the constructive aspects it may contribute, and handle changes in the 

environment through the hierarchy method with the risk of overlooking important 

changes. Further, the political aspect and top management support have crucial 

influence on the chances of success, and the level of integration with the host 

organisation should be decided based on a compromise between preparing the 

organisation and how radical the change is desired to be. Finally, the old and 

large organisations are at risk of not reacting early enough on changes in the 

external market which may be caused by a tendency to rely on resource 

endowments, and ultimately cause the company to fall behind its more 

responsive competitors.  

Based on the final framework and an analysis of the current situation in Maersk 

Line, a number of recommendations for improving the change project 

management in the company were developed. 

The developed framework was considered useful for the intended purpose, 

however, the opportunity to test the hypotheses through a long period of time 

measuring objective data when following different approaches would further 

expand the accuracy and extent of the framework. 
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Introduction 

Throughout the last couple of years the financial market has become still more 

turbulent and unpredictable wherefore many companies are initiating 

organisational transformation efforts to be able to stay in business. Conducting 

successful change projects is a complex creative process involving consideration 

of a high number of different aspects such as market condition, resources and 

stakeholders.  

 

A company which is particularly affected by the current market situation is the 

Danish company Maersk Line. Until recently the company has been the market 

leader in the shipping industry, however, 2 years ago the company started losing 

money. As a result of this, a major transformation strategy called StreamLINE 

was launched with the main objective of regaining a profitable company. As part 

of the StreamLINE strategy, 10 major change projects were planned of which 5 

are already implemented and the remaining 5 are currently ongoing.  

 

According to management statements, the utilisation of the change projects is 

unsatisfactory, however measuring the level of success of change projects has 

proved to be extremely difficult as financial gains are not the most suitable 

criteria because the organisational transformations, which are the outcomes of 

the change projects, do not necessarily show at the bottom line in a similar 

manner and within a fixed time frame (Beer et al, 1990). The issue of measuring 

success is also observable when investigating prior literature on the subject of 

change management, for example a study conducted by McKinsey & Company1 

has shown that only 30% of the change projects conducted in companies today 

are successful, however they never mention in terms of what the projects are 

successful. The phenomenon was even present in the work of the change 

management pioneer, John Kotter, who‟s research back in 1995 is still today 

regarded as the magical key to better change management in Maersk Line2. As an 

attempt of measuring the success rate of the implemented change projects in 

                                           

 

1 Keller and Aiken, 2008 

2 Adam Gade, CIO at Maersk Line, explains that the article “Leading Change: Why 

Transformation Efforts Fail” by John Kotter (1995) is today the most frequently 

used recipe for handling change projects in Maersk Line, and he describes how 

the young leaders in the company are taught to always follow the eight steps in 

the guide and that this will solve the change management issues. 
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Maersk Line on a more tangible foundation than management statements, 

internal project evaluations and documents describing the outcomes have been 

analysed.     

 

In the internal documents it was found that only one out of seven major change 

projects was considered satisfactory3. This was based on financial contributions 

obtained by the projects, which as described above can be a vague indicator of 

the actual success; nevertheless it was the only criterion used in the internal 

documents. Project evaluations by the individual managers (Adam Gade, Kristina 

Beckendorf, Jens Tindborg) emphasise the unsatisfactory project utilisations, 

however still without clear measurements and criteria apart from the financial 

indications.  Based on this analysis it can thus be sufficiently concluded that there 

is a need for improving the current handling and implementation of change 

projects and also that in the future, the company might benefit from more 

suitable project evaluation criteria, as would literature on the subject.  

  

Although exact measurements for success were not to be found, it was evident in 

the internal change management evaluation that the problems with 

implementation mainly come from resistance to change, lack of coordination 

between the individual change initiatives, and insufficient communication efforts4.  

This direction is in accordance with most existing literature in the field of change 

management which argues that one of the major issues in change management is 

resistance to change. Two authors explain why this resistance occurs:    

  

“Uncertainty, anxiousness and negative attitudes towards a change 

program are natural among personnel in companies where change 

programs are being initiated, especially when the program goals include 

cost reductions and personnel cuts, as they often do.” (Lehtonen and 

Martinsuo: 2008, p. 154) 

 

Consequently, a high number of best practice recipes have been developed to 

help companies overcome this resistance; the only problem is that they do not 

ease the challenges of change project management. Keller and Aiken (2008) 

found that even 13 years after Kotter published his famous research on change 

management which included eight steps to achieve successful transformation, the 

                                           

 

3 Week 17 2009 status report, appendix 1 
4 Internal change management study, appendix 2 
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success rate is still only 30% (on which foundation they have measured this is 

still a mystery with reference to above). So why are the guides not effective? An 

increasing number of researchers argue that the problem lies in the best practice 

approach, and that the many contingencies surrounding the individual change 

project need to be considered – what works in one company may not necessarily 

work in the next (Blomquist and Packendorff, 1998; Kreiner, 1995; Engwall 

2002). These arguments will form the foundation of the present study.  

 

Based on the concrete need for improvement in Maersk Line and the observation 

that the best practice guides are ineffective, this report seeks to build a theoretic 

framework that can provide more insight and a better foundation for designing 

successful change projects based on the unique situation surrounding the projects. 

Because of the limited scope of this thesis, the focus is on change projects in old 

and large organisations.   

 

Most traditional management literature is concerned with either organisational 

theory or change management or project management; however even though 

these change efforts are constructed as projects, the attributes and goals are 

different from traditional projects since the objectives of the change projects 

involve transformation of the host organisation. Therefore the literature review of 

this study will include elements from the three traditional scientific fields; 

organisation theory, project management and change management as an attempt 

of establishing a framework that builds on the significant advantages of each 

discipline.   

 

The overall process in the present study was  

1) The management stated that there is a problem with the handling and 

utilisation of change projects in Maersk Line 

2) Internal documents and project evaluations were used to validate the 

management statement, and a minor analysis of the scope and direction of 

the problem was conducted to enable a more targeted literature study  

3) Relevant literature was reviewed to develop an initial situation based 

framework which can be useful for large and old companies  

4) An interview investigation was executed to test the hypotheses of the initial 

framework and to analyse the current situation in Maersk Line in more details  

5) The initial framework was analysed based on the testing of the hypotheses 

and the final framework was developed  
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6) A number of recommendations, which can be helpful in optimising the 

handling of change projects, were developed based on the current situation in 

Maersk Line and the final framework  

7) Finally, the suggested framework was put into perspective and the usefulness 

of the findings and the employed approach were discussed 

 

Personally I have a close connection to and a special interest in change projects 

in Maersk Line since I am myself employed on a major change project called the 

On Time Delivery Leap. Therefore I have personal insights to and knowledge on 

how the projects are run today, however I will attempt at excluding this from the 

analysis to reduce the risk of bias.   

   

Research objective  

As part of the StreamLINE strategy a number of change projects were initiated in 

Maersk Line to meet the changing market conditions and to improve the 

performance of the company. The company has developed a set of standardised 

guidelines (the MAERSK methodology) to ensure that all major change projects in 

the company are executed in a similar manner. The initial analysis of the project 

evaluations and internal documents 5 revealed that these guidelines to a large 

extent are being followed, however the analysis also supported the management 

statements and showed that many change initiatives in Maersk Line are not being 

utilised satisfactorily, therefore this reports seeks to develop a new framework for 

change project management which will be helpful for optimisation of the handling 

of change projects Maersk Line. 

 

This report will focus on the change projects which aim at defining and 

implementing new ways to do business in Maersk Line. Therefore the definition 

of a change project in this report is that the outcome of the project is meant to 

change elements of a system, organisation or a method and consequently the 

behaviour of a group of people. Hereby it is acknowledged (in accordance with 

recent literature on the field, e.g. Engwall, 2002; Anderson, 2005; Holst-

Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 2008) that the human factor is important when 

conducting change projects and that the change will only be a success if the 

people involved buy in and change their behaviour when necessary. 

                                           

 

5 See appendix 1 and 2 
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Most traditional project management literature has been focusing on the internal 

structure and dynamics of the individual project and as such perceiving a project 

as independent of context and history, hence there has been a search for the 

golden best practice recipe for successful project execution. However, recent 

research indicates that projects need to be conceptualised as history-dependent 

and organisationally embedded units where various contingencies are highly 

influential on the outcome (Engwall: 2002; Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt: 2008). 

Henry Mintzberg (1983) set up a framework to describe organisational 

contingencies and hence was one of the first to break with best practice in 

relation to organisational theory. Now the project management and change 

management researchers are starting to realise the importance of contingencies, 

and still more literature on the subjects is implementing these thoughts which for 

many years have been considered common sense in organisation theory.  

 

The field of change project management is a relatively new field of science and 

the amount of empiric research and literature is still somewhat sparse. Therefore 

the development of a new framework for change project management will find 

inspiration in the more developed fields of organisation theory, project 

management and change management, and the principle behind Mintzberg‟s 

method will be applied as inspiration to help integrating situational influences in 

change project management.  

 

Based on these observations, a problem statement has been developed which will 

be investigated based on a number of research questions. These will help develop 

the new framework based on literature in the three scientific fields; organisation 

theory, project management and change management, and to empirically test the 

framework with data from the case company, Maersk Line. Finally they will help 

clarify the current situation in the company, which will form base for concrete 

management recommendations in accordance with the new framework. 

  

Problem statement 

The overall problem is: 

 

To develop a situation based theoretic framework that will be valuable for 

optimising the handling of strategic change projects in Maersk Line.  

 



Change Project Management in Maersk Line  Helene Thorup Larsen  

MSocSc CBP Master Thesis   

11 

 

Research questions 

 How can existing literature contribute to the development of a situation 

based framework for change project management?  

o How do contingency factors such as age and size of the host 

organisation, project environment, and external factors affect the 

chances of succeeding with change initiatives? 

 How can generated empirical data from the case-company support the 

development of the new framework? 

 Based on the new developed framework, which recommendations can be 

given to Maersk Line to improve the company‟s current change project 

management?  

o To what degree do the current procedures form a problem for the 

company? 

o How are the change projects conducted today? 

 Which experiences have project managers had when 

working with the current strategy on various projects? 

 To what degree do the project managers follow the current 

guidelines when executing change projects? 

 

Delimitations 

Due to space limitations of the present report, a number of otherwise relevant 

topics will not be evaluated and discussed. These are listed below. 

 

 How the culture in the host organisation affect the outcome of change 

projects is partly covered by related subjects, however a thorough culture 

analysis will not be performed  

 Organisational identity 

 Sensemaking in organisations  

 Institutionalism  

 Motivation mechanisms and incentives management will only be touched 

upon in brief 

 Actual communication strategy 

 Economic world market 

 The influence of the type of change conducted (incremental, episodic, 

radical) will only be commented in brief in relation to the desired level of 

integration between the change project and the host organisation 
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 The international aspect of the company 

 Economic value added by the change projects was not used as a measure 

of success since in the short run, corporate financial performance is 

influenced by many factors unrelated to the change projects, and the 

timeframe for measuring the individual contribution varies. 

 

In spite of these delimitations, the present study is still deemed relevant and 

covering for the stated problem, however it cannot be denied that investigating 

these subjects in future research might bring interesting additions and 

modifications to the findings of this study.  

 

Case Company Description 

Maersk Line is a part of the Danish corporation A. P. Møller-Maersk and currently 

employs roughly 17.000 people. Maersk Line originates from a shipping company 

that was founded in 1904 by Peter Mærsk Møller and his son Arnold Peter Møller, 

and the main activity today is moving containers around the world. The financial 

market situation has influenced the company greatly during the last couple of 

years, mainly because there are less containers to be moved and the freight rates 

have decreased drastically.  

 

This situation has pushed the company to re-organise the structure and in 

January 2008 the Maersk Line management launched an extensive change 

strategy called StreamLINE which had the purpose of creating a less bureaucratic, 

more efficient and more transparent company. The number of levels in the 

organisation was to be cut down to help ease decision making processes and the 

amount of managers and mid-level managers should be reduced from 6.500 to 

4.000 (source: Adam Gade, 2009). The overall number of employees has been 

reduced from 23.000 to 17.000 since the launch of StreamLINE.  

 

Most of the objectives of the StreamLINE strategy were purely technical, 

considering aspects such as the number of employees, efficiency and IT systems6. 

The softer aspects such as the company culture, employee commitment and 

working environment were not visibly prioritized. Neither were considerations of 

how employee reactions would affect the outcome of the strategy.  

                                           

 

6 Source: Maersk Line internal documents and presentations, 2008-2009. 
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In the long run the StreamLINE strategy was designed to “bring greater 

profitability to our bottom line, and a new ease of business to our front line”7. 

This was to be achieved through four concrete goals: 

 

 Fill our ships with the most profitable cargo  

 Make ease of business and unmatched reliability our competitive 

advantage  

 Superior performance through simplification and empowerment  

 Beat competitors‟ cost levels and never accept unjustified cost  

 

An important aspect of the strategy was the launch of a number of change 

projects, called leaps, to help facilitate the desired organisational changes. The 

first round of leaps consisted of 5 projects which were implemented during spring 

2009. The second round is still ongoing and also consists of 5 projects, which are 

to be implemented during spring and summer 2010. As mentioned above in the 

research objective section, the utilisation of the first round of leaps was 

unsatisfactory according to Maersk Line management and project evaluations.  

 

Today the change projects are managed by the Process Excellence department 

which was set up to, among other things, improve the way new projects are 

executed. The department should develop new standards and guidelines to 

ensure that the development processes were carried out simultaneously in the 

entire organisation. An outcome of this work was the MAERSK Improvement 

Model (see appendix 3). Today the MAERSK Improvement Model plays a central 

role for the change management executed in the company, and any improvement 

initiative is planned and executed in accordance with the model. The projects are 

divided into phases and hence the model describes the procedures for the phases 

Mobilise, Analyse, Envision, Realise, Stabilise and Kaizen. The model has now 

been used for roughly three years to standardise and improve the development of 

business initiatives. However, despite how well some of the phases may work, the 

management has expressed a need for improving the way new initiatives are 

implemented due to experiences of unsatisfactory implementations of otherwise 

good initiatives.  

                                           

 

7 Source: Maersk Line intranet: 

 http://maerskline.apmoller.net/processes/MLSP/LFP/Pages/default.aspx 
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When larger projects are launched, the project team will include a trained green- 

or black-belt, which is a person who has been trained in leading projects in 

accordance with the model. The green- or black-belt does not have to be directly 

involved in the actual project, but will ensure that the process follows the paths 

described in the model. The training of the green-belts consists of a number of 

workshops and an individual project lead by the belt trainee. In the project the 

belt trainee must demonstrate the understanding of the phases of the model as 

well as the ability to carry out a project in accordance. If the project is smaller, it 

is optional for the project manager to make use of the model, hence a high 

number of smaller projects are carried out on varying foundation.  

 

The phases of the MAERSK Improvement model are not to be questioned or 

discussed by the green- or black-belts when working with it – the prescriptions 

should simply be followed. This procedure entails that the model itself is not 

being improved as the users gain experience.  

 

Before the launch of the StreamLINE strategy, a number of minor change projects 

called charters were conducted by the process excellence department. They were 

far from satisfactory, which in the evaluations was deemed to be partly caused by 

lack of skilled participants, and the high importance of employing the right people 

on the projects was thereby emphasised. Kristina Beckendorf and Adam Gade 

explain that this point has been critical for establishing more skilful project teams 

for the new leaps which is perceived as a high improvement of the chances of 

success.    
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Research Strategy 

In this section the theory of science and the research design will be presented. 

This is the foundation for the analysis and hence an important aspect for the 

outcome of the process since a different utilisation of theories of science or 

another research strategy might lead to completely different conclusions. This will 

be discussed in further details in later parts of the report. 

 

Theory of Science 

In Maersk Line there is a strong tradition for a modernistic point of view (in terms 

of Hatch, 2006) when handling projects and development processes. The opinion 

seems to be that the truth can be defined and measured, and that people may 

have different opinions, “but they have not necessarily understood the truth”. The 

quotation is an actual utterance by an assistant general manager, who has 

worked in the company for 18 years. This given, it might be interesting to 

conduct a symbolic study and especially look into social constructivism to unveil 

different perceptions of the organisation and how these affect processes and 

methodologies.  

 

On the other hand, since the modernistic methodology is deeply rooted in the 

company (Gade, 2009; Beckendorf, 2009, among others), a symbolic study will 

most likely be extremely hard to communicate in the company, let alone 

incorporate. It will probably meet strong resistance with the argument that the 

findings cannot be measured or proved. Of course by obeying to this possibility, 

the investigation is already tied up by assumptions of how the management 

might react based on perceptions of the current culture. To investigate the 

validity of this assumption in depth would require a thorough analysis of the 

company culture and thereby a much larger scope than what is given for this 

report. Because of the lack of possibilities for validating the assumption, I 

presume that the symbolic perspective, however interesting it may be for the 

subject, will not lead to a study that is realistic for incorporation in the company. 

 

A compromise between the two paradigms is to divide the various phenomena 

into two groups based on whether they are dependent or independent of the 

human mind (inspired by Boghossian, 2006). The mind-independent phenomena 

are for example the natural sciences for which it is intuitive that they would exist 

in the same format regardless of human awareness. The mind-dependent 

phenomena are the social subjects such as culture, sociology and money. For 
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these subjects it can be argued that without awareness they may not even exist 

and that awareness facilitates the existence in the certain format. Following these 

arguments, the modernist reality approach is maintained and at the same time it 

is recognised that social phenomena are a product of human interactions and 

individual beliefs.  

 

Consequently, to presumably optimise the possibility of being heard, it was 

decided that the methodology of this report should follow the modernistic 

ontology, objectivism, meaning that “reality exists independently of those who 

live in it” (Hatch, 2006, p. 12), however with the addition that various mind-

dependent phenomena are acknowledged to exist in a particular format because 

of interpretations and influences of the actors involved, thus for these mind-

dependent phenomena goes that “something exists only when you experience 

and give it meaning” (Hatch, 2006, p. 12). This addition does not affect the 

possibilities of using the modernist epistemology, positivism, which assumes that  

 

“you can discover what truly happens in organisations through the 

categorisation and scientific measurement of the behaviour of people and 

systems” (Hatch, 2006, p. 13),  

 

although the complexity of the issues and the lack of insight into the minds of 

other people can certainly make it difficult. 

