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Imagine you've just been asked to roll out a new policy or
process. Leadership is excited, but your stomach’s in knots.
It's a smart change that can provide more flexibility and better
alignment with company values, but you can already see
what’s coming:

« Managers dragging their feet
« Employees clinging to what they’re used to

o Slack messages laced with sarcasm

You need to get employee buy-in for a successful rollout, so
what’s your first play? Should you announce it in a town hall
or send an email? Should you schedule open office hours to
answer questions or prepare an FAQ? Should you do all of
the above?

The key to overcoming resistance to change in the workplace
is effective change management—the structured process

of leading people through new initiatives and situations, so
organizations as a whole can adapt and thrive. HR is uniquely
positioned to help leadership get employee buy-in for change
and carry C-suite initiatives over the finish line.

As an HR pro, you sit at the intersection of workplace
psychology, communication, and strategy, and if anyone
can help employees understand, accept, and even embrace
organizational change, it's you.

But change rarely happens without friction, and dealing with
change-resistant employees can be incredibly stressful and
frustrating. (Even worse if it's a change you can't fully get
behind, but that’s also a position you may find yourself in
during the course of your HR career.)




So whether you're rolling out a new PTO policy, implementing

a new HRIS, launching an updated hybrid work mode, or
reimagining performance management at your company—and
your employees aren’t having it—this change management
playbook is for you. Use it for practical tips on directing change
in a way that turns uncertainty into curiosity, confusion into
collaboration, and resistance into resilience.

“The most successful change management I’'ve seen
usually focuses on what will remain the same—your
reporting structure will be the same, your team will stay
your team, your schedule will be the same, you’ll take the
same route to work. Isolating the thing that is changing
helps it to feel more manageable.”

ERICA WALLACE | TALENT ACQUISITION MANAGER | BAMBOOHR

Thoughtful, empathetic change
management is a must

When change happens in the workplace, there’s a ripple effect
that reaches employees across the org chart. Some changes
feel logistical on paper but are deeply emotional in practice.
Others may look minor from a business perspective but
challenge long-held habits or cultural norms.

In each of these cases, effective change communication
strategies are key to a smooth transition.

“Add lots of context,” advises Erica Wallace, Talent Acquisition
Manager at BambooHR, and one of the experts we consulted
for this guide. “Without context, people start to fill in the blanks
with scary stories, and now all communication has to address
not just the change itself, but also these imagined stories.”

Employees may worry about what they’ll lose before they can
see what they’ll gain. Will they lose control over their work
mode or predictability in their day-to-day life? And for what?
Could they even lose their job?

That’s why HR leaders need a thoughtful, empathetic change
management strategy—to help people process what’s
happening, understand the “why,” and feel supported as
they adapt.

On the ground, that also means focusing on the things that will
stay the same. As Erica explains, you'll need to establish that
“the world isn't changing completely, and many things will stay
the same, and we find ways to fold in the new.”
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Understanding the roots
of resistance

Before you can address employees’ resistance to change, you
have to understand where it comes from. People don’t resist
change just because they want to be difficult. It's because
the change threatens something they value, such as security,
competence, or identity.

Understanding the common signs and reasons for resistance
will help you have more substantial conversations and
transparency around the change, which will be essential to
gaining trust and buy-in.

Katy Huston, Sr. Manager of HR Consulting at BambooHR, calls
transparency “respect in practice.”

“Tell people why something matters,” she says, “then show
what will change.”

COMMON SIGNS OF RESISTANCE

Watch for these reactions as early indicators that employees
are struggling to adjust:

o Skepticism: Questioning leadership’s motives or the
change’s benefits

» Silence or withdrawal: Disengaging from discussions
about the change

« Open pushback: Public disagreement in meetings or
internal channels

« Clinging to the old way: Continuing to use outdated
systems or processes

» Fear or anxiety: Emotional reactions like frustration
or burnout

+ Undermining behavior: Discouraging others from buying
into the change

* Requesting excessive detail: Anxiety-driven questions
about what-ifs and worst-case scenarios

« Low morale: A drop in motivation, enthusiasm,
or productivity
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Pro tip:

If you sense change fatigue in your organization, pause
before adding another big initiative. Sometimes the best
preparation is allowing people to breathe before the next

wave of transformation.
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WHY EMPLOYEES RESIST

“When planning for change it's important to bake into your
assumptions that there will be some level of fear or resistance
from each person impacted,”says Bekah Wilkerson, Sr. Talent
Acquisition Partner at BambooHR, and another HR expert we
consulted for this guide. “Some people will behave in a way
that makes that clear, some people will keep it inside. Some
people will move out of it quickly, some people will get stuck
there for a while.”

