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Abstract: The continuing failure rates of change initiatives, combined with an 
increasingly complex business environment, have created significant challenges 
for the practice of change management. High failure rates suggest that existing 
change models are not working, or are being incorrectly used. A different 
mindset to change is required. The BGR Contingency Model (named after the 
authors’ surnames) for leading change facilitates the required mindset, and 
addresses the issue of leadership decision-making as one of the major contributors 
to high change initiative failure rates. Drawing on four propositions offered,  
the conceptual model is based on the interdependency of ethics and logic in 
leadership decision-making in change initiatives. The model has specific, 
formal checkpoints of this interdependency. Its basic design is a series of 
progressions, or groups of tasks, which start with the strategic and continue 
through the operational to the tactical levels of the organisation, in an iterative 
fashion. 
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1 Introduction 

The continuing failure rates of change initiatives may indicate a potential deficiency in 
existing change models and their application. The purpose of this paper is to present a 
new contingency model of change which seeks to address some of the people-related 
issues that have been cited as major contributors to the continuing failure rates. The 
discussion will be illustrated by strengthening the leadership decision-making process 
through the inclusion of ethics/logic decision points and conceptualising and managing 
the change process as a series of progressions rather than linear change phases; change 
managers are more likely to avoid past mistakes identified in change failures. While 
previous research has made major contributions in the understanding of linear models of 
change such as discontinuous/continuous and radical change, very little research has 
examined the differentiating factors of ethics and logic in models of change. First, the 
BGR model requires formal checks of both ethical and logical elements of leadership 
decision-making. Second, the model requires the proactive use of organisational learning 
before a project is approved. Third, the model addresses the historical contributors to 
failure rates including people issues before the project is approved. The potential 
contribution of the BGR model includes a stronger focus on: (a) fewer projects approved 
to begin as originally proposed and (b) lowered expectations on project success such as 
stakeholder engagement, leadership support and political interference. 

First, the paper provides a definition of the key philosophical terms of logic and 
ethics and then explains the general background to the perceived problem. Next, we 
present the research of change initiative failure rates and highlight the continuing pattern 
of people-related issues as major contributors to those statistics. Focusing on the specific 
issue of leadership in change initiatives, the discussion presents an argument that 
logic/rational-based decisions such as traditional quantifiable business cases omit or 
ignore the ethical component. We present a number of examples which highlight the 
outcomes when the ethical component is absent. Finally, a number of propositions of the 
conceptual model are developed as questions to be explored in subsequent research. 

2 Background 

For the purposes of this paper, ethics is defined as the standards by which we should act 
(Velasquez et al., 2009; Patzer and Voegtlin, 2010). Logic is what directs and orders our 
thinking processes; to do what is right (Smith, 2011). Research illustrates a consistently 
high-failure rate of change with leadership as one of the major and most consistent 
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contributors (OASIG, 1995; The Standish Group, 1995; KPMG, 1997; A Guide to ERP 
Success, 2001; Cooke et al., 2001; Eser et al., 2007; Keller and Aiken, 2008; Patzer and 
Voegtlin, 2010; Qassim, 2010; Petouhoff et al., 2011). According to Burnes (1996), 
change initiatives have been increasing in speed and size since the 1990s and have led to 
many business failures. Recent scandals in the business world have resulted in significant 
concern with, and loss of confidence in, business leaders (Coldwell, 2010; Schwab et al., 
2010). However, public outcry about a number of scandals has done little to halt the 
number of increasing change initiatives (Dassah, 2010; Patzer and Voegtlin, 2010; 
Petouhoff et al., 2011). The aggregated impacts of consistent project failure rates, 
increasing volume, pace and complexity of change initiatives, and leadership concerns 
create a complex situation involving leadership, decision-making, change management 
and leadership ethics. Consistently high patterns of failure rates have been compounded 
by social and political pressures and public scrutiny. Leadership is at the centre of this 
activity. 