 

The mind-dependence addition acknowledges that not everything in the world 

would be the same without human interference, but this does not prevent us from 

measuring the world as it is today. It is dynamic and hence any description is 

only a still picture of the situation at the time of measuring, which in fact 

supports the idea behind this study – that the situation surrounding a change 

project is a product of social and non-social phenomena and that this situation is 

dynamic and changes over time, therefore it will have to be considered separately 

for any new change project being initiated. It is also acknowledged that people 

may put different meanings into the same concepts depending on their various 

background, culture, norms etc. This is still not affecting the modernist 

epistemology, merely it is a source of error in measuring the statements given in 

the interviews. 

 

The choice of perspective affects which theories and methods can be applied. The 

modernist epistemology argues that it is possible to define reality, however 
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different influences may affect the accessibility, thus a discussion about bias 

becomes relevant. The concrete sources of error are further elaborated in the 

sampling section below.  

 

Some of the fields of science with relevance to this study are still today influenced 

by the 20th century realism and best practice. This applies especially to project 

management theory, however, an increasing number of scientists stress the 

importance of contingencies and context when trying to produce a versatile 

theoretic foundation. Some scientists even argue that project management theory 

needs to consider that “inconsistencies and multiple realities are a natural part of 

the daily life of most organisations” (Blomquist and Packendorf, 1998, p. 7). This 

statement is clearly social constructivism and theory developed in this study will 

not be taken that far - it will simply acknowledge that different kinds of projects 

in different situations will need to be handled differently, hence the best practice 

approach is considered insufficient.  

 

The subject of “socially constructed realities” is particularly relevant for the 

discussion of the situational influence of the project environment. The scientists 

favouring the social constructivism approach (as described by Hatch, 2006) argue 

that behaviour is influenced by the environment as it is perceived by the actor, 

and creating or enacting an environment is a behaviour. So, as questioned by 

professor H. Joseph Reitz (1979) of University of Florida: can the environment be 

explained as being a product caused by its own product? The consequence of 

considering the multitude of perceptions of the environment in relation to the 

development of theory also causes problems when it comes to measuring and 

analysing the environment: whose perception should be used? So can it be 

sufficient to analyse the environment per se? In this study the answer will be yes.  

 

Research Design 

The aim of this study is to create a framework which takes the situation that 

surrounds the projects into consideration and hence create a situation based 

framework. This is inspired by a method developed by Mintzberg (1983) who 

argues that effective structuring requires internal consistency among the design 

parameters and further that the design parameters match the situational factors.  
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Figure 1: The original Mintzberg framework, 1983 

 

The original framework was developed for the organisation perspective, which is 

somehow different from the change project context which is the target audience 

for the new framework. Situation based change project management is a 

relatively new field of research, therefore the content of the framework will be 

developed based on literature in the fields of project management, change 

management and organisational theory to form inspiration for the relevant 

subjects. This approach will create a new connection between the three original 

fields of science.  

 

When designing a real life change project, the actual situation of that project will 

have to be identified before the project can be designed accordingly. Because of 

scope limitations, the framework developed in this thesis will address only the 

situation of old and large companies like Maersk Line. To develop a thorough 

framework for all potential situations that can surround a change project would 

require extensive time and resources and a detailed research investigation, if it is 

at all possible.   

 

The initial framework was build on theory in the fields of organisation theory, 

project management and change management. Next, to explore if the initial 

framework was fulfilling the objective of describing the change project situation, 

the framework formed base for an interview investigation in which the relevance 

and usefulness of the framework was tested. These results were analysed and the 

preliminary framework was evaluated according to the findings, and modifications 

were implemented. Then the relevance of the framework was discussed and put 

into perspective and finally concrete recommendations for Maersk Line were 

developed based on the final framework. Below is a visualisation of the 

development process of the new framework.  

 

Design parameters: 
- Design of positions 
- Design of superstructure  
- Design of lateral linkages  
- Decision of decision-
making system 

 

Situational Factors: 

- Age & Size 

- Technical System 
- Environment 
- Power  

  

Congruence? 
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Figure 2: Visualisation of the methodology for developing the new framework. 

 

When developing the recommendations for the case company, the entire 

organisation - not the single change project - was set as the target audience. This 

meant that the recommendations are at a strategic level dedicated to the entire 

organisation based on the current situation. To develop concrete 

recommendations for the single change project would require a thorough 

investigation of the current situation of the individual project which is beyond the 

scope of this report.     

 

Selecting the Method 

Many employees throughout the organisation have excellent experience of 

working with the present strategy and are therefore expected to hold valuable 

knowledge of the parts that could be in need of improvement as well as the parts 

that work well. The main group of employees that are expected to hold this 

information are the project managers i.e. the trained green- and black-belts 

described in the case description above. To translate this knowledge into 

improvements of the current strategy in a positivist perspective can be achieved 

through interaction with the employees which would allow them to express their 

knowledge.  

 

Robert Yin (2009) has developed some recommendations that can help determine 

which research method to use. Based on three parameters - the form of question, 

requirement for control of behavioural events and focus on contemporary events 

– presents arguments for the use of the various possible methods. He further 

presents 4 different kinds of case studies depending on whether the case consists 

Situation 

based 

methodolog

y 

 

Literature 

Empirical data 

Initial change 

project 

management 

framework  

 

Final change 

project 

management 

framework  

 



Change Project Management in Maersk Line  Helene Thorup Larsen  

MSocSc CBP Master Thesis   

20 

 

of a single or multiple cases, and whether the study is embedded (multiple units 

of analysis) or holistic.  

 

The research questions in this thesis mainly start with „how‟, the study does not 

require control of behavioural events, and the study focuses on contemporary 

events, therefore the case study method is according to Yin the most 

advantageous method. Further, there is only one case; improve the utilisation of 

projects in Maersk Line. Based on these considerations, the research will be 

conducted as a single-case holistic case study (Yin, 2009, p. 63). 

 

The challenge of this method is that it limits triangulation and that it may be 

more difficult to discover hidden information. It may have been advantageous for 

the outcome of the study if it had been possible to include additional units of 

analysis and methods, e.g. a survey, as stated by Yin (2009):  

“as such, mixed methods research can permit investigators to address 

more complicated research questions and collect a richer and stronger 

array of evidence than can be accomplished by any single method alone” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 63)  

 

One characteristic of Maersk Line, which becomes still more explicit when 

searching for documentation of projects in the company, is that information is 

extremely well hidden, if it even exists. The access to internal documents such as 

project evaluations and descriptions is highly limited and those that were 

accessible could only be useful in determining the presence and direction of the 

problem; they could not be a real contributor to the actual analysis. Where I 

would have preferred to base more of my analysis on such documentation, which 

would also have been in line with my epistemology, lack of access to, and 

possibly existence of, such material hinders my doing so.  

 

Also the conduction of a survey investigation may have contributed with valuable 

insights and possibilities for further triangulation than possible through the sparse 

internal evaluations and documents, however I estimated that since the survey 

investigation brings no possibilities of elaborating the answers and as such a 

higher risk of misunderstandings and bias (Yin, 2009), the risk of bringing false 

evidence would outweigh the potential benefits of additional triangulation. 
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With these arguments in combination with the scope of the study and the 

characteristics of the case, the single-case holistic case study is evaluated the 

most appropriate method for this case. 

 

Data Generation 

Given the theoretic aspect of the objective of this thesis, literature was of high 

importance, thus an extensive theoretic research was conducted to identify 

relevant frameworks and theory. In addition to this, an empiric research 

investigation was executed to validate the relevance of the selected theory and to 

identify potential improvements. Both primary and secondary data sources have 

been utilized when conducting the empiric research. Below are descriptions of 

how the various data was generated.  

 

The use of Theory 

A Literature review was conducted in order to identify and select appropriate 

theory and information for developing the initial framework. This proved to be 

especially challenging due to the diversity of the theoretical field at hand. There 

exists little unanimity within the field and it has been approached from many 

different angles, therefore it proved to be a challenge to find the right material. 

The selection of the theoretical material utilised in the thesis was based on five 

criteria: 

 

1) Through hard work; getting familiar with the field, so that the different 

works could be evaluated against each other.  

2) Through common sense; was this angle to the field found plausible and 

applicable to the case? 

3) Through external validation; had this theory been able to withstand the 

critique of previous scientists, and had it been accepted by the field 

(tested through citation index)?   

4) If it fit with the theory of science selected, as described above. 

5) The practicians should be able to understand the outcome of it. 

 

The structure of the new framework is, as described above, inspired by that of 

Mintzberg, whereas the contents are somehow different and adjusted to the 
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relevant influences and parameters for the change project situation. In the 

literature review below follows a discussion of the relevant literature, primarily 

based on organisation theory, project management theory and change 

management theory, which forms base for the initial framework.  

 

The theories will be evaluated and criticised to a reasonable extend, but I will not 

choose to scrutinise them extensively, as their applicability in this study depends 

on their relevance for the case company – which is exactly what is being tested. 

 

Primary Empiric Information 

Given the modernistic epistemology behind the investigation and the purpose of 

the thesis being to improve the utilisation of projects based on existing 

knowledge and experiences, the primary data generation had to involve some 

kind of questioning of relevant people. Face to face interviews were chosen as an 

information source since they allow for clarifying questioning and thereby give a 

richer data than simple questionnaires. When needed for clarification, the 

interviews were followed up by phone interviews and small informal meetings.  

 

Interviews 

Interviews were chosen as method because it can provide targeted information 

when the questions are designed to focus directly on the case study topics, and 

further it enables elaboration on the answers which can be highly advantageous 

when the topic is complex. The chosen epistemology entails that the knowledge 

production through interviews resembles that of a miner: “The data-mining 

conception of interviewing is close to the mainstream of modern social sciences 

where knowledge is already there, waiting to be found” (Kvale, 2007, p. 19).  

 

The challenges of the interview method can be bias due to poorly articulated 

questions, response bias and interviewees telling what the interviewer wants to 

hear. Discovering bias is critical for the quality of an interview investigation, as 

such, unacknowledged bias may entirely invalidate the results of an interview 

inquiry (Kvale, 2007, p. 86). Critics claim that qualitative interviews are not 

appropriate for testing hypotheses - that they are only exploratory and thus not 

scientific. However, according to Kvale (2007) an interview may also take the 

form of a process of continual hypothesis testing where the interviewer tests 

hypotheses with the interplay of direct questions, counter-questions, leading 
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questions and probing questions (Kvale, 2007, p. 86). This is further elaborated 

below in the sampling section. 

 

The interview agenda was created based on semi-structured questions, starting 

out with some more general easy to answer questions, and structured by theme. 

The initial interview was more general and unstructured. Throughout the process, 

patterns in the data were gradually identified and hence the interviews 

continuously became more structured which allowed for more targeted data 

collection. To confirm the understanding and elaborate on the answers given, I 

used follow-up questions and counter-questions as recommended by Kvale 

(2007), and informal conversation or phone calls if uncertainties occurred 

afterwards. The empirical data collection through interviews had two main 

objectives: 1) to test the hypothesis developed in the literature review and 2) to 

describe the current situation surrounding change projects in Maersk Line in order 

to be able to construct recommendations based on the change project 

management framework. The interview guide can be seen in appendix 5.  

 

Sampling 

Initially one key informant, Kristina Beckendorf, was interviewed. She is the 

director of the Process Excellence Academy, which among other things organises 

the change projects and facilitates the training of green- and black-belts, and she 

could provide general background information and further give advice on who 

could hold valuable information for the research. Based on this interview, an 

agenda for the following interviews was created. 

 

Prior research has suggested that sampling should start with top managers since 

these are critical players in change processes and key informants, who have key 

insight into an organization‟s identity and access to knowledge of strategy and 

structure (Pratt & Foreman, 2000; Kumar et al, 1993), but in this case all green- 

and black belts function as project managers and are therefore the ones with the 

practical experience in the actual execution of the projects in question. Another 

point is that much of this information is sticky and not necessarily communicated 

to the top managers. Therefore the informants have not necessarily been selected 

among the top managers. The most critical aspects when selecting the 

interviewees were to identify the players that would provide the highest level of 

insight with the lowest risk of bias. Further, efforts were made to ensure that the 

interviewees were representative of all relevant types of projects and aspects. 
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The modernistic point of view is that there is a total amount of knowledge in the 

present situation and to be able to reach a complete picture, it will be necessary 

to identify and approach those employees whose combined knowledge provides 

insights of the complete picture. Therefore to capture as much of the existing 

knowledge and experience as possible, the project managers have been divided 

into groups representing various kinds of projects. Then a sample of these were 

selected based on factors such as type of experience, gender and age. To reduce 

the possibilities of identification, only the first names of the interviewees will be 

stated. 

 

The interviewees were: 

Name Age Years of 

employment 

Internal experience External 

experience 

Kristina 34 15  Head of PEX 

Academy 

 PEX, various 

positions 

 Trainee 

N/A 

Adam 40 19  Head of  MLIT 

 Various positions in 

ML, PEX and Finance 

 Trainee 

N/A 

Niels Henrik 47 3  PEX BB Pool  

 PEX, various 

projects 

 Consultant, 

various 

companies 

 Black Belt 

Thomas 33 14  Head of GSC 

 Various positions in 

ML, PEX  

 Trainee 

N/A 

Mogens 36 16  Leap Leader, OTD 

Leap 

 Various positions in 

ML, finance 

 Trainee 

N/A 

Hans Henrik 55 35  Workstream Leader, 

OTD Leap 

 Various positions in 

ML, strategy, 

operations 

 Trainee  

N/A 
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Mads 35 14  Head of ML 

Strategic Projects 

 PEX, various 

projects 

 Trainee 

N/A 

Lucas 40 16  Head of ML 

Processes 

 P/O Nedloyd 

 Nedloyd trainee 

N/A 

Pernille 32 2  PEX BB Pool, Yield 

Leap 

 PEX, various 

projects 

 Consultant, 

process 

optimisation  

 Business 

Analyst 

  

 

Bias 

As mentioned above, the theory of science affects the selection of method and 

the handling of bias. The sources of error can be bias due to poorly articulated 

questions, interviewees telling what they think the interviewer wants to hear and 

response bias meaning that the interviewees may not be aware of the reality, 

consequently the information they provide can be incorrect because of missing 

facts. Another source of error can occur when a situation which has always been 

a certain way, suddenly changes when it reaches a critical point, which leads the 

existing knowledge to become incorrect. Also the interviewees may have reason 

to keep knowledge from me as the author because of personal agendas and the 

fact that I am a colleague. Finally, people may put different meanings into the 

same concepts depending on their various background, culture, norms etc. which 

may entail misleading answers, which of cause also applies to me when analysing 

the data.  

 

The interviewees were all selected based on their involvement in and experience 

with the execution of change projects in Maersk Line. It turned out that the 

majority of the key players in this field were men who have been in the company 

for many years and started out as trainees; in fact only two of the interviewees 

have external experience, which means that most of the interviewees are not able 

to triangulate their experiences from the case company. This uniform background 

and lack of diversity may affect the possibilities of transferring the knowledge 

produced in this study to other companies.  

 



Change Project Management in Maersk Line  Helene Thorup Larsen  

MSocSc CBP Master Thesis   

26 

 

There are other potential sources of error then the above mentioned, however 

these are perceived the most important ones in relation to this study. The 

methods applied to minimise the potential bias are reviewed below in the quality 

validation section.   

 

Participant observation 

As I am an employee in the case company, it would seem reasonable to include 

participant observation (as described by Yin, 2009, p. 111) as a source of 

evidence. The technique provides opportunities such as access to events or 

groups that are otherwise inaccessible to the study and the ability to perceive 

reality from the viewpoint of someone inside the case study rather than external 

to it. However the technique also involves major problems (Yin, 2009) and to a 

large extent it conflicts with the selected theory of science. It can be argued that 

the accuracy of the study in producing a trustworthy reflection of the case study 

phenomena is highly doubtful and exposed to bias. First, the observer will have 

less time to work as an external observer and may have to assume positions or 

roles contrary to good social practice. Second, the observer is likely to become a 

supporter of the organisation being studied, thus influencing the objectivity, and 

third the participant role may require too much attention relative to the observer 

role. All these points would be hard to deny as I entered the position as an 

employee two years before initiating the case study, therefore I can be assumed 

to be highly exposed to bias and likely to produce incorrect data using this 

technique. Therefore the participant observation is deemed invaluable for the 

generation of empirical evidence for this case study and will not be applied.   

 

Secondary Information 

Secondary information was primarily generated from an extensive internal 

investigation concerning the handling of change management in the Operations 

department. The conclusions of this research are presented in the findings section. 

Furthermore, online material such as project evaluations, presentations and other 

documents were used as secondary information and, as described above, to 

determine the extent and direction of the problem, which enabled a more 

targeted literature study. In addition, the secondary material was used to 

strengthen and triangulate the preliminary data.  
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Analysis Strategy 

The overall analytic strategy was to deductively8 test and validate the hypotheses 

and the framework based on empirical data, and further to determine the 

foundation for the development of recommendations for the case company. This 

was done by categorising the answers given at the interviews and comparing 

these with the results from the internal change management investigation and 

other internal documents, then analysing how they support or contradict the 

initial framework which is based on existing literature.   

With the positivist epistemology and the miner metaphor of interviewing, the 

most appropriate data analysis modes are condensation and meaning coding, 

which attempts to bring out what is already there in the notes from the interviews 

(Kvale, 2007). The mode of recording the interviews was by note-taking directly 

in the interview guide which enabled live-condensation of the words of the 

interviewees (Kvale, 2007), meaning that what was said was condensed and 

thematised into short and to-the point statements. These condensed statements 

smoothed the process of the further data analysis. The interviews were, as 

mentioned above, structured in categories in relation to the developed 

hypotheses to provide an overview (see appendix 6 for the categorisation). In the 

data analysis, these categories facilitated comparisons and hypothesis testing, 

and the various statements were coded from 1-5 depending on the level of 

support or disagreement, 5 being total support and 1 being total disagreement. 

