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Abstract
The aim of this study is to provide insight on the readiness, barriers and strategies for dealing
with unexpected organisational changes, driven by the Covid-19 pandemic, using the Irish
Secondary Schools as the case study. Primary data was collected using a quantitative
questionnaire with embedded open-ended questions. Quantitative and qualitative data
analysis was descriptive in nature, providing an account of the School Management
experiences in implementing change during the world-wide public health crisis. The findings
revealed key types of organisational changes implemented, including employee training;
changing or introducing new technology, and implementing school-wide operational changes
related to the Covid-19 response plan. The key barriers to change related to lack of time to
plan change effectively, competing demands from multiple stakeholders and lack of
communication from the government to inform on changes required. The main contribution
of this study are the empirical findings related to unplanned organisational changes in the
Education sector.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Research Context
In the current climate of global competition, economic pressures, fast-paced technological
advances, changing customer expectations, complex businesses and the evolving political
environment, the concept of organisational change is topical, forcing management and
leadership to change organisation’s structures and operations to remain competitive
(Mosadeghrad and Ansarian, 2014, p.190). Organisational Change is defined as an attempt or
series of attempts to modify an organisation’s structure, goals, technology or work tasks
(Carnall, 1986, p.748). Virtually every organisation will undergo change at some point to
remain viable, with implementation of organisational change programmes such as
restructuring, reengineering, performance improvements downsizing mergers, acquisition, or
efficiency enhancements (Mosadeghrad and Ansarian, 2014, p.190). Organisational change
typically follows a change management programme or planned approach through the
gathering and assessment of current data on organisational operations, which inform on the
vision, implementation and monitoring of organisational change. Several scholars have
contributed to the understanding of the change process by providing change management
models that prescribe a set of actions or strategies required to create readiness, develop a
shared vision, establish strong leadership, and facilitate the implementation and adoption of
change (Aravopoulou, 2016; Todnem, 2005). However, despite the available change
management models and prescribed processes, organisations continue to struggle with
driving needed changes and spend an inordinate amount of time and resources confronting,
mitigating and dealing with change failure (Schwarz et al, 2021; Nohria and Beer, 2000; Bovey
and Hede, 2001). Several researchers have described the barriers and challenges when
implementing planned organisational change, in a variety of contexts including higher
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education institutions, health, automobile and manufacturing, to name a few. Investigating
the barriers to planned change management in educational institutions have found several
challenges including lack of clarity and common understanding of change required,
uncertainty around change, lack of communication, lack of time, active and passive employee
resistance, competing demands, lack of strategy, lack of leadership and support, lack of
training and impaired ability to mobilize adequate resources to support change (Al-Alawi et
al, 2019; Palumbo and Manna, 2019).
The literature also indicates the importance of the level of readiness for change in
understanding the processes that leads to successful change implementation. Readiness for
change is described as a cognitive state that includes beliefs, views and intentions related to
changes, and is reflected in the attitudes of the organisation members (Đurišić-Bojanović,
2016; Armenakis et al, 2007). Research has shown that many change efforts fail when they
underestimate the importance of the individual and the cognitive-affective nature of change.
Review of the literature has revealed that specific management strategies have been utilised
to overcome the barriers and facilitate change implementation. Strategies such as the
adoption of a planned change management approach, organisation-wide involvement,
appropriate communication plans, leadership support, adequate training, introduction of
change champions to lead change and establishment of implementation teams tend to
facilitate successful organisational change (Tappen et al, 2017; Bordia et al, 2004; Lozano,
2007).
In looking at the drivers for change, there appears to be no shortage of driving forces, both
internal to an organisation and external factors. There are several examples in the literature
to illustrate internal forces driving organisational change including introduction of new
technology, redundancies, team restructures, redistribution of power allocation, marketing
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strategy changes or internal reassessment of governance. External factors driving change can
similarly be numerous, involving political forces (e.g., new government legislation), economic
forces (e.g., employment rates, competitors), socio-cultural forces (e.g., business ethics,
lifestyle), and technological advances (Aravopoulou, 2016; Cummings and Worley, 2015).
Although change appears to be inevitable for organisations to remain viable, it appears to be
a difficult process fraught with challenges. There appears to be copious literature related to
planned organisational change management in a variety of contexts, providing insight on
barriers and facilitators for change implementation. However, there is little research
conducted on unplanned organisational changes, particularly when driven by unexpected
external forces. Furthermore, there is no definitive research conducted on the organisational
change management of Irish Secondary Schools, especially when change management occurs
within a context of responding to sudden external forces like a world-wide pandemic.
This brings us to the two areas of interest for this research, a case study of Irish Secondary
Schools and the impact of an external force, namely the Covid-19 pandemic. The Covid-19
pandemic is a public health crisis that has driven rapid and unexpected change world-wide,
posing unprecedented challenges to many businesses and organisations, as well to society as
a whole. Generally, when organisational change is introduced, as noted in literature, a change
management process or plan is followed. However, given the sudden response to Covid-19
and the subsequent extended school closures in 2020. In addition, ongoing pressures of
mandatory restrictions and lockdowns, School Leadership would have had to manage and
implement change within a short period of time and under very tight constraints, in order to
maintain and continue service delivery. This brings us to leadership which is recognised to be
a vital factor for organisational change performance. Therefore, the focus of this research
study will be on school based management – particularly the School Principals and Senior
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School Administrators. As the educational leader, the School Principal plays a crucial role in
deciding and achieving School goals. School leadership is made even more crucial by the
context of the Irish education system. Irish schools have a high level of autonomy (MarcusQuinn et al, 2019, p.770). Most school leaders relish this autonomy and the agility and agency
it gives to schools in their everyday running, as well as in responding to the crisis.
Unfortunately, this level of authority and responsibility mean that ineffective school
leadership can be damaging for a school at the best of times, and catastrophic in a pandemic.
Principals in Ireland became the “pinch point” in the system in early 2020 due to the Covid19 pandemic, becoming the centre of competing demands of teachers and other staff,
parents, students, boards of management, Department of Education and a host of other key
stakeholders (McCoy & Carroll, 2020). School leaders really felt the pressure of motivating
staff, keeping parents informed, reaching out to disengaged students, all while ensuring
continuity of service and planning for an uncertain future. Hence, this research study will aim
to fill the knowledge gap around the management readiness, barriers and strategies for
dealing with unplanned and unexpected organisational change, specifically in the Irish
educational context, by providing an account of the School Principals’ experiences in
implementing organisational change during the Covid-19 pandemic.

1.2 Research Aims & Objectives
1.2.1 Research Aim
To provide insight on the readiness, barriers and strategies for dealing with unexpected
organisational changes, driven by the Covid-19 pandemic, using the Irish Secondary Schools
as the case study.
1.2.2 Research Objective
To achieve the aim of this project, school-based management, in particular the School
Principals or Senior Administrators, will be surveyed to examine their readiness for change,
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the challenges experienced in implementing unexpected organisational change driven by the
rapid change driver, namely the Covid-19 pandemic and the strategies utilised to overcome
those challenges to ensure service continuity.
1.2.3 Research Questions
The primary research questions are:
1. Was management ready for implementing unexpected organisational change during
the pandemic?
1. What were the barriers faced by management in implementing organisational change
driven by the Covid-19 pandemic?
2. What were the management strategies utilised to overcome challenges in
implementing unexpected organisational change, to ensure service continuity?
The secondary research question will explore any lessons learned or opportunities for growth
identified, as a result of the unexpected organisational changes implemented.

1.3 Research Contribution
The research shows that only a small percentage of planned change programmes tend to be
successful in achieving their objectives (Mosadeghrad & Ansarian, 2014). Hence, it is essential
to identify those factors that contribute to change success or failure to enable change leaders
to develop effective strategies for enhancing the chances of achieving desired outcomes,
especially when the change is in response to an unexpected and rapid change driver. This
research study is warranted as there is little to no research related to organisational change
in the context of sudden external forces, particularly in the education sector. Furthermore,
this research is necessary as there is no definitive research conducted on organisational
change management of Irish Secondary Schools, especially when change is unexpected and
brought on by a rapid change driver such as a pandemic.
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Consequently, this study will provide much needed insight into the challenges faced and
strategies utilised by school leadership in implementing unexpected organisational change in
response to an unexpected external force, namely the world-wide Covid-19 pandemic, which
has posed unprecedented challenges to many businesses and organisations across the world.
This pandemic also presents tremendous opportunities for growth that will persist well past
the resolution of this public health crisis. Majority of the institutions are state funded, and
these research findings will inform both future government decisions and funding, and
provide insight to the education sector.
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2. Literature Review
Literature review is an integral component of the research process, essential in understanding
and evaluating existing scholarly knowledge and identifying knowledge gaps for a particular
subject. It provides a framework and a benchmark for result comparisons with other findings
(Creswell, 2009, pg41).

2.1 Introduction
The objective of this section is to review the existing literature and provide a summary of the
findings related to organisational change, specifically examining the management readiness,
their barriers and strategies for dealing with unexpected organisational change. The
unexpected driver for organisational change examined by this study specifically looks at the
Covid-19 pandemic. The Covid-19 pandemic that impacted (and is still impacting) the Republic
of Ireland is part of the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic caused by severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (WHO, no date). The virus reached Ireland in early 2020, with cases
confirmed in all counties by March 2020 (Cullen, 2020). The pandemic affected many aspects
of society with almost all businesses, venues and amenities closing by March 2020, including
schools, colleges, and childcare facilities (Leahy et al, 2020). The first stay-at-home lockdown
with a 2-km travel restriction, to reduce contact with people and slow down the spread of the
pandemic, was rolled out by the government at the end of March 2020 (Citizens Information,
2020). Since then to date, the pandemic has posed unprecedented challenges to businesses
and organisations, including the Irish Secondary Schools.
There are about 700 post primary schools across Ireland with over 350,000 students and
nearly 29,000 staff members impacted during this time (Lawlor and Burke, 2020). Given the
sudden response to Covid-19 and the subsequent extended school closures along with the
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ongoing pressures of mandatory restrictions and lockdowns, School leadership would have
had to manage and implement significant organisational change within a short period of time
and under very tight constraints to ensure service continuity. Hence, it is essential to examine
Irish Secondary Schools’ management readiness for change, the barriers faced, and the
strategies used in implementing organisational change in response to the pandemic, with a
view to inform future policy responses and funding decisions related to public health crises
as well as provide insights around organisational change for the Education sector.