Good change management accounts for these different styles
of accepting or resisting change, and understands that behind
every reaction is an emotional trigger. Some of the most
common include:

o Fear of the unknown: “What if this makes my
job harder?”

» Loss of control: “| didn't get a say in this decision.”

o Lack of trust in leadership: “They’ve made big promises
before—what’s different now?”

» Previous negative experiences: “Last time we tried a
new system, it was a nightmare.”

» Worry about workload or job security: “Is this change a
step toward layoffs?”

o Unclear communication: “I don’t know what’s changing
or why.”

» Disruption to routines: “| was comfortable doing things
the other way.”

o Misalignment with personal or team values: “This
seems contradictory to what | thought we stood for.”

“Fearing the unknown, especially in areas that matter to us, is
something that's deeply human,” says Bekah. “Every person
experiences that to some extent. Really great change agents
recognize this human tendency and work within those realities
rather than working against them or pretending those realities
don’t exist.”

Resistance is a natural, human response. As an HR leader,
your goal isn’t to squash it. It's to understand and manage

it. The better you can empathize with employees’ fears, the
better you can craft strategies that address them proactively
to pave a smooth path forward.

“Really great change agents recognize this
human tendency and work within those realities
rather than working against them or pretending

those realities don’t exist.”

BEKAH WILKERSON | SR. TALENT ACQUISITION
PARTNER | BAMBOOHR
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When to use this change
management playbook

Below are some of the most common (and often most sensitive)
scenarios where HR can be the change champions the org
needs for a successful rollout.

NEW SOFTWARE ORTECHNOLOGY IMPLEMENTATION

Modernizing your tech stack can streamline workflows and
improve efficiency, but it's also one of the most complex
changes to manage. Whether it's a new project management
tool, messaging app, CRM system rollout, or Al solution,
ownership of the change often sits with IT or operations,

but HR still plays a key supporting role in communicating the
“why” and facilitating training.

ORGANIZATIONAL RESTRUCTURING OR LAYOFFS

Few changes affect employee morale more deeply than
restructuring. From merging departments to announcing a
hiring freeze, relocating offices, outsourcing certain roles,
or downsizing, these shifts can trigger fear and uncertainty
across the organization. Employees will expect clear
explanations of business rationale and HR should prepare to
lead with transparency and compassion.

POLICY ORBENEFITS CHANGES

When companies adjust benefits, PTO policies, or
compensation structures, employees often worry about
fairness or what they might lose in the process. For changes
like this, it's important to plan on repeat communications and
reminders to help the new or changed information stick in
people’s minds and encourage adoption or cooperation.

CHANGES TO REMOTE ORHYBRID
WORK ARRANGEMENTS

Work location and flexibility are deeply personal to employees.
A return-to-office (RTO) mandate, a new hotel desk system,
or expanding remote options can significantly impact people’s
routines, productivity, and even family life. Depending

on the circumstances, HR leaders will need to prepare for
questions about commuter and home office stipends as well
as childcare.
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CULTURE CHANGE INITIATIVES

Culture changes are often the hardest—and most rewarding—
to lead. Introducing new belonging initiatives, establishing
transparent communication practices (such as open salary
bands), or starting regular performance check-ins can
redefine how employees experience trust and belonging

at work. Success here will strongly depend on consistent
messaging that clearly explains how the changes connect

to the company’s mission and values, as well as leadership
modeling the behaviors the company wants to see.

Free download: HR Crisis Playbook

For when things don’t go to plan, you need a crisis
response plan. HR can’t predict every emergency
that comes at an organization, but it can prepare to
keep everyone safe.

GET THE PLAYBOOK —>

From pushback to buy-in: Tactics
that turn the tide

Below are some of the most common (and often most sensitive)
scenarios where HR can be the change champions the org
needs for a successful rollout.

NEW SOFTWARE ORTECHNOLOGY IMPLEMENTATION

Change doesn’t happen in a single announcement. It unfolds
over time and can be broken up into three parts:

1. Preparation
2. Announcement

3. Implementation
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1. Prepare with purpose

Change champions guide others confidently through
transitional periods, but that’s not all they do. They help build a
company culture that’s ready for change, too.