The coding was used to perform quantitative calculation of the average support 

given to the various hypotheses, thus an average of 3 is neither support nor 

disagreement, below 3 is disagreement, and above 3 is support for the 

hypothesis. The coded data was organised in table 1 shown below in the analysis 

section. In the analysis the spread of the codes was further considered, meaning 

that if for example large differences of opinion between the interviewees occur, 

the individual statements will be evaluated further. Unfortunately, two of the 

interviews were unsuitable for coding since they were conducted earlier in the 

process and the structure of the later interviews was somewhat changed in the 

period in-between. These two interviews were then only useful for analysing the 

individual statements.  

                                           

 

8 Deductive mode of reasoning: ”testing theory against practice using a positivist 

epistemology”. (Hatch, 2006, p. 26) 
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One could argue that an easier method of coding the statements would have been 

to simply ask the interviewees to do it, however this was considered to be highly 

affected by individual understanding of the codes leading to a higher extent of 

bias than full descriptions that were only codified by one person. Therefore it was 

decided that the most consistent method was for the analyst to analyse and code 

the answers.  

The table provides an overview of the generated evidence, however beside the 

structured approach through condensation and coding, the bricolage method (as 

described by Kvale, 2007) was used to enable deeper analysis of the meaning of 

the individual statements and to unveil the influence of age, gender, years of 

employment etc. The bricolage method is a less structured data approach in 

generating meaning in that it does not involve formal prescriptions for data 

handling, merely it opens for moving freely between analytic techniques and 

discovering appropriate methods as the analysis process progresses, for example 

grouping of interviewees and meaning interpretation (Kvale, 2007, p. 107) was 

applied where it was found useful for the analysis. To a large extent, theoretical 

reflection (Kvale, 2007, p. 117) was an applied method, meaning that interview 

passages were simply used as direct evidence and presented as continuous text 

and analysed according to the reviewed literature on the subject.  

Because of the applied methodology which includes that the interviews were 

designed to test the hypotheses, the findings will be directly presented as part of 

the analysis section. To follow the more “normal” approach of presenting findings 

in a separate section followed by an analysis would entail duplications because 

the findings would themselves be closely related to the analysis and hence 

repeated in a similar form in the analysis section. Therefore it was decided to 

present the findings in the actual analysis section.  

 

Quality validation 

Several steps were taken to ensure the quality of the data. The data was 

meticulously managed, keeping constant records of interviews, documents and 

notes as they were collected. Along with this certain quality indicators where 

applied inspired by Robert Yin (2009), the most important one being to use 

multiple data sources to triangulate the information. This was obtained through 

the use of interviews, the results of the internal change management 

investigation, and internal documents. However, according to Yin (2009) this 

would have been more powerful if more interactive methods were applied such as 
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surveys and focus-group interviews; unfortunately this was not possible due to 

time and scope limitations. To confirm the understanding of the answers given at 

the interviews, I used follow-up questions whenever the meaning could be 

doubted, and informal conversation or phone calls if uncertainties occurred 

afterwards.  

 

Kvale‟s suggestions for reliability indicators relating to qualitative interviews in 

the positivist perspective were applied in the research. They included the 

questions: “Are the findings reproducible at other times and for other 

researchers?” and “Are you measuring what you think you are measuring?” 

(Kvale, 2007, 122). He further argues that validation of research data does not 

belong to a separate stage of an investigation, but permeates the entire research 

process, thereby stresses the importance of a continual process validation rather 

than a final product validation – this advise was adopted in the process of this 

study.  

 

Limitations 

To summarise the limitations of the present study, which have been touched 

upon and discussed through this section, the most significant ones are:  

 Limited possibilities for triangulation of the data due to only one 

interactive investigation method applied, which may entail misleading 

evidence 

 Only interviews with managers, hence the answers may only express one 

angle of the reality 

 The availability of analyses and data on the current execution of change 

projects is limited   
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Literature Review 

In this section the initial theoretic foundation for the new framework for situation 

based change project management will be conducted. This framework will include 

the aspects that are initially deemed pertinent for the change project situation; 

these aspects will then be tested through empirical data and later analysed and 

discussed. To create structure of the literature review, the theories will be 

presented and discussed based on which situational influences they relate to. The 

three overall influence groups, “age and size”, “project environment” and 

“external influences” were evaluated to be the most covering and descriptive 

groupings based on insights gained through the literature study and the identified 

critical subjects, which were found in the analysis of the internal change project 

documents.  

 

In the literature review a number of hypotheses will be developed which are 

central for the development of the new framework. These hypotheses are based 

on existing literature in the three scientific fields organisation theory, project 

management and change management, and will form basis for the research 

investigation and, depending on the validation, form argument for the new 

framework. An overview of the hypotheses can be seen in appendix 6. 

 

Development of the Field 

Most of previous research on the subject of change project management has been 

concerned with either project management or change management or 

organisational theory whereas this study aims at combining parts of these to 

describe this unique topic. These fields have important differences, and as very 

limited amounts of research on situation based change project management have 

been conducted, it has proved difficult to create an overview of relevant prior 

research. Project management research has been focusing primarily on the 

structures and dynamics of the individual project, not including the context or 

history of the projects (Engwall, 2002). These aspects have been greatly 

considered in organisational theory, which though operates at a different level 

and hence the theories are not directly transferrable to change project 

management. The third area of relevance for this study, change management, is 

a relatively new field of study and most of the literature is still based on a best 

practice approach, trying to develop the golden recipe for successful change 

management (Engwall, 2002; Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 2008). A critical point 

of many of the change management theories that are based on company 
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experiences evaluated by the management is the halo-effect which means that 

when a successful strategy is evaluated, the management tend to focus only on 

the positive sides of the outcome and happily forget the negative events in the 

making (Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 2008, p. 35-42), hence the evaluation of 

the strategy depends solely on the final outcome, which could be influenced by 

numerous external factors, and not the actual process it was contributing to. 

 

Some of the sparse research that does take contingencies into account (Holst-

Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 2008; Anderson, 2005; Sharma, 2005) argue that the 

message delivered to the stakeholders is key to successful projects. In change 

projects the stakeholders need to know what is in it for them if they take on this 

change, and most will be sceptical to changes that require even the slightest 

change in personal routines (Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 2008). Further, the 

social and political aspects of change project management is given still more 

attention hence acknowledging that change projects are about changing peoples‟ 

behaviour, which requires that they are convinced of the advantages in complying 

with the change (Blomquist and Packendorf, 1998; Kreiner, 1995; Engwall, 2002). 

In conclusion there seems to be a strong need for further research in the field of 

situation based change project management to increase the knowledge of a field 

in great practical development.  

 

Mintzberg 

The inspiration for development of the new framework for change project 

management builds on Mintzberg‟s methodology which says that 

 

“Effective structuring requires a close fit between the situational factors 

and the design parameters” (Mintzberg, 1983, p. 122) 

This statement describes an important aspect of Mintzberg‟s work - the 

Contingency Theory (best fit) which argues that there is no best way to 

organise that will fit all organisations and all situations. The optimal course of 

action is dependent (contingent) upon internal and external factors. This 

observation is the most important aspect of the new framework since the idea is 

to develop a framework which can be helpful in the planning and execution of 

change projects depending on the unique situation of the individual project. This 

is in line with recent research which as mentioned above is increasingly 

concerned with the situation surrounding the change project.  
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A weak point of Mintzberg‟s work is that he almost completely ignores the human 

aspects such as motivation, commitment and resistance to change – he vaguely 

touches upon the subjects in what he calls indoctrination, and otherwise only 

focuses on the technical setup of an organisation. These social aspects will be 

included in the change project management framework. 

 

Designing the Initial New Framework 

The new framework will as described above have three main groups of situational 

influences; age and size, environment and external influences. These are 

determined based on the direction of the present problems in the case company 

and the central subjects discussed in prior research, and might therefore need 

modifications as more research is conducted on the topic. Given the angle of the 

study being on old and large organisations, only the factors with relevance for 

this situation will be included. 

 

Since the focus of the thesis is on change projects, the organisation‟s 

willingness to change is an important consideration to make. This can 

according to various literature on the subject be affected by various aspects, the 

most important ones being age and size of the organisation, environment, 

resources, culture and structure of the organisation (Lehtonen and Martinsuo, 

2008; Waddell and Sohal, 1998; Maurer, 1996; Engwall, 2002). Because of the 

diversity of this aspect, it will be considered throughout the development of the 

new framework in relation to the discussion of the relevant influence groups, and 

not placed in a single group. 

 

Age and Size 

In the new framework, Mintzberg‟s first group of situational factors  “age and 

size” will be modified into having two aspects; “age and size of the host 

organisation” and “age and size of the project”. Both aspects can be influential on 

the individual projects and both the host organisation and the project can be 

either old or young and small or large. This results in eight different combinations 

which can influence the projects. However it has not been possible to identify any 

specific literature describing how the age and size of a project may affect the 

execution and outcome; the theory with the highest relevance in this respect is 

by Engwall (2002) and Blomquist and Packendorff (1998) who argue that the 
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outcome is dependent on the history and experience of the company and the 

players involved. This is further discussed below in the environment section.  

 

In an old and large organisation like Maersk Line, a phenomenon which Mintzberg 

argues is often seen is the “we’ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome (Mintzberg, 

1983, p. 123) which means that work is being repeated and logically formalised 

as the organisation ages. This can greatly affect the projects being executed and 

the willingness of the organisation to adapt to new initiatives. The age and size of 

the host organisation also influence the structure of the organisation. Pugh and 

Hickson (1989) support Mintzberg‟s arguments and state that:  

 

“The larger the organisation, the more likely its employees are to work in 

very specialised functions, following standard procedures and formalised 

documentation; that is, it will score highly on structuring of activities and 

have many of the appearances of bureaucracy. The more it is dependent 

on only a few supplier or customer units, or even just one…, the less 

autonomy it will have in its own decision making, and even those decisions 

that are left to it are likely to be centralised within itself rather than 

decentralised” (Pugh and Hickson, 1989) 

An intuitive consequence of this syndrome is that it affects the employees 

individually and that it will be more distinct the longer the employee has been in 

the organisation. Therefore it will be necessary to find individual approaches on 

how to present new initiatives to the different employees; some may be able to 

be convinced whereas others never will accept the new situation, which can have 

a negative effect on fellow employees, hence drastic decisions such as layoffs 

may be necessary. On the negative side, Mintzberg does not mention the 

potential valuable effects of applying solid experience to the projects and thereby 

sharing helpful knowledge and speeding up the processes, which will be further 

discussed below in relation to the project environment. Nevertheless, the above 

discussed theories arguing for the presence of the syndrome will lead to the first 

hypothesis which will then be tested in the case company. 

 

Hypothesis 1a: The “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome affects the 

employees‟ acceptance of change individually depending on the length of 

their employment, and consequently the organisation needs to consider 

the composition of the audience for a new initiative when they plan how it 

should be unfolded. 
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The “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome is closely related to structural inertia 

and resistance to change, which are frequently debated topics in change 

management literature. Resistance to change is an important phenomenon to 

consider when dealing with change management (Rument, 1995; Hannan and 

Freeman, 1989), in fact many authors argue that the reasons for failure in many 

change initiatives can be found in resistance to change (Waddell and Sohal, 1998; 

Lawrence, 1954; Maurer, 1996, among others). Resistance is a phenomenon that 

can affect the change process by delaying or slowing down its beginning, 

obstructing or hindering its implementation and increasing its costs (Ansoff, 1988, 

cited in Waddell and Sohal, 1998). Overall, resistance to change is a wish to 

preserve the status quo, which further sets resistance equivalent to structural 

inertia (Rumelt, 1995). Many scientists have opinions on how the age and size of 

the organisation affect this resistance to change. Three of them are Stoeberl et al 

(1998) who conducted an examination of the effect of organisational change on 

organisational failure within the wine industry. In the study they found that 

structural inertia increases as the size of the organisation increases. However 

they also found indications that age of the organisation did not have influence on 

the likelihood of success of organisational transformation. Koson Sapprasert 

(2008) supports Stoeberl et al in this respect and even argues that organisational 

innovation increases with age since younger organisations are characterised by 

immature or undefined routines and that 

 

“…the greater maturity of routines in older firms may serve as a more 

powerful impetus to innovation. While younger firms are busy dealing with 

many basic operational issues (e.g. cash flow, formalising relationships, 

and so on) or paying more attention to innovating new products or 

processes to enter the market, older firms can be expected to be relatively 

less occupied and ready for reorganisation” (Sapprasert, Koson (2008) 

”Acknowledging Organisational Innovation” p. 3) 

 

This is in opposition to Mintzberg‟s “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome and also 

to the work of Hannan and Freeman (1989) who conducted a study on how the 

inertial forces vary with age, size and complexity of the organisation. Hannan and 

Freeman found that older organisations are more reliable in their performance 

and that structural inertia increases with size as well as age (1989, p. 157-158).  

 

Obviously they cannot all be right about this, therefore a hypothesis will be 

formed and tested in the case company to determine the situation in Maersk Line 
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which can give an indication of the relationship between structural inertia and age 

and size of the host organisation.  

 

Hypothesis 1b: The larger and the older the organisation is, the stronger 

the structural inertia, and thus greater effort would have to be made to 

succeed with change initiatives. 

 

Hence again, similar to the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome, the 

consideration should be on consciously managing the individual change situation 

and being aware of the characteristics of the participants as well as the audience.  

 

Various scientists have recently discussed how resistance to change and 

structural inertia are not necessarily negative concepts in general since change is 

not inherently beneficial for organisations. In fact, Waddell and Sohal (1998) and 

Maurer (1996) argue that resistance can reveal aspects of the project that are not 

properly considered and thus would need further work and consideration in order 

to be valuable for the organisation, and as Maurer points out, “resistance is what 

keeps us from attaching ourselves to every boneheaded idea that comes along” 

(1996, p. 2).  

 

The many differing opinions on how to overcome the resistance to change and 

the relevance of potential positive aspects will be discussed below when the 

environment influence is evaluated. 

 

Based on these observations it can be concluded that the most important 

influence of age and size of the host organisation on the change projects is the 

level of resistance to change. It was argued that this resistance can come from 

the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome and it was proposed that this syndrome 

affects the employees individually and primarily relates to the length of 

employment. Or the resistance can come from structural inertia, which more 

directly relates to the age and size of the organisation irrespective of the 

employees. Other aspects that are influenced by age and size are the structure of 

the organisation, the level of centralisation/ decentralisation and the formalisation 

of work processes, which again ties back to the structural inertia.  
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Environment 

The environment influence is similar to that of the age and size in that the 

environment of the host organisation and the environment of the project can be 

divided into two different aspects. In this section the immediate environment of 

the change project will be evaluated – the environment of the host organisation 

will be considered an external influence and will be discussed below.     

Kreiner (1995) discusses how management should deal with “drifting 

environments” which he argues is a common issue in project management. An 

environment is said to drift when it somehow diverges from the projected course 

that formed the premise for the design of the project (Kreiner, 1995, p. 341). To 

overcome this, the management may attempt to restore the situation by bringing 

the environment back to the projected course, or they may redirect the course of 

the project to match the new situation. They may also try to put the blame for 

the drift somewhere else or respond with strategic inaction hoping that the 

change is either temporary or insignificant. However, Kreiner (1995) argues that 

it would be beneficial for the management to handle the issue with more 

deliberate strategic refinement. He suggests two strategic approaches; 

“hierarchy” and “networking” which both have significant pros and cons. 

Hierarchy means that the responsibility for relevance and legitimacy is 

surrendered to some organisational “fixed point” like a boss, plan or procedure, 

hence leaving the responsibility for responding to environmental change at that 

single point and as such creating a defence against environmental noise and 

nonsense, whereas networking is a way of attempting to make the project and 

the environment co-evolve, i.e. to drift together rather than apart (Kreiner, 1995, 

p. 342-343). The disadvantages of the hierarchy approach are that there is a risk 

of overlooking important issues which should not be overlooked, such as 

environmental drift that proves to be lasting and significant. For the networking 

approach there is a risk that the managers become disorientated and confused 

and treat any piece of information as an important lead. Kreiner (1995) argues 

that neither of these strategies will work as an exclusive strategy and stresses 

the importance of remaining both strategies as an option throughout the duration 

of the project.  

This theory is particularly interesting in relation to change projects since it 

describes an often ignored issue of internal projects and project management in 

general. The present market situation provokes a constant pressure to transform 

in order to stay in business (Christensen and Kreiner, 2008), which affects the 

internal project environment in the organisations. The number of change projects 
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has increased significantly over the last two decades (Beer et al, 1990) which 

consequently has increased the internal competition for attention among the 

change projects, and as the various change projects are implemented, the 

organisations will (hopefully – as it is the objective) transform, which again 

changes the market for the ongoing projects.  

The critical part of Kreiner‟s (1995) theory is that it is not empirically founded, 

hence the arguments are only based on the theoretic discussion, which is, 

however, intuitive. As Kreiner‟s theory is being tested in the current study, the 

major shortcomings of the theory are thus accounted for.  

Given that the focus of the thesis is on projects, not organisations, the structure 

of the host organisation will be part of the situational influences and will be 

included in the environment influence group. Mintzberg‟s five typical 

configurations, Simple Structure, Machine Bureaucracy, Professional Bureaucracy, 

Divisionalised Form and Adhocracy, can be used as inspiration to describe the 

structure of the host organisation and how this can influence the change projects. 

Each type has a prime coordinating mechanism, a key organizational part, and 

some main design parameters and situational factors. How the presence of either 

of Mintzberg‟s configurations (or similar simplification of organisational structure) 

affect the change projects has not yet been investigated scientifically, merely the 

level of centralisation/decentralisation has been considered, however it seems 

intuitive that it will influence the change projects, therefore the configurations are 

mentioned as influential. 

Beer and Nohria (2000) present two theories for managing organisational 

changes named Theory E and O. Companies using theory E have one main 

purpose - maximization of economic value. The shortcomings of this approach are 

a lack of long term commitment among the employees and development of the 

company. Theory O is the complete opposite of Theory E with the purpose of 

developing organisational capabilities and a motivating environment that 

encourages commitment among the employees and thereby creating a learning 

organisation. The major shortcoming of this approach is the lack of focus on 

economic value, which the authors argue will entail financial difficulties. These 

theories are relevant for the change project subject because they describe two 

different ways of handling the organisational management approach and thereby 

provide an insight into the various organisational environments that can surround 

a change initiative and how it should be handled.  
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Beer and Nohria (2000) explain how neither of these theories are without 

shortcomings wherefore a combination can be of great value. They argue how it 

is important not to leave out aspects of either of the two theories and just 

combine certain parts of them, since this most likely will cause the benefits of the 

individual theories to be eliminated. Further there is a great risk that the 

shortcomings will dominate the outcome and hence a company will be better off 

by only employing one of the theories if the alternative is to only select parts of 

the package (Beer and Nohria, 2000).   