2.2 Organisational Change
2.2.1 What is Organisational Change?
Before we delve further into this topic, it is essential to understand what is Organisational
Change? Carnall (1986, p.745-748) describes organisational change as an attempt or series of
attempts to modify an organisation’s structure, goals, technology or work tasks in response
to the changes in the organisation’s environment (e.g., collapse of a product market, changing
service demands, shortage of skilled labour, etc.) and changes internal to an organisation
(e.g., adoption of new procedures, new technology etc.). Carnall (1986, p.748) further states
that we cannot assume that all organisational change will lead to “improvement”. However,
virtually every organisation at some point undergoes a transition or change to remain viable
and relevant, with organisational change programmes implemented such as restructuring,
reengineering, performance improvements, acquisition, downsizing, mergers or efficiency
enhancements (Mosadeghrad & Ansarian, 2014, p.190).
Based on Aravopoulou’s (2016, p.26-27) conceptual and theoretical review of organisational
change, this term concerns any kind of minor or major change occurring in an organisation
and tends to relate to strategy, structure, processes, culture, behaviour, attitudes, skills,
employee performance and leadership styles. Most of the classifications reviewed by
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Aravopoulou (2016) conceptualised around four types of organisational change: Strategy,
Operational, Process and People. When looking further at the characteristics of the types of
organisational change, operational changes involve improved operational performance while
strategic changes involve creation of new configurations and modifying orientation of a
business (Lucian et al, 2008, p.91). Developmental changes aiming to contribute to the further
development of existing features of a business by improving processes or skills, can be both
process-oriented or people-oriented (Aravopoulou, 2016, p.25).
In terms of the origin of change, organisational change can be categorised as planned and
unplanned; with different approaches required to the manage these two variants (Osborne
& Brown, 2005, p.3). Planned changes can be generally defined as intentional actions,
allowing the possibility of a systematic process of scanning the environment and determining
the ways in which an organisation can change to meet the demand of its internal or external
environment. On the other hand, unplanned change tends to be thrust upon an organisation
by environmental changes outside of its control, making it difficult or impossible to plan for
change, especially if the environment is too complex and is itself changing too rapidly to allow
for a planned approach (Osborne & Brown, 2005, p.26; Wilson, 1992).
In regard to public service organisations, Osborne & Brown (2005, p.7) identified two
significant sources of unplanned or emergent change: 1) a sudden unforeseen crisis such as
environmental (e.g., earthquake) or health related (e.g., SARS outbreak of 2003 in Hong
Kong); and 2) the political context of public services related to policy changes at local or
national level. Public services organisations are expected to anticipate sudden crisis, however,
the very nature of emergent change means that it can never be entirely planned for
(Aravopoulou, 2016, p.22). With the onset of the unexpected world-wide Covid-19 pandemic
and the need for immediate response to extended school closures along with the ongoing

17

pressures of mandatory restrictions and lockdowns, the Irish Secondary Schools would not
have had adequate time to plan for organisational change implemented to ensure service
continuity.
2.2.2 Forces driving Organisational Change
Organisational change is considered key to enhancing organisational effectiveness and
ensuring growth and is perceived as a response to an organisation’s internal and external
forces (Cummings and Worley, 2015, p.736). Organisational change in the current climate of
globalisation, new markets, fast-paced technological advances, changing customer
expectations, environmental and political concerns is a topic of concern for modern managers
and academics alike (Farquharson et al, 2018, p.150).
There are several examples to illustrate internal forces driving organisational change including
the purchase of new technology, changes in HR policies such as redundancies, reduction in
overtime, team restructures, redistribution of power allocation, marketing strategy changes
or internal reassessment of a group of jobs forcing. A broad classification of external forces
for change involves political forces (e.g., new government policies and legislation), economic
forces (e.g., employment rates, competitors, privatisations), socio-cultural forces (e.g.,
business ethics, demographics, lifestyle), technological (e.g., new advances or processes), and
globalisation (e.g., increased competitive pressures) (Aravopoulou, 2016, p.23). Educational
institutions can be compared to businesses as they require the need for hierarchical team
structures including management, structured policies and procedures, and they have a focus
on product or service delivery, as is the case with Irish Secondary Schools the service being
Education. Many of the examples of the internal and external forces listed above apply to
business managers and school management alike.
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2.2.3 Importance of Organisational Change
Although change appears to be inevitable for organisations to thrive and survive, it is a
difficult process fraught with challenges. Despite the years of research conducted on how
organisations and their members respond to change, organisational change failure is an
ongoing concern as organisations continue to spend an inordinate amount of time mitigating
and dealing with failure during change (Schwarz et al, 2021). Studies show that around twothirds of planned changes fail to accomplish the planned goals (Nohria and Beer, 2000; Kotter,
1995; Pieterse et al, 2012). Consequences of organisational failure can be diverse, ranging
from minor technical errors and mistakes due to incremental change, to breakdowns and
large-scale failure ensuing from transformational change strategies (Schwarz et al, 2021,
p.163). Experience from case studies have shown that organisational change can have a wide
range of impacts from major accident hazards to occupational health, safety and
environmental hazards (Lynch, 2019). Changes within an organisation can vary widely in
terms of depth and complexity. Issues can arise when organisational change is not
appropriately assessed & planned, and the impact not fully considered. For example,
responsibilities are passed on to personnel who do not have the experience to fully
understand the implications of the new role (Lynch, 2019, p.4-5). Personnel are expected to
learn and develop and adapt to new processes or technologies, however, they are often left
unsupported during this phase without the appropriate level of resources assigned (Braben
and Morris, 2020, p.18). Studies have also shown how slow and difficult it is to introduce
major changes at the practical level, and that psychological realities at the departmental and
organisational levels tend to be different, with the change process remaining incomplete as
regards some practices and especially at the attitudinal level (Puusa & Kekale, 2015, p.441).
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2.3 Change Management
2.3.1 Change Management Models
The concept of organisational change has fascinated researchers for many years, with the
earliest and most influential approaches to managing change introduced by Kurt Lewin
(1947). Lewin established the roots for process change models, defining three levels in change
management. Figure 1 shows Lewin’s change model consisting of three stages: unfreezing,
moving or change and refreezing. The ‘unfreezing’ process involves the destabilisation of the
equilibrium, the emotional stirring up and experiencing of catharsis. The second stage of the
transition is where the change occurs. At the last stage, the new habit or norm is adopted and
is considered the ‘refreezing’ stage (Burnes and Bargal, 2017, p.94). However, given modern
day organisational change, this process is considered overly simplistic.

Figure 1 – Kurt Lewin’s change model (Source: Mulholland, 2017)

Building on Lewin’s work, there have been several scholars including John Kotter, Richard
Luecke and Rosabeth Moss Kanter, who have developed change models to further contribute
to the understanding of the process of organisational change management - see Figure 2. A
comparison of the three change models in Figure 2 reveals certain key factors of relevance to
the change management process. Firstly, that these models prescribe a set of actions or
strategies required to create readiness and facilitate the implementation and adoption of the
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change. Secondly, there appears to be a common sequence of actions such as the
development of a shared vision and the establishment of strong leadership.

Figure 2 – Comparison of change models (Source: Aravopoulou, 2016)

2.3.2 Change Management Process
Generally, the process of change must be controlled and planned well, with planning being
one of the dominant activities of the overall process. Ineffective planning process can have a
significant impact on the outcome of organisational change (Dubrovic & Loumova, 2017,
p.10). Another key factor to consider is the time needed to prepare and implement change.
Studies have also shown that the time needed to prepare, implement and monitor change is
a key factor and has a major effect on the ultimate success or failure of organisational change
(Dubrovic & Loumova, 2017).
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When looking at change management it is not only important to look at the how or the why
but also the who. Organisational leaders and people within the organisation have to change
and adapt to the uncertainty of the external and internal environment they exist in and play
a key role in the organisational change process. This theme does not only apply to business
organisations but also to educational organisations. Szelągowska-Rudzka’s (2018, p.423)
study on higher education institution employees in the context of organisational change
process, found that employee direct participation was one of the most effective methods for
encouraging successful adoption of change, employee cooperation and engagement, and
reducing employee resistance. It is key to note that the term resistance to change comes up
frequently in the research and practitioner literature when exploring organisational change,
particularly when explaining why large-scale changes have failed. Organisations encounter
numerous forms of resistance to change: cognitive, affective, and behavioural (Oreg, 2006,
p.74; Piderit, 2000). Resistance can also be classified into several categories including
resistance to change at the organisation level, at the group level and the individual level
(George and Jones, 2001).
Going back to the employee direct participation in higher education institutions and the
strategy to reduce employee resistance to change, the process needs to be supported by
effective communication with employees, teamwork development, appropriate training
system and the management style of supervisors that is conducive to participation
(Szelągowska-Rudzka’s, 2018, p.421; Szelągowska-Rudzka, 2017, p.490). Furthermore,
employees who felt that they were not part of the decision-making process but rather that
decisions were being communicated top-down, after being decided on by senior
management, did not produce a positive result in terms of the desired reactions of employees
which was change adoption (Szelągowska-Rudzka, 2017, p.495). Another study on academic
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staff found that employees who felt they were not acknowledged as “valued” members and
allowed to participate in the decision-making process had a negative perception of the
process and consequently had unfavourable effects on the ability to embrace the change
(Puusa & Kekale, 2015, pg.440-441).
Lastly, another key element of the change process is leadership. As noted in Figure 2, the
establishment of strong leadership is recognised to be a vital factor of organisational change
performance (Aravopoulou, 2016, p.21). An effective change leader’s attitudes and behaviour
towards subordinates have an impact on employee reactions to change; leaders who are
supportive and provide opportunities for employee direct participation minimize the
occurrence of employee resistance and increase the possibility of employees becoming allies
of change (Armenakis et al, 2007, p.484; Szelągowska-Rudzka, 2017, p.495).

2.4 Readiness for Organisational Change
A number of researchers have found a strong consensus about the importance of the level of
readiness for change in understanding the processes that lead to successful change
implementation (Bouckenooghe, et al 2009, p.560; Đurišić-Bojanović, 2016, p.51; Armenakis
et al, 1993; Sashkin and Burke, 1987, p.411). Burke (2017, p.29) illustrates with examples that
even though we would like to manage and control organisational changes they often move in
unwanted directions. This is likely because organisational change, though pertaining to
changes in structure and hierarchy, is enabled by individuals. Many change efforts fail since
they underestimate the importance of the individual and the cognitive-affective nature of
change (Erturk, 2008, p.463; Wittig, 2012, p.23). Readiness for change is described as a
cognitive state that includes beliefs, views and intentions related to changes, and is reflected
in the attitudes of the organisation members (Đurišić-Bojanović, 2016, p.37; Armenakis et al,
2007, p.499). When readiness for change exists, the organisation is prepared to embrace
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change and resistance is lower. However, if organisational members are not ready, the change
could fail and organisational members may engage in negative actions such as sabotage,
absenteeism, and output restriction (Bouckenooghe et al, 2009, p.561; Oreg, 2006, p.92).
Bouckenooghe et al (2009) developed a psychometrically sound assessment tool, identifying
ten dimensions related to organisational change, including the “context of change”, the
“process of change” and the “readiness for change”. Looking specifically at the multifaceted
concept of readiness for change, the authors identified a tridimensional measurement of
readiness for change: a cognitive readiness for change (COGRE), an emotional readiness for
change (EMRE), and an intentional readiness for change (INRE). The cognitive dimension of
change measured the beliefs and thoughts organisational members hold about the change
outcomes (e.g., What are the benefits or disadvantages caused by the change). The emotional
readiness for change is the affective reactions towards change. The intentional readiness for
change is about the effort and energy that organisational members are willing to invest in the
change process. (Bouckenooghe et al, 2009, p.576 & p.599). Several studies of readiness for
change have used quantitative methods (often case study) and focused on employee
readiness for change rather than leadership’s readiness for change (Đurišić-Bojanović, 2016,
p.38; Armenakis et al, 1993; Armenakis et al, 2007; McAlearney et al, 2020; Piderit, 2000;
Bovey and Hede, 2001). However, Bouckenooghe et al’s (2009) assessment tool identifying
ten dimensions related to organisational change, also included a dimension related to the
attitude of top management toward change. This dimension explored the stance that top
management took regarding change and looked at whether management supported the
change initiative and were they actively involved in the change. Given the emphasis in the
literature on the essential role that leadership play in the performance and outcome of
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organisational change management, this study was also interested in assessing the attitude
of the school based management leading the change process.

