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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

E X E C U T I V E

S U M M A R Y

Ultimately, most initiatives don’t fail  
outright instead they fade into partial 
implementation with lackluster results. 
The path to sustained success lies in 
identifying and protecting early change 
champions, addressing emotional 
strain early, and institutionalizing 
participation throughout the journey.

03

This report distills insights from 13,427 
employees across 22 industries to 
show how people in the workforce 
predictably respond to organizational
change and which leadership actions
most influence outcomes. It identifies 
four  behavioral profiles: Anchors, 
Analysts, Stormfronts, and Drifters that 
shape  momentum or resistance, noting 
that these profiles serve as practical 
risk maps rather than labels.

Highly successful efforts all share the 
same leadership patterns: 
 inviting Analysts into co-design,
 giving Anchors visible roles,
 removing threat signals for 

Stormfronts, and 
 rebalancing workloads for 

Drifters. 

Change unfolds through five stages, 
but the Middle Stage represents the 
decisive turning point: success is won  
in the Middle Stage by shifting  
leadership strategy to participation.

The most common failure pattern  
occurs when leaders revert to top-
down control just as involvement  is  
most needed. Doing so pushes 
Analysts  into silent resistance and 
causes Anchors to feel neglected.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Imagine a 2,000-person organization beginning a major transformation to support the 
new strategy. In the first weeks there is a hum of optimism: leaders have a plan, 
communications are polished, and a handful of people step forward to help. Those early 
helpers are the people who will either carry the change forward or, if neglected, 
become the first to question it. As the work moves from plan to practice, the neatness 
of the plan collides with the messy reality of daily work, schedules, and capacity. 
Systems that looked elegant on paper reveal friction; schedules slip; people feel 
stretched. It is in that collision—when the change becomes real in people’s day-to-
day—that the future of the change initiative is decided. The dataset we analyzed maps 
that collision in detail and shows how different kinds of people respond, how leadership 
tone shapes those responses, and which interventions actually change outcomes.
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C H A N G E  R E S P O N S E  P R O F I L E S
Our research uncovered on workplace changes across 22 different industries revealed a 
set of four patterns about how people typically respond to change. To make it easier to 

remember and act on, we gave each profile a name that captures its essence, the score 
ranges that define it, and the practical implications for leaders.
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The four change response profiles were 
developed by analyzing patterns of employee 
readiness and engagement to workplace 
changes and transformation initiatives. What 
emerged was four distinct clusters that 
showed how people at work tended 
approach changes at work. These clusters 
emerged from iterative analysis of observed 
behaviors across organizations, linking 
psychological readiness with practical 
engagement in transformation efforts. These 
are important because they give leaders a 
structured way to understand how different 
groups of employees respond to change, 
making it easier to anticipate challenges and 
opportunities. The implications are significant: 
the profiles provide leaders with a structured 
lens to anticipate responses to change, 
tailor interventions, and align workforce 
strategies with organizational goals. 

By mapping clusters to stages of change and 
competencies, organizations gain actionable 
insights into where support, communication, 
or capability-building is most needed, 
ultimately improving the probability of 
successful transformation and strengthening 
leadership decision-making. They help 
change leaders design targeted strategies 
that build engagement, capability, and 
resilience rather than relying on one-size-
fits-all approaches. Most importantly, they 
provide actionable insights that increase the 
likelihood of successful transformation by 
aligning workforce behaviors with 
organizational goals.

C H A N G E  R E S P O N S E  
P R O F I L E S



Anchors “Change Champions”
Anchors are the people who hold the initiative steadily. They show high 
commitment, low emotional resistance, and strong self-efficacy. They sense 
purpose, they volunteer, and they influence peers. Anchors are the most 
valuable short-circuit to success because they translate strategy into social 
proof. But they are also fragile in a particular way: if leaders stop involving 
them once the heavy lifting begins, Anchors feel taken for granted and can 
slide toward skepticism. Our data suggests they are “high commitment, low 
emotional resistance, strong belief in their capability to handle the change; 
cluster is actively driving change.”

Analysts “Intellectual Skeptics”
Analysts are the thinkers who want to be convinced. Their commitment is right
in the middle while their mental resistance is elevated. They respond to logic 
and evidence but often remain emotionally distant. Analysts will comply with a 
plan they understand, but they will not champion it unless invited to co-design. 
When treated as critics rather than partners, Analysts often move into silent 
resistance—doing the work but withholding discretionary effort.

