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Exploring the Emotional Experiences During  
Organizational Change: A Leader and Followers  

Perspective

Muneeza Amjad1, Humera Manzoor2, Mehboob ur Rashid3

Abstract

This paper explores leader and followers’ emotions in relation to the specific context of 
change in one of the public sector universities in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. A qualitative approach 
has been used to understand the way individuals interpret situations and emotions during the 
change process. Data has been collected from a leader and nineteen followers through semi-struc-
tured in-depth interviews. Data was analyzed through thematic analysis to see the emergent 
patterns and to gain deeper insights on the way the leader and the follower interpreted situated 
emotions. The respondents reported mixed emotions in relation to the change process that were 
highly interpretive and were manifested in three main situations: when followers felt excluded 
from the change process; when leader encouraged followers to accept and implement change; 
and when followers feared repercussions of their unwillingness to accept change. This study 
theoretically and empirically contributes to the change management literature by demonstrating 
the manifestation of lived emotions during dynamic and processual change. It highlights that 
the lens of emotions can help to understand the micro-processes involved in the change process 
that is often overlooked in the change and change management literature.  
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1.	 Introduction

Public sector universities in Pakistan have undergone various structural and pro-
cessual changes to improve their functioning. Most of the public sector universities in 
Pakistan work on traditional bureaucratic practices and processes (Parveen, Rashid, 
Iqbal, & Khan, 2011). The pressure from the government through HEC (Higher 
Education Commission) has been mounting for universities to improve their work 
practices that would ultimately raise their academic standards. In this study, the 
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organizational leader of a public sector university decided to convert manual work 
processes to online systems by introducing computerized technology apart from 
introducing several other changes. The university has been reliant on manual work 
processes since its inception. In line with Smollan and Parry (2011), the leader indi-
cates a person in a formal management role who either leads or implements change, 
such as, the Vice Chancellor of a university, whereas followers are the subordinates 
on whom the change is implemented. It has been already established in the current 
research that change involves several emotions (Smollan, 2014); however, less is known 
about the way they are manifested in various situational contexts emerging due to 
change. Consequently, the subsequent emotions depend upon the anticipation of 
the followers whether they will benefit from the change (Giæver, 2009; Huy, 2002). 

Research on change and change management has been mainly analyzed through 
cognitive and behavorial dimensions whereas the emotional dimension has been 
largely ignored though emotions are inherent in the change process (Smollan, 2014). 
Traditionally, the study of emotions has been largely marginalized in the organizational 
context due to its negative view and because it was considered as a sign of weakness 
and being irrational (Fineman, 2003; Smollan, 2014). However, contemporary re-
search shows its significance in the organizational lives of the individuals including 
the change process (Smollan, 2014; Kiefer, 2002; Smollan & Sayers, 2009; Tsoukas 
& Chia, 2002). It has been found that individuals emotional experiences during the 
change process influences their commitment towards change (Huy, 2002; Kavanagh 
& Ashkanasy, 2006).

A review of the literature indicates most of the researcher has either addressed the 
leader or a follower perspective and to study situated emotions during organizational 
change (e.g. Eriksson, 2004; Groves, 2006; Agote, Aramburu & Lines,  2016; Manzo-
or, Johnson, & Rashid, 2018). A significant research gap exists to incorporate both 
the perspectives simultaneously specifically during the during the implementation 
process of the change (Dasborough, Lamb, & Suseno, 2015). This study addresses 
this research gap and explores the manifestation of emotions during organizational 
change through an interpretive approach, which is a relatively under researched area 
(Dasborough et al., 2015; Kiefer, 2002, 2005). Nevertheless, change can produce both 
positive and negative emotions as it provides opportunities and threats to individuals, 
but less attention has been given to positive emotions (Piderit, 2000; Smollan, 2014;  
Smollan & Parry, 2011). The emphasis has been on the negative emotions as they were 
seen as destructive and problematic for the management that had to be controlled to 
have an effective change (Giæver & Hellesø, 2010). This study incorporates both the 
negative and positive emotions of the leader and the follower using an interpretive 
approach, and contributes by arguing that emotions, irrespective of whether positive 
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or negative, should be seen as a “resource” to understand the main issues at stake 
(Vince, 2006). Hence, this study challenges the conventional dominant rational 
models of change that try to control and suppress human emotions through various 
change management techniques (Smollan, 2014; Manzoor, Johnson, & Rashid, 2018). 