2.5 Barriers and Strategies to Implementing Organisational Change
2.5.1 Barriers or Obstacles to Change Management
Organisations must deal with various kinds of changes related to market conditions,
workforce demographics and diversity, technological innovations, shortage of talent, and
economic changes, all in order to stay competitive, be efficient or grow. However, research
shows that organisations continue to struggle with driving the changes needed and face
several obstacles in the successful implementation of change management (Schwarz et al,
2021, p.159; Nohria & Beer, 2000, p.133; Bovey and Hede, 2001, p.372). These obstacles or
barriers to change management have been investigated in a variety of contexts and across
industries via a number of case studies.
Investigating the barriers to change management in public sector educational institutions
have found that lack of clarity and uncertainty around the change required, lack of
communication, change resistance, unclear definition of authority and poor leadership were
some of the barriers identified (Al-Alawi et al, 2019). In a recent systematic review by Palumbo
and Manna (2019, p.745) on the barriers that prevent organisational change specifically in
educational institutions showed that the 1) lack of clarity and common understanding about
the attributes of change, 2) active and passive employee resistance impeding change
implementation, 3) lack of leadership support and 4) impaired ability to mobilize adequate
resources to support the change were critical in the educational context. Their review also
highlighted the crucial role of leadership, where leaders’ conservative values and dispositional
resistance as well as their inability to effectively support change, amplified employee
reluctance and resistance towards change and ultimately undermined the timeliness and
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effectiveness of organisational change (Palumbo & Manna, 2019, p.746; Al-Alawi et al, 2019
p.137).

A systematic and comparative literature review carried out by Blanco-Portela et al (2017)
reviewed the barriers to organisational change between higher education institutions and
corporations, and found that both types of organisations have several common barriers to
change, showing that despite the differences of context and purpose between organisations
they face certain common issues. Their analysis found the following overlapping barriers
including lack of information and awareness of the problem, lack of communication,
perceived lack of relevance, lack of time, lack of strategy, lack of training and support and lack
of top management commitment to name a few (Blanco-Portela et al, 2017, p.21-24). Other
case study analyses on corporations have identified several barriers to change, both at the
individual level and the organisational level, which highlighted similar barriers to those
identified in the educational context, including lack of awareness, lack or misunderstanding
of information, lack of time, lack of resources and stakeholder resistance to change (Lozano,
2007, p.52-57). Tappen et al (2017) conducted a qualitative study over the course of a year
specifically looking at the barriers and facilitators of a successfully implemented major
organisational change initiative in the health industry. The researchers identified six major
barriers including scarce resources, stakeholder resistance, competing demands, instability of
leadership, magnitude and complexity of the change, and technical problems.
Based on the literature review conducted on the challenges or barriers of organisational
change implementation across a number of industries, a few themes have emerged to inform
this research study. These themes are loosely categorised as follows: stakeholder, internal
uncertainty, external factors and resources. Stakeholder and in particular direct participation
and stakeholder resistance were the themes most mentioned in the literature in relation to
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barriers to change, presenting the largest number of obstacles but also presenting the largest
number of proposed solutions (Blanco-Portela et al, 2017, p.13). The internal barriers can be
seen in multiple ways through poor internal governance, lack of procedures and policies, lack
of awareness or clarity on the type of organisational change required, lack of communication,
lack of support from leadership. The external barrier factor has been tied to imposed
legislation, government regulations, lack of autonomy and lack of commitment from or
conflict with external stakeholders. Lastly, a number of resource related barriers have been
identified related to lack of time, lack of financial resources, lack of human resources, lack of
training and lack of appropriate technology.
2.5.2 Strategies to Overcome Barriers to Organisational Change
Organisations need to continually change and adapt current organisational practices to meet
the evolving demands of their stakeholders. Having identified several barriers to the
successful implementation of organisational change, it is important to also understand the
management strategies that can be utilised to overcome these barriers. Palumbo & Manna’s
(2019, p.749) literature review of organisational change in the context of educational
organisations found that specific strategies should be implemented to overcome stakeholder
resistance to change including the adoption of a planned change management approach, the
introduction of change agents or champions to lead change and the establishment of
implementation teams to facilitate successful organisational change.
Looking back at the qualitative study in the health industry conducted by Tappen et al (2017)
specifically investigating the facilitators for a successfully implemented organisational change
program, the facilitating strategies that were reported by respondents included organizationwide involvement, leadership support, adequate training and champion persistence &
oversight – See Figure 3.
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Figure 3 – Frequency and Percent of identified Barriers and Facilitators reported (Tappen et al, 2017 p18)

Bordia et al’s (2004, p.523) research on uncertainty related to change, specifically strategic,
structural and job-related change, found a number of management strategies that positively
impacted change uncertainty. These included the quality of change and management
communication and the participation in decision making which played a key role in reducing
uncertainty. Lozano’s (2007) case study analysis of three companies also identified
approaches to overcoming barriers to change. Similar to the barriers, the strategies were
differentiated at the “individual” and “organisational” level and included education, training
and awareness, appointing champions, stakeholder communication and engagement,
providing support and resources.
In general, the strategies used by management and change leaders look to be logically linked
to the barriers that need to be overcome to implement organisational change. A number of
themes have been identified in terms of the barriers for implementing change and the
management strategies used to overcome those obstacles will be aligned with those themes.
This study will examine whether those themes are also relevant to a response to unexpected
organisational change driven by an unexpected force, namely the Covid-19 pandemic or are
there additional unique barriers and strategies that apply when change is driven by an
unexpected external force.
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2.6 Covid-19 – A Rapid Change Driver
This brings us to the external force of interest to this study, namely the Covid-19 pandemic.
The world-wide public health crisis drove rapid and unexpected change, posing
unprecedented challenges to many businesses and organisations, as well society as a whole.
This pandemic has had substantial impacts across the world. As of 31st December 2020,
Covid-19 infected over 82 million people and killed more than 1.8 million worldwide (WHO,
2021). In regard to the economy, in 2020, the world real GDP fell by 3.6%, the volume of world
merchandise trade declined by 5.3%, and foreign direct investment flows dropped by 42%
(Zhang, 2021). In Ireland, unemployment rate was 14.7% in September 2020 which was much
higher than the pre-pandemic level and household spending declined by 22% in the second
quarter of 2020 (ESRI, 2020). The government reported that in the second quarter of 2020,
the Modified Domestic Demand, the best metric for domestic economic activity, fell by 15%,
the largest quarterly fall on record (Department of Finance, 2021).
2.6.1 Societal Impact of Covid19
The Irish Central Statistics Office (CSO) conducted a survey on the social impact of COVID-19
on Irish society. The topics included well-being, personal concerns, consumption and working
life. Findings related to well-being indicated that the overall life satisfaction decreased from
2018 to 2020, with the largest decrease reported by the respondents aged 18-34 (See figure
4 – CSO, 2020).

Figure 4 – High Overall Life Satisfaction Ratings by Age and Reference Period (Source: CSO, 2020)
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Looking further at well-being, about 20-30% of respondents reported feeling nervous,
depressed and lonely – see figure 5 (CSO,2020).

Figure 5 – Emotional well-being by reference period (Source: CSO, 2020)

The survey also found other themes, including: 63.4% of respondents reporting that they
were Very or Extremely concerned about somebody else’s health; 76.9% of respondents living
in multiple person households were Somewhat or Very concerned about household stress
from confinement and more than one in five (22.2%) said that their alcohol consumption had
increased (CSO, 2020).
2.6.2 Impact of Covid-19 in Education Sector
In terms of the impact of Covid-19 on the educational sector, looking specifically at the school
curriculum, excluding the non-compulsory part of the curriculum, each week of school
closures represented about 28 hours of face-to-face compulsory instruction time (OECD,
2020). Schools were forced to replace this time in class with online learning and home
schooling, in most cases facilitated by teachers and parents (OECD, 2020). Ireland’s Central
Statistics Office (2021) investigated the impact of enforced school closures and noted that the
largest negative impact was on the learning of senior cycle secondary students, namely
students due to sit the Leaving Certificate the following year (CSO, 2021). Of the responding
adults with these children, 67% reported a major or moderate negative impact on their child’s
learning due to the closure – See Figure 6.
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Figure 6 – Impact of Enforced School Closures on Secondary Students’ Learning by School Cycle (Source: CSO,
2021)

The survey also found that 43.2% of their survey respondents (parents with children in
secondary schools) reported a major or moderate negative impact on their child’s social
development due to enforced school closures – See Figure 7.

Figure 7 – Impact of Enforced School Closures on Secondary Students’ Social Development by School Cycle
(Source: CSO, 2021)

2.6.3 Early Findings from Covid Studies
Early findings of the impact of Covid-19 on organisational change have seen innovation,
collaboration and an integration of functions as teams pull together to enable business agility
and operations (CIPD, 2020). The Irish Central Statistics Office investigated the business
impact of Covid on small and medium enterprises, to find that 61% of professional and IT staff
were working completely from home and 56% of businesses changed their mode of operation
(CSO, 2021). Organisations were forced to do business differently and business processes had
to change rapidly to ensure service continuity (Orsmond, 2020). Businesses and employees
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are learning through necessity through the public health crisis, with a host of new skills being
acquired including facilitating online learning, managing remote teams and implementing
new technology programmes (CIPD, 2020).