Stormfronts “At-Risk Group”
Stormfronts are the people who feel threatened. Their commitment is low 
while emotional, behavioral, and cognitive resistance are high. They perceive 
power-based leadership and little participation. Stormfronts are not merely 
quiet skeptics; they are active resistors whose behavior can derail projects. 
The only reliable way to calm a Stormfront is to remove the threat: transparent 
job security conversations, role clarity, and a demonstrable reduction in 
coercive signals.

Drifters “The Disconnected”
Drifters are the people who have checked out. Their commitment is low to 
moderate, and emotional strain is high. They comply outwardly but have 
withdrawn their discretionary energy. Drifters are not always loud; they are 
the slow leak that drains momentum. They need empathy, workload relief, 
and visible leadership presence to reengage.

These names and definitions are not just labels; they are a shorthand for 
different risk profiles and different interventions. The dataset’s cluster ranges 
and behavioral descriptions make it possible to map a team’s composition 
and then choose the right leadership moves for each group.
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FIVE STAGES OF THE CHANGE JOURNEY

F I V E  S T A G E S  O F  
T H E  C H A N G E  
J O U R N E Y
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The change journey unfolds in five stages. Each stage has its own emotional texture, its 
own leadership requirements, and its own predictable ways in which the four groups tend 
to behave during each stage. These stages are longitudinal models developed by 
tracking how employee attitudes evolve from the start of a project to its conclusion. Below 
is a summary of the story about what each stage is and how Anchors, Stormfronts, 
Analysts, and Drifters typically move through them.

Beginning
The beginning is the moment of promise. Leaders announce a vision, 
set goals, and invite people to join. In the best cases, this stage creates 
clarity and trust; in the worst, it creates ambiguity and fear. Anchors 
often step forward here, drawn by purpose and the chance to help 
shape the future. Analysts listen carefully, asking for evidence and 
rationale. Stormfronts scan for threats—job security, loss of control, or 
coercive language—and Drifters watch to see whether the rhetoric 
matches reality.

What typically happens is a burst of energy and a set of expectations. If 
leaders are credible and transparent, trust, grows and the early cohort of
Anchors expands. If leaders rely on top-down edicts or fail to address 
job security, Stormfronts harden and Drifters will start to  distance 
themselves. The dataset shows that trust and vision at this stage are the 
primary determinants of whether the journey starts on a path toward 
success or toward early erosion.

Stage 1
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Early
Stage 2 is where the plan meets the first practical tests. Pilot work 
begins, training starts, and the first operational frictions appear. This 
stage is often the first real stress test for people’s daily routines. 
Anchors remain engaged but begin to expect visible progress and quick 
wins. Analysts start to evaluate whether the evidence promised in Stage 
1 is materializing. Stormfronts react strongly to any hint that the change 
threatens livelihoods or autonomy; their behavioral resistance can spike 
quickly. Drifters may begin to withdraw quietly if the workload increases 
without support.

Our data shows that for many industries including retail, hospitality, and 
some technology contexts, Stage 2 is the make-or-break point for the 
change initiative. Providing emotional support, early problem-solving, 
and visible leadership presence are the interventions that most reliably 
prevent early turnover. When leaders provide rapid training, clear role 
definitions, and  early demonstrations  of  value,  the  probability  of 
stabilizing the cohort rises substantially.

Stage 2



Middle
The middle is the crucible. This is where the change is no longer an idea 
but a lived reality: processes are altered, workloads shift, and the friction 
of adoption becomes visible every day. The data is clear: the Middle 
Stage is where commitment is won or lost. Anchors can either be 
reinforced into full champions or feel neglected and slide toward 
skepticism. Analysts either get invited into co-design and convert into 
advocates, or they retreat into silent resistance. Stormfronts either 
receive explicit security and clarity and moderate their behavior, or they 
escalate into active sabotage or exit. Drifters either receive workload 
relief and coaching and stabilize,  or  they  sink  further  into 
disengagement.

This stage requires a different leadership tone than the beginning. The 
data shows that a pivot toward participation—structured co-design, peer 
mentoring, and distributed decision rights—dramatically increases the 
chance of converting Analysts and stabilizing Anchors. Conversely, 
doubling down on power or relying solely on rational arguments without 
involvement tends to accelerate the slide toward disconnection. The 
report’s central sentence captures this: success is won in the Middle 
Stage by shifting leadership strategy to participation.

Stage 3
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Finalizing
Finalizing is the stage of consolidation. The new ways of working are 
becoming routine, but fatigue is common. People have been through the 
friction and are now evaluating whether the change is sustainable. 
Anchors  expect  recognition  and  visible  reinforcement  of  purpose; 
Analysts expect evidence that the new approach actually improves 
outcomes; Stormfronts watch for signs that promises about security and 
role  clarity  are  being  honored;  Drifters  need  signals  that  their 
contributions matter and that the organization will not return to old habits 
of neglect.