The evolution of scholarly approaches to change has produced many empirical 
models, methodologies and approaches. The ontology of knowledge is now regarded  
as a credible, valuable and much needed discipline. The pervasive rates of failure in 
change initiatives, however, suggest that existing models, methodologies and approaches 
can be challenged. Significantly, practitioners increasingly struggle with change  
model applications. Similarly, organisations are not learning from their own or others’ 
experiences. In this context, a different mindset to change supported by a different 
change conception is required. This paper proposes that the BGR contingency model for 
leading change is a useful approach for subsequent empirical research. 

3 Research on change initiative failures 

A great deal of research has examined change project failure rates (OASIG, 1995; The 
Standish Group, 1995; KPMG, 1997; A Guide to ERP Success, 2001; Cooke et al., 2001; 
Eser et al., 2007; Keller and Aiken, 2008; Patzer and Voegtlin, 2010; Qassim, 2010; 
Petouhoff et al., 2011). The basis of these studies is that project failure rates have been 
consistently, almost predictably, high. The studies show that failure rates are generally 
consistent across all industries. Similarly, change failures have been consistently 
reflected in organisational strategy, technology, process and operational projects. Most 
significantly ‘people-related’ issues are the most consistently highest rated failure factors 
including leadership and leadership-related factors.  

The social and political focus on the current state of business and business 
organisations is intensifying and raises the issue of the ethics of leaders. One outcome 
has been a ‘back to basics’ revisit of the purpose of business generally. Philosophically, 
the exclusive purpose of business is to make profit. However, profit goals without moral 
guidance have been questioned (Green, 2009). The global financial crisis has highlighted 
the influence of greed and selfishness within corporations and the quality of leadership 
(Bakan, 2004; Fulmer, 2005; Richoltz, 2009; Benson and Soldo, 2010; Patzer and 
Voegtlin, 2010). Societal and political demands of business are increasing against a 
backdrop of increasingly sophisticated consumer needs (Dassah, 2010). One consequence 
of this microscopic scrutiny of business leaders has been an intense focus on leadership 
ethics.  
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Case 1 

The continuing economic, social and political costs of poor change implementation are 
increasing and a different mindset is required about the approaches and models of 
change. Organisations have not learned from the history of change initiatives. Decisions 
based on a logical/rational basis alone have potentially significant negative consequences. 
An example of both of these is the recent implementation of a new payroll system by  
the Queensland Health organisation in Australia. During the 1980s and 1990s, the 
Queensland Government had a very large number of systems implementation projects 
approved. These projects were contracted to consultants as systems integrators responsible 
primarily for project management. Projects ranged from tens of millions to hundreds of 
millions of dollars. Departments began to be questioned about these expenditures and 
pressure was applied to manage projects internally to save consultancy fees and increase 
accountability.  

Against all available advice, historical evidence and guidance, leadership in the 
Queensland Health Department elected to manage one project (Work-Brain/SAP Payroll 
Implementation) internally. The decision to manage the project internally placed a 
significant financial, social and organisational burden on employees. Moreover, there 
was significant negative budget impact on the organisation resulting in decreased 
leadership credibility and political implications. The original project was eventually 
abandoned resulting in lost revenues and the new project had to be rescheduled and  
re-budgeted with an estimated additional cost in the tens of millions of dollars (AAP, 
2010). As a result of poor change of the payroll system, employees are still impacted by 
disrupted wage and salary payments, confusion over amounts owed and paid, as well as 
recent threats of legal action and accusations of fraud (Caldwell, 2010; Miles and 
Wardill, 2010). The review of the situation by the Queensland Auditor General’s 
Department found that leadership decisions were taken to continue with the project in 
spite of very significant signs and warnings of risks which went unheeded (AAP, 2010). 
Irrespective of exactly why these decisions were made, the organisational environment 
and decision-making processes allowed the initiative to go forward in spite of the 
evidence. This case is an example of decision-making where the history of change 
initiatives was dismissed or ignored. It also highlights how the ethical elements of 
leadership in decision-making were absent. Inclusion of an ethical element in the 
decision-making process would have resulted in a clear understanding of a ‘worst-case’ 
scenario. The ongoing consequences of staff not being paid, public exposure and the need 
for increased contingency budgeting would have been considered in a more ethical 
approach to change.  