Hence they present two ways of combining the theories that include all aspects of 

both theory E and O; the sequencing and the integrating. The sequencing 

approach entails that a company starts a transformation process following theory 

E, and when the company has been turned around and become more profitable, 

the company switches to theory O to gather the organisation and create 

commitment and motivation. This is beneficial because after a period of the more 

cynical theory E approach, the employees may have lost commitment and 

motivation for their jobs, and to be able to re-establish this, a softer approach is 

needed. However, Beer and Nohria recommend the integrating approach which 

means that the two theories are used simultaneously. They recommend that the 

process is run by two managers who have the responsibility of theory E or O 

respectively. Thereby the employees will have an “evil” and a “nice” manager to 

relate to and the organisation will be both profitable and encourage commitment 

at the same time personalised by the two different managers (Beer and Nohria, 

2000). 

Some of the relevant parameters that interplay with the aspects of this theory are 

centralised/de-centralised management style, hierarchy and level of bureaucracy. 

The centralised management style relates to the level of freedom given to the 

single project managers and employees. Mintzberg presents a clear view on 

centralisation versus decentralisation: 

“When all the power for decision making rests at a single point in the 

organisation – ultimately in the hands of one person – we shall call the 

structure centralised; to the extent that the power is dispersed among 

many people, we shall call the structure decentralised” (Mintzberg: 1983, 

p. 95) 

The centralised management style is useful when the project and the 

environment are simple and therefore need less flexibility (Mintzberg, 1983). The 

centralised style is cheaper because it requires less educated staff as the staff 
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does not need to make decisions. It can be more effective because the process is 

planned ahead and predictable and therefore easier to manage. Further, the less 

educated the staff is, the less likely they might be to question the plan and 

thereby slow down the process. These considerations are closely related to the 

previously discussed subjects of resistance to change and drifting environments. 

With the centralised management style, resistance to change will most likely be 

managed following a traditional change management approach, hence the 

management will simply find ways to overcome it rather than exploring why it is 

there and if it could be beneficial. Also the environment will most likely be 

handled solely based on the hierarchical approach with the consequence of 

overlooking important environmental changes (see above).   

This is generally challenging the centralised management style as such in relation 

to conducting successful change projects. This however fits well with Mintzberg‟s 

argument that the more complex the environment is, the more decentralized the 

structure will be. And in dynamic environments, organizations tend to be more 

organic (Mintzberg, 1983). If this is true, the centralised management style will 

be minimally represented in companies undergoing organisational transformation 

as a response to a dynamic environment, therefore the above argued problems of 

centralisation will not be a problem for many companies. To investigate the 

plausibility of this statement is beyond the scope of this study, however based on 

the internal documents it is evident that Maersk Line is a highly centralised 

company in a dynamic market, which can question Mintzberg‟s theory. 

Based on these arguments of the influence of the project environment, three 

hypotheses can be developed which are relevant for testing in the case company: 

Hypothesis 2a: As more change projects are being conducted and 

implemented, the internal organisational environment transforms which 

causes drifting environments for the ongoing change projects.  

Hypothesis 2b: Complex change projects require employees that can 

take advantage of their network and hence react to changes in the 

environment.  

And in relation to this, following the arguments for responsiveness to the 

environment presented above: 

Hypothesis 2c: The environment should be considered with a balance 

between the hierarchy- and network methods. 
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In recent research the attention on the level of integration between the host 

organisation and the change project has increased (Lehtonen and Martinsuo: 

2008; Johansson et al: 2007). An example of this is a study by Päivi Lehtonen 

and Miia Martinsuo (2008) on integrating the change program with the parent 

organisation. The focus in the study is, as indicated, on the change program level, 

which in the present case will mean the StreamLINE strategy. The change 

program involves a temporary organisation where multiple projects are managed 

together to deliver a change(Lehtonen and Martinsuo: 2008), see figure 3. The 

interesting part of this study lies in the fact that they stress the importance of 

integration between the host organisation and the change efforts, not only 

integration inside the projects or with the partner organisations, which has been 

the focus of most prior research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The relationship between host organisation, change program and 

change project. 

Lehtonen and Martinsuo (2008) argue that to be successful, change programs 

need to be sufficiently connected with their host organisation and that isolation 

and boundary management are important aspects to consider in this respect. 

They have conducted a study of two organisations currently in the process of 

conducting change programs and have found that both programs were integrated 

with their organisational context in multiple and complex ways. Integration was 

achieved through organising structures, formal control mechanisms, personnel 

management and content-based linkages such as the contents of the projects 

being linked to the strategic goals, business processes and supportive functions 

thus providing channels for communication and collaboration (2008, p. 159).  

Lehtonen and Martinsuo‟s (2008) opinion on the importance of integration is 

supported by Engwall (2002) who argues that there is greater possibility for a 

smooth and efficient project execution when a project‟s purpose and the 

employed practices are aligned with the ideas, structures and behavioural 
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patterns of the surrounding organisation. This is further supported by Johansson 

et al (2007) who has shown how the level of projects‟ integration with the 

permanent host organisation can vary and how the different levels of integration 

have effects on the project implementation.  

However, other studies show that high levels of integration is not always optimal 

for certain kinds of change projects. Isolation has come up as a need in some 

situations to protect the project from external disturbances that could threaten 

the actions of the temporary organisation (Lundin & Söderholm: 1995). On the 

other hand, planned isolation might be particularly unsuitable for change projects 

since their results are supposed to be implemented in the host organisation 

wherefore ongoing interaction and preparation is required (Lehtonen and 

Martinsuo: 2008). Lehtonen and Martinsuo further argue that  

“Projects deeply integrated in the permanent organisation might be easy 

to execute, but their potential for radical organisational change can be 

modest. Projects implemented according to the traditional project 

management model can be innovative and creative, but diffusion of their 

results may be difficult” (Johansson et al, 2007, cited in Lehtonen and 

Martinsou: 2008, p. 156)    

Hence the best approach depends on the desired execution and results of the 

project which means that the contingency theory is met. The statement also 

means that if a high level of integration is obtained, the potential for radical 

transformation will be modest. The critique of this theory about integration is that 

it is not ground-breaking and the element saying that the managers themselves 

need to determine the most appropriate level of integration based on project 

characteristics does not appear to facilitate epochal new knowledge. Another 

critique is that high levels of integration probably will entail intensified 

involvement and interference by the fellow colleagues which consequently might 

lead to prolonged duration and increased resistance. In spite of these arguments, 

the theory is still expected to be relevant for the case company and based on 

these observations the next hypothesis will be: 

Hypothesis 3a: For change projects the level of integration should be 

high in order to prepare the organisation for the changes to come, 

however the high level of integration will entail lower potential for radical 

transformation, therefore the level of integration should be decided based 

on a compromise between preparing the organisation and how radical the 

change is desired to be. 
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Engwall (2002) discusses the project  organisation relationship based on the 

argument that “no project is an island”, meaning that the project is highly 

influenced by the history of the company and the people involved, and he 

specifically explores the three contingency factors, prestige, legitimacy and 

uniqueness. He points to the influence of the organisational context, which is 

often ignored in traditional project management literature, and stresses that his 

findings suggest that a significant share of the process dynamics of a project is 

closely related to the experience and knowledge base of the players involved 

(2002, p. 802). This argument means that if a project mission is radically new to 

the players involved, there will be a considerable amount of exploration activities 

in order to learn about the task at hand, which increases the probability of 

unpredicted discoveries during project execution and may slow down the process. 

On the other hand, if the project resembles previously conducted projects, the 

exploitation of existing knowledge and repetitions of existing procedures would 

produce predictability and consequently lead to less unpredicted discoveries and 

higher efficiency in applying procedures.  

Engwall seems to perceive unpredicted discoveries as entirely negative 

occurrences and does not consider the possibility of them leading to positive 

adjustments and hence increased innovation. Further, the strong wish to reuse 

old procedures and experiences may not be beneficial either since it can lead to 

the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome as discussed above. Whether Engwall or 

the theory presented above is the most descriptive in relation to old and large 

organisations will have to be determined based on empiric research, hence 

hypothesis 1a will function as an important indicator in relation to this.  

Engwall (2002) also stresses the social aspect of these contingencies meaning 

that the prestige and legitimacy can be highly influenced and framed by the key 

players, which he claims will have enormous effect on how the project is 

perceived by the stakeholders and consequently if the outcome is successful. 

These factors have little to do with the technical content of the project, rather 

they are decisive of how different stakeholders interpret the project in relation to 

the procedures and traditions of its surrounding context. Further it is often 

already during the pre-project phase that the most important political basis for 

project success is settled, hence Kreiner (1995) explains that one of the ways in 

which politics have an impact is through the varying degree of commitment that 

the top management allots to the project. In a situation like the one of the case 

company, where multiple change projects are ongoing at the same time, the 

single project will have to compete for attention from the stakeholders and 
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resources which again is a highly political task for the key players. Engwall argues 

that 

“a project perceived as important and urgent will probably attract interest 

and get easier access to the necessary resources than a project 

conceptualised as having little importance to the organisation” (Engwall, 

2002, p. 804)   

Hence this theory challenges traditional project management theories which to a 

high degree argue that the success of a project depends on the project manager‟s 

abilities in systematic planning, selection of appropriate team members and 

application of project management techniques and procedures (e.g. Kotter, 

1995). Engwall‟s theory is supported by Blomquist and Packendorff (1998) who 

argue that project management still suffers from the rationalistic dreams of the 

early 20th century and that project management as such is a grand exercise in 

compromising the wishes of the different stakeholders. Blomquist and Packendorff 

further add to the social aspect of project management that managing strategic 

issues is in fact managing peoples‟ perceptions of them, and that these issues 

must fit into the current strategic agenda from time to time. Moreover, any 

strategic issue has to compete for attention with other issues being handled at 

the same time and the more centralised and top-down oriented the organisation, 

the smaller the managerial capacity to deal with emerging strategic issues (1998, 

p. 4).    

These arguments about the influence of the social aspects such as political 

framing are highly intuitive and hard to contradict, nevertheless they are relevant 

to bear in mind when designing change projects in a complex environment, 

therefore the arguments lead to the next hypothesis:    

Hypothesis 3b: A change project has higher chances of success if it is 

highly prioritised by top management and is politically framed to be 

important to the organisation.   

This given, the top management can highly influence the chances of success 

through political framing, therefore they should carefully consider how the 

political agenda is handled and if it supports or contradicts their wishes for 

success of the change projects. 

Stakeholder management 

How to manage a change project‟s stakeholders is according to many scientists a 

highly important aspect of change management, since the whole idea of change 
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management is to transform the behaviour of the stakeholders in order to 

increase company efficiency (Rumelt: 1995; Waddell and Sohal: 1998; Lehtonen 

and Martinsou: 2008).  

The resistance to change issue is a central aspect of stakeholder management 

and was mentioned above in relation to the age and size influence, and it was 

discussed how length of employment and age and size of the host organisation 

influence the level of structural inertia, and on the other hand how resistance can 

be positive for the organisation in that weaknesses of the projects can be 

discovered and dealt with at an early stage. In the following the discussion of 

resistance to change will be taken a little further focusing on a general 

perspective on how and why it occurs, how it affects the change projects, and 

how it should be dealt with.  

Rumelt (1995), Waddell and Shohal (1998), Beer et el (1990), Maurer (1996), 

Kotter (1995) and many others all present overviews of why resistance to change 

occurs, when it is good or bad, and how to overcome it. The general view is that 

resistance has high impact on the chances of success of the change effort and 

that it occurs as a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon that is caused by a 

variety of factors. Moreover, these theories all have in common that they seem to 

advocate best practice through their attempt of developing a golden recipe to 

manage change.    

Rumelt (1995) presents five resistance groups: distorted perception, dulled 

motivation, failed creative response, political deadlocks and action disconnects. 

His theory is strongly influenced by best practice and the situational variance is 

limited to that of the five resistance groups, though he admits that there can be 

no simple theory of inertia as its causes are multiple and varied (Rumelt, 1995, p. 

1). He presents a guide showing how to overcome the problem of resistance, 

involving first of all the acknowledgement of a need for change. In the second 

phase, he suggests that the management imposes structural fragmentation and 

intensifies incentives, which he claim will reduce some of the structural inertia 

since the work groups will be focused on improving methods and eliminating 

waste. Finally, once the departmental performance has been improved, the 

attention should turn to rebuilding coordinative activity. To accomplish this, he 

suggests that  

“… the incentive intensity must be reduced, else departments will have 

little reason to invest in difficult-to-measure coordinative efforts.” 

(Rumelt: 1995, p. 15) 
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Hence Rumlet (1995) differs from most of the more recent authors on the subject 

of resistance to change in that he does not acknowledge the positive aspects of 

resistance and he recommends the top-down use of power through fragmentation 

and incentives management to control and overcome resistance. His course of 

action is though similar to the approach of complying to the theory E while 

establishing economic stability followed by theory O to regain organisational 

commitment and motivation, as described by Beer and Nohria (2000) above 

regarding how to handle organisational transformation.  

Waddell and Sohal (1998) argue that resistance to change is a function of a 

variety of social factors including rational factors, non-rational factors, political 

factors and management factors. Waddell and Sohal are some of the strongest 

spokespersons for the positive and constructive attributes of resistance to 

change. They document how research conducted as far back as the 1960‟s and 

70‟s mention the positive aspects of resistance, however still to this day it is 

neglected in most change management literature (Waddell and Sohal, 1998, p. 

546). One of the strongest arguments for the potential utility of resistance is that 

it encourages the search for alternative methods and outcomes that will be even 

more effective in the specific situation, and thereby helps improve the outcome of 

the change effort. Furthermore they argue that individuals require a certain 

dissatisfaction with their current or future situation to gain sufficient motivation to 

do something about it, in the same way that there is a certain level of motivation 

or energy required to implement change in an organisation, and that 

“With resistance and conflict comes the energy or motivation to seriously 

address the problem at hand. Where energy is lacking, change is often 

uncreative, sparsely implemented and inadequately utilised” (Waddell and 

Sohal, 1998, p. 545) 

They argue that resistance is an important contributor to achieve or maintain the 

important balance between change and stability – to avoid the dysfunctionality of 

too much change while ensuring that stability does not become stagnation 

(Waddell and Sohal, 1998, p. 545). Conclusively Waddell and Sohal argue that 

resistance management may improve significantly if the adversarial approach is 

replaced by one that retains the possibility of benefiting through the utility of 

resistance (Waddell and Sohal, 1998, p. 547).  

An important critique of Waddell and Sohal is that they appear to be describing a 

highly idealised situation, while in reality companies have limited time and other 

resources to explore the attributes of resistance and just need to get the projects 
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finalised and implemented. They do acknowledge that in some situations, 

resistance needs to be overpowered; it is however important to bear in mind that 

in reality it might not be possible to comply with these recommendations in all 

situations. The theory will in spite of this critique form argument for the next 

hypothesis and thus be included in the empiric investigation. 

Hypothesis 4a: Resistance to change is positive in some situations and 

can encourage the development of alternative and perhaps even better 

change efforts than the original. 

When all this is said, Waddell and Sohal (1998) do acknowledge that in some 

cases resistance has to be managed and overcome, and their main proposal to 

achieving this is simply that the managers must communicate and consult 

regularly with their employees. Employees must be given the opportunity to be 

involved in all aspects of the change project, and they must be given the 

opportunity to provide feedback. Finally they argue that teamwork involving 

management and employees can overcome many difficulties and that 

management should facilitate this and make sure that the employees have the 

right environment and resources to take part of the process. The authors argue 

that this is perhaps one of the most critical success factors in implementing 

change in an organisation (Waddell and Sohal, 1998, p. 547).    

John Kotter is a strong contributor to change management literature, and he is 

one of many who has developed a step-by-step guide of how to manage 

organisational change. His guide (1995) contains eight steps revolving around 

creating a sense of urgency, communicating the vision, getting rid of obstacles 

and institutionalising the new approaches. Kotter (1995) does not consider the 

possibility that resistance could be useful in relation to change management, nor 

does he investigate the possibility that it may occur differently in different 

situations; he is only concerned with how to overcome it, and he argues that a 

change process that occurs with only minimal resistance must have been a good 

change and managed well. On the positive side, Kotter (1995) is a strong 

spokesperson of participative management. Essentially the argument behind 

participative management techniques is that through a carefully managed process 

of two way communication, information sharing and consultation, employees tend 

to become more committed to the change effort, rather than simply remaining 

compliant with it. Hence Kotter (1995) presents a traditional best-practice 

approach, which includes parts that might be helpful if it is considered according 

to the current situation and not simply used uncritically in the present form. 
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Combining this with the arguments of Waddell and Sohal (1998), communication 

and teamwork seems to be advantageous despite completely different views on 

the subject of resistance in general, hence the next hypothesis will be: 

Hypothesis 4b: The best way to manage resistance to change is through 

communication and participative activities such as teamwork where the 

employees are enabled to participate in the change process. 