LAY THE GROUNDWORK EARLY

Change champions guide others confidently through
transitional periods, but that’s not all they do. They help build
a company culture that's ready for change, too.

« Build adaptability into your culture. Encourage
experimentation, learning, and curiosity as everyday
values. A culture that normalizes growth and flexibility is
better equipped to handle shifts without panic.

« Hire for flexibility. During recruitment, look for
candidates who show openness to feedback and
change. Behavioral or value-based interview questions
like, “Tell me about a time you had to learn a new
process quickly” reveal adaptability.

« Assess your current state. How has your organization
handled past changes? Were employees engaged or
resistant? What communication channels worked best?
Use those insights to plan ahead.

o Align with leadership. HR can’t champion change alone.
Make sure executives understand their role in modeling
adaptability and communicating transparently.

Free download: 10 tips for
improving company culture

Strong company culture is the key to a successful
business! Download our guide for expert tips on
creating an amazing workplace culture that boosts
productivity and attracts top talent.

DOWNLOAD NOW —>
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2. Announce with empathy and authority

How you communicate change is just as important as what
you're communicating. Employees can accept almost any
change if they understand the following:

« Why it's happening
« How it benefits them

« What support they’ll receive along the way

BE CLEAR

Successful change management depends on clarity.
According to a BambooHR study, poor communication is the
second-most cited leadership behavior (after management
style) that makes employees quit. Avoid vague language or
corporate jargon. Be direct about what’s changing, why it’s
necessary, and what employees can expect.

LEAD WITH EMPATHY

Acknowledge that change can be uncomfortable. Recognize
the emotional labor involved in adapting, and thank employees
for their patience and resilience.

TIEIT TO VALUES

Link the change to your company’s mission and culture.
For example, “This new PTO policy supports our core value
of work-life balance—it’s designed to help you rest and
recharge, so you can do your best work.”

USE DATA TO BUILD CREDIBILITY

When possible, back your message with evidence. A recent
Capgemini study shows that when data is used in change
conversations, leaders strengthen employee trust and
increase change success by 23%.

Use data and storytelling in your
seat at the table

HR pros have fought hard to earn a seat at the
executive table. But what comes next? Join Ben
Brooks to learn how data storytelling can help you
influence decisions, increase budgets, and

shape cultures.
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3. Stay flexible as you implement the change

Even the best rollout plans need room for adjustment.
Successful change management is iterative—it involves
piloting, listening, and refining as you go.

START SMALL

If you're launching a new HRIS or process, start with a pilot
group. Choose teams that are open to experimentation, gather
feedback, and fix friction points before a full rollout.

IDENTIFY INTERNAL CHAMPIONS

Look for respected employees who are enthusiastic about
the change. Invite them to act as ambassadors—hosting
informal Q&As, sharing success stories, or helping peers
troubleshoot. Their credibility can go further than official
HR communications.

KEEP COMMUNICATING

Continue updating employees on progress, recognizing wins,
and addressing challenges. Frequent communication builds
momentum and trust.

CELEBRATE PROGRESS

Recognize teams or individuals who've adapted well. Public
shoutouts, bonuses, or even simple thank-you notes can
motivate others to follow suit.

GATHER FEEDBACK AND ADJUST

Use pulse surveys and engagement metrics to measure how
employees are adapting. Be willing to tweak your approach
based on their feedback.

Measure employee sentiment
during times of change

Guiding change is hard, but gathering feedback
and measuring the results could be the easiest part
of the process when you have the right tools. See
how BambooHR® Employee Satisfaction gets the
job done.

LEARN MORE —>
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Change conversation toolkit

HR leaders often find themselves answering difficult questions

in moments of uncertainty. The key is to stay calm, empathetic,

and consistent. Remember, it’s a good sign that employees are
engaged (or psychologically safe) enough to speak up at all.
It's silence that makes change management even trickier.

Welcome questions as an opportunity to make your employees
feel heard, and refer to this conversation toolkit as a starting
point for workshopping reassuring responses you can provide
to the most common questions that come up during times

of change.

Employee question

“Why are we doing this?”

“How will this affect my role?”

“Why was this decided without my input?”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“Is this going to add more work to my plate?”

“What's in it for me?”
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How you can respond

“This change supports our long-term goals and helps
us work more efficiently and sustainably. | can walk you
through the data that informed this decision.”

“Your main responsibilities will stay the same, though
some tools or workflows may shift. We'll support you
with training.”