2.7 Conclusion
It is clear from the literature that change is not a new challenge for organisations, however in
the current environment, the pace and intensity of change has increased, requiring
organisations to become agile, flexible and adapt quickly to remain competitive and thrive.
The types and extent of organisational changes implemented appear to vary depending on
whether it is being driven by internal or external forces.
The exploration of barriers or challenges in implementing organisational change have resulted
in a better understanding that majority of organisations struggle with driving change and face
several obstacles. The commonly cited barriers have been identified which can be loosely
categorised into following themes: internal factors, external factors, stakeholder and
resource related. Stakeholder, and stakeholder resistance in particular, appears to be a
frequent theme in the literature in relation to barriers to change, presenting the largest
number of obstacles but also presenting the largest number of proposed solutions. The
internal barriers tend to relate poor internal governance, lack of procedures and policies, lack
of awareness or clarity on the change required, lack of communication, and poor leadership.
The external barriers look to be tied imposed legislation, government regulations, and lack of
autonomy. The resource barriers relate to lack of time, lack of financial resources, lack of
human resources, lack of training and lack of appropriate technology.
In general, the strategies used by management and change leaders appear to be logically
linked to the barriers that need to be overcome to implement organisational change. A
number of themes have been identified in terms of the barriers for implementing change and

32

the management strategies used to overcome those obstacles can be aligned with those
themes. The strategies include organisation-wide involvement, leadership support, adequate
training, good communication for all stakeholders, training and awareness, appointing
champions, and participation in decision making.
Organisational readiness for change is found to be one of the key factors in the effective
implementation of change. When readiness for change is high, organisational members are
more likely to initiate change, display more cooperative behaviour and exert greater effort.
As leadership plays a crucial role in the organisational change process, it is key that
management readiness for change is also explored.
There is little to no research on challenges faced by organisations when the change driver is
unexpected yet significantly impactful requiring sudden and unanticipated organisational
changes, as in the case of the Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, this study shall provide insight on the
readiness, barriers and strategies for dealing with unexpected organisational changes, driven
by the Covid-19 pandemic, using the Irish Secondary Schools as the case study.
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3. Methodology
Research Methodology refers to the process of research, outlining how the research was
carried out. It provides information on the research philosophy, approach, strategy, time
horizon, data collection technique and procedures, as well as the ethical considerations. The
methodology will be explained using the research onion – see figure 8 (Sanders et al, 2016).

Figure 8 – Research Onion (Source: Sanders et al, 2016)

3.1 Research Philosophy
The research philosophy refers to a “system of beliefs and assumptions about the
development of knowledge” (Saunders et al, 2016, p.124). There are multiple research
philosophies to choose from, however, the aim of the research determines the type of
philosophy used. The objective of this project is to understand the readiness, barriers and
challenges faced by Irish Secondary School management, in response to unexpected
organisational change driven by a rapid change driver such as the Covid-19 pandemic. The
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aim of this research is closely related to pragmatism philosophy. Pragmatism philosophy as
described by Saunders et al (2016, p.143 & p.724) is where research starts with a problem
and focuses on making a difference to organisational practice by contributing to practical
solutions and outcomes. It can vary considerably in terms of how objectivist or subjectivist it
is and uses a range of methods (mixed, quantitative, qualitative).

3.2 Research Approach
There are three types of research approaches including induction, deduction and abduction
(Saunders et al, 2016, p.145). This research study will use a combination of the deductive and
inductive approach. With the deductive approach, the research started with the theory
developed from the review of existing academic literature, informing the theoretical
framework and subsequently the research design of the quantitative survey and analysis. The
deductive approach will also be used to analyse the qualitative data obtained via the openended questions, with the themes pre-determined in line with the structure of the survey.
However, the qualitative analysis will not be rigid and will allow for an inductive approach if
required and the approach will be open to identifying codes, sub themes and themes that are
not directly related to the theoretical framework.

3.3 Methodological Choice and Strategy
The first methodological choice is between mono, multi or mixed method. The mixed method,
specifically a concurrent embedded design is chosen, where the collection of the qualitative
data is embedded in the quantitative research survey during a single means of data collection
(Saunders et al, 2016, p.172). Subsequently, both quantitative and qualitative analysis will be
used, as data collected using the structured survey will generate numeric data for quantitative
analysis and the open-ended questions on the questionnaire will generate non-numeric data
for qualitative analysis.
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3.4 Time Horizon
The time horizon relates to the time required to carry out to the research study. As per the
Saunders et al (2016, p200) and the research onion in Figure 8, there are two time horizons
including cross-sectional (“snap-shot”) and longitudinal (“diary perspective” or “series of
snapshots”). Given the time constraints of this study, the cross-sectional approach was taken
to collect a large amount of data on different variables, from a broad sample of participants
within a particular industry, at a given time.

3.5 Participants
3.5.1 Type of Sampling
An important stage of the research methodology is sampling process and clearly defining the
target population (Taherdoost, 2016, p.19). Sampling techniques can generally be divided into
two types: probability or non-probability sampling (Saunders et al, 2016, p.275). For this
study, probability or representative sampling was used as the probability of each case being
selected from the target population was known. This type of sampling is usually associated
with survey research strategies and was appropriate as the single data collection method used
in this study was a survey.
3.5.2 Target Population
The probability sample population in this study were the Principals and/or Senior
Administrators from the 700 Irish Secondary (post primary) Schools, as the focus of this study
was on school based management and their readiness and response to the Covid-19
pandemic which acted as a driver for the unexpected organisational change required during
this public health crisis. The research population comprised of 1) all genders (male, female,
other), 2) were expected to fall within a range in terms of the duration of their management
role and were based in a rural or urban school setting across Ireland.

36

3.5.3 Participant Selection
This sample population was feasible as direct contact details for the Irish Secondary (post
primary) School Principals and Senior Administrators were available on the Government of
Ireland’s Department of Education website, via an excel database including School Name,
Type of Post Primary School and email addresses. The target population was contacted via
email to be invited to participate in the study. They were provided with information on the
research project as well as the consent form (See Appendix V). All participants were treated
equally throughout the data collection process by responding to the same survey without
distinction by gender, management duration or school setting.
3.5.4 Sample Size
The intended number of participants for this research was 700 based on the email addresses
available. However, the survey was completed by 72 respondents, providing a 10% response
rate. This limited response rate is related to the timing of the data collection as the research
study was conducted over the summer period of 2021, when Schools are closed.

3.6 Materials & Apparatus
As this study primarily follows the deductive approach, a quantitative technique for data
collection was chosen, utilising a questionnaire that would be completed by the participants.
The online survey was built using Google Forms (a type of survey tool that is free to use and
easily accessible). The link to the online survey was then sent to the participants via email so
that participants could click on the link and access and complete the form. Google Forms also
had a data collection functionality allowing the researcher to download the data using excel.
In order to encourage response rates, the survey was kept to 15 questions so that the timecommitment from the participants was contained within a possible 5-10 minutes timeframe.
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The questionnaire was developed and informed by the review of the existing academic
literature. The survey utilised closed-ended question allowing participants to select the types
of organisational changes that applied. The survey also used a Likert Scale type questions for
the three variables including, the management readiness for change, the barriers to
implementing organisational change and the management strategies used to overcome those
barriers. Open-ended questions were utilised for the types of organisational changes
implemented as well as the barrier variable and strategies variables, to serve a dual purpose:
allow respondents an opportunity to provide additional detail that supports or contextualises
their structured responses as well as capture data that might not be captured by the
structured questionnaire with themes that either align with the dimensions of the
questionnaire or emerging themes not considered on the survey, given that the Covid-19 was
a rapid change driver that might have elicited an unexpected response related to
organisational change.
The closed-ended questions capturing demographics of the target population, provided a
range of possible answers in order to gather demographic data but yet limiting the possibility
of individuals being identified. The demographic data captured related to age, duration or
management role, post primary school type (secondary, vocational, community and
comprehensive), school setting (urban or rural), school size (based on number of students)
and local authority or county council. See Appendix I – Survey Questionnaire (developed in
Google Forms).

3.7 Procedure
The research took place during a prescribed 12-week period, starting at the beginning of July
2021 (See Appendix II – Gantt Chart). The process began with a thorough review of the
existing academic literature. Based on this review, the research question and objectives were
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formed. The appropriate data collection method was selected based on research approach
and strategy and the questionnaire was designed. The survey instrument was reviewed by
the supervisor prior to being administered. Recruitment material which included the
information sheet for participants (see Appendix III) and the email (see Appendix IV) used for
the recruitment purpose was also prepared. The email which included the link to the survey
and the information sheet for the participants which outlined the purpose of the study along
with information related to data protection was sent to the target population. The online
survey included the consent form. Data collection was conducted over the course of five
weeks. This extended length of time was related to the timing of when the survey was
administered. The target population were School Principals or Senior Administrators who
were on leave from mid-July to mid-August due to the schools being closed for the summer
holidays. Therefore, in addition to the extended length of time that the survey was kept open
to receive responses, the participants were also sent two follow-up reminders (via email)
following the initial invitation to participate, to boost the response rates. Participants were
informed that there were no incentives provided, however, the main benefit of taking part in
the study was their contribution to academic research, which aims to expand knowledge and
generate new insights.
For those participants interested in taking part, they were asked to click on the link provided
which would bring them to an online survey conducted through the Google Forms platform.
Before proceeding with the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to 1) ensure that they
had read the information sheet that was attached to the invitation email they had received
and 2) complete the “consent to participate” section of the form. The consent section of the
form was the only mandatory section of the survey where completion was required to
proceed. All other sections of the online survey were made optional, and the participants
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were given the opportunity to stop and exit the survey at any point prior to completing the
survey, should they wish to do so.

3.8 Ethics
This study followed the strict ethical guidelines provided by the Dublin Business School and
the dissertation module coordinator and supervisor. In order to ensure an ethical approach,
participants were informed about the objective of the study and were required to provide
consent prior to participating in the research project (See Appendix V). The participants were
made aware of the purpose of the research, what was required in terms of completing the
survey including the time commitment and the details around data protection and participant
anonymity (See Appendix III – Information Sheet for Participants). The participants were
made aware that there would be no risks posed either physical or psychological and that they
had a right to withdraw or exit the survey at any point prior to completing the survey The
participants were informed that the data was being obtained for research purposes and
possible publication for academic purposes. It was further explained that the purpose of the
data collection including demographic data, was for analysis at the group rather than the
individual level. No personal identifying information was collected including the email
addresses, as Google Forms allowed a functionality to switch off email address collection.
Thus, the respondents’ right to privacy was maintained and confidentiality of their
information was maintained throughout the process.

3.9 Data Analysis
The research survey was created and administered on the Google Forms platform and hence
the data was automatically collected and saved on the platform. The researcher was able to
download the data from the platform in its raw form via an Excel (database) schedule. The
numeric data collected was analysed using quantitative analysis tools including Excel
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spreadsheets and SPSS statistical software. The non-numeric data collected was analysed
using a qualitative analysis technique known as Thematic Analysis. Thematic analysis was
used as it can be applied whether a deductive or inductive approach was adopted. It also
offers an orderly and logical yet flexible approach to analysing qualitative data in order to
integrate related data, produce thematic descriptions and theorise (Saunders et al, 2016,
p.579).