Case study 1 suggests that critical decision-making points were ignored such that 
effective adjustments could be made and collateral damage minimised. Persisting in 
high-risk change decisions without regard to the impacts on staff was unethical. The 
BGR model is specifically designed to more effectively facilitate critical decisions about 
change initiatives by forcing early analysis of the interdependency of ethics and logic in  
the decision-making process. The increased scrutiny of our business leaders has resulted 
in an increasing interest in leadership ethics as a major practical and theoretical issue  
(A Guide to ERP Success, 2001; Ferris et al., 2002; Sims, 2003; Koestenbaum et al., 
2004; Brown and Trevino, 2005; Ciulla, 2006; Buchanan, 2008; Green 2009; Neubert  
et al., 2009; Rosenthal 2009; Lynham et al., 2010). According to these researchers, ethics 
is core to the concept of leadership. Rosenthal (2009) contends that because leadership is 
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by its very nature compromise-ridden, ethics is more than a luxury; it is central to how 
one defines leadership. Combining Rosenthal’s contention with the assertion that leaders 
must be both ethical and effective and that moral failure must be prevented, this leads to 
the first proposition (Ciulla, 2006). 

Proposition 1: Successful change must intentionally and overtly address the issue of the 
interdependency of ethics and logic in leadership decision-making. 

Case 2 

Managers are familiar with situations where doing what seems right and doing what is 
right are not aligned. For instance, the business case that calls for significant cost 
reductions at the expense of jobs in the workforce that particularly affect low income and 
one wage families. The logical decision is clear (reducing costs) but creates an ethical 
challenge (the affect on families). Green (2009) cites the case of HSBC bank and its 
initiative to provide sub-prime mortgages to allow poorer people to purchase homes. He 
concludes that in this example, truth associated with logic (i.e. the organisation will make 
a large profit), is not equated with good ethics (i.e. the provision of homes to poorer 
people who cannot make the payments). In this scenario, people securing mortgages were 
unemployed meaning that logic and ethics were not aligned resulting in a crisis. 

Case 3 

A more recent example is the controversy over the insurance industry handling of the 
2010/2011 Queensland flood disaster. Many publicised horror stories tend to have a 
common theme; people bought insurance in good faith, believing they were covered for 
natural flood disasters. Subsequently, people later realised they were not insured for this 
kind of disaster. This led to increased controversy about the reactions and responses  
of the insurance companies. From failure to attend well-publicised meetings in Ipswich to 
insensitive and inappropriate internal emails (Robertson and Solomons, 2011), the 
behaviour exhibited by insurance firms created a perception of poor social commitment 
and a lack of integrity. An interesting postscript has been the response of insurance 
companies to include flood cover in insurance policies. However, customers renewing 
their policies in 2012 have been shocked to find that their premiums have risen by  
up to, and sometimes exceeding, 1000%. There were many causal factors and response 
issues surrounding this series of events bringing into question the relationship in these 
companies between change and leadership. Coldwell (2010) makes an observation that 
although business is fundamentally about profit, business cannot continue to operate as it 
has done in the past as illustrated by the increasing number of scandals and ethical issues 
that continue to surface at times when business needs to demonstrate leadership. He 
argues that to revolutionise its operating models, business has to put the public good 
before profits. Public good he suggests is not exclusively about profit creating jobs. 
Rather, it includes social, economic, environmental and other elements (Coldwell, 2010).  