 

This leads to a deeper discussion of communication. Research has shown that 

only 30% of change projects are successful (Keller and Aiken, 2008). Even if all 

other prescriptions of the many how-to guides are strictly followed, studies 

suggest that the project may still fail because of unsatisfactory communication 

(Keller and Aiken, 2008; Kotter, 1995). Communication is often enhanced as a 

method of overcoming resistance to change, however Lehtonen and Martinsuo 

(2008) argue in connection to the discussion of integration that while resistance 

to change is often advocated as one of the main reasons for failure in major 

change efforts, they found that by performing skilled isolative activities, change 

managers can protect the emerging project and thus reserve time for building 

momentum and readiness for change (2008, p. 162). Consequently massive 

communication is not preferable in all situations. Blomquist and Packendorff 

(1998) suggest alternating periods of openness and closedness during the life-

time of a project; moments of openness to ensure external relevance, and 

periods of closedness in between to enable the project organisation to carry out 

the implementation activities (Blomquist and Packendorff, 1998, p. 10). They 

further stress the importance of satisfying all stakeholders and that 

“Different groups, organisational levels or professions must be convinced 

using different arguments, and they must be made to see their specific 

interests are being looked after in the project.” (Blomquist and 

Packendorff, 1998, p. 11) 

In terms of communication, Marchington & Wilkinson (2008) argue that the role 

of the line manager is also extremely important, hence studies show that the 

most effective channel for communication of change is through the line manager, 

not the top management. This illustrates the importance of the line managers‟ 

positive perception of and commitment to the change project. This theory is 

supported by Quy Nguyen Huy (2002) who argues that  
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“low emotional commitment [by the line manager] to change led to 

organisational inertia, whereas high commitment to change with little 

attending to recipients’ emotions led to chaos” (Huy: 2008, p. 31)  

Mark Holst-Mikkelsen and Flemming Poulfelt (2008) present their view on what it 

takes to succeed with a strategy; the strategy has to make sense, the 

employees and managers have to feel committed to the strategy and there has to 

be a drive for making the planned activities happen. This is in line with most of 

the traditional theories on change management, however they do add an 

important point in addressing one of the shortcomings of most of those theories; 

undermining the human factor. The way messages are presented is extremely 

important in relation to whether the audience will commit to them and thus 

directly to the chances of a successful outcome (Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt, 

2008; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2008). A questionable note on the theory is that 

it is developed based on prior McKisey & Company research which the authors 

spend some energy criticising for being based solely on best practice and highly 

influenced by the halo-effect. Despite the somewhat questionable foundation, the 

arguments will still be considered in the present study and combining these with 

the role of the line manager, the next hypothesis will be: 

Hypothesis 5: To succeed with change projects in large organisations, 

the most efficient channel for communication is through the direct 

management. This channel should be used to ensure that the project 

makes sense to the audience and the necessary stakeholders are fully 

committed.  

External Influences 

The external environment of the host organisation may play an important role for 

the likelihood of successful change initiatives. Factors such as economic, political 

and cultural changes can highly influence how organisations will develop their 

strategy and hence also how their internal change initiatives are executed 

(Blomquist and Packendorff, 1998; Kraatz and Zajac, 2001). Political regulations 

in the work environment may for example force organisations to restructure or 

modify internal procedures. Further, the reputation of the company, and thereby 

its attractiveness as a work place, is highly influenced by organisational values, 

routines and culture, which is an important aspect in case of shortage of labour. 

This is stressed by Blomquist and Packendorff (1998) who in a case study found 

that: 
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“… those countries that did not follow the mass had to defend themselves 

against accusations of being conservative and old-fashioned” (Blomquist 

and Packendorff, 1998, p. 9) 

 

They also argue that in a situation of economic pressure and companies fighting 

to stay in business, it is important to send the signal that problems are being 

dealt with (Blomquist and Packendorff, 1998, p. 9). This leads to the next 

hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 6a: Organisations need to demonstrate to the external 

environment that the market situation is being considered and that they 

are not stuck with tradition and inappropriate structures and procedures, 

to increase the chances of attracting the best work force. 

 

Kraatz and Zajac (2001) present a study on how organisational resources 

affect strategic change. They discuss how and why resources would affect 

organisations‟ tendency to adapt their strategies in response to environmental 

change and suggest four perspectives: resources as barriers for learning, 

resources as environmental buffers, resources as commitments and resources as 

facilitators. The main arguments are that the possession of valuable resources 

leads organisations to focus their attention on applying and improving them 

rather than exploring and developing new resources which are often required for 

strategic change (2001, p. 634). They also suggest that those organisations that 

are the most distinctive and which have historically been the most successful will 

be likely to persist with their current strategy despite environmental changes. 

Further they argue that resources restrict strategic change by loosening the 

coupling between the organisation and its environment and desensitising the 

decision makers from external trends. Their findings suggest that empirical 

evidence to some degree support the theory, however further research is needed 

to draw final conclusions in this area since the current level of empirical research 

is insufficient. Another critique is that companies in reality can be expected to 

respond differently to environmental change depending on the type of company – 

for example, many creative companies are highly responsive despite the level of 

resources (e.g. Apple), however the theory might be appropriate for an old 

shipping company, wherefore it is considered in this study and will form 

inspiration for the next hypothesis for testing in the case company:  
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Hypothesis 6b: Organisations with greater resource endowments will 

have a lover tendency to change strategy in response to environmental 

change, which can cause the organisations to fall behind their more 

responsive competitors. Therefore it is recommendable for resource-rich 

organisations to critically evaluate their responsiveness to the market and 

identify the phenomena causing hindrance. 

 

Christensen and Kreiner (1991) elaborate on the importance of the environment 

surrounding the organisations which they argue is due to an interaction, 

where the companies react to changes in the environment, and the environment 

responds to actions by the companies. Therefore it is relevant to examine both 

the organisational environment and the external factors in the market when 

investigating options for improving change project management. According to 

Christensen and Kreiner, many scientists see the current society as being in a 

transition phase between industrialism and post-industrialism, which means that 

traditional companies like Maersk Line need to find ways to respond to the 

changes in the environment (1991, p. 15). This type of company can no longer 

rely on their traditional methods and tools which include hierarchical 

organisations, standardisation and stability. Toffler9 exemplifies this by the terms 

“2nd wave company” and “3rd wave company” where the 2nd wave company is 

dominated by structure, centralisation and bureaucracy whereas the new 3rd wave 

company is characterised by situation specific adjustments, values and mission-

lead projects and thereby is prepared for and designed to react on changes in the 

turbulent environment. They describe the situation of the 2nd wave company as:  

“While we at least try to create stability and predictability in the project 

through operationalisation of the goal and systemic planning, we obviously 

do not change anything about the turbulence that exists around the 

project”  (Christensen & Kreiner, 1991, p. 42) 

Which is further supported by Blomquist and Packendorff (1998) saying that 

“If you do not come to the environment, the environment will come to 

you. And it is most likely to disturb you” (Blomquist and Packendorff, 

1998, p. 11) 

                                           

 

9 Christensen & Kreiner, 1991, p. 17 
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Christensen and Kreiner (1991) further argue that the market transformation 

from industrialism to post-industrialism entails great uncertainty for the 

traditional 2nd wave companies because their organisations are not designed to 

meet the new market and allow flexibility and dynamic networks. In these 

networks the individual employees contribute to meaningful differences that 

inspire development of both the organisation and the market, and hence the 

focus is moved from the organisation to the individual. This uncertainty entails 

that it is no longer possible for the companies to make use of the traditional 

planning methods by which for example the phases of the project and the goal 

are carefully outlined in the very beginning of the project and not necessarily re-

evaluated during the process. Further they stress that  

“the actual results of a project are most likely evaluated on a different 

foundation of knowledge and other premises than it was planned” 

(Christensen & Kreiner (1991), p. 43).  

They argue that this can lead to great failures of projects because the market 

may have moved in a different direction while the projects were being executed, 

and therefore the outcome may no longer match the requirements of the market. 

This even goes for the project versus the host organisation and it is therefore 

highly relevant to investigate how the company handles the new uncertainty and 

planning of projects when looking at change projects in Maersk Line. Uncertainty 

can, according to Christensen and Kreiner (1991), be both operational and 

contextual. The operational uncertainty relates to the actual execution of the 

project whereas the contextual uncertainty relates to the factors that can affect 

whether the results are useful and meaningful, such as the environment. They 

argue that most important decisions are made in the beginning of the projects to 

meet sponsor requirements etc., but at this stage the level of knowledge is the 

lowest, and when the level of knowledge is optimal, only trivial decisions can be 

made, hence a dilemma arises because the contextual uncertainty is increased 

when the operational is decreased and vice versa (1991, p. 37). 

Christensen and Kreiner‟s theory is empirically supported by prior research and 

seems intuitively reasonable, therefore it will form inspiration for the next 

hypothesis and hence it will be tested if it is applicable for the situation in the 

case company. 

Hypothesis 6c: In old and large organisations there is a high risk of not 

taking the dynamic market situation into consideration, which leads to 
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outcomes not matching the present market conditions, therefore the 

utilisation of change projects can turn out unsatisfactory. 

 

Conclusion on Literature Review – Initial Framework 

Based on the discussions in the literature review, the following can be concluded 

as the initial framework for situation based change project management in old 

and large organisations. 

In old and large organisations, the “we’ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome is 

likely to influence the implementation efforts of change initiatives; therefore the 

organisation needs to pay special attention to the employees with many years of 

experience in the company to ensure that they are on board and not resisting the 

changes because of this syndrome. Some may be able to be convinced whereas 

others never will accept the new situation, which can have a negative effect on 

fellow employees, hence drastic decisions such as layoffs may be necessary.  

The “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome is closely related to structural inertia 

and resistance to change, which are frequently debated topics in change 

management literature. Based on the various opinions, it was proposed that the 

larger and the older the organisation is, the stronger the structural inertia will be, 

and thus greater effort would have to be made to succeed with change initiatives. 

Hence again, similar to the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome, the focus should 

be on consciously managing the individual change situation and being aware of 

the characteristics of the participants as well as the audience.  

The environment surrounding the change projects can have great influence on 

the chances of success. One effect can be that as more change projects are being 

conducted and implemented, the internal organisational environment transforms, 

causing drifting environments for the ongoing change projects, which means 

that the foundation and motivation for conducting the projects can be affected, 

therefore the ongoing projects may be less relevant. To handle this situation, the 

management and participants should realise that “no project is an island” and 

that networks play a central role in foreseeing and managing the effects of the 

environment. Consequently, complex change projects require employees that can 

take advantage of their network and thus react to changes in the environment, 

however it is important that the management keeps a reasonable balance 

between listening to the environment (network) to avoid overlooking important 

issues, and at the same time leaving the responsibility for responding to 
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environmental change at a single point (hierarchy) in order to prevent confusion 

and disorientation.   

An appropriate exploitation of networks can also be a constructive method of 

exploring resistance to change, thereby not only focusing on overcoming the 

resistance, but acknowledging that resistance to change is positive in some 

situations and can encourage the development of alternative and perhaps even 

better change efforts than the original. Furthermore, resistance is an important 

contributor to achieve or maintain the important balance between change and 

stability – to avoid the dysfunctionality of too much change while ensuring that 

stability does not become stagnation. Therefore the best way to manage 

resistance to change is through communication and participative activities such 

as teamwork where the employees are enabled to participate in the change 

process. Further it is important that different groups of stakeholders are 

approached using different arguments which are tailored to demonstrate that 

their specific interests are being looked after in the project.  

The level of integration between the change projects and the change program 

as well as with the host organisation is important for the success and the possible 

scope of the change projects that are to be cascaded through the organisation. 

For change projects goes that the level of integration should be high in order to 

prepare the organisation for the changes to come, however the high level of 

integration will entail lower potential for radical transformation, therefore the 

level of integration should be decided based on a compromise between preparing 

the organisation and how radical the change is desired to be. 

The social and political environment also plays an important role for the change 

projects, meaning that a change project has higher chances of success if it is 

highly prioritised by top management, and is politically framed to be important to 

the organisation. Therefore the top management should carefully consider how 

the political agenda is handled and if it supports or contradicts the wishes for 

success of the change projects.  

When implementing change, the communication channel is essential for 

obtaining the necessary stakeholder commitment. To succeed with change 

projects in large organisations, the most efficient channel for communication is 

through the direct management which should be used to ensure that the project 

makes sense to the audience and the necessary stakeholders are fully 

committed. Furthermore the direct management plays an essential role in 
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demonstrating to the employees that there is action behind the strategy, 

which is a critical factor in optimising the chances for successful implementation.  

The external market also influences the change projects, mainly in terms of which 

projects are conducted and prioritised. Organisations with greater resource 

endowments have lover tendency to change strategy in response to 

environmental change, which can cause the organisations to fall behind their 

more responsive competitors. Moreover, similar to the risk of internal drifting 

environments, in old and large organisations there is a high risk of not taking the 

dynamic market situation into consideration, which leads to outcomes not 

matching the present market conditions, therefore the utilisation of change 

projects can turn out unsatisfactory. And finally, organisations need to 

demonstrate to the external environment that the market situation is being 

considered and that the company is not stuck with tradition and inappropriate 

structures and procedures. These signals are crucial when it comes to increasing 

the chances of attracting the best work force. For all these reasons it is crucial 

for large, old and resource-rich organisations to critically evaluate their 

responsiveness to the market. 
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Analysis 

In this section, the framework and the hypotheses will be analysed according to 

the empirical data, which consists primarily of the outcome of the interview 

investigation and the conclusions of the internal study on change management 

conducted by the operations department.  

 

The data analysis will include coding and condensation of the data to ease deeper 

analysis, as suggested by Kvale (2007). As mentioned in the analysis strategy 

section, the findings will be presented in relation to the analysis and validation of 

the framework. Also the current execution of change projects will be considered 

to prepare the development of recommendations for improvement of the change 

project management in Maersk Line.  

Data analysis - Coding and Categorisation 

The interview data was analysed using condensation and coding methods as 

mentioned in the methodology section. The results are organised in table 2 below. 

These results can in combination with the individual statements by the 

interviewees and the internal documents be used to support or refute the 

hypotheses, which will be considered below. 
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Table 2: Codification of interview statements in relation to the framework 

categories. 
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Evaluation of the Change Project Management Framework 

The interviews were designed to test the hypotheses and how the company 

currently handles change projects and finally to investigate how the theoretic 

framework can be advantageous, therefore the analysis will follow the framework 

categorisation. The final and modified framework will be presented as part of the 

analysis conclusion below. 

Age, Size and Length of Employment 

Mogens and Pernille argue that the likelihood that a person falls into “we‟ve-seen-

it-all-before” syndrome increases significantly with the length of employment and 

the person‟s age, however none of the other interviewees support this statement, 

giving it an average score of 2.71. For example, Hans Henrik, who has worked for 

A. P. Moller Maersk for 35 years, claims that the syndrome is only related to the 

individual personalities, not the length of employment. Since the average score of 

this statement is below 3, there cannot be found sufficient support for the 

validation of hypothesis 1a in this investigation, on the contrary, the findings 

suggest that it is not the length of employment, but the individual personality 

that can lead to resistance. These arguments may however be exposed to bias 

since the majority of the employees themselves have been in the company for 

many years, and hence would fall into the group of employees that can be 

expected to be influenced by this syndrome. Further it was more or less explicit 

that the employees who would be affected by workforce reductions following the 

StreamLINE strategy would be those in the middle layers of the organisation who 

could not adapt to the new times to come. Therefore the remaining employees 

may wish to deny that they could ever fall into this category and that measurable 

factors such as length of employment would have any influence on this. To test 

for this, the answers given by the relatively new employees were considered 

separately, which produced an average score of 3.00 based on the ratings. As this 

is still not entirely convincing for the support of hypothesis 1a and the 

considerations about bias are only speculations, this part of the framework will be 

modified into  

 

“Employees will accept change individually depending on the their 

personality, and consequently the organisation needs to consider the 

composition of the audience for a new initiative when they plan how it 

should be unfolded.” 
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This makes the handling of the syndrome more difficult as the management 

cannot rely on employment data to target the effort, but will have to evaluate 

each employee separately based on personality. It will however still be 

advantageous to be aware of the syndrome and prepared for handling it when it 

occurs rather than being caught by surprise. 

 

Contrary to the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome, some of the interviewees 

mention that an aspect in particular need of improvement is actually learning by 

experience, which is a strong indication that previous procedures are not 

influencing the execution of change projects in Maersk Line. Adam and Lucas both 

emphasise that so many projects are conducted and implemented with excellent 

learning points that would be highly valuable for future projects, however they 

are just never cascaded through the organisation. Further, Hans Henrik argues 

that today the company has become too dynamic and that most employees are 

only in the same position for less than a year, therefore everything is always new 

and there are never really any valuable experiences to pass on. These findings 

are closely related to Engwall‟s (2002) suggestions on the effects of learning and 

knowledge sharing in project organisations, which argue that if a project mission 

is radically new to the players involved, there will be a considerable amount of 

exploration activities in order to learn about the task at hand, which increases the 

probability of unpredicted discoveries during project execution and may slow 

down the process. This point is therefore added to the framework.  

 

The effect that the age and history of the company may have on structural 

inertia is, contrary to the affect of the length of employment, supported with the 

average score of 3.57. In particular Lucas supports this statement saying that 

“we are so conservative and set in our way. Conceptualisation makes it hard to 

stop because we have always done things in a certain way.” (Lucas Vos, 2009). 

The support for this statement is independent of the interviewee‟s personal length 

of employment in the company, hence the two employees who have been in the 

company for less than three years disagree on this; Pernille says that age and 

history of the company has extensive influence on the change projects whereas 

Niels Henrik argues that it is not as important as the personalities of the people 

involved. This disagreement might be influenced by their respective external 

experience and thus biased in relation to the actual situation in Maersk Line. If 

the calculation is made exclusively on the interviewees with more than 10 years 

of experience, the score is 3.60, hence based on these reflections, hypothesis 1b 

is considered valid. On notice, the same arguments for bias discussed above 
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regarding the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome also applies to the structural 

inertia, only to a lower degree since this hypothesis affects the company as such 

– not the individual employee, which may be easier for the interviewees to 

confirm since no one will admit that they have problems adapting to the new 

strategy, whereas “the company” may be admitted to have problems 

transforming. This can explain the support for the effects of age and history 

compared to hypothesis 1a. The validation of this hypothesis further supports the 

theory developed by Kraatz and Zajac (2001) saying that those organisations that 

are most distinctive and which have historically been the most successful will be 

likely to persist with their current strategy despite environmental changes.  