3.10 Limitations
Firstly, the plans for this study was initially formulated with a mixed method approach, using
both a survey instrument and interview protocol to collect quantitative data (from a large
participant pool) and qualitative data (to provide rich context). However, due to the time
constraints of the research project and the timing of the data collection (which would take
place during the summer when Schools are closed, impacting the target population
availability), only the survey instrument was used. Nevertheless, open-ended questions were
embedded in the questionnaire to capture qualitative data component.
Secondly, the survey data relied on individual self-reports on all variables, with the possible
concern of common method bias. Although Donaldson and Grant-Vallone (2002, p.245)
advise that self-report bias threatens the validity of research conducted and hinders the
development of theories of organisational behaviour, the focus of this study was providing
an account of the school based management’s readiness as well as their experiences in facing
the challenges of dealing with unexpected organisational changes and therefore, it can be
argued that the self-report methods used in this study might be the most valid and beneficial
measures for most of the variables, as only the leadership concerned with implementing
change could be best placed to report on their experiences.
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Lastly, for the management readiness to change variable, the study adapted Bouckenooghe
et al’s (2009) organisational change questionnaire which identified three dimensions of
readiness for change and used a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree),
2(disagree), 3(neutral), 4(agree) to 5 (strongly agree). However, there was a clerical error and
this study used a modified 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Agree), 2(Somewhat
Agree), 3(Neither Agree or Disagree), 4 (Somewhat Agree) and 5 (Disagree).
However, despite the cited limitations, the study does contribute to providing a descriptive
account of the Irish Secondary School’s management readiness, barriers and strategies for
dealing with unexpected organisational changes driven by the Covid-19 pandemic.
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4. Data analysis
4.1 Introduction
This section presents the results of the data collected through a quantitative methodology
that incorporated a qualitative component via open ended questions. The purpose of the
study was to get a better understanding of how unexpected organisational change brought
on by the Covid-19 pandemic was managed by the Irish Secondary Schools. To understand
this further, a questionnaire survey was created which included 15 questions covering the
relevant dimensions of each of the areas of interest including the types of organisational
change; management attitude and readiness for change; barriers experienced in
implementing organisational change and the management strategies used to overcome the
obstacles in change implementation.
The questionnaire survey was sent out to 700 potential respondents through email as the
contact details for each school was identified through a valid source (Department of
Education, 2021). 72 questionnaire surveys were completed on time to be included in the
data analysis (representing a 10% response rate). The questionnaire consists of mostly closed
questions and a few open-ended questions. The qualitative data from the open-ended
questions were analysed by categorising the responses and grouping similarly themed
answers against the dimension for each subject area in question. Tables and graphs were used
to better understand the results.
Participants were given the opportunity to provide qualitative feedback through open-ended
questions on the survey. The four categories that they were able to provide data were for 1)
additional types of organisational changes required that were not included in the survey as
well as the opportunity to expand on any of the changes they did select; 2) additional barriers
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identified in implementing organisational change not captured in the survey; 3) strategies
used to overcome barriers in implementing organisational change to ensure service
continuity and 4) lastly, any lessons learned or opportunities for growth identified as a result
of implementing organisational change.
To gather insights and present the results as effectively as possible, a descriptive analysis
method was used to summarise and present the main findings of the data. This is a known
limitation of this research, but acceptable and acknowledged given the limited time frame
involved. The analysed and presented data in this section was used for interpretation and for
discussion of the results in the subsequent sections. In addition, these results helped create
valuable conclusions and recommendations regarding the impact of COVID-19 on the Irish
Secondary Schools.

4.2 Demographics
4.2.1 Gender
Of the 72 respondents who participated in the survey, 56% (n=40) were female and 44%
(n=32) were male respondents. The response rate which can be seen in Figure 9, was nearly
evenly split in terms of gender distribution, reducing the possibility of gender bias.

Male
44%

Female
56%

Figure 9 – Gender distribution of participants
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4.2.2 Duration of Role
The second demographic characteristic of the respondents examined the duration of the
management role of the respondents as it was important to understand if the respondents
were relatively new or experienced in their management role. The survey provided a 3- point
Likert type scale allowing respondents to choose the duration of their role, with choices from
0-5 years, 6-10 years and over 10 years. The year range was chosen to provide insight to the
study while still limiting the possibility of individuals being identified by their role duration.
Figure 10 below shows that 32% (n=23) of respondents have 0-5 years, 29% (n=21) have 6-10
years and 39% (n=28) have over 10 years management experience. The figure illustrates that
nearly 70% of the respondents had more than six years of management experience showing
that majority of this cohort would have had a substantial amount of experience and at the
very least were not new to the role.
0-5 Years

6-10 Years

Over 10 years

32%

39%

29%

Figure 10 – Distribution of Duration of Respondents in Management Role

4.2.3 School Type
Ireland’s post primary schools are split into four types including: Secondary, Vocational,
Community and Comprehensive. These distinctions are made based on how the schools are
managed and funded. Most of the non-fee paying secondary schools receive grants and
subsidies from the State, while the community and comprehensive schools are financed
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entirely by the Department of Education and lastly the vocational schools are owned by the
local Education and Training Board (Citizens Information, 2019). Based on the original contact
datasheet retrieved from the Department of Education (2021), the target population listed
on the schedule fell into four distinctive categories with 52% belonging to the Secondary
Schools, 34% to the Vocational Schools, 12% to the Community Schools and 2% to the
Comprehensive Schools. That said, the response rates for this study from each of the school
types align with the makeup of the original sample size, with 60% (n=43) of our respondents
coming from the “Secondary” school type, followed by 22% (n=16) of respondents coming
from the “Vocational” schools, 15% (n=11) coming from the “Community” schools and 3%
(n=2) from the “Comprehensive” schools – See Figure 11.

15%

22%

3%

Community
Comprehensive
Secondary

60%

Vocational

Figure 11 – Distribution of Response from the Irish Post Primary School Types

4.2.4 School Setting and Size
Another set of demographic characteristics that would play a key role in characterising the
data related to the school setting and size. These items were included to provide an
understanding of whether they had any associations with observed variables. Respondents
were asked to indicate whether their school setting was rural or urban. Figure 12a below
shows that 65% (n=47) of the respondents were from urban based schools while 32% (n=23)
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were from rural based schools. The results could potentially have a bias as two third of the
respondents were from urban based schools.
To establish the school size, respondents were provided a 5-point Likert type scale allowing a
choice of a range of the number of students in their school. The choices ran from 0-50, 51250, 251-500, 501-1000 and 1001-1999. The upper limit was based on previous known data
from the contact data sheet retrieved from the Department of Education (2021). Figure 12b
below shows that half of the respondents had a similar school size, with the 500-1000 student
category selected by 51% (n=37) respondents. The other three categories made up the
remaining 48%, with 25% of the respondents having 251-500 students, 13% respondents
having over 1000 students and 10% having 51-250 students. Only 1% (n=1) of the respondents
had under 50 students. In comparing the school size with the school setting data, figure 12c
below illustrates that 50% (n=24) of the urban schools have between 500-1000 students. It is
interesting to note that none of the urban schools fell into the category with the largest
student population size, however, 35% (n=8) of the rural schools have a student population
over a 1000.

Figure 12 – Distribution of School Setting and School Size
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4.2.5 County Council
The last demographic characteristic relates to county councils. Each School belongs to a Local
Authority or County Council. Figure 13 shows that the respondents were fairly evenly spread
across all the county councils who responded, with two councils (Dublin City Council – 11%
and Dun Laoghaire Rathdown Council – 10%) making up 20% of the respondents. This aligns
with the general population distribution across Ireland.
Waterford City Council
Tipperary (SR) County Council
3%
3%
South Dublin County Council
4%
Sligo County Council
3%
Meath County Council
1%
Mayo County Council
3%

Waterford County Council
1%

Westmeath County Council
1% Wexford County Council
4%
Wicklow County Council
3%
No response
4%

Carlow County Council
3%
Cavan County Council
3%
Clare County Council
4%

Louth County Council
6%
Longford County Council
1%

Cork City Council
1%

Limerick County Council
1%
Laois County Council
3%

Cork County Council
7%

Kildare County Council
4%

Dublin City Council
11%

Kerry County Council
7%
Galway County Council
7%
Fingal County Council
1%

Dun Laoghaire Rathdown
10%

Figure 13 – Number of Schools by County Council

4.3 Types of Organisational Change
4.3.1 Quantitative Analysis
To understand the barriers faced and strategies implemented for the unexpected
organisational change in response to the rapid change driver of Covid-19, it was important
to understand the context and the types of organisational changes implemented. Themes
drawn from the literature review included: Strategy, People, Process & Operational. There
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were seven types of broad organisational changes identified in the literature and were
categorised by these themes.
In the quantitative section of the survey, the participants were provided with a list of seven
types of organisational changes identified from the literature and the participants were asked
to indicate what type of organisational changes they implemented in response to the Covid19 pandemic, to ensure service continuity (to students), by selecting all types that applied.
The types of possible changes were conceptualised around four types of organisational
change: strategy, process, people and operational. Figure 14 below shows the results for the
seven types of changes, which include:
1. [People] Implemented employee training/ development for new skills (selected 68
times) - 94%
2. [Strategy] Changed or introduced new technology (selected 63 times) - 88%
3. [Process] Changed roles or responsibilities for existing staff (selected 52 times) - 72%
4. [Strategy] Hired new personnel (selected 49 times) - 68%
5. [Operational] Creating new team structures to support or implement change (selected
47 times) – 65%
6. [Operational] Merged existing teams or departments to support/implement change
(selected 22 times) – 31%
7. [Operational] Let go of existing personnel, e.g.,. fired or made redundant (selected 3
times) – 4%
94%

% of times selected

88%
72%

68%

65%

%

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

31%
4%
PEOPLE STRATEGY - Changed
Implemented
or introduced new
employee training /
technology
development for new
skills

PROCESS - Changed STRATEGY - Hired new
OPERATIONAL OPERATIONAL OPERATIONAL - Let go
roles or
personnel
Created new team Merged existing teams of existing personnel
responsibilities for
structures to
or departments to
(fired or made
existing staff
support/implement support/implement
redundant)
change
change

Types of Organisational Change

Figure 14 – Types of Organisational Change Implemented
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4.3.2 Qualitative Analysis
The types of changes identified in the literature were primarily related to planned change
management processes. Given the nature of the unexpected driver for change (i.e., Covid-19)
there was a potential for additional types of organisational changes. Therefore, the survey
included two open-ended questions for this area of interest, by asking participants to 1)
identify if there were any “Other” types of changes implemented and 2) if they were willing,
to provide additional details about any of the changes listed above to help better understand
the nature of the changes that the school underwent (e.g., specific tools, specific roles of new
personnel etc.).
Qualitative data was received for 38% (n=27/72) of respondents which were made up of 67%
from urban based schools and 33% from rural based schools. Thematic analysis was
conducted to synthesize the data into themes. The themes were pre-determined in line with
the structure of the survey, which included strategy, people, process and operational.
Thematic analysis was conducted on the data to show that in addition to the seven types of
organisational changes identified in the quantitative section of the survey, respondents also
provided additional types of organisational changes which were categorised based on the
four overarching themes. As seen in Table 1 below, all four themes emerged from the
feedback and were related to operational, strategy, people and process.
Themes

Number of respondents

Operational related

67% (n=18/27)

Strategy related

63% (n=17/27)

People related

22% (n=6/27)

Process related

15% (n=4/27)

