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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explain employee resistance to change within the Education Department and to develop a
model for overcoming such resistance by emphasizing organizational culture. This qualitative research was conducted using
the grounded theory approach with an interpretivist philosophy and inductive reasoning. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 11 academic experts and executive managers selected via purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation. Data analysis was performed using MAXQDA software. The results revealed six main categories
within the paradigmatic model: causal factors (low morale, participation, and productivity), contextual factors
(organizational readiness, leadership trust), intervening factors (lack of communication and managerial support), strategic
factors (empowerment programs, motivation, and transparent communication), core factors (transformational organizational
culture and employee participation), and outcomes (enhanced productivity, resilience, and transformational leadership). The
findings highlight the pivotal role of a transformational culture and transparent communication in mitigating resistance to
change. Overcoming resistance to change requires strengthening a transformational organizational culture, promoting
transparency, and increasing employee participation and cognitive flexibility. Creating a learning and participatory
organization can effectively facilitate successful organizational change in the education system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Organizational change has become an inevitable feature of contemporary institutions, particularly in an age
marked by rapid technological advancement, globalization, and continuous innovation. As organizations adapt
to volatile external environments, the human dimension of change—especially employee resistance—emerges
as a critical factor influencing the success or failure of transformation efforts (Ramadhani et al., 2024).
Resistance to change is not only a behavioral response but also a psychological and organizational phenomenon
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that reflects employees’ perceptions of uncertainty, loss, and mistrust toward new organizational directions
(Rezaei & Haghani, 2016).

Within the context of the education sector, organizational change presents unique challenges, as educational
institutions are deeply rooted in traditional administrative structures and human-centered interactions.
Teachers and educational staff often demonstrate resistance to policy reforms, curricular updates, and
technological innovations, which can undermine the effectiveness of change initiatives (Hosseini et al., 2025).
Understanding the cultural underpinnings of this resistance is therefore crucial for ensuring the long-term
sustainability of reforms in the educational system.

Organizational culture has been widely recognized as a decisive variable shaping employees’ reactions to
change. Defined as a system of shared meanings, beliefs, and values that guide behavior and decision-making
within an organization, organizational culture provides the interpretive framework through which employees
perceive and evaluate change (Robbins, 2018). As noted by Warrick (2017), leaders who understand and
manage culture effectively can mobilize collective commitment toward change and transform resistance into
engagement (Warrick, 2017). Conversely, a rigid, bureaucratic, and distrustful culture may reinforce defensive
attitudes and inhibit employees’ willingness to adapt.

Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that the compatibility between organizational culture and the
proposed change determines the level of readiness and acceptance among employees (Choi & Ruona, 2011).
For instance, organizations that cultivate transformational and learning-oriented cultures exhibit greater
flexibility and lower resistance levels (Lotfikia et al., 2022). In contrast, cultures characterized by hierarchical
control, low trust, and limited participation are more prone to internal conflicts during change processes
(Mousavi & Mohammadi Torkamani, 2017). In educational settings, this relationship is even more significant
because the culture of teaching organizations often mirrors social and bureaucratic values, creating a tension
between innovation and tradition (Mohtaram & Shafiee Sarvestani, 2021).

Research has shown that resistance in educational institutions is frequently a consequence of the absence of
cultural preparedness for change. Hosseini and colleagues (2025) found that teachers’ readiness for change is
strongly correlated with the dominant organizational culture type in the Fars Province education system
(Hosseini et al., 2025). Similarly, Ghaed Amini Harouni et al. (2021) emphasized the mediating role of
openness and readiness for change in translating contextual and cultural factors into employee behavior
(Ghaed Amini Harouni et al., 2021).

In the broader context, global studies have reinforced the dynamic interconnection between culture, leadership,
and organizational learning as determinants of successful transformation. Rass et al. (2023) argued that cultural
adaptation and organizational learning jointly function as mechanisms for maintaining balance during
transformational shifts (Rass et al., 2023). Likewise, Tasoulis et al. (2023) proposed that employees’ reactions
to planned cultural change depend on the congruence between individual cognition, emotional engagement,
and the organization’s cultural values (Tasoulis et al., 2023).

The Iranian educational system, particularly the Isfahan Department of Education, faces persistent challenges
in implementing change initiatives due to cultural rigidity, communication barriers, and limited participatory
management (Darabi, 2020). As previous studies have highlighted, employees in such environments tend to
perceive change as a threat to their stability and identity rather than as an opportunity for growth (Eyvazi,
2019). Therefore, a comprehensive model explaining how organizational culture can facilitate overcoming
resistance is essential for improving the adaptability and performance of educational organizations.

Based on these theoretical and empirical foundations, this study aims to develop a paradigmatic model that
identifies the cultural components enabling educational organizations to overcome employee resistance to
change.
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Methods and Materials

The present research employed a qualitative methodology based on the grounded theory approach, aiming to
construct a data-driven model for understanding the relationship between organizational culture and employee
resistance to change. The research philosophy was interpretivist, and the reasoning approach was inductive.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 11 participants, including academic experts and
executive managers from the Isfahan Department of Education. The participants were selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was reached.