Change management researchers have identified themes of content, contextual and 
process issues, which help identify an appropriate change approach to a specific context 
(Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; Burke, 2002). Armenakis and Bedeian (1999) define content 
issues as the targets of change programmes including organisation structures, incentive 
systems and strategy. Contextual issues incorporate the external and internal forces or 
conditions that dictate change success and become the drivers of change initiatives. 
External conditions include those issues outside of the control of the organisation such as 
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government regulations. Internal conditions such as work and task concerns are in the 
control of the organisation. The process classification comprises those detailed tasks and 
actions taken by the organisation during the change process. The significant aspect of the 
process classification is that it includes external, organisational and individual elements. 
However, there is no single best approach to change as the drivers, scope, political 
environment, and other change driving elements of each situation are different and 
unique. This means that nearly all change initiatives require a contingency approach 
(Dunphy and Stace, 1993), which leads to the second proposition. 

Proposition 2: The complexity, pace and volume of change demands a contingency-based 
approach to managing change.  

The need to link culture and change is consistent with the work of Armenakis and 
Bedeian (1999). These and other scholars suggest that cultural analysis is necessary to 
determine change readiness. Resistance factors can be more readily identified. Aligning 
current culture with the vision for change including change readiness can increase broad 
initial support for change initiatives. Change initiatives that are sensitive to culture allow 
for the design of effective interventions. Cultural norms can directly impact the success 
of change initiatives. For instance, Schein  asserts that the deepest levels of culture are 
cognitive: “… thought processes that the group comes to share will be the ultimate causal 
determinant of feelings, attitudes, espoused values, and overt behaviour”. Similarly, the 
effects of change initiatives will either reinforce or alter existing cultural tenets. Cultural 
issues not directly addressed during a change initiative can impact the effects of the 
change (Latta, 2006) suggesting that a thorough analysis of cultural determinants is 
required before change initiatives are attempted. Latta’s argument leads to the third 
proposition. 

Proposition 3: The criticality of culture in successful change programmes requires that 
cultural issues be identified and addressed as early as possible in the development of a 
change initiative. 

Generally, change activities have been grouped as phases or stages which by definition 
have a beginning and an end. We suggest that this positioning is misleading. Since most 
change initiatives are part of a larger project, the tendency is to fit them into a project 
framework, i.e. tasks, estimates, schedules, estimates to complete and so on. In that 
environment, a phase or segment takes on a specific meaning and creates expectations  
of time to complete and other outcomes that are generally unrealistic. This leads to the 
fourth proposition. 

Proposition 4: Change activities are most impactful as iterative progressions that 
continue throughout a project. 

It is possible to use these propositions and observations to extrapolate a number of 
common characteristics that an effective change model should include. These are: (a) an 
underlying philosophy or theory of change, (b) a contingency-based approach, (c) 
proactive and intentional strategies for incorporating ethical and logical elements into 
leadership decision-making, (d) a focus on tools and processes for achieving individual 
ownership and behavioural change, (e) flexibility to allow continuous update and input 
from other disciplines and (f) intentional and proactive management of cultural issues. 
On the basis of this discussion, it is now possible to discuss the BGR contingency model 
of change. 
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4 The BGR contingency model 

The BGR model of change is based on a number of design drivers. These include greater 
flexibility to allow use of preferred tools and methodologies, an adaptability to both 
organic and transactional change initiatives, clearly defined checks of the ethics and logic 
dynamic with forced decision points, iterative and flexible work segments, clear and 
continuous leadership accountability and defined guidelines and strategies for addressing 
people-related issues. Using these design drivers, the authors have developed the 
conceptual model illustrated in Figure 1.  

Figure 1 The BGR model for leading change (see online version for colours) 

Progressions

Acknowledge Accept Assimilate

Cultural Assimilation

strategic                                         operational    tactical

E/L
Check

E/L
Check

 

The first characteristic of the BGR model is that all activities are progressions. This 
means that no single group of activities in a change initiative ever completely ends. More 
importantly, it is imperative that change activities in general are not forced into project 
management schedules designed for more definable tasks such as systems integration. 
The second characteristic of the model incorporates cultural assimilation from strategic 
through to operational and tactical domains. It has been suggested that successful change 
can only be claimed when changes become part of the culture (Kotter and Cohen, 2002; 
Phelan, 2005; Latta, 2006). Cultural assimilation must permeate the change process from 
concept through to completion and progress from the strategic through the operational to 
the tactical levels of the organisation. 