“Leadership made the decision based on key needs, but
your feedback is essential in how we implement it. We
want you involved in shaping what comes next.”

“We're starting with a pilot phase and will adjust based on
feedback. Your insights will help us make it successful.”

“That’s a fair concern. We're reviewing workloads and
timelines to make sure the change is manageable
and sustainable.”

“This change is designed to improve your day-to-day
experience—whether that’s simplifying processes,
saving time, or creating new growth opportunities.”


https://www.bamboohr.com/blog/psychological-safety

These kinds of transparent, empathetic responses

answer questions effectively and build trust. The example
communication below demonstrates empathy and transparency
in action.

Hi everyone,

Starting next quarter, we'll be moving to a new performance
management system. This change is part of our effort to
create a more streamlined, transparent, and growth-focused
experience for everyone.

We know change can bring questions (and maybe a little
skepticism!), so here’s what you need to know:

o Why: Our current system hasn't kept up with how our
teams grow. The new one supports better, more frequent
conversations about goals and development.

« Timeline: Training begins next week, and we'll go live on
October 1.

* Next Steps: Your manager will review what this means
for your team in your next 1:1. We'll also host a live Q&A
Friday at 11 AM PT to address any questions.

If you're curious or concerned, we welcome your feedback!
We'll adjust as we go as we continue to refine this important
part of learning and growing together.

Remember: Change is a team sport, and each of your
voices matter.

- Anthony, HR

Keep everyone on the same page
with Employee Community

Centralized, easy communication methods are key
to effective change management. BambooHR®
Employee Community helps you keep

everyone aligned and in-the-know during

times of uncertainty.

LEARN MORE —>

Maintaining momentum: Listening,
learning, and leading

Change management isn’t something to crack open like a first
aid kit every time there’s a significant rollout. It's a long-term
capability. Once your organization has adapted to one new
initiative, system, or situation, another will inevitably follow. The
key is to build an environment where change is planned for,

not feared.
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Here's how to keep up the momentum:

» Keep listening: Even after a successful rollout, continue
checking in with employees. Use surveys or small-group
discussions to understand what'’s working and what
needs improvement.

» Share outcomes: Show employees how their feedback
influenced future iterations. Closing the loop reinforces
trust and engagement.

* Keep celebrating wins: Regularly recognize milestones,
both large and small. A simple “thank you” can make
employees feel seen and valued.

» Stay transparent: If a change doesn’t go as planned,
acknowledging missteps demonstrates integrity and
keeps trust intact.

« Hire and train for adaptability: Offer learning
opportunities that strengthen resilience, like change
management workshops, communication training, or
leadership coaching.

When employees feel informed, involved, and supported,
they’re far more likely to embrace the next big initiative
and become change champions in their own roles

and departments.

The HR leader’s mindset: Change
is a shared journey

The most effective change champions know that
transformation doesn’t happen to employees—it happens with
them. Your success as an HR leader guiding change at your
organization depends not just on what you communicate, but
on how well you listen, empathize, and adapt.

Here are the principles to lead by:

1. Empathy builds trust. People don't resist change, they
resist feeling unheard.

2. Transparency builds alignment. Honest, consistent
communication helps people understand the “why.”

3.Participation builds ownership. When employees help
shape the process, they're invested in the outcome.

4.Data builds confidence. Data-backed communication
reinforces your message and reduces uncertainty.

The more you integrate these principles into your leadership,
the more natural change management will feel in the future as
your organization continues to grow and adapt with

market trends.
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Moving from resistance
to resilience

Every HR professional will face moments in their career
where change feels impossible. But those moments are
also opportunities to listen and lead, and to build a stronger
organization on the other side of big changes.

When HR becomes the steady hand guiding people through
uncertainty, change transforms from something to endure
into something to embrace. And by preparing thoughtfully,
communicating openly, and implementing with flexibility, you
can help your organization adapt faster and perform better.

Remember: Change management is more about cultivating
trust than it is about enforcing compliance. And for org leaders,
HR is the key to turning company vision into reality.

“People follow purpose before plans. Share the why,
co-create the how, and the what becomes doable.”

KATY HUSTON | SR. MANAGER, HR CONSULTING | BAMBOOHR

An award-winning,
complete HR platform

In BambooHR, everything works together to help you manage data and benefits, hire
talent, run payroll, and help employees thrive no matter what changes come your way.
Best of all, it’s easy and intuitive for employees and HR teams alike!

LEARN MORE TODAY —>
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