Current research shows that change is dynamic and not static or a one-time event 
(Tsoukas, 1998; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). In line with the dynamic view of change, this 
study takes a social constructionist view of emotions, which means they are situated in 
a relational context and depends upon individual’s interpretations (Fineman, 2003, 
2016). Unlike previous research, this study conceptualizes change and emotions as 
inseparable and as dynamic and processual (Dasborough et al., 2015). Hence, the 
purpose of this paper is to understand the way leader-follower interpretation of 
change defines their emotional experiences in a situated context. To understand the 
phenomenon in depth, this study adopts a qualitative approach. Hence, it answers 
the following research questions: How the leader and the followers give meaning to 
their emotional experiences in relation to the changes brought by the leader? What 
were the various aspects of the change process that were emotive for the leader and 
the follower? These research questions will help to gain access to the situations that 
are at stake during the change process since emotions help to understand the context 
in which they emerge. 

This paper is structured as follows: It begins with the literature review that also 
conceptualizes change processual, dynamic, and emotive. This is followed by the con-
text of the study. The next section discusses the methodology followed by findings. 
Finally, the paper ends with the discussion and conclusion.  

2.	 Literature Review

Change induce several emotions due to multiple interpretation of various planned 
and unplanned situations (Tiedens & Linton, 2001; Härtel & Zerbe, 2002), which 
the rational model of change fails to address (Vince & Broussine, 1996). These mod-
els view change as a problem and a deviation from management’s expectations with 
resistance as an obvious response to change (Vince & Broussine, 1996; Kiefer, 2002; 
Giæver & Hellesø, 2010; Smollan, 2014). This infers that the rational and cognitive 
models of change aim to suppress human emotions and view them as irrational and 
an indication to an underlying problem that needs to be controlled and managed to 
please the management (Kiefer, 2002). Nevertheless, the rationalization of emotions 
during change creates further emotional dynamics that could turn out to be even more 
challenging for the organization to manage (Vince, 2006). Hence, this deterministic 
view of change overlooks the complexities, ambiguities, and subsequent emotions 
during the change process (Smollan, 2014). Also, emotions have been seen as a hinder-
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ance and destructive to the change process (Eriksson, 2004) which is actually a ‘myth’ 
and could turn out to be useful to the change process (Härtel & Zerbe, 2002; Vince, 
2006; Fineman, 2016). On the contrary, the reason why people resist or conform to 
change is significant to understand for an effective change (Kiefer, 2002; Giæver & 
Hellesø, 2010). This signifies that emotions are crucial to understand in the context of 
change. Hence, emotions and change should be treated as inseparable as it is inherent 
in the change process (Dasborough et al., 2015; Helpap & Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, 2016). 

Change and change management literature particularly focuses on the behavior 
of the employees as a result of emotions that emerge during the change process (Saun-
ders & Thornhill, 2003; Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008;) and less on the way they 
are interpreted in a situated context, specifically, during the change implementation 
process (Kiefer, 2002; Dasborough et al., 2015). Most of the research on change and 
change management is about resistance to change and what the management should 
do to overcome it (Kiefer, 2002). Thus, resistance is often seen as an undesirable be-
havorial outcome of negative emotions (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999; Piderit, 2000; 
Kiefer, 2005 Giæver & Hellesø, 2010). It is assumed that change will invoke negative 
emotions that are seen in the form of resistance to change that overlook positive 
emotions. Literature suggests that positive emotions, such as, excitement, encourag-
ing can exist along with negative emotions, such as, pain, stress and trouble (Liu & 
Perrewe´, 2005); hence, both should be taken into consideration.It is believed that 
positive emotions help individuals in managing change as it encourages them to accept 
and cope with the change (Avey et al., 2008), increase commitment and engagement 
(Staw & Barsade, 1993), develops loyal behavior even during disruptions (Anderson 
& Guerrero, 1998; Liu & Perrewe´, 2005). Also, negative emotions influence the 
change process (Huy, 2002; Kiefer, 2005; Maitlis & Sonensheim, 2010) and act as a 
warning to address issues at stake (Elfenbein, 2007).  Negative emotions signal that 
actions should be taken and encourage quick and full individual responses (Spoor & 
Kelly, 2004). Thus, several studies on emotions during the change show the behav-
ioral outcomes of the employees who had shown either positive or negative emotions 
but have seldom studied emotions in depth and as a resource to improve processes. 
Instead of focusing on individual emotions, several emotions, both positive and neg-
ative, can emerge during the change process that may be either complementary or 
contradictory that the current research lacks in its investigation (Vince, 2006; Helpap 
& Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, 2016).