Data analysis followed the three stages of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding using MAXQDA
software. During open coding, 168 initial codes were extracted. These codes were categorized into higher-
order concepts during axial coding and further refined into six central themes—causal, contextual, intervening,
strategic, core, and consequential—within a paradigmatic framework in the final stage. The study adhered to
the reliability and validity criteria proposed by Creswell, including member checking, peer review, and
consistency evaluation.

Findings

The findings revealed that the paradigmatic model of organizational culture for overcoming resistance to
change in the Department of Education of Isfahan Province consisted of six main categories.

1. Causal factors: These included low employee morale, weak participation, reduced productivity, and
uncertainty regarding potential outcomes of change. These elements highlighted how poor communication,
rigid hierarchies, and insufficient empowerment generate psychological barriers to acceptance of change.

2. Contextual factors: The study identified the establishment of change-oriented infrastructure, leadership
credibility, trust between leaders and employees, and organizational agility as essential conditions supporting
the management of change.

3. Intervening factors: These referred to the variables that either reinforce or weaken the change process,
including lack of transparent communication, inadequate managerial support (both material and moral), and
cognitive-perceptual barriers among employees.

4. Strategic factors: Effective strategies for overcoming resistance included empowerment and training
programs to prepare employees for challenges, maintaining transparency through clear operational guidelines,
creating motivation, and encouraging open dialogue between managers and employees throughout the change
process.

5. Core factors: The central phenomenon identified was the strengthening of a transformational
organizational culture. This cultural shift was achieved through reinforcing trust, encouraging participation,
and aligning individual and organizational goals. The model emphasizes that cultural transformation should
precede structural or procedural reforms.

6. Consequences: As a result of fostering a supportive and transformational culture, organizations experienced
increased productivity, higher employee resilience and adaptability, enhanced transformational leadership,
individual growth, and avoidance of organizational stagnation.

Overall, the analysis demonstrated that building a change-oriented organizational culture significantly
improves employees’ readiness and minimizes resistance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results underscore that organizational culture serves as both the foundation and the framework within
which employees interpret and respond to change. The findings reaffirm that resistance to change is not
inherently dysfunctional; rather, it reflects a lack of alignment between the existing cultural norms and the
newly proposed values (Hadavi Nejad & Safikhani, 2016). A key implication of this study is that overcoming
resistance requires interventions that target cultural transformation rather than merely procedural or structural
modifications.
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The causal and contextual factors identified in this study echo the findings of Choi and Ruona (2011), who
highlighted that readiness for change depends on employees’ perception of consistency between personal and
organizational values (Choi & Ruona, 2011). In the Isfahan Department of Education, employees’ hesitation
toward change was linked to weak communication and insufficient trust in leadership, supporting the notion
that cultural factors underpin emotional resistance (Darabi, 2020).

The findings also align with previous Iranian studies emphasizing the role of leadership in cultivating cultural
adaptability. Hosseinpour et al. (2018) found that when organizational culture encourages knowledge sharing
and transparent communication, employees are more likely to internalize change objectives (Hosseinpour et
al., 2018). Similarly, Mohtaram and Shafiee Sarvestani (2021) concluded that social cohesion and cultural
alignment positively influence employees’ readiness for transformation (Mohtaram & Shafiee Sarvestani,
2021).

The research further contributes to international discussions on change management. According to Rass et al.
(2023), organizational culture and learning create a dynamic equilibrium essential for sustaining
transformation (Rass et al., 2023). This theoretical perspective is evident in the Isfahan case, where cultural
learning processes—such as open communication, shared reflection, and empowerment—were central to
overcoming resistance.

Another significant contribution lies in the emphasis on transformational organizational culture as the core
element of the paradigmatic model. Transformational culture fosters innovation, psychological safety, and
collective responsibility, echoing findings by Warrick (2017), who stressed that leaders must actively integrate
culture with change strategy to achieve lasting transformation (Warrick, 2017).

The study also provides practical implications for the education sector. In environments like the Iranian
education system—characterized by bureaucratic inertia and hierarchical control—change initiatives are often
perceived as externally imposed mandates. Therefore, successful reform depends on managers’ ability to
humanize the change process through participation, transparency, and empowerment (Buller, 2015).
Furthermore, the Isfahan case illustrates that organizational learning and cultural readiness are interdependent.
A culture that values dialogue, feedback, and experimentation can transform resistance into constructive
engagement. This resonates with findings by Lotfikia et al. (2022), who demonstrated that the dimensions of
organizational culture significantly influence knowledge management and innovation in academic institutions
(Lotfikia et al., 2022).

In conclusion, this study advances the understanding of how organizational culture mediates resistance to
change in educational contexts. The paradigmatic model developed here integrates causal, contextual, and
strategic factors into a cohesive framework that highlights the transformative power of culture. The research
concludes that cultural readiness, trust in leadership, and participatory communication are indispensable for
reducing resistance and ensuring sustainable organizational transformation.
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