Leaders who succeed here do two things well: firstly, they celebrate 
progress in ways that matter to people, and secondly, they 
institutionalize participation so that the new behaviors are not dependent 
on a few individuals. Our research shows that when leaders sustain 
participatory practices and provide recognition, the probability of ending 
in a high-commitment, low-resistance state rises sharply.

Stage 4



End
The end is the moment of outcome. The change is either embedded 
and producing value, or it has left a trail of disengagement and turnover. 
Anchors who were sustained become the social proof that keeps the 
new approach alive. Analysts who were included become the internal 
validators who can defend the change with data. Stormfronts who were 
reassured may settle into skeptical but cooperative roles; those who 
were ignored are likely to have left or to be actively undermining the 
work. Drifters who were reengaged can become steady contributors; 
those who were neglected remain a latent risk.

Our dataset’s stage-based ranges provide within-category
improvement and movement to Anchor status give leaders a practical
way to estimate outcomes and choose interventions. For example,
Anchors in the Finalizing stage often show within-category 
improvement probabilities in the high 60-to- 80percent range when 
recognition and quick wins are present; Stormfronts who receive 
workload relief show similarly strong stabilization probabilities. These 
are not abstract numbers; these represent measurable returns on
specific leadership choices.

Stage 5
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The journey of each change profile is a story of 
potential and peril. Anchors begin as the most 
reliable source of momentum but are vulnerable to 
neglect in the Middle Stage. Analysts begin as 
cautious allies who can be converted into 
champions if invited to co-design; otherwise they 
become silent resistors. Stormfronts begin as the 
loudest risk, and their trajectory depends almost 
entirely on whether leaders remove the perception 
of threat. Drifters begin as quiet drains on energy 
and require empathetic, workload-focused 
interventions to recover.

Across the dataset, the most common failure  
mode is predictable: a project launches with strong 
rhetoric and rational proof,  but as the  work 
required to bring the initiative to life becomes real, 
leaders revert to top-down decision making and fail 
to scale participation. That vacuum in the Middle 
Stage is the single most consistent predictor of 
sliding clusters toward Drifter or Stormfront 
outcomes.  Conversely, projects that deliberately 
increase participation in Stage 3—by inviting 
Analysts into pilots, by giving Anchors visible roles, 
and by addressing Stormfronts’ concerns about 
security—see markedly higher probabilities of 
success.

H O W T H E P R O F I L E S  
MOVE T H R O U G H  
T H E STAGES



P R A C T I C A L
L E A D E R S H I P  IMPLICATIONS
If you are a leader reading this, imagine two 
different approaches to the Middle Stage of 
change. In the first approach, you tighten 
control, centralize decisions, and insist the 
team follow “the plan". People comply, but 
the energy that once propelled the project 
fades. Anchors feel used, Analysts feel 
unheard, Stormfronts feel threatened, and 
Drifters drift further away. In the second 
approach, you deliberately widen the
circle: creating advisory roles for Analysts, 
giving Anchors visible wins to lead, holding 
transparent conversations about job 
security with Stormfronts, and you 
rebalance workloads for Drifters. 
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The second approach is slower in the 
short term but far more durable and 
supports strong and sustained change in the 
long run. The data shows that the second 
approach—one that pivots to participation 
in the Middle Stage—produces the 
outcomes leaders want: high commitment, 
low resistance, and sustainable adoption.



C O N C L U D I N G
T H O U G H T S

Although the widely cited statistic that 70% of 
change initiatives fail is dubious, the best available 
evidence shows:

30–40% succeed fully

~50–60% partially succeed

~10% truly fail

This means the real challenge usually isn’t 
catastrophic failure, but instead the real threat is 
mediocre, incomplete, or uneven implementation. 
This aligns with our research on commitment, 
middle-stage leadership, and the 2IsC  model. 
Change in the workplace is not a single event, it 
is a story told in five acts. The data we 
examined does not merely confirm that people 
matter in the change process, it shows how
and when they matter most, and what leaders 
can do to shape the ending of the story.

The most reliable route to success is not a 
better plan but a better way of leading: one 
that treats participation as the central 
mechanism of conversion, that protects the 
people who carry the change, and recognizes 
emotional strain as an early warning rather than 
an inevitable side effect. When leaders make 
the Middle Stage their priority—when they 
invite Analysts to design, protect Anchors from
neglect, reassure Stormfronts, and rebalance 
Drifters’ workloads—they turn the messy reality of 
implementation into a source of learning and 
momentum. That is how change becomes not 
just implemented but sustained.
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