Traditional studies on change that remained dominant for a long time has 
treated change as a one-time event that is static whereas the contemporary view con-
ceptualizes change as dynamic, emergent and an ongoing process (Tsoukas & Chia, 
2002; Klarner et al., 2011; Smollan, 2014). Secondly, studies on emotions deals with 
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emotion as an event whereas change unfolds and evolves as a process that may turn 
out to be emergent rather than planned (Weick & Quinn, 1999; Piderit, 2000). Also, 
leadership studies on emotions are occupied by the concept of emotional intelligence 
(Smollan & Parry, 2011), emotion management of the leader and the followers (Glasø, 
Ekerholt, Barman & Einarsen, 2006; Thiel, Connelly & Griffith, 2012), and the use 
of emotions for effective leadership (Groves, 2006). Less is known about the manifes-
tation of emotions of the leader and the follower simultaneously during the change 
process, which this study aims to address. 

3.	 Context of the study 

This research has been carried out in one of the public-sector universities of Pa-
kistan that has a traditional bureaucratic structure. It has been conducted at the time 
when there was a change in leadership and a new leader brought changes to improve 
the processes, functions, and work practices of the university. The main change was 
the introduction and usage of information technology to make several processes 
online to enhance transparency and efficiency. This was a tedious task for the leader 
as several followers showed hesitance in accepting the change since they were used to 
manual procedures. On the contrary, some other followers were contended with the 
usage of information technology and showed conformity. Hence, there was a differ-
ence of opinion among the followers on how they perceived and interpreted change. 
Traditionally, most of the processes involved a tedious paper work that incurs massive 
costs to the universities, both financial and non-financial, and the motive of bringing 
this change was to minimize it. Also, another purpose was to keep track of various 
activities that would further improve the work processes in the university. Hence, 
it was at the time of the change being introduced when this study was conducted. 

4.	 Methodology

This study takes a qualitative approach as it aims to understand the meaning 
people assign to their emotional experiences during the change process. The onto-
logical view of this study is a relativist one, and the epistemological stance is social 
constructionism (Fineman, 2003). This is line with the dynamic and processual view 
of change and situated emotion that are subject to individual’s interpretations. 

4.1. Data collection

Data was collected through in depth semi structured interviews from the leader 
and nineteen followers from a public sector university in Pakistan. Data was collection 
continued till theoretical saturation was reached. Snowball sampling technique was 
used to gain access to the followers as some of them were hesitant to be interviewed 
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due to the personal nature of the topic (Creswell, 2003). However, respondents were 
reassured of confidentiality and anonymity that prompted them to participate in 
the study. On the contrary, the leader showed keen interest in this research project. 

During the interview process, the respondents were asked to reflect backward 
and forward in relation to the change process and the related emotions. This was 
because we were mainly interested in the conversation that was more specific to the 
emotional experiences about the change brought by the leader. We wanted to prevent 
the respondents from going astray. Respondents were asked about their emotional 
experiences during the implementation of new changes. Some of the main questions 
asked form the followers were: what are the key changes brought by the leader? What 
does this change mean to you? How do you feel about it? What could have been done 
differently? The main questions asked from the leader were: what are the key changes 
you have introduced? Why were they important to you? What were the main issues 
faced in the implementation process? How do you feel about it? and so forth. Prob-
ing questions were asked wherever required to gain deeper insights. The interviews 
lasted between 15 to 60 minutes from various respondents that were recorded with 
permission. Later, the interviews were transcribed with the assistance of the software – 
Exam Scribe. The names of the participants and the organization is kept anonymous 
to protect their confidentiality.