 

Project Environment 

All interviewees agree that the issue of drifting environments can have high 

influence on the success of a change project. The average score given to the 

statement describing the problem is 4.14 and no single score is below 3, hence 

hypothesis 2a is considered valid. The suggested method of preventing the 

negative effects of drifting environments is through networks and coordination 

between the various projects. This was acknowledged as a reasonable approach, 

however the interviewees all agree that in Maersk Line these procedures need 

extensive improvements. The importance of networks is further elaborated by 

Thomas who explain that hiring people later in their career may cause that these 

employees will struggle developing a strong network in the company, contrary to 

their colleagues who started out as trainees, which may result in severe career 

difficulties as networks are crucial for personal as well as for business purposes in 

the company. Pernille, who has been employed for less than two years, describe 

how her qualifications were highly doubted by her colleagues since she “knew 

nothing about shipping”, and she had to fight hard to get accepted as a 

competent employee in the company. Adam and Niels Henrik also emphasise the 

importance of a strong network and further argue that politics play a central role 

in the company in relation to personal careers and to an increasing extent also in 

handling business issues and projects. Niels Henrik further explains that networks 

can be a highly important tool for handling changes in the environment since the 

leaps often overlap and cause drifting environments for each other, and that it 

therefore is crucial to be either the first one out or to be able to adjust to the new 

conditions in order to be successful. Based on these arguments and an average 

score on 4.14, hypothesis 2b regarding the importance of networks is also 

considered valid. 
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Hypothesis 2c regarding the handling of the environment through a reasonable 

balance between listening to the environment (network) to avoid overlooking 

important issues, and at the same time leaving the responsibility for responding 

to environmental change at a single point (hierarchy) in order to prevent 

confusion and disorientation, was also received with positive statements as a 

reasonable approach, however like above, the shortcomings of Maersk Line in this 

respect were emphasised in that traditionally the hierarchy method has been the 

one primarily utilised, hence the balance was not existing (Lucas and Adam). With 

an average score of 4.00 the support for the hypothesis is confirmed.  

 

Integration and Top Management Support 

The support for hypothesis 3a is not entirely clear, although positive with an 

average score of 3.71. This can be explained by the ambiguity of the hypothesis – 

that the level of integration should be decided based on a compromise between 

preparing the organisation and how radical the change is desired to be, which 

entails that interviewees from different projects with different needs may have 

different opinions on the required integration. An example is Mogens who 

expresses a need for isolation in order to develop the project and Lucas who 

explains that high integration is slowing the process down, whereas Thomas sees 

it as extremely important that the change projects are an integrated part of the 

organisation in order to be successful. Looking at their professional background 

can help explain these differences; Mogens is the leader of a highly technical 

project which requires detailed development of multiple solutions and is expected 

to deliver a radical solution. Further the project involves a high number of 

stakeholders, all with an opinion on what this project should deliver, therefore 

Mogens can be expected to wish for peace to work as it is described by Blomquist 

and Packendorff (1998) with moments of openness to ensure external relevance, 

and periods of closedness in between to enable the project organisation to carry 

out the development activities. Lucas is head of Maersk Line Processes and a 

member of Maersk Line Management Board, hence his interests are influenced by 

economic considerations, therefore he could be expected to aim at speeding up 

the process since “time is money”. Finally Thomas is head of Global Service 

Centre whose existence is build on interaction with the organisation, therefore he 

may have a hard time seeing how a project could develop in isolation. These 

considerations fit well with the presented theory saying that the level of 

integration needed depends on the type of project and how radical the change is 
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desired to be. It also shows that the top management may benefit from focusing 

less on economic gain and more on what is right for the individual project. With 

these aspects in mind, the justification for hypothesis 3a is acceptable.  

 

The importance of top management support and political framing was the highest 

scoring statement with an average of 4.71. Only Mogens was hesitant saying that 

“the top management is just talking. It is more important to have the level below 

on board since they are the ones making the operational decisions”. The rest of 

the interviewees stressed that top management support is crucial for the success 

of a change project, and Mads further explained that failed projects in general 

have lack of top management support in common. According to the interviewees, 

politics play a major role in obtaining top management support. This effect has 

increased lately because of the many change projects ongoing at the same time, 

all wanting attention and priority. Mads emphasised that one of the major 

problems in the current handling of change projects is that the top management 

is not good enough at prioritising – “everything is a priority and they want to fix 

all problems at once. But you cannot solve everything at the same time”. Since 

everything is prioritised at the same time, the competition for support and 

attention increases, hence the political game becomes more powerful (Adam, 

Mads). With these considerations, which will be included in the framework, 

hypothesis 3b is considered valid.    

 

Resistance to Change 

That resistance can be positive in some situations and encourage the 

development of alternative and perhaps even better change efforts than the 

original, was received with mixed enthusiasm. The average score of 3.43 speaks 

for support, however two of the interviewees strongly disagree that projects 

should waste time on investigating resistance. The strongest opponent to this 

hypothesis is Thomas who has been in the company for 14 years. He argues that 

the best approach is to first attempt to persuade people to buy the idea, but if 

that is ineffective, they should be asked to leave. He also adds that only results 

count – not angry people. The other opponent, Niels Henrik, argues that for most 

it is enough to constructively persuade them to come along, while others will 

continue to resist; nevertheless, they need to buy the idea or leave. Apart from 

these two, the other interviewees did acknowledge the positive potential in 

learning from resistance, however they also admitted that often the primary 

concern is money, and that paying attention to resistance can be costly. Lucas 
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explained that the tradition in Maersk Line is to handle resistance to change by 

simply finding ways to overcome it, and that the only chance one has to be heard, 

is to be a member of the board. Following these arguments, hypothesis 4a is 

evaluated being applicable, however not so simple to execute since it may require 

more resources in terms of time and money. 

 

The best method to manage resistance is also debatable according to the 

interviewees. They agree with the literature that communication and teamwork 

play an important role in this, however they also agree that incentives are more 

efficient when it comes to persuading people (Adam, Mogens). This also fits with 

the arguments presented above regarding time and money limitations. Lucas and 

Adam emphasise that improved coordination and teamwork abilities are important 

action points for the organisation, however this may according to Rumelt (1996) 

be increasingly difficult if changes are pushed through via incentives. Rumelt 

argues that incentives must be reduced when building coordinative activity, else 

departments will have little reason to participate in difficult-to-measure 

coordinative activities, which may explain why all the interviewees agree that 

coordination and cooperation between projects and departments are weak points 

in the organisation. This point will be included in the framework regarding how to 

achieve better coordinative activities and teamwork. With these arguments in 

mind, and an average score of 3.86, hypothesis 4b is considered valid in the case 

where the organisation wishes for coordination and teamwork to drive the 

processes.  

 

Communication 

The most efficient channel for communicating change is supported to be through 

the direct management with an average score of 3.29. This is not entirely 

convincing, though no interviewee is rated below 3. The neutral evaluation of this 

argument may be caused by the low priority communication traditionally has had 

in the company (Mogens, Thomas) causing the interviewees to also have low 

focus on the matter. The insufficient communication in Maersk Line is also noticed 

as one of the main points in the internal change management study, which also 

does mention the important role of the direct management. In the study it was 

found that employees undergoing change experience lack of support from the 

direct management as a central subject which may lead to rumours and 
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frustration if not performed well10. Further it was found that the employees want 

to get the feeling that their personal issues are being solved as quickly as 

possible, which is supported by Niels Henrik and the arguments by Blomquist and 

Packendorff (1998) expressing the importance of different groups of stakeholders 

are being approached using different arguments which are tailored to 

demonstrate that their specific interests are being looked after in the project. In 

terms of the most efficient channel, Niels Henrik stresses that according to his 

experience, face-to-face meetings are the most successful when it comes to 

convincing doubting stakeholders, and Mogens and Adam follow up by saying that 

it is vital to make use of a variety of channels and to repeat the messages again 

and again to emphasise the importance. The interviewees further mention that 

traditionally all communication of new initiatives has come from the centre11 in 

Copenhagen leaving little to say for the implicated regions and countries, which in 

many cases has lead to frustration, rumours and resistance. Thomas explains that 

the company is starting to realise the importance of the channel and that more 

and more communication is structured to get the region managers on board and 

let them drive the changes through their teams, however he also stresses that 

the company will never become decentralised – the overall strategy and budgets 

will continue to be run by the centre.     

 

With these arguments the foundation for the validation of hypothesis 5, has 

become slightly more clear, particularly in relation to communication being a 

highly important matter in terms of stakeholder management and that different 

stakeholders need to be approached differently to demonstrate that their specific 

needs are being looked after.  

 

External Market and Resources 

Lucas explained that in Denmark the company reputation has always been 

important and that until recently it was considered prestigious to work for Maersk 

Line, however since the crisis, Maersk Line have become more like any other 

large company and has had to make some drastic decisions to be able to compete 

on these new terms. For example, the working hours are being reduced and made 

flexible to help ease for example activities related to child care. These are all 

                                           

 

10 See appendix 2 

11 The headquarters 
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factors that according to Lucas have been necessary to keep attracting the best 

employees. This in combination with an average score of 3.43 is considered 

sufficient support for hypothesis 6a.   

 

The suggestion that organisations with greater resource endowments will have a 

lower tendency to change strategy in response to environmental change only 

received an average score of 3.14, which indicates that the interviewees only 

express slightly above neutral support for this. Lucas and Mads specify that the 

StreamLINE strategy was launched 6 months before the global financial crisis 

began, hence the company was actually at the forefront of the market 

development. The rest of the interviewees are more modest and say that until 

recently, the company has been extremely slow to turn around and that 

everything would have to be analysed thoroughly before it was even considered 

to make changes. Hans Henrik explains that before the crisis it was ok to be slow 

and that local market changes did not have much impact on the company as a 

whole because they were usually easy to overcome. However, this has changed 

because of the crisis and now the company is forced to react since Maersk Line is 

losing money and only survives because it has the A. P. Moller Maersk Group in 

the back. Lucas supports this and says that Maersk Line used to be a resource 

rich company; however the global financial crisis has reduced this dramatically. 

He also expresses that historically it has been due to this resource security that it 

was not critical to react on local market changes and that the only reason why the 

company reacts now is because the change is global and causing Maersk Line to 

lose money. These arguments are corresponding with the theory developed by 

Kraatz and Zajac (2001) saying that the possession of valuable resources leads 

organisations to focus their attention on applying and improving them rather than 

exploring and developing new resources which are often required for strategic 

change. With these correlations hypothesis 6b is considered valid, however 

further research would be advantageous. 

 

Hypothesis 6c regarding the high risk of not taking the dynamic market situation 

into consideration is in close connection to above regarding resources. All 

interviewees agreed that Maersk Line has historically been relying on old routines 

to carry it through tough times which has been successful, but following above 

argumentation this has now changed. Even though the market situation now 

plays a bigger role in the strategy planning, Niels Henrik argues that it is highly 

unlikely that a leap would be closed down, even if it was realised that it was not 

relevant anymore. It would simply be pushed through anyway and it would be 
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attempted to make it fit in with the new situation because too much money was 

invested to just let it go. This supports the arguments of Christensen and Kreiner 

(1991) saying that projects are most often evaluated on a different foundation 

than they were initiated, therefore the outcome will not match the environment 

as it was planned, which consequently might affect the likelihood of a successful 

outcome. Therefore it is important to be open to even drastic changes in the plan 

as the project progresses, otherwise the result may already be outdated when 

implemented. The hypothesis got an average score of 3.71 with no interviewee 

rated below 3, hence the hypothesis is considered convincing.  

  

Internal Change Management Study 

Internally in Maersk Line a thorough study was conducted among employees in 

the centre- and global operations departments to assess what the employees 

consider good and bad change management practices12. The conclusions of this 

study today serves as a change management checklist which change project 

managers can refer to when planning the execution and implementation of 

change initiatives. The study revealed 11 root causes which the checklist presents 

along with suggestions on how they can be overcome. The 11 root causes are: 

 

1. Too many changes in a row 

2. People not involved in change 

3. Company values are not adhered to during changes 

4. No communication of purpose 

5. Unclear guidelines for change elements 

6. Late communication leading to rumours 

7. Unclear role demarcation between HR and direct management 

8. Slow responses from HR 

9. Lack of follow-up from direct management 

10. Not clear when changes were over 

11. No reporting back of what the success of the change was 

 

The suggestions on how these issues should be overcome are based on change 

management theory and feedback from employees where change was managed 

                                           

 

12 See appendix 2 
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well. Better planning, coordination and communication are concluded to be the 

main action points for better change management.  

 

The extend of the usage of this checklist is not impressive. Based on the 

interviews, only two interviewees were aware of its existence and none had 

actively consulted it to solve change management issues in praxis, as expressed 

by Pernille “people are busy doing their business - they don’t have time for 

reading these kinds of things”. The interviewees did acknowledge the conclusions 

as being relevant; however they also emphasised that they are not rocket science 

and that they basically only repeat the recommendations of the many change 

management best practice recipes.  

 

Another explanation for the missing knowledge and usage of this study can be 

that it is simply not available on the intranet. Personally I got a hard copy of the 

study from Maersk Line Internal Communication, however, when I attempted to 

find a soft copy to include in the appendix of this report, it was simply impossible 

to find. This a clear example of the lack of knowledge sharing in the organisation 

– a central department has spent significant amounts of time conducting the 

study, but they completely fail in cascading the findings through the organisation.     

 

The Current Execution of Change Projects in Maersk Line 

The findings from the interview investigation indicate that the current utilisation 

of change projects does entail a problem for the company, however not as 

significant as stated by the management seven months ago. All interviewees 

agree that the utilisation and execution have been improved, and that the 

company has taken many steps towards optimising the change projects. However, 

they also agree that there is room for further improvements. The time gap 

between the management statement of unsatisfactory utilisation of change 

projects, and the conduction of the interviews may have facilitated improvement 

of the issue, therefore the statements given at the interviews may be more 

positive than they would have been at the time of the initiation of this study. The 

timing of the initial management statements of unsatisfactory implementation 

and utilisation corresponds with the implementation of the first round of leaps, 

whereas the interviews were conducted when the second round of leaps were well 

in progress and some of the major problems experienced in the first round had 

been taken into consideration in the execution phases of the second round.  
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The project execution guidelines developed by Process Excellence are supposed to 

ensure that all change projects are carried out in a similar manner; however 

based on the interviews the guidelines are only being followed in the larger 

projects, the so-called leaps, which have formal supervision by the Maersk Line 

Management Board and trained black belts appointed to supervise the process. In 

smaller projects, called functional projects, of which there is a high number 

currently ongoing in the company, it is optional for the individual project manager 

to follow the guidelines (Adam; Mogens). The functional projects will not be 

considered further in this report due to space limitations.   

 

According to the majority of the interviewees, economic stability is the most 

important issue for the company at the moment. When looking at the suggestions 

by Beer and Nohria (2000) for handling organisational transformation with focus 

on economic stability, it appears that Maersk Line is following theory E. The 

centralised management style has consequences for the handling of changes in 

the environment as described above and for how resistance to change is dealt 

with. Lucas and Adam confirm that environmental changes are handled through 

the hierarchy method and resistance to change is not investigated but attempted 

eliminated. With this approach the projects miss the opportunity of listening to 

and learning from experiences of other projects as well as the constructive 

aspects of resistance which may lead to even better solutions. Following the 

recommendations of Beer and Nohria (2000) a company which have executed the 

theory E in order to ensure economic stability would benefit from following up 

with a theory O approach to gather the organisation through the development of 

organisational capabilities and a motivating environment that encourages 

commitment among the employees and thereby creating a learning organisation. 

According to Beer and Nohria, this is the second best method; the best would 

have been to execute the two theories simultaneously, however that is obviously 

too late for Maersk Line.    

 

 

The majority of the interviewees agree that one aspect in the change project 

execution that is in desperate need of improvement is the “bottom of the 

hamburger”13 which is concerned with how the involved parties feel about the 

change in terms of the political, social and emotional drivers and barriers. This 

                                           

 

13 See appendix 4 
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corresponds with the analysis above concluding that insufficient communication 

with the employees lead to rumours and frustration, and with the theory 

developed by Holst-Mikkelsen and Poulfelt (2008) arguing that the strategy has to 

make sense, the employees and managers have to feel committed to the 

strategy, and there has to be a drive for making the planned activities happen. 

Kristina supports this saying that changes are about more than systems and 

procedures – they are about people, and if the people are not fully committed, it 

will be hard to obtain a successful change. It is only the last couple of years that 

any attention has been paid to this issue and Hans Henrik, who has 35 years of 

experience in the organisation, explains that before the changes in the 

management style it was easier to implement new initiatives because there were 

few people to make the decisions. Today the processes have become more 

complex and everybody want to make adjustments and be heard. This argument 

is in line with the critique of high levels of integration presented above saying 

that high levels of integration probably will entail intensified involvement and 

interference by the fellow colleagues which consequently might lead to prolonged 

duration and increased resistance. Thomas on the other hand argues that the 

crisis has had a positive effect on the decision making processes in the company 

meaning that today it is easier to push changes through. These different opinions 

on the subject may evolve due to different backgrounds and experiences in the 

company. The younger employees, such as Kristina and Thomas, may have 

different expectations than Hans Henrik of how they should be treated as 

employees, while Hans Henrik has seen how efficient the old bureaucracy was 

and that the new style is slowing down the decision making processes. Pernille is 

adding that the company is bleeding money and the management wants to see 

results, hence she is saying that the processes are still too bureaucratic and she 

stresses that Maersk Line would gain from improved patience and more focus on 

the stabilising phases of the implementations.   

 

Adam argues that many previous projects have failed because they did not take 

the customers‟ wishes into consideration, but that the company lately is becoming 

more considerate on the customer needs which is bringing significant 

improvements to the success of the outcomes. This situation can be described by 

the discussions of how to handle the environment surrounding the change 

projects through a combination of the network- and the hierarchy method as 

suggested by Kreiner (1995), hence Adam implies that the company is moving 

from exclusively making use of the hierarchy method towards the inclusion of 

networks and that networks have traditionally primarily been used to facilitate 
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new career opportunities in the company, not to coordinate work processes and 

projects. This is supported by the rest of the interviewees saying that networks 

are an essential part of creating a career in the company and that these in still 

more situations smooth the progress of coordination between projects and 

adjustments to changing environments, as agreed by all the interviewees: “we 

are improving but we are not there yet”.  

 

Adam explains that starting out as trainee and following internal education 

programmes has been the tradition in the company for many years and that the 

management is now starting to realise the potential problems it can cause. 

Therefore the focus has turned towards employing well-educated people with 

various experiences, also exemplified by the hiring of CEO Nils Smedegaard14. 