The third characteristic of the model is that it commences with the strategic-level 
decision-making processes of an acknowledge progression and the first ethics/logic 
checkpoint highlighted in Figure 2. Of itself, the acknowledge progression characteristic 
provides valuable historical, advisory and other information and input into the decision  
 
 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    D.R. Brown, R. Gordon and D.M. Rose    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

process. As an integral part of the overall model, this characteristic is critical for 
providing the first ‘Stop/Go’ decision point of the change initiative. Using the 
Queensland Health Payroll System example, the E/L Checkpoint would have forced a 
review and analysis of the history and advice previously compiled, documented the 
analysis process and criteria, confirmed and publicised the consequences of all 
alternatives and recommendations, and provided justification for the decision to stop the 
project or continue with it. This would have been done not in the traditional context of 
risk management, but by thoroughly identifying both the logical (financial and business) 
and the ethical (social and political) decision criteria. If the business case (logic) is 
substantiated, but the social (ethical) consequences are unacceptable, then the ‘Stop’ 
decision is made. 

Figure 2 The BGR model for leading change – acknowledge progression (see online version  
for colours) 

Progressions

Acknowledge Accept Assimilate

Cultural Assimilation

strategic                                         operational    tactical

E/L
Check

E/L
Check

 

If the ethics/logic test is positive, then the initiative continues to the accept progression, 
with the clear assumption that the acknowledge progression will continue (see Figure 3). 

The accept progression builds on the information in, and commitments of, the 
acknowledge activities. The business and social/political needs and outcomes are clearly 
described and communicated, and organisational commitment is required. Once again, 
the E/L checkpoint is mandatory here. Thus far, the model has two critical differentiators. 
The first is that the acknowledge and the accept progressions are focused on the strategic 
level and issues with the accept providing a bridge to the operational and tactical levels. 
The impact of this is that many of the political and organisational issues are at least 
raised and defined and the major areas of leadership alignment and resistance identified 
and addressed. Leaders are aware of the organisational intent and attitude to the initiative, 
and expectations are more definitively and clearly communicated. The intent is to create 
an initial mindset about the initiative that frames the remainder of the process. 
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Figure 3 The BGR model for leading change – accept progression (see online version  
for colours) 

Progressions

Acknowledge Accept Assimilate

Cultural Assimilation

strategic                                         operational    tactical

E/L
Check

E/L
Check

 

The second differentiator is the impact of the E/L checkpoints on the role and 
accountability of leadership. There has always been consideration of the need for 
leadership alignment and buy-in as well as continued support in change initiatives. 
Unfortunately, this has always proven difficult to achieve and maintain to the level 
required. Accountability has been easily abrogated and sponsorship diluted. The intent of 
the strategic focus of acknowledge and accept progressions, and the strict enforcement of 
E/L checkpoints as ‘Stop/Go’ decision points is to clearly assign leadership accountability 
and to identify the owners of the initiative. 

At this stage, it is worth reviewing the impact of the cultural assimilation element of 
the model. In the acknowledge stage we challenge leadership and organisational values, 
attitudes and behaviours, i.e. culture. At a strategic level, organisational attitudes to 
customer impacts, social responsibility, transparency and strategic business intent would 
have been raised. At an operational level in the accept progression, functional and 
departmental leadership commitment is addressed. Terminology common to decision-
making such as passive resistance, covert resistance, mental try-out are addressed. Along 
with the previous progression stage, the initiative does not continue without a successful 
E/L checkpoint.  