4.2. Data analysis

Data was analyzed through thematic analysis to bring out the emergent patterns 
from the data (Richards, 2005). The thematic analysis helped to understand emotional 
experiences in situated context that were shared or not shared among the participants. 
In the first instance, difference of opinion exists on how emotions will be identified. 
In contrast to positivist who try to measure emotions in human physiologist, social 
constructionist locates emotions both in text and embodiment. Hence, “Emotions 
are expressed in single words or sentences, metaphors, figurative language and pros-
ody that do not explicitly reference emotions but provide information concerning 
emotional impression and attitude through their semantic content” (Kleres, 2010: 
13). Additionally, “prosody which is the rhythm, stress and intonation of speech and 
voice characteristics such as emphasis and expressively stretched words (e.g. ooooh) 
also reflects emotions” (ibid: 14). Thus, the first author took notes during the inter-
views that helped to interpret emotions in the text. This was then shared with other 
authors and was discussed to ensure reliability and validity in the interpretation of 
the date. Also, the entire coding process was shared with all the coauthors. 

Data analysis of the data was done through five phases of thematic analysis that 
include getting familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, followed by 
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higher order codes, themes and ultimately thematic categories (Howitt, 2010). The 
themes and thematic categories are shown in table 1. 

Table 1: Building Thematic Categories

Thematic categories Themes

Exclusion from the change process Feeling lack of involvement in the change 
process.

Rejecting employee’s consultations and sugges-
tions.

Lack of communication about change.

Ambiguity in taking responsibilities

Bringing change in system and processes Building relationships with community.

Increased efficiency through technological 
advancements.

Motivating employees for new ideas.

Declining change and its repercussions Perception about change and government jobs.

Reluctance to change.

Difficulty in managing change.

Consequences of not being able to cope with 
change.

Data analysis began with first reading the data several times on different occa-
sions to extract out the emotional experiences related to change. The emotions were 
identified both in language and embodiment in specific context (Kleres, 2011). Then, 
these passages were (re)read again to create a set of basic codes which were our initial 
codes (Saldaña, 2009). These were then shared with all the co-authors who then 
reached to a consensus on the coding process to obtain rigor and to improve research 
validity and reliability. Similar codes were categorized to form themes that reflects 
the shared patterns. Lastly, themes were merged to form our thematic categories that 
are discussed in the next section. 

5.	 Findings

Findings show that a wide range of emotional experiences emerged from the 
data, both positive and negative, regarding various aspects of change specifically 
during change implementation. These emotions were manifested when followers felt 
excluded from the change process; when followers were encouraged to accept and 
implement change; and when they feared facing the repercussions of not accepting 
the changes brought by the leader. 
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5.1. Exclusion from the change process

Followers believed that they had not received enough information about the 
change and that they were excluded from meetings in which the change was decided. 
They also stated that they avoided taking new responsibilities and were also ambiguous 
about it due to lack of clarity. Further, they felt that the suggestions given by followers 
were taken as personal by the leader. These concerns are reflected below: 

“Our suggestions are often not listened to because our leader thinks that we are correcting 
him, but this is not the case. We tried to have improvements in the system that we feel are the 
best for this organization. We often try to avoid taking responsibilities as we are not involved in 
the meetings that results in change; and often we are not clear about our responsibilities after 
the change. So, we feel hesitant” (Follower 2)

Others believed that the leader encourages new ideas and has empowered them 
to bring changes within their own domain, which made them happy. This is reflected 
from the following quote:

“The new leader encourages us to bring new ideas in the organization. He has given us the 
opportunity to bring changes to increase the image and reputation of this organization. This is 
a very positive thing and I am very happy about it.” (Follower 13).

Though the followers had different opinions about being involved and empowered 
in introducing and implementing change, the leader was confident in his opinion 
that he encouraged everyone to participate in the change process. Followers were 
often asked about their suggestions for solution to problems for the betterment of 
the organization. He believed that the leader should listen to his followers for making 
the best decision. 