Despite the difficulties in establishing a good network, Adam argues that it is 

highly positive that the company is now hiring more people with external 

education and experience. Until recently, every manager in the company had a 

shipping education which did not bring the needed diversity for the dynamic and 

changing market.  

 

Today the focus on change projects has increased dramatically, which according 

to Mogens and Hans Henrik is driven by the dynamic market situation which has 

established an urgent need for reorganisation. Adam further explains that earlier 

there were no career advantages in working on projects because they had low 

priority and were perceived as a break from the career path, not as a part of it. 

Today the company makes a large effort in appointing the best people on the 

leaps. This is a strong top management signal that exemplifies the importance of 

the changes to come and that it is not just another project. According to the 

literature and the findings, these kinds of signals from the top management are 

crucial for the chances of success and Lucas explains that earlier rounds of 

projects15 have failed exactly because of this. However he adds that the 1st round 

of leaps was successful in creating focus and ownership and it was good at 

engaging people. Lucas further adds that the problem today lies in the fact that 

the number of ongoing leaps is controlled by top management, but the number of 

                                           

 

14 Nils Smedegaard was appointed CEO of the A. P. Møller group in December 

2007 with no internal experience.   

15 For example the “charters” developed 2 years ago by Process Excellence to 

create major changes in the organisation are today considered unsuccessful. 
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workstreams 16  is for the leaps themselves to decide. This makes the foreign 

country offices overwhelmed by the many changes occurring at the same time, 

which brings the subject back to poorly handled communication and coordination. 

Finally he stresses that the change projects are treated as events – not processes 

- and they need to be more embedded in the organisation to create long term 

solutions.  

 

Adam points to another problem of the current process being that they do not 

spend enough time on learning and critically evaluating the benefits of the leaps. 

He stresses that there are no consequences for making errors and he has 

witnessed obvious errors being celebrated as a success; a good effort is simply 

enough. He further explains that the single most important criterion is to deliver 

the results on time; the quality and even the usefulness of the results are less 

important. Niels Henrik add to this that the problem lies in lack of flexibility, that 

the processes often become too slavish. These arguments are in close connection 

to the theory presented by Christensen and Kreiner (1991) regarding planning 

and flexibility in a dynamic market. If the processes are too slavish and forced to 

follow a predefined plan to the point, it may cause inappropriate processes and 

ultimately bring invaluable solutions to do not match the market requirements. 

 

Conclusion on Analysis   

The analysis of the current execution of change projects in Maersk Line revealed 

indications suggesting that the company is already aware of many of the 

problems and how they should be solved, however since the company is bleeding 

money, the most important issue for the top management is to see results on 

time, which in many cases jeopardises the quality and usefulness of the projects 

when they are implemented. The considerations exposed in the analysis will 

hence also lead to some general management recommendations for the top 

management to supplement the recommendations for the management of change 

projects.  

 

                                           

 

16 The leap as the overall change project is most often divided into minor projects 

called workstreams.  
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The Final Framework 

Minor adjustments were made to the framework based on the interview findings. 

Below is the final framework for situation based change project management in 

old and large organisations.  

 

Employees will accept change individually depending on their personality; 

therefore the management needs to consider the composition of the audience for 

a new initiative when they plan how it should be unfolded to ensure that all are 

on board and not resisting the changes because of personality issues. Some 

may be able to be convinced through well-managed communication efforts and 

teamwork activities, whereas others never will accept the new situation, which 

can have a negative effect on fellow employees, hence drastic decisions such as 

job transfers or even layoffs may be necessary.  

 

Considerations of resistance to change also include structural inertia, which 

means that the larger and the older the organisation is, the stronger the 

structural inertia will be, and thus greater effort would have to be made to 

succeed with change initiatives.  

 

The environment surrounding the change projects can have great influence on the 

chances of success. One effect can be that as more change projects are being 

conducted and implemented, the internal organisational environment transforms, 

causing drifting environments for the ongoing change projects, which means 

that the foundation and motivation for conducting the projects can be affected 

and cause decreasing relevance of the ongoing projects. To handle this situation, 

the management and participants should realise that “no project is an island” and 

that networks play a central role in foreseeing and managing the effects of the 

environment. Consequently, complex change projects require employees that can 

take advantage of their network and thus react to changes in the environment, 

however it is important that the management keeps a reasonable balance 

between listening to the environment (network) to avoid overlooking important 

issues, and at the same time leaving the responsibility for responding to 

environmental change at a single point (hierarchy) in order to prevent confusion 

and disorientation.   

Networks can also contribute knowledge sharing which is a critical part of a 

learning organisation to avoid change project initiation to consist of a 

considerable amount of exploration activities in order to learn about the task at 
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hand, which increases the probability of unpredicted discoveries during project 

execution and may slow down the process. 

The level of integration between the change projects and the change program 

as well as with the host organisation is important for the chance of success and 

how radical the projects that are to be cascaded through the organisation can be. 

For change projects goes that the level of integration should be high in order to 

prepare the organisation for the changes to come, however the high level of 

integration will entail lower potential for radical transformation, therefore the 

level of integration should be decided based on a compromise between preparing 

the organisation and how radical the change is desired to be. 

The social and political environment also plays an important role for the change 

projects, meaning that a change project has higher chances of success if it is 

highly prioritised by top management, and is politically framed to be important to 

the organisation. Therefore the top management should carefully consider how 

the political agenda is handled and if the prioritisation of the change projects 

supports or contradicts the wishes for success. If everything is prioritised at the 

same time, the competition for support and attention increases, hence the 

political game becomes more powerful and the employees may become confused 

or disorientated in terms of which agendas to focus on. 

An appropriate exploitation of networks can also be a constructive method of 

exploring resistance to change, thereby not only focusing on overcoming the 

resistance, but acknowledging that resistance to change is positive in some 

situations and can encourage the development of alternative and perhaps even 

better change efforts than the original. Furthermore, resistance is an important 

contributor to achieve or maintain the important balance between change and 

stability – to avoid the dysfunctionality of too much change while ensuring that 

stability does not become stagnation. Therefore the best way to manage 

resistance to change is through communication and participative activities such 

as teamwork where the employees are enabled to participate in the change 

process. Further it is important that different groups of stakeholders are 

approached using different arguments which are tailored to demonstrate that 

their specific interests are being looked after in the project.  

When implementing change, the communication channel is essential for 

obtaining the necessary stakeholder commitment. To succeed with change 

projects in large organisations, the most efficient channel for communication is 

through the direct management which should be used to ensure that the project 
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makes sense to the audience and the necessary stakeholders are fully 

committed. Furthermore the direct management plays an essential role in 

demonstrating to the employees that there is action behind the strategy, 

which is a critical factor in optimising the chances for successful implementation.  

The external market also influences the change projects, mainly in terms of which 

projects are conducted and prioritised. Organisations with greater resource 

endowments have lower tendency to change strategy in response to 

environmental change, which can cause the organisations to fall behind their 

more responsive competitors. Moreover, similar to the risk of internal drifting 

environments, in old and large organisations there is a high risk of not taking the 

dynamic market situation into consideration, which leads to outcomes not 

matching the present market conditions, therefore the utilisation of change 

projects can turn out unsatisfactory. And finally, organisations need to 

demonstrate to the external environment that the market situation is being 

considered and that the company is not stuck with tradition and inappropriate 

structures and procedures. These signals are crucial when it comes to increasing 

the chances of attracting the best work force. For all these reasons it is crucial 

for large, old and resource-rich organisations to critically evaluate their 

responsiveness to the market. 
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Discussion 

In this section the research strategy, the final framework and suggestions for 

further research will be discussed.  

The Research Strategy 

The use of existing theory in the fields of organisation theory, project 

management and change management was essential when developing the new 

framework for change project management. Further investigations may reveal 

additional fields of science with relevance for the topic of situation based change 

project management and hence further develop the framework.   

 

The hypotheses are tested only according to employee statements and thus 

based on their experiences, not “hard facts” such as measurements of actual 

situations, therefore the results may be biased and only represent a smaller part 

of the full picture, not necessarily the total objective reality. The opportunity to 

test the hypotheses through a long period of time measuring objective data such 

as project outcomes when following different approaches would provide the 

opportunity of obtaining a more covering picture, and through further research, 

e.g. comparing the execution of change projects in different companies with the 

same characteristics, the framework could be extended to reflect the general 

effects the various actions would have for other organisations.  

 

The sampling of interviewees used in the study may have caused the findings to 

only reflect one angle of the reality since the framework was only tested on 

managers. Nevertheless, these managers were identified as being the people in 

possession of the required insight in terms of experience with change project 

management in Maersk Line.  

 

Personal issues might also affect how the interviewees replied to the questions. 

One of the interviewees, Thomas, lost his position as a result of the 

implementation of the StreamLINE strategy and was left with uncertainty of his 

future in the company for a long time before he succeeded in finding a new 

position in the company. He claims that the process was not handled elegant and 

that HR could not identify the best people for the positions, which created 

problems and frustration. This experience may cause him to have a negative 

attitude towards changes in the company in general.  
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Another employee, Hans Henrik, who has 35 years of experience in the company, 

is explicitly stating that he is more than willing to adapt to changes and that the 

length of employment has nothing to do with the “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” 

syndrome, however he comes across as still being in favour of the old 

bureaucratic methods by expressing that today the decision making processes are 

too complex and slow because everybody wants to be heard, and that the 

company is too dynamic with no real experience to pass on because people 

change positions too frequently. His expressions of willingness to change may 

thus be influenced by the fact that people are being dismissed if they express 

otherwise, which he by all means wants to avoid. The same arguments may apply 

to all employees who have survived the reductions because no one will admit that 

they have problems adapting to the new strategy and transformation in general in 

fear of losing their job. 

 

Applying a different theory of science can be suspected to significantly alter the 

possible methodology. The positivist epistemology applied in this study is 

searching for an absolute reality, which for example ontological social 

constructivists argue does not exist. They claim that the world is not simple and 

that the modernist point of view is not enough to describe human relations 

because people perceive the same thing in different ways. Applying for example 

symbolic interpretation as described by Hatch (2006) would imply for the 

ontology that “we cannot know an external or objective existence apart from our 

subjective awareness of it; that which exists is that which we agree exists” (Hatch, 

2006, p. 14). Further it would mean for the epistemology that “all knowledge is 

relative to the knower and can only be understood from the point of view of the 

individuals who are directly involved; truth is socially constructed via multiple 

interpretations of the objects of knowledge thereby constructed and therefore 

shifts and changes through time” (Hatch, 2006, p. 14). The effects caused by this 

would be that there is no absolute knowledge and therefore the discussion of bias 

becomes irrelevant; since all knowledge is socially constructed, that which the 

positivists call bias will be a part of this knowledge and cannot be considered 

separately. Further, I as the investigator would have to evaluate my own 

subjectivity and how my own interpretation affects the findings. What the 

interviewees say is producing knowledge in cooperation with my interpretation. 

Consequently, the testing of hypotheses in order to produce a clear picture of 

reality is meaningless since there is no absolute reality. What could be tested in 

relation to this study would be if people believe that the hypotheses may work. In 

relation to this, some supporters of social constructivism may claim that it is not 
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about discovering the right plan, but about whether people believe in it and act 

accordingly. No matter if knowledge is believed to be absolute or socially 

constructed, a plan can still affect the way people act and hence a different 

perspective may not directly affect the usefulness of the framework, merely the 

methodology of constructing it.   

 

The Framework 

The first point to note is that the framework is not exhaustive thus other theories 

may contribute interesting new considerations to the subject and even demand 

changes to the conclusions drawn in this study. Since the subject is not build on 

hard facts, many competing angles may arise in the attempt of developing theory 

that combines traditional scientific fields such as organisation theory and project 

management. With these points in mind, it can still be justified based on the 

analysis that the developed framework is useful for Maersk Line for improving 

change project management in the current situation.    

 

The developed framework can be expected to be useful for other organisations in 

the same situation as Maersk Line, which is old and large company, dynamic 

market and a centralised management style. To develop frameworks for the 

handling of change projects in other situations than the one described in this 

report, would require extensive resources in terms of time and money, which are 

not available for the present study. However, it is recommended that the subject 

is explored further since it is becoming still more relevant as the number of 

change projects in the companies is rising because of the dynamic market 

situation.  

 

It was more difficult than I expected to discover new solutions to the change 

project management issues and ultimately most suggestions point in the direction 

of improving the communication and coordination activities and being aware of 

the composition of participants as well as audience, hence the framework 

encourages skilful and considerate leadership that can understand and act on the 

many contingencies affecting a change project rather than mechanic “how-to” 

management. This acknowledgement underlines the importance of further 

investigation of the subject, and not least the creation of awareness among the 

many companies executing change projects. For many years the aim has been to 

discover the golden recipe that once and for all could solve any change 

management issues that may arise, however I believe that the time has come to 
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an acknowledgement of this being impossible. In the literature review some of 

the proposed “how-to” guides were presented along with the problems they entail, 

and the issue seems to be that if a best practice guide should be adhered to, it is 

not likely that it would produce any valuable, long term solutions, which on the 

other hand would demand specific initiatives that are tailored to fit the situation in 

question. This ends the circle by the skilful and considerate leadership, hence the 

idea of revolutionary solutions that can solve any problem for change projects will 

have to be terminated. 

 

With this being said, skilful and considerate leadership may still benefit from a 

guide to help create awareness of the many potential issues in the process of 

change projects. The guide would then take the form of “have you considered 

[these issues] in relation to [this]?” rather than “you have to do [this]!”. This is 

what the developed framework was aimed at achieving; simple guidelines and 

suggestions of what to be aware of in the situation described, along with potential 

solutions.     

 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Through the literature review it became clear that not much research exist on the 

field of situation based change project management, wherefore the framework 

had to be assembled from theories in the traditional scientific fields of 

organisation theory, project management and change management. Therefore an 

evident need for further research in all parts of the developed framework is 

needed to empirically confirm the present findings. The most logic starting point 

would be to broaden the framework to be useful for other companies in the same 

situation as the case company through empirically investigating the influence of 

the proposed categories in various companies with the same characteristics as 

the case company. This would be highly valuable for creating more general 

literature on the field which can be useful for a high number of companies. To 

further broaden the framework would be to investigate change projects in other 

situations, for example small companies, young companies and decentralised 

management style. When all this empiric research is done, we are coming closer 

to a more developed field of science that can be truly valuable for the many 

companies currently undergoing extensive transformations handled by change 

projects.    
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Conclusion 

Through the literature review six overall categories were identified as being 

important for the chances of successful utilisation of change projects in Maersk 

Line. The categories were: age and size of the organisation, project environment, 

integration and top management support, resistance to change, communication, 

and external market and resources. The relevance of these categories were 

investigated through a number of hypotheses which were tested in an interview 

investigation with experienced change project managers in Maersk Line.  

 

The main point of the framework is the importance of skilful and considerate 

leadership that can understand and act on the many contingencies affecting a 

change project rather than mechanic “how-to” management, hence the idea of 

revolutionary best practice solutions that can solve any problem for change 

projects will have to be terminated.  

 

The core of the operational findings revolve around that change projects 

developed in a theory E environment, such as Maersk Line, will be influenced by 

the centralised management style to attempt to overcome resistance instead of 

investigating the constructive aspects it may contribute, and changes in the 

environment will be handled through the hierarchy method with the risk of 

overlooking important changes. Further, the political aspect and top management 

support have crucial influence on the chances of success and the level of 

integration with the host organisation should be decided based on a compromise 

between preparing the organisation and how radical the change is desired to be. 

Finally, the old and large organisations are at risk of not reacting early enough on 

changes in the external market which may be caused by a tendency to rely on 

resource endowments, and ultimately cause the company to fall behind its more 

responsive competitors.  

The empiric investigation contributed valuable knowledge for the further 

development of the framework, however since the data is only based on the 

experiences of the interviewees and not measurable facts such as project 

outcomes, the data might only represent a smaller part of the full picture. To 

compensate for this will require the opportunity to test the hypotheses through a 

long period of time measuring objective data when following different approaches. 

Further, to generalise the findings and hence validate the usefulness of the 

framework in other companies would require comparison of the execution of 

change projects in different companies with the same characteristics. 
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Through the literature search on the subject of situation based change project 

management it became clear that not much research has been conducted on the 

majority of the subjects involved. Therefore, to be able to confirm the developed 

framework for change project management on a satisfactory scientific foundation, 

would require the execution of a thorough empiric investigation which would 

serve to verify the findings of this study and to potentially discover additional 

relevant themes and subjects to be included in the framework. As mentioned 

above, this investigation is also needed to explore if the framework is relevant for 

other companies than the case company. 

 

Recommendations  

Based on the developed framework for change project management in old and 

large companies and the analysis of the current situation surrounding the change 

projects in Maersk Line, the following can be recommended to the company: 

 

 Consciously consider the composition of the audience for a new initiative 

when planning how it should be unfolded to ensure that all participants 

and stakeholders are on board and not resisting the changes because of 

personality issues 

 Obtain a better balance between listening to the environment (network) to 

avoid overlooking important issues, and at the same time leaving the 

responsibility for responding to environmental change at a single point 

(hierarchy) in order to prevent confusion and disorientation 

 Take advantage of the strong tradition for networks to enable knowledge 

sharing which will help avoid change project initiation to consist of a 

considerable amount of exploration activities in order to learn about the 

task at hand, which increases the probability of unpredicted discoveries 

during project execution and may ultimately slow down the process 

 Facilitate individual levels of integration between the change projects and 

the host organisation based on a compromise between preparing the 

organisation for the changes to come and how radical the change is 

desired to be 

 The top management should carefully consider the prioritisation of change 

projects and make sure to clearly communicate this to the employees to 
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prevent the competition for support and attention among projects from 

increasing and the employees from becoming confused or disorientated in 

terms of which agendas to focus on  

 Use communication and participative activities such as teamwork to 

explore the constructive attributes of resistance to change which 

potentially can encourage the development of alternative and perhaps 

even better change efforts than the original 

 Decrease the influence of performance incentives to encourage 

coordination and teamwork efforts  

 Ensure that different groups of stakeholders are approached using 

different arguments which are tailored to demonstrate that their specific 

interests are being looked after in the project 

 Use the direct management as channel when communicating change 

initiatives to the organisation to ensure that the project makes sense to 

the audience and the necessary stakeholders are fully committed and 

finally to demonstrate to the employees that there is action behind the 

strategy 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1: Internal evaluation of change projects  
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Appendix 2: Internal Change Management Study 

 

 

Change management checklist 
Findings from EES workgroup – Operations 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

SCOPE OF DOCUMENT 

The aim of this document is to function as a checklist for managers and/or HR 

professionals who are in the process of designing and executing a change 

program. Below context frequently refers to organizational changes where 

people‟s jobs are affected etc, but the recommendations are equally relevant for 

other change events from office moving to process changes. 