The fourth characteristic of the model is assimilation progression. This stage 
concerns the series of activities associated with operationalising the required changes.  
This progression involves traditional activities such as communications, stakeholder 
management and impact assessments. Clearly, if an alternative approach is selected  
here, E/L checkpoints must continue if the benefits of our model are to be realised 
(Figure 4)  
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Figure 4 The BGR model for leading change – assimilate progression (see online version  
for colours) 

Progressions

Acknowledge Accept Assimilate

Cultural Assimilation

strategic                                         operational    tactical

E/L
Check

E/L
Check

 

The intentional outcomes of the BGR model are formal and significant decision-making 
tests and challenges and an intentionality element. The organisational learning 
opportunities exist since they force decision-makers to address issues that might have 
otherwise been buried or obscured. The stages of the model address the can do (logic) 
and the should do (ethics) of change. While leadership buy-in and support requirements 
are present in a number of existing methodologies, these requirements must be raised 
before the initiative begins and continues through each stage of decision-making and 
change implementation. Stakeholder engagement and management must also begin much 
earlier and be more directive. The BGR change model achieves these requirements for 
change by inclusion of the acknowledge and accept progressions, and the continuous and 
progressive ethics/logic checkpoints.  

5 Summary 

The purpose of this paper was to present a new contingency model for leading change 
initiatives. The continuing high rates of change failure, the increasing complexity of the 
business environment and the intense scrutiny of business leadership suggest that 
successful change depends more on people-related issues particularly leadership. The 
paper developed four propositions that addressed the characteristics of the model. These 
propositions restated included: (a) successful change must intentionally address the issue  
of the interdependency of ethics and logic in leadership decision-making; (b) the 
complexity, pace and volume of change demands a contingency-based approach; (c) the 
criticality of culture in successful change programmes requires that cultural issues be  
identified and addressed as early as possible in the development of a change initiative; 
and (d) change activities are most impactful as iterative progressions that continue 
throughout a project. 
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The paper highlighted several cases where the ethical component was lacking in 
previous change attempts. Based on research and examples from industry, it was possible 
to propose four design characteristics for a new conceptual model for leading change. 
The BGR contingency model for leading change is based on intentionally addressing the 
interdependence of ethics and logic/rationality in leadership decision-making in change 
initiatives. The authors believe the significance of this work lies in the differentiating 
factors of the proposed conceptual model. First, the BGR model requires formal checks 
of the consideration of both ethical and logical elements of leadership decision-making. 
Second, the BGR model requires the intentional and proactive use of organisational 
learning before a project is approved. Third, the BGR model addresses the historical 
contributors and antecedents to past failure, the people issues and other contexts before 
the project is approved. The outcomes of applying the BGR model could potentially 
include: (a) fewer projects actually approved to begin as originally proposed and (b) 
lowered impact on projects of ‘softer’ issues such as expectations management, 
stakeholder engagement, leadership support and politics.  

5.1 Implications for practice 

The BGR model repositions change leadership. Application of the E/L checkpoints in the 
first two progressions has two critical implications for change practitioners. First, change 
is strategically positioned in a proactive, project-defining role. Change practitioners have 
an opportunity to define the initiative as a change project integrating systems, process 
and other activities, as opposed to the more traditional systems project with some change 
management tasks. Such repositioning should result in increased identification and 
understanding of the ‘people’ and political issues at an earlier stage. This process would 
help define consequences of early decisions more clearly, and, hopefully, decrease the 
impact of people issues on project failure rates. 

5.2 Implications for research 

Continuing research associated with this model includes further analysis of the linkages 
between leadership decision-making, organisational learning and change leadership. 
Current additional research also includes analysis of quality in leadership decision-
making and its relationship with change leadership. There is, we believe, a need for 
further research in project governance, particularly in the effectiveness of project 
sponsorship. The BGR model needs to be tested empirically to determine whether the 
relationships are consistent with the themes presented in this paper. The authors hope that 
other scholars might be interested in exploring the links in the model in subsequent 
research. 
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