“I believe that any leader who ever comes should have the courage to listen to other people 
to have the best solution, and this approach helps to make employees comfortable with your 
approach” (Leader).

Apart from the followers’ support, the leader also needed support from the top 
management team that required him to build consensus with them. The leader indi-
cated the complications involved in getting support from the top management team; 
however, he took it as a part of life. 

“Well, top management is pretty much supportive in a way that we go for consensus and 
they try to understand what I am saying and talking about. I have no issues with them. How-
ever, sometimes things get complicated but it is a part of life” (Leader). 

This shows that there was a difference of view of the leader and the followers 
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since the followers believed that they were excluded from the change process whereas 
the leader believed that the followers were involved in the decision making process 
to bring a change. 

5.2. Encouraging followers to accept and implement change

According to the followers, it is usually the top down change in the bureaucratic 
organization which lead to the changing of overall system and processes.  Respondents 
believed that the purpose of their organization is to serve its community by providing 
education. This gave them satisfaction and a feeling of being relaxed. 

“We have to build strong relationships with the community, which was a hurdle in the past 
and now day by day we are getting closer to the community. This is very much relaxing and mo-
tivating as it enables the employee of the community to serve their actual purpose” (Follower 1)

This was achieved by arranging seminars and orientation programs in the uni-
versity by the leader.

“Now to build strong connections with the community, I am arranging seminars and 
orientation programs, so they could easily build connections with us” (Leader)

One of the major changes in the system and processes was the technological 
advancement as the organization was shifting from manual to computerized system. 
The purpose was to increase efficiency and minimize paperwork. This specific change 
gave them a sense of pride and achievement that their organization is performing well 
as shown in the following quote:

“It is good to have new technological processes in the organization as it brings pride. We 
can now say that my institution is doing well and up to the mark and it also has a bring bright 
future” (Follower 6).

Similar to the followers, the leader also felt that computerization was the major 
change that he had brought in this organization. Therefore, the leader tried his best 
for a technological shift in the organization by introducing the e-filing system in the 
organization. 

“One big change that I have introduced is computerization that plays a very important 
role in the success of an organization, and there has been some resistance”. (Leader).

The leader had streamlined the ORIC (Office of Research, Innovation and Com-
mercialization) and had introduced prize competitions among various departments 
for the generation of best ideas and research projects to the university. He perceived 
that the employees would be happy about it. 
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“I am encouraging my staff to bring new ideas that should be fruitful for the university. I 
have made a proper plan with the ORIC. We are working on it. In that plan, we will be giving 
prizes to those department who will bring best ideas and research projects to the university, and 
I feel that staff and employees are really happy about it” (Leader).

This feeling of happiness was confirmed by several followers who felt enthusiastic 
to generate new ideas and they had started to struggle to bring research projects to 
the university. The leader had a similar opinion of employees’ behavior and actions. 

5.3. Unwillingness to accept change and the fear of its repercussions

Some of the followers believed that the changes introduced by the leaders were 
problematic for them since they were not trained for it. Several followers were not 
equipped with using computers or working with different software. They even thought 
that the top management team and their immediate bosses were unaware of its usage. 
This meant that they had to do their tasks as well, which was a burden for them. 

“So far, I have observed that this leadership has brought changes that many of us are not 
trained for, such as, online system. Now everything will be done through online channel and we 
have to reduce the filling system and most of our top management and our bosses are illiterate 
in it. So, they put burden on us as we have to do everything for them” (Follower 10)

They were unhappy with their immediate bosses who they found less tolerant 
to their suggestions. Also, the lack of appreciation despite of doing their part of the 
work demotivated them during the change implementation process. 

“I am worried to say that our opinions and suggestions are not tolerated, and we are not 
appreciated for our good work by our immediate bosses. Hence, we get demotivated during this 
process” (Follower 18).

On the other hand, the leader tried to arrange training programs for them to learn 
the new technology for a smooth transition from manual work to computerization.  
He was supportive and open to the followers’ suggestions as he thought they might 
have better solutions to the problems. 