 

The document is based on the findings of a survey conducted amongst employees 

in CENOPS as well as the global Operations organization to assess what 

employees consider good and bad change management practices. This document 

is a summary of those findings where 11 root causes (as indicated by employees 

in the global OPS organization) for poor change management are described in 

detail and recommendations or considerations are given on how to overcome 

these. These recommendations are based on change management theory as well 

as feedback of employees where change was managed well. The 

recommendations are certainly not exhaustive, but are a good basis for a proper 

change management initiative.  

 

The 11 root causes for poor change management are as follows: 

 

1. Too many changes in a row      

2. People not involved in change      

3. Company values are not adhered to during changes   

4. No communication of purpose     

5. Unclear guidelines for change elements     

6. Late communication leading to rumours     

7. Unclear role demarcation between HR and direct management   

8. Slow responses from HR      

9. Lack of follow-up from direct management    

10. Not clear when changes were over    

11. No reporting back of what the success of the change was   

 

All issues described are issues reported by employees and this document is 

accordingly not a complete change management instruction, but serves as a 

practical guide for change managers to ensure they meet employee requirements 

to the extent possible during a change program. For other types of change 

elements, we refer to the Change Toolkit made by group HR and ML Internal 

Communication. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://apmportal.apmoller.net/GROUP%20FUNCTIONS/HUMAN%20RESOURCES/CHANGE%20TOOLKIT/Pages/default.aspx
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1. Too many changes in a row 

 

Issue description 

People are of the opinion that there are too many changes in a row, which could 

have been avoided through better planning or just not making the second change 

at all. Apart from the fact that any change will come with a drop in efficiency as 

employees loose focus on the work, once in new jobs they will have to adopt new 

skills and/or build a new network and experience will have left the company. The 

second danger is that people become complacent; “why should I make the effort 

to build something good, when it will be torn apart anyway in a few months”. 

Third, there is a risk of increased stress levels and employee discomfort leading 

to negative health consequences for the employee and potential resignations. 

Last, but not least apart from a drop in efficiency, organizational changes are 

costly. 

 

 

 

Considerations 

Continuous evolution of the organization is important to stay competitive and 

changes are accordingly inevitable. There are a number of considerations to make 

though before deciding to go ahead with the change and you will have to make a 

conclusion from these considerations based on the specific situation you are in. 

 

- Why do I want to make this change? What do I want to accomplish? 

- Instead of making an organizational change, is there another way to 

accomplish that goal? 

- Especially if a recent change (recent depending on the size and impact, but 

max 1.5 years ago) has been made to my department/process, have we really 

given this enough time and effort to mature and reap benefits from? 

- Do the results of the change outweigh the costs associated with making the 

change? 

- Are there any further changes expected to this department and/or process? If 

so, can we somehow coordinate these changes and “group” them together so 

that my employees do not need to go through a change twice? 

 

 

Change management check list 

If you go ahead with the change despite a recent change in the same 

department, it is important that you deal with above mentioned concerns 

appropriately.  

 

Drop in efficiency 

1. Make the change as quickly as possible by appointing people into new 

roles.  

2. Reconfirm people/jobs that will not be affected and thereby avoid 

uncertainty for job loss. 

3. Redundant people should leave the organization as soon as possible, 

because they otherwise will affect the motivation of the others and be less 

efficient. 

4. Deal with people personally and have sessions to let people vent their 

feelings, ask questions and make them feel secure that they are aware of 

what is going on. 

5. A clear process for the change should be in place with a clear role 

demarcation between HR and management, which should be 

communicated to the organization affected. 

6. Have the change associated with a strong skill building program to ensure 

people get comfortable in their new roles as soon as possible. 
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Complacency 

7. During and especially after the change ensure people focus on their 

current role and not “fear” for another re-organization. Personal 

communication and focus on business results are a good means for same. 

8. Change management is about managing change not just right before and 

during execution but also in-between changes. As a company and as 

leaders we must continuously focus on our employees embracement of 

and readiness of change. Our culture does not foster that naturally as we 

simply have not been used to changes of this frequency and magnitude 

before. The risk is that our employees following a change process declare 

'change is over' and when they then face a subsequent change they are 

caught 'off guard'.   

 

Stress / fear 

9. We must minimise the problem by detecting the symptoms early enough 

to be able to react. For that we as managers need to stay close to our 

employees, encourage and practice honesty and uprightness and focus on 

soft items particularly with employees that are not outspoken about how 

they experience the change management process. When an employee 

then needs help we should stand-by and prepared to assist also where 

expert assistance is required.  

10. People have a strong need for predictability (in their job prospects, job 

contents, work environment etc), which will be affected during change and 

this can lead to stress. Below a quote from Harvard Business 

Review, ”How to be a good boss in a bad Economy” by Robert Sutton, that 

links well to this point: 

 

The importance of predictability in people’s lives is hard to overstate, and has 

been demonstrated in numerous studies. The most famous is Martin Seligman’s 

research on the signal/safety hypothesis. Seligman observed that when a 

stressful event can be predicted, the absence of a stressful event can also be 

predicted. Thus a person knows when he or she need not maintain a state of 

vigilance or anxiety. Seligman cites the function of air-raid sirens during the 

bombing of London in World War II. They were so reliable a signal that people felt 

free to go about their business when the sirens were silent. The hypothesis was 

bolstered by studies in which some animals and not others were given a warning 

in advance of a shock. Those that were never warned lived in a constant state of 
anxiety. 

The same holds true for organizational shocks like layoffs. If you give people as 

much information as you can about what will happen (to them as individuals, to 

their work groups, and to the organization as a whole) and when it will happen, 

they will prepare to the extent they can and suffer less. Just as important, they 

can learn to relax in the absence of such a warning. 

 

 

2. People not involved in change     

 

Issue description 

People felt their opinions were not asked for before and during changes. This has 

2 aspects; the first being that the change itself, e.g. a reorganization or process 

change, was designed without their input and secondly during the change people 

want to be involved and act as change agents, i.e. they want to know how they 

can help and make it work. The former is more “negative” in the sense that 

people feel left out in the change of an area they are experts in. The latter is 
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actually positive energy that you can use to your advantage, but is difficult to 

coordinate. In both items though, there is a strong involvement required from the 

direct manager to defuse the negative and accelerate the positive. 

 

 

Change management check list 

These are 2 very distinct issues and will hence be described separately from a 

project/change manager‟s point of view. 

 

“The change is designed without my input” 

There are numerous ways to get people‟s input before the change, through 

surveys, focus groups discussions, workshops and of course making people part 

of your project team. Not everybody can of course be part of the design though 

and that is fine as long as you communicate during the actual change who you 

have involved and what their input has been. It is especially effective to use 

quantified data from surveys to support your arguments for a change program. 

Questions to consider before and during a change: 

 

- Who are my key stakeholders? How can I get their opinion into my change 

program? 

- What is the best format/ structure to get their input? 

- How can I use their input in my communication efforts to support my 

arguments for making the change? 

 

“I would like to contribute, but don‟t know how” 

As a direct manager, consider which tasks during the change program you can 

delegate to whom. This links very much to organizational empowerment and 

making people part/owners of the implementation and success of the change. 

Questions to consider: 

 

- Who in my team shows particularly strong engagement around this change? 

- What kind of activities of the change program implementation can I delegate 

to him/her? 

- In general, how can I get my team engaged into this change as soon as 

possible? 

 

 

3. Company values are not adhered to during changes   

 

Issue description 

During streamLINE, some people felt the values were not adhered to and then 

especially “my employees” and “uprightness”. This is a difficult issue because it is 

both an interpretation issue, i.e. people interpreted “my employees” as a value 

that prohibited the organization to resign staff or “uprightness” as the right of 

employees to know everything before it is even decided. On the other hand, poor 

execution of a change program indeed leads to violation of the values and 

accordingly some important considerations are to be made in this respect. 

 

Change management check list 

Questions to consider: 

- Is the change program fair for everybody or biased to some? 

- How can we minimize people being in uncertainty about their job? 

- What is the earliest time we can tell about the upcoming change? When 

should we announce it and how? 

It is also important that: 

- at all times people are aware of the true meaning of the values 
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- the values are linked to the implemented changes to show they have been 

followed in general and individual communication 

- you are visible as a leader and “live the values”; have frequent personal 

communication with the people in your organization, walk around the 

department, organize personal meetings with employees, but also group 

meetings and townhalls. 

 

4. No communication of purpose 

 

Issue description 

People felt that the purpose or the objective of the change is not always carefully 

communicated, i.e. the question remains: “why are we doing this?”. 

 

Change management check list 

Whether the issue is in the employee‟s perception only or an actual truth, fact is 

that in many change initiatives, the purpose is communicated from the 

managers/organization‟s point of view and “language level”. E.g.: “our EBIT ratio 

is worse than competition so we have to change our organization” is 

understandable for some, but doesn‟t have much meaning to many. Even if you 

do understand it, the question sometimes remains how the suggested change will 

actually improve EBIT etc. Some considerations for change managers are: 

 

- Try to speak the language of the employees. Translate the purpose into 

something that is tangible and daily reality for them. 

- What will be the benefits of this change for the employees? How can I 

communicate these best? Start with these benefits before you communicate 

the process etc. Please refer to below communication structure. As 

project/change managers we tend to focus very much on the process we have 

gone through as a project team and especially who the team is etc, whereas 

the audience is only interested in 1 thing: “what‟s in it for me?” and “how will 

it affect me?” 

- Be creative in your communication; showing a table with financial figures 

might contain a lot of information, but doesn‟t say much. A presentation from 

a customer who is seriously upset about our service level and can convey the 

message we have to improve or go out of business is much more effective to 

make people understand change is necessary. 

 

     

 

 

1. Who we are  1. How this will affect you 

 

2. What we‟re doing 
 

2. Why this is important to 

you 

(What‟s in it for you) 

 

3. What we aim to achieve  

(our outcomes) 

 
3. What you can expect 

(your outcomes) 

4. Why this is important to us 

(What‟s in it for us) 
 

4. What we‟re doing (to 

achieve these outcomes 

for you) 

5. How this will affect you 

 
 5. Who we are 

Source: Maersk Line Internal Communication 

How we tend to structure our 
communication

How we should structure our 
communication
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5. Unclear guidelines for change elements    

 

Issue description 

During change, people felt there was no clear guidelines on what to do and who 

to contact for what questions etc. 

 

Change management check list 

- Before you communicate the change, ensure you have a clear change 

program in place. 

- Determine a clear role demarcation between HR and direct management and 

communicate same to employees. 

- Hold standard weekly department meetings so people can raise questions etc. 

Even if you have nothing to tell new, then still hold these meetings so people 

have a regular forum for asking questions. 

- If there is a change in direct managers of the employees, then communicate 

who is the go-to person for those employees. 

- Realize that people are mostly concerned about their own issues. You are 

managing a global change and they will be worrying about the smallest, but 

for them very big and important personal issues. As a direct manager and HR 

professional, prepare as much for this as possible by seeing which employees 

will be affected most and what their current employment situation is and pre-

determine standard issues that will arise. 

 

 

6. Late communication leading to rumours  

 

Issue description 

If you communicate “too late” or out of sync with communication in other parts of 

the organization, rumours and gossip will develop quickly and can lead to 

unnecessary negative connotations to your change program. 

 

Change management check list 

This is a tough one and almost impossible to get right. We only have a few 

recommendations in this regard. 

- Develop, communicate and stick to timelines.  

- Where relevant coordinate announcements with other departments globally. 

- Be as open as early as possible.  

 

 

7. Unclear role demarcation between HR and direct management  

8. Slow responses from HR     

9. Lack of follow-up from direct management    

 

Issue description 

Issues 7 to 9 are closely related and all revolve around the support an employee 

is seeking during a change program. Again, people want to get their personal 

issues solved as quickly as possible. In the midst of changes they might feel lost 

if they do not get the response they expect. 

 

Change management check list 

A close coordination between HR and direct management in the execution of the 

change program are paramount. Below a list of concrete actions to take (some of 

which are a repetition of earlier mentioned actions): 
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- Determine a clear role demarcation between HR and direct management and 

communicate same to employees. 

- Hold standard weekly department meetings so people can raise questions etc. 

Even if you have nothing to tell new, then still hold these meetings so people 

have a regular forum for asking questions 

- As a direct manager and HR professional, prepare as much for this as possible 

by seeing which employees will be affected most and what their current 

employment situation is and pre-determine standard issues that will arise. 

- Be visible as a leader; have frequent personal communication with the people 

in your organization, walk around the department, organize personal meetings 

with employees, but also group meetings and townhalls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Not clear when changes were over 

11. No reporting back of what the success of the change was 

 

Issue description 

Issues number 10 and 11 are almost the same and is basically about the fact that 

people want to know when the change is over and what the success has been.  

 

Change management check list 

- In your change program timeline, indicate when the change is over and 

clearly communicate that at the beginning and of course when it is finally 

over. 

- Determine success criteria for your change and when you target to achieve 

those and communicate that upfront to your employees.  

- Once timeline for achieving these success criteria have passed give feedback 

to the organization on how you have done. 

- Early collect success stories of the change program and use these to spread 

the word and create further engagement. 
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Appendix 3: The Maersk Improvement Model 
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Appendix 4: The “Hamburger” Model 
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Appendix 5: The Interview Guide 

Below is the interview guide that was used for the semi-structured interview 

investigation. The questions represent the topics that were to be discussed, hence 

they were only guiding and were followed up by check-up questions for 

elaboration whenever it was needed. 

 

 In general, how does the execution of change projects work today? 

 To what extent are the PEX guidelines (the MAERSK model) followed?  

 To what degree is the utilisation of the change projects satisfactory for the 

company? 

 In terms of which criteria are the projects evaluated? 

 Which aspects could be improved? 

 To what extend are the change projects influenced by previous 

experiences and procedures? 

o How does that affect the processes? 

 How does the length of employment affect the employees‟ willingness to 

accept new initiatives?  

o How is that handled? 

 How does the age and size of the company affect the change projects? 

 How do the various projects interact?  

o How are the ongoing projects affected when other projects are 

being implemented? 

 Does the implementation of other projects affect the project environment 

in a way that causes the foundation for the ongoing projects to change?   

 How is that handled? 

o Which role do networks play for the execution of the projects?  

 To what degree are the change projects an integrated part of the 

company?  

 And of StreamLINE? 

o How does that affect the utilisation of the projects? 

 How important is top management support for successful implementation 

and utilisation of the projects? 

o What is the role of internal politics? 

 How is resistance to change handled? (as constructive or just to be 

overcome?) 
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 Which communication methods are applied when implementing new 

initiatives? 

o Who is responsible for informing, training, follow-up, etc.? 

 How does the company react on changes in the environment? 

o To what degree have changes in the environment influenced 

changes in the strategy? 

o And historically? 

 Elaboration and clarifying questions: 
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Appendix 6: Categorisation of the Hypotheses 

 

AGE, SIZE AND LENGTH OF EMPLOYMENT 

Hypothesis 1a: The “we‟ve-seen-it-all-before” syndrome affects the 

employees‟ acceptance of change individually depending on the length of 

their employment, and consequently the organisation needs to consider 

the composition of the audience for a new initiative when they plan how it 

should be unfolded. 

 

Hypothesis 1b: The larger and the older the organisation is, the stronger 

the structural inertia, and thus greater effort would have to be made to 

succeed with change initiatives. 

 

PROJECT ENVIRONMENT 

Hypothesis 2a: As more change projects are being conducted and 

implemented, the internal organisational environment transforms which 

causes drifting environments for the ongoing change projects. 

 

Hypothesis 2b: Complex change projects require employees that can 

take advantage of their network and hence react to changes in the 

environment. 

 

Hypothesis 2c: The environment should be considered with a balance 

between the hierarchy- and network methods. 

 

INTEGRATION AND TOP MANAGEMENT SUPPORT 

Hypothesis 3a: For change projects the level of integration should be 

high in order to prepare the organisation for the changes to come, 

however the high level of integration will entail lower potential for radical 

transformation, therefore the level of integration should be decided based 

on a compromise between preparing the organisation and how radical the 

change is desired to be. 

 

Hypothesis 3b: A change project has higher chances of success if it is 

highly prioritised by top management and is politically framed to be 

important to the organisation. 
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RESISTANCE TO CHANGE 

Hypothesis 4a: Resistance to change is positive in some situations and 

can encourage the development of alternative and perhaps even better 

change efforts than the original. 

 

Hypothesis 4b: The best way to manage resistance to change is through 

communication and participative activities such as teamwork where the 

employees are enabled to participate in the change process. 

 

COMMUNICATION 

Hypothesis 5: To succeed with change projects in large organisations, 

the most efficient channel for communication is through the direct 

management. This channel should be used to ensure that the project 

makes sense to the audience and the necessary stakeholders are fully 

committed. 

 

EXTERNAL MARKET AND RESOURCES 

Hypothesis 6a: Organisations need to demonstrate to the external 

environment that the market situation is being considered and that they 

are not stuck with tradition and inappropriate structures and procedures to 

increase the chances of attracting the best work force. 

 

Hypothesis 6b: Organisations with greater resource endowments will 

have a lover tendency to change strategy in response to environmental 

change, which can cause the organisations to fall behind their more 

responsive competitors. Therefore it is recommendable for resource-rich 

organisations to critically evaluate their responsiveness to the market and 

identify the phenomena causing hindrance. 

 

Hypothesis 6c: In old and large organisations there is a high risk of not 

taking the dynamic market situation into consideration, which leads to 

outcomes not matching the present market conditions, therefore the 

utilisation of change projects can turn out unsatisfactory. 

 

 