Table 1 – Thematic analysis for types of organisational change
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4.3.2.1 Operational related change

Majority (67% of respondents who provided non-numeric feedback) of the qualitative data
was related to operational related change. In all instances these changes were driven due to
the Covid-19 pandemic and the implementation of the Covid response plan. The changes
were introduced to ensure staff & student safety and service continuity. These included
timetable alterations, staggered or split breaks, reduced lunch breaks, canteen closures,
restricted staff and student movement and changes to room layouts. These changes can be
illustrated with the following comments: “Timetabling alterations to facilitate smaller
numbers, staggered breaks and adaptation to our covid response plan”; “New timetable
system, staff and student movement, canteen arrangements, room layouts, cleaning regime,
changed use of spaces indoors and out”; “Additional supervision, movement systems to create
one-way pedestrian traffic”; “Re-purposed areas / rooms in the school into classrooms to
facilitate social distancing”; “to implement Public Health Guidelines we had to change the very
structure of our school, from entering the building, lockers, students had home rooms, split
breaks, managing sanitising, toilet breaks, lunch breaks, access to the building from parents,
visitors, mask wearing etc.”; “turning some classroom areas into general purpose areas,
turning others into classrooms, then having to set up teacher’s equipment in these rooms PC’s, projectors, etc”.
Additional operational procedures were rolled out, again specifically driven by driven by the
public health crisis, including monitoring meetings, new cleaning regimes and safety
protocols. Comments to illustrate these changes include “weekly meetings to ensure task
assessment and school safety plan updated and purchasing of PPE equipment, sourcing and
erecting Covid signage”; “Disinfecting of every desk before /after each class”; “erecting
perspex screens on all tables used for lunch, on teachers desks as they faced the class”; “put
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100 hand sanitisers throughout school on walls, measure distance between desks, remove
desks according to the social distancing rules”; “isolation rooms selected for anyone feeling
unwell and awaiting collection”.
4.3.2.2 Strategy related change

63% of respondents (who provided non-numeric feedback, n= 17) reported strategy changes
associated with appointing a new strategic role related to Covid-19, hiring new personnel and
introducing new technology. The new strategic role specifically related to the implementation
of the Covid-19 safety protocol, was called the Lead Worker Representative (LWR). The
purpose of this role was to work in collaboration with the School leadership and staff
members to assist in the implementation of measures to prevent the spread of COVID -19 and
monitor adherence to those measures and be involved in communicating Covid-19 related
health advice in the workplace (ASTI, 2021). Comments illustrating this change included,
“Lead worker representatives to liaise with staff from both teaching and administrative/
maintenance staff”; “LWR appointed” (noted multiple times); “Appointment of LWR, regular
meetings with LWR and management”. Respondents also reported hiring new personnel
related to supervision in addition to the LWRs as well as to the new cleaning regime.
Comments to illustrate this change include, “Hired extra supervision and cleaning staff”; “We
had to hire Covid Supervisors”; “Personnel had to be hired to ensure that the cleaning
procedures were implemented”; “A new cleaner and caretaker were employed to ensure
physical safety of staff and students with a new cleaning regime in place”. The last strategy
change implemented was related to introducing new technology for remote teaching and
learning as well as for staff interactions and meetings. Comments include: “Introduced new
software such as google for education, zoom for recording, venngage for succinct
communication”; “Invested over 100k in ICT structures to support remote/online teaching and
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learning and make classrooms safer with wireless/wifi enabled systems so that there was no
touching of surfaces”; “provision of I-Pads to staff to facilitate remote teaching”.
4.3.2.3 People related change

People related change was associated with training staff and students and can be illustrated
with comments such as “specific training for staff in remote teaching methodologies”; “All
staff and students were trained in using Microsoft Teams for teaching, learning and
communication. Staff training was carried out at every staff meeting.”; “Staff and students
were upskilled to use Microsoft Teams as the online platform for remote learning & teaching”.
4.3.2.4 Process related change

Process related change was associated with new communication plans rolled out and can be
seen in comments such as “Implemented DES guidance communications” (noted multiple
times); “constant communication from DES to Parents/ students/ staff”; “used direct email
with students with needs and phone calls to students with extreme needs”.

4.4 Management Readiness for Implementing Organisational Change
Looking specifically at the multifaceted concept of readiness for change, the study adapted
Bouckenooghe et al’s (2009) organisational change questionnaire which identified three
dimensions of readiness for change including: a cognitive readiness for change (COGRE), an
emotional readiness for change (EMRE), and an intentional readiness for change (INRE). The
questionnaire also included an additional dimension assessing the attitude of the
management leading the change process. Respondents were asked to think back to March
2020 when they first learned about the impending lockdown due to Covid-19 and consider
how ready they felt they were for the changes that were about to take place in their school
and accordingly indicate their readiness for change at the time, by indicating their level of
agreement with statements by using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Agree),
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2(Somewhat Agree), 3(Neither Agree or Disagree), 4 (Somewhat Agree) and 5 (Disagree) for
all four dimensions.
4.4.1 Attitude of Management Toward Change
The management’s attitude towards change (ATC) dimension explored whether management
supported the change initiative and whether they were actively involved in the change, with
respondents asked to indicate their level of agreement for three statements within this
dimension, including:




I had a positive vision of the future
I was actively involved with the change implementation
I supported the change process unconditionally

Figure 15 below shows the level of agreement with each statement related to the attitude of
change, with 81% of the respondents agreeing that they were actively involved with the
change and about 76% of respondents agreeing that they supported the change process. In
terms of whether management had a positive attitude towards the future, the level of
agreement is fairly spread across the spectrum.

ATTITUDE TOWARDS CHANGE
STATEMENTS

Agree

Somewhat Agree

Neither Agree or Disagree

I supported the change process unconditionally

Somewhat Disagree

Disagree

76%

I was actively involved with the change
implementation

15%

81%

I had a positive vision of the future

26%
0%

29%

3%4%1%

11% 1%3%4%
13%

18%

14%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
% - RESPONSE RATE BY LEVEL OF AGREEMENT

Figure 15 – Response Rate by level of agreement with statements related to Attitude of Management Toward
Change

The Table 2 below shows the descriptive statistics of this dimension. The median or the middle
value of this ordinal data set showing the central tendency of the responses indicates a 1.0,
suggesting that respondents tended to Agree with being actively involved and supporting the

54

change process. The median for the “positive vision of the future” statement indicates a 2.0,
showing that generally respondents somewhat agreed with this statement.
Q1. positive vision Q2. actively involved with change Q3. supported change
of future

implementation

process

Valid

72

72

72

Missing

0

0

0

Median

2.00

1.00

1.00

Mode

2

1

1

N

Table 2 – Median results related to level of agreement for Attitude of Management Toward Change Statements

4.4.2 Readiness for Change – TriDimensional
The measurement of readiness for change was three dimensional, including: a cognitive
readiness for change (COGRE), an emotional readiness for change (EMRE), and an intentional
readiness for change (INRE).
4.4.2.1 Emotional readiness for change (EMRE)

The emotional readiness for change or EMRE dimension explored the affective reactions
towards change with respondents asked to indicate their level of agreement for three
statements within this dimension, including:




I experienced change as a positive process
I had a good feeling about the change required
I found change refreshing

Figure 16 below shows the response rates for each level of agreement for the EMRE
dimension, illustrating that 71% of respondents agreed or somewhat agreed to experiencing
change as a positive process. Nearly 50% of respondents agreed or somewhat agreed to
having a good feeling about change and finding change refreshing.
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EMRE STATEMENTS

Agree

Somewhat Agree

Neither Agree or Disagree

I EXPERIENCED CHANGE AS A POSITIVE
PROCESS

31%

I HAD A GOOD FEELING ABOUT THE CHANGE
REQUIRED

18%

I FOUND CHANGE REFRESHING

19%

Somewhat Disagree
40%

31%

18%

24%

31%

Disagree

19%

8% 3%

24%

4%

19%

11%

% - RESPONSE RATE BY LEVEL OF AGREEMENT

Figure 16 - Response Rate by level of agreement with statements related to EMRE

4.4.2.2 Intentional readiness for change (INRE)

The intentional readiness for change or INRE dimension explored the extent to which an
individual is prepared to put their energy into the change process with respondents asked to
indicate their level of agreement for three statements within this dimension, including:




I wanted to devote myself to the process of change
I was willing to put energy into the process of change
I was willing to make a significant contribution to change

The visual illustration of the data for this dimension through Figure 17 below indicates that
majority (92%) of the respondents agreed or somewhat agreed to the statement “I was willing
to make a significant contribution to change”. Similarly, 89% of the respondents agreed or
somewhat agreed that they “were willing to put energy into the change process”.

INRE STATEMENTS

Agree

Somewhat Agree

Neither Agree or Disagree

I WAS WILLING TO MAKE A SIGNIFICANT
CONTRIBUTION TO CHANGE

Disagree

75%

I WAS WILLING TO PUT ENERGY INTO THE PROCESS OF
CHANGE

I WANTED TO DEVOTE MYSELF TO THE PROCESS OF
CHANGE

Somewhat Disagree

17% 4%
1%
3%

65%

36%

24%

28%

21%

6%3%
3%

8% 7%

% - RESPONSE RATE BY LEVEL OF AGREEMENT

Figure 17 – Response Rate by level of agreement with statements related to INRE
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4.4.2.3 Cognitive readiness for change (COGRE)

Lastly, the cognitive readiness for change of the COGRE dimension explored the beliefs and
thoughts organisational members hold about the change and the outcomes of change, e.g.,
what are the benefits or disadvantages caused by the change? Bouckenooghe et al’s (2009)
organisational change questionnaire formulated all three items in a negative sense, to
somewhat overlap with what literature calls cynicism about organisational change. The
respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement for the following three
“negative” statements within this dimension:




I was somewhat resistant to change
I was quite reluctant to accommodate and incorporate changes into my work
I think that most changes would have a negative effect on the clients we serve

The visual illustration of the data for this dimension through Figure 18 below indicates that
majority (94%) of the respondents disagreed or somewhat disagreed with the statement “I
was quite reluctant to accommodate and incorporate changes into my work”. Similarly, 67%
of the respondents disagreed or somewhat disagreed with the statement “I was somewhat
resistant to change”. Lastly, 57% of the respondents disagreed or somewhat disagreed with
the statement “I think that most changes would have a negative effect on the clients we
serve”. These results indicate that most respondents were not resistant or reluctant to
change.

COGRE STAATEMENTS

Agree

Somewhat Agree

Neither Agree or Disagree

I WAS SOMEWHAT RESISTANT TO CHANGE

I WAS QUITE RELUCTANT TO ACCOMMODATE AND
INCORPORATE CHANGES INTO MY WORK
I THINK THAT MOST CHANGES WOULD HAVE A
NEGATIVE EFFECT ON THE CLIENTS (E.G., STUDENTS)
WE SERVE

4% 14%
0%6%
7%

Somewhat Disagree
17%

15%

15%

Disagree
50%

79%

19%

17%

24%

33%

% - RESPONSE RATE BY LEVEL OF AGREEMENT

Figure 18 - Response Rate by level of agreement with statements related to COGRE
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The Table 3 below shows the descriptive statistics of this dimension showing the mode (most
common score) as 5 for all three COGRE statements, associated with “Disagree”. This
corroborates with the graphical analysis above, showing that generally respondents were not
resistant or reluctant to change and did not believe that change in general would have a
negative effect on the clients they served prior to implementing organisational change.
Q7.