“For non-academic employees, I am planning to arrange certain trainings. Few of them 
have started. I encourage them to learn and if they need any help through training, I will pro-
vide that as well…I listen to others opinion as well by thinking they might have better solution 
than I do” (Leader)

Also, the leader believed in creating a stress-free environment where everyone 
could relax. Some of the followers thought that the change process had affected their 
personal lives that the leader denied. He took it as an excuse from the followers to 
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deny change. He believed in creating a stress-free environment so that everyone could 
perform better.  

“During my tenure, I have never given any letter to any teacher or any other employee. I 
believe there is no need of taking action because it will not work. I believe that relax environment 
is very much needed to make people to work hard. This is achieved through creating a relaxed 
and a happy environment.” (Leader)

This shows the difference of perspectives of the leader and the follower as the 
followers tried to give excuses in accepting change brought by the leader. 

6.	 Discussion and Conclusion

This study unfolds the emotional experiences of the leader and the follower in 
a situated relational context that emerged during the change processes, particularly 
during the implementation phase, triggered by the leader in a public-sector university. 
A range of positive and negative emotions emerged, such as, happiness, challenge, 
uneasiness, uncertainty, joy, burden, and frustration asserting that both positive 
and negative emotions can co-exist, and are subject to an individual’s interpretation 
(Klarner et al., 2011). Followers’ emotions were manifested when they felt excluded 
from the change process; when leader encouraged the acceptance and implementation 
of the change process, and when they feared repercussions over their unwillingness to 
accept change. Hence, the emergence of various emotions depends on the way followers 
gave different meanings to a single change that revealed the microprocesses and various 
interpretations involved in the change process. On the other hand, the leader had his 
own interpretations and at times had different situated emotions as compared to the 
followers. Emotions irrespective of whether they were negative or positive emerged 
as a ‘resource’ that helped to understand various situations (Fineman, 2003; Giæver, 
2009; Jarrett, 2004; Manzoor et al., 2018). The understanding of various situations is 
important as it helps the leader and the management to take constructive steps that 
positively modify followers’ behavior and actions. Hence, we assert that instead of 
suppressing emotions during change, the change managers should have ‘emotional 
ears’ to understand the deeper meaning of individuals behavior during the change 
process (Jarrett, 2004; Piderit, 2000). 

This study has important theoretical contributions. Firstly, it shows both the 
leader and followers situated emotions in a specific context of change through a so-
cial constructionist lens. In this way, it simultaneously interprets both leader and the 
follower emotions and reveal that their interpretations may vary as they experience 
different emotions over the same issue or situation. Secondly, the emergence of positive 
emotions, such as, happiness, joy, sense of pride and achievement is a contribution in 
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the change and change management literature as less is known about them (Kiefer, 
2002; Kiefer, 2005; Helpap & Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, 2016). 

Future research should be conducted to understand dynamic emotions as change 
progresses and evolves over time. Same set of questions can be asked after some time 
to see how situations and emotions changed over time. This is supported by several 
researchers who argue that researchers mostly focus on a single change, which actually 
neglects the fact that organizations have to change on repeated manners (Vermeulen, 
Puranam, & Gulati, 2010; Klarner et al., 2011). Secondly, it will be useful to explore 
and understand the emotion coping strategies of employees during the change pro-
cess (Klarner et al., 2011). Thirdly, the cultural context of the organization in terms 
of shaping the experience and expression of emotions could be studied in future. 

This study has practical implications too. It can help the organizational leaders to 
understand the issues that are of emotional significance so that better policies could 
be designed while implementing change to ensure successful change management. 
In line with the current literature, leaders need to understand the factors that cause 
resistance. They should try to explore the actual problem and how these organizational 
changes are going to impact the employees as it will create trust and appreciation of 
the leader (Carr, 2001; Pritchard, 2014). It reflects the leader’s support to arrange 
the training programs for the followers and the support that he think he provided 
for the successful implementation of the change implementation process.  Also, 
engagement of employees in the change process is crucial for follower’s commitment 
and ownership in the change process and its implementation (Carr, 2001; Leech & 
Fulton, 2008; Lim & Daft, 2004; Pihlak & Alas, 2012; Trignano, 2010). Hence, this 
study can benefit other leaders to understand the dynamics of the change process 
while introducing and implementing change in an organization. 
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