N

Mode

somewhat Q8. reluctant to accommodate Q9. think most changes

resistant to change

and incorporate changes

have a negative effect

Valid

72

72

72

Missing

0

0

0

5

5

5

Table 3 – Mode results related to level of agreement with statements related to COGRE

4.5 Barriers to implementing organisational change
4.5.1 Quantitative Analysis
Themes drawn from the literature review around barriers to implementing organisational
change included: Internal, External, Resource and Stakeholder Barriers. There were fourteen
broad barriers to change identified in the literature and were categorised by these themes.
The quantitative section of the survey provided a list of fourteen barriers and the participants
were asked to rate each barrier in terms of how challenging they perceived it was to overcome
when implementing organisational change to ensure service continuity. The rating to indicate
the level of challenge used a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (High), 2(Moderate),
3(Low), 4(Very Low), and 5(Not a Barrier). Figure 19 below shows the response rates in
regards to the ratings for each barrier related to the severity from “High” in terms of
challenging to “Not a Barrier”.
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Figure 19 – Ratings of types of barriers by severity

4.5.1.1 Top Barriers to Organisational Change

The data was analysed further to show the top three barriers identified. Figure 20 below
shows that 75% of respondents indicated by rating “high” or “moderate” that the resource
barrier related to “lack of time” was the biggest challenge to implementing organisational
change. The second top barrier was stakeholder related, with 70% of respondents indicating
that “competing demands from multiple stakeholders” was a “high” or “moderate” challenge.
Lastly, the third top was related to an external factor, with 64% of respondents indicating that
“lack of communication from government/senior leadership” was a “high” or “moderate”

TYPES OF BARRIERS

challenge.
High

Moderate

Low

Very low
51%

LACK OF TIME TO PLAN CHANGE EFFECTIVELY
COMPETING DEMANDS FROM MULTIPLE
STAKEHOLDERS
LACK OF COMMUNICATION FROM GOVERNMENT/
LEADERSHIP TO INFORM ON CHANGE REQUIRED

Not a barrier
24%

49%
31%

21%
33%

4% 13%
11%
15%

8%

13% 7%
7%

14%

% - RESPONSE RATES FOR BARRIER BY SEVERRITY

Figure 20 – Top three barriers reported as high or moderate in terms of challenge in implementing
organisational change
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4.5.1.2 Challenges that were not a barrier

Figure 21 below shows the top three challenges that were generally not considered barriers
to implementing change. The top 2 were two stakeholder related barriers, where respondents
rated “low”, “very low” or “not a barrier” for “resistance from staff” (75% of respondents)
and “resistance from students and parents” (55% of respondents). The third barrier not
considered a challenge, where 71% of respondents rated “low”, very low or “not a barrier”
was the “lack of autonomy to implement change” which was an external barrier.

TYPES OF BARRIERS

High

Moderate

Low

RESISTANCE FROM STUDENTS AND/OR PARENTS TO
CHANGES REQUIRED

Very low
6%

18%

RESISTANCE FROM STAFF TO ORGANISATIONAL
CHANGES REQUIRED

10%

15%

LACK OF AUTONOMY TO IMPLEMENT CHANGE

11%

18%

Not a barrier
26%
28%
24%

25%

4%

25%

22%

25%

22%

% - RESPONSE RATES FOR BARRIER BY SEVERRITY

Figure 21 – Top three challenges that were rated low or not considered a barrier

4.5.2 Qualitative Analysis
Given the nature of the unexpected driver for change, namely Covid-19, and the potential for
unknown additional barriers, it was important to know whether there were other unique
barriers not identified by the researcher. At the end of this section on the survey, participants
were given the opportunity to provide qualitative feedback via open-ended questions by
asking participants to identify any other barriers to implementing organisational change not
captured in the list provided.
Data for this question was gathered 20% (n=14/72) of respondents which made up of 70%
from urban based schools and 30% from rural based schools – see Table 4. Thematic analysis
was conducted to synthesize the data into themes. The categories used for the themes were
the same as the categories used for the quantitative data analysis. As seen by Table 4 below,
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the two primary themes were identified relating to “external factors” and “resource” related
barriers. An additional barrier not identified under the themes for the respondents was
identified in the qualitative feedback and related to increased workload.
Themes
External factor related barriers
Resource related barriers

Number of respondents
43% (n=6/14)
43% (n=6/14)

Other – Workload barriers
29% (n=4/14)
Table 4 – Thematic analysis for barriers to change

External Factor related barriers
The external factors highlighted the poor communication from the government, no proper
consultation with School Leaders and lack of support from the government/Department of
Education Skills (DES). Poor communication and lack of consultation can be illustrated with
comments such as “very poor communication and consultation to school leaders on the
ground- schools informed of guidelines/ changes through the media in the same way that the
general public were informed”. Other examples of poor communication included comments
such as “main difficulty was time frame given for changes - government emails tended to be
sent on a Friday evening for implementation the following Monday”. Other comments
illustrating similar themes included: “Lack of clear leadership from DES and the wide range of
support services”; “Timely communication big issue so that there is adequate time to
implement the change” and “high expectations from DES on school leaders to make all the
changes without proper consultation or support”.
Resource related barriers
Resource related themes were associated with the lack of time, lack of training and lack of
resources. Lack of time can be illustrated with comments such as “main difficulty was
timeframe given for changes”, “competing demands and work overload” and “there wasn’t
adequate time to implement the change”. Training related comments included “lack of
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training”, “lack of computer skills” and “lack of confidence to employ new technologies”.
Lastly, lack of resource comments were primarily related to the disparity in the availability of
resources, with comments such as “poverty, homelessness and no digital access for students”,
“disparity in availability of internet and digital technologies” and “poor access to ICT and
broadband”. In the last two comments, it is not clear whether the resource issue was related
to staff or students.
Increased workload barriers
A barrier emerged from the qualitative data that did not fit with the pre-determined themes.
Respondents provided feedback on increased workload related specifically to Covid-19
pandemic. Comments to illustrate this experience included: “significant increase in
Administrative work where Covid cases arose”; “worked throughout Halloween, February and
Easter holidays for examinations and safety procedures, lots of extra hours, being available
24/7, 365 for public health contact in case of Covid cases amongst staff/ students, contact
parents when had student close contacts identified to be, treble the workload in a normal
school year”; “increased workload dealing with public health teams re suspected cases; trying
to manage increased staff absenteeism related to Covid-19 protocols”.

4.6 Management strategies to overcome barriers to implementing change
4.6.1 Quantitative Analysis
Themes drawn from the literature review around strategies utilised were linked to
overcoming the barriers identified in the previous section, including overcome resource
barriers, overcome stakeholder barriers, overcome internal barriers and overcome external
barriers. There were ten broad management strategies identified in the literature and were
categorised by the four themes.
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The quantitative section of the survey provided a list of the ten strategies identified and
respondents were asked to indicate if they utilised each strategy to overcome challenges in
implementing organisational change, by selecting “Yes”, “No” or “Not Applicable” for each
strategy. Figure 22 below shows the response rates in regard to the ratings for each strategy,
indicating that the majority of the strategies were utilised. The figure also indicates that
nearly 100% of respondents provided additional training and resources to staff, to overcome
the resource related barriers. It also indicates that over 80% of respondents rolled out
communication plans to both internal and external stakeholders, to overcome the
stakeholder related barriers. These results align with the data showing the barriers that were
not a challenge including resistance from staff and other key stakeholders which were
probably not a barrier as communication strategies were being used as part of the change
management process.

Figure 22 – Response rate for strategies utilised
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4.6.2 Qualitative Analysis
The strategies identified in the literature were primarily related to planned and implemented
change management processes. Given the nature of the unexpected driver for change (i.e.,
Covid-19) there was a potential for additional management strategies to be identified.
Therefore, the survey included one open-ended question asking participants to identify any
other strategies used or elaborate strategies selected in the close-ended questions.
Qualitative data was received for 18% (n=13/72) of respondents. Thematic analysis was
conducted to synthesize the data into themes which were pre-determined in line with the
structure of the survey, including strategies to overcome internal, external, stakeholder and
resource related barriers. As seen in Table 5 below, two primary themes emerged from the
analysis including the strategy to overcome stakeholder and external barriers.
Themes

Number of respondents

Overcome stakeholder barrier

62% (n=8/13)

Overcome external barrier

46% (n=6/13)

Table 5 – Thematic analysis for management strategies utilised to overcome barriers

4.6.2.1 Overcome stakeholder barrier

The primary strategy related to overcoming stakeholder barriers was related to having a
timely and clear flow of communication to internal and external stakeholders, keeping staff,
students and parents informed of the ongoing changes. This strategy can be illustrated
through the following comments, “Our school App, with Unique School App, became my direct
line to parents. I gave all news, changes, daily updates through this. I built up a great
relationship with our parents during this time”; “local whats app group was critical, so we
were all communicating the same message to our school communities as we were constantly
being compared and contrasted”; “Use of technology to communicate with all staff, parents
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and students was key. Everyone knew what we were trying to achieve. the feedback from
having all parties involved, staff, parents and students was key to the success of the plan”.
It was interesting to note a sub-theme within the strategies related to stakeholder barriers,
which related to developing leadership capacity in staff and students. Two comments
illustrate this theme including, “Developed leadership capacity in all staff including those new
to the profession”; “we had Covid student officers to help monitor and this worked great, gave
more leadership opportunities to students as well”.
4.6.2.2 Overcome external barrier

The primary strategy utilised to overcome external barriers was related to networking and
collaboration with other Schools and Principals and formal school networks. This can be seen
through the following comments, “Networking with Principals from other schools assisted
greatly when making plans to implement the changes required”; “We are part of DDLETB Head Office set up pop up Principal meetings which were great for sharing of ideas, and
experiences”; “I've answered 'No' to Established a working group with other schools to share
knowledge as we did not have a formal working group but as school leaders we relied heavily
on support from colleagues in other schools where we were able to discuss challenges we were
meeting”.
4.6.3 Lessons Learned
The last question in the survey was open-ended and participants were asked to note if there
were any lessons learned or opportunities for growth identified as a result of implementing
organisational change. 28% (n=20/72) of the respondents provided qualitative data. There
were no pre-set themes for this question so thematic analysis was conducted with an
inductive approach. The two primary themes that emerged were related to “technology”
(n=8/20) and stakeholder engagement (n=3/20).
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4.6.3.1 Technology

Technology appeared to be a positive theme with comments noting that “massive
opportunities for positive growth were seen across the teaching profession especially in ICT
(Information & Communication Technologies)”, More progress was made in the last year than
in the previous 50 years in upskilling teachers and students as well.; “we have a much better
virtual learning platform for students and staff”; “Our IT structure and the use of Microsoft
tools to enhance communication, teaching & learning has been a very positive outcome”.
Other technology sub-themes were related to greater use of technologies implemented and
can be seen with comments such as “Get all parents to download and depend on our App for
school news, making online payments, submission of forms, and so much more thereby
reducing postage costs”; “Ensure that we focus on Schoology and iPad app for all new first
years and students transferring into our school”; “Greater use of Google classroom moving
forward - use for homework and also for sharing notes classroom etc if student absent”;
“Increased use of ICT as part of teaching and learning”.
4.6.3.1 Stakeholder Engagement

Stakeholder engagement was associated with increased engagement for students and staff
and can be seen in comments such as “Involvement of all staff in the decision making process
was enhanced”; “Change the role of Student Covid Offices to Student Environment Officers to
further give ownership of the school building and grounds to the students”; “WELLBEING
continue with our online challenges to ensure exercise and talk about how we are feeling
further immerse this into our House system with House points”; “sometimes the written word
can mean different things to different people and we learned early on from staff, so we held
weekly briefings for staff to articulate why certain decisions were made as opposed to just
emailing out the revised plan”.
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5. Discussion
This section provides an interpretation of the findings from the data analysis presented in the
previous section. It also contextualises the findings and how it fits with the existing literature
that has been presented in the literature review section of this paper. The aim of this
descriptive study was to understand the management readiness for change and capture the
barriers and strategies used by the Irish Secondary School Principals when dealing with rapid
and unexpected organisational change, driven by a sudden external force such as the Covid19 pandemic. The data analysis was descriptive in nature and provided an account of what
the School Principals did and experienced, during the world-wide public health crisis, to
ensure service continuity.

5.1 Types of Organisational Change
The conceptual and theoretical review of organisational change indicated that the term
concerns any kind of minor or major change occurring in an organisation, related to strategy,
structure, processes, culture, behaviour, skills, leadership and performance. These changes
were conceptualised around four types of organisational change: strategy, operational,
people and process. From the quantitative and qualitative analysis, the findings indicate that
the Irish Secondary Schools had to implement a number of strategic, operational and people
related changes, specifically driven by the Covid-19 pandemic.
The quantitative results indicated that majority (94%) of the respondents implemented
employee training and development for new skills and (88%) changed or introduced new
technology. These types of changes were possibly related as the qualitative component of the
data showed that Schools introduced new technology for remote teaching and learning as
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well as for staff interactions and meetings. Furthermore, there was an increased effort
towards training and upskilling staff in the use of remote / online teaching methodologies.
The thematic analysis found that most (67%) of the respondents who provided qualitative
feedback had to implement operational changes. These were specifically related to the
implementation of the Covid-19 response plan in Schools, in order to ensure safety measures,
social distancing and reduce the spread of Covid-19. The operational changes were numerous
including heightened safety protocols, timetable alterations, staggered or split break, reduced
lunch breaks, changes to the use of indoor and outdoor space canteen closures, restricted
staff and student movement and new & expanded cleaning regimes.
The thematic analysis also found that many Schools appointed a new strategic role related to
the implementation of the Covid-19 safety protocol. This role was called the Lead Worker
Representative (LWR) and the purpose of this role was to work collaboratively with the School
leadership to implement the safety measures, monitor adherence to those measures and
communicate Covid-19 related health advice in the workplace. In addition to this role, some
Schools also had to hire additional supervision and cleaning staff, in order to implement the
Covid-19 response plan.
It is interesting to note that one type of change was only selected by 4% of the respondents.
This change was related to “letting go of existing personnel”. In the literature, restructuring
and staff redundancies are a feature of organisational change, particularly in the corporate
environment. However, given the possible staff shortages and absences due to the public
health crisis, letting go of personnel would probably not have been a required organisational
change in this context.
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5.2 Management Readiness for Change
The literature indicates that several researchers have found a strong consensus for the
importance of the level of readiness for change in understanding the processes that lead to
successful change implementation. Readiness for change is described as a cognitive state that
includes beliefs, views and intentions related to changes, and is reflected in the attitudes of
the organisation members. Research has shown that many change efforts fail where they
underestimate the importance of the individual and the cognitive-affective nature of change.
As School based management played a crucial role in implementing organisational change
during the pandemic, it was important to understand their readiness for change. In looking at
the management attitude towards change, the results indicate that most respondents were
actively involved (81%) and supported the change process (76%). The emotional readiness
(or affective reactions) towards change indicated that again most (71%) respondents
experienced change as a positive process. The intentional readiness for change dimension
which explored the extent to which an individual is prepared to put energy in the change
process, an overwhelming 92% of respondents reported that they were willing to make a
significant contribution to change and 89% were willing to put energy into the change process.
The last dimension related to the cognitive readiness for change found that 94% of
respondents were not reluctant to accommodate change and 67% of respondents were not
resistant to change.
In general, the School Principals / Senior Administrators who responded had a positive view
of change and were not reluctant or resistant to the change process. The demographic data
indicates that nearly 70% of the respondents had over six years of management experience,
showing that majority of this cohort had a relatively substantial amount of experience. Hence,
it would be useful to conduct further inferential statistical analysis to find out if there was a
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gender difference related to the management readiness for change. In addition, conducting
inferential statistics across all four dimensions of readiness for change, could allow for further
analysis on differences between respondents from urban or rural school settings, based
“negatively” or “positively” disposed respondents.
To note, when adapting Bouckenooghe et al’s (2009) questionnaire, there was a clerical error
that used for the readiness for change dimensions, where a modified Likert-type scale was
used instead of the 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). This design limitation in the questionnaire could have had an impact on the responses.

5.3 Barriers to Implement Organisational Change
Generally, when organisational change is introduced, a change management process is
followed with pre-defined steps. Nevertheless, success is not guaranteed as research has
shown that organisations continue to face several obstacles in the successful implementation
of planned change management. These obstacles or barriers to change have been
investigated in a variety of contexts and across industries, including higher education
institutions, health, automobile and manufacturing, to name a few. However, the research on
barriers arising from unplanned change management processes is less known.
The unexpected nature of the change driver, namely the Covid-19 pandemic, did not allow
for a planned response to organisational change. Many organisations had to continue to
provide service during the world-wide public health crisis, including the Irish Secondary
Schools. The research findings from this study captured the barriers faced by School Principals
in implementing unexpected change, which were conceptualised into four types of barriers:
internal, external, stakeholder and resource related. The top three challenges found from the
quantitative analysis were (resource related) lack of time to plan change effectively (75% of
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respondents), (stakeholder related) competing demands from multiple stakeholders (70%)
and (external related) lack of communication from the government to inform on the changes
required (64%).
The lack of time to plan change effectively and the lack of communication from the
government appears to possibly be related. The qualitative data analysis showed that timely
communication from the government was a big issue particularly when the turnaround time
given to implement change was very short. The thematic analysis found that the external
barriers played a major role including the lack of or poor consultation with School Leaders on
changes required, poor communication from the government as noted above and the lack of
leadership from the Department of Education Skills. The qualitative analysis also found that
competing demands from multiple stakeholders, short turnaround time to implement
change, and an increased number of administrative tasks necessitated by the implementation
of the Covid-19 response plan, resulted in the overall resource related barrier of lack of time
for School Principals and Senior Administrators. In terms of other resource related barriers,
lack of training, lack of computer skills and disparity in availability of internet & digital
technologies was considered a challenge.
It was interesting to note that although stakeholder resistance to change features heavily in
the literature as a key barrier to change, this study showed that resistance from staff, students
and parents were either very low or not a barrier to implementing change. The reason for this
can possibly be explained in the next section.
The potential for further inferential analysis is valid, as it could provide an insight into whether
the management role duration has an impact on the specific barriers selected.
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5.4 Management Strategies to Overcome Barriers
The literature has shown that in general, the management strategies used appear to be
logically linked to the barriers that need to be overcome to implement organisational change.
Hence, the strategies have been conceptualised into four types of strategies to overcome
barriers: overcome resource barriers, overcome stakeholder barriers, overcome
internal barriers and overcome external barriers. The quantitative analysis shows that the
respondents utilised almost all of the strategies identified, with nearly 100% of respondents
providing additional training and resources to staff, to overcome the resource related
barriers. The findings also show that 80% of respondents rolled out communication plans to
both internal and external stakeholders, to overcome the stakeholder related barriers. Two
primary themes emerged from the thematic analysis of the qualitative data, including
strategies used to overcome stakeholders and external barriers. The primary strategy related
to overcoming stakeholder barriers was related to a timely flow of communication to internal
and external stakeholders, keeping staff, students and parents informed of the ongoing
changes. This would explain why the stakeholder resistance to change was not considered an
obstacle in the previous section. The primary strategy utilised to overcome external barriers
was related to networking and collaboration with other Schools and Principals, in order to
share ideas, experiences and discuss challenges. It is interesting to note that although the
quantitative analysis showed nearly 50% of respondents reporting “No” to the strategy
“established a working group with other schools to share knowledge”, the primary theme
emerging from the qualitative analysis relates to networking and collaboration with other
Schools to share knowledge. This could be related to the wording of the statement in the
survey, as “established a working group” may have been perceived as a formal group rather
than informal collaborations taking place.
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5.4.1 Lessons Learned
Respondents were asked an open-ended question at the end of the survey to identify if there
were any lessons learned or opportunities for growth identified as a result of implementing
organisational change. This was an opportunity for the respondents to provide any additional
feedback and there were no pre-set themes for this question. The thematic analysis produced
two primary themes around lessons learned, related to technology and stakeholder
engagement. Stakeholder engagement was associated with staff and students, where
involvement of staff and communication with staff was enhanced. In addition, value added
types of engagement with students were being considered, such as giving students more
leadership roles and continuing with student wellbeing initiatives. Technology emerged as a
positive theme, with respondents noting that substantial amount of progress had been made
in a short amount of time in relation to the implementation of information and
communication technologies (ICT) in Schools. The enhanced ICT structure and increased use
of the new technology tools for teaching, learning and communication was seen as a positive
outcome of this pandemic.
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6. Conclusion
Virtually every organisation will, at some point, undergo a transition or change in order to
remain viable and relevant. Organisational change processes are typically planned, prior to
implementation. Yet, despite planning, success is not always guaranteed as research has
shown that there are a number of obstacles impeding successful change implementation,
with failures that can be disastrous for the organisation. There is comparatively little research
conducted on unplanned organisational changes that are driven by unexpected external
forces. Furthermore, there is no definitive research conducted on the organisational change
management of Irish Secondary Schools, in particular, when change management occurs
within a context of responding to sudden external forces like a world-wide pandemic. This
research study aimed to fill the gap by providing an account of the School Principals’
experiences in implementing organisational change during the Covid-19 pandemic.
The primary types of organisational changes implemented included, employee training and
development for new skills; changing or introducing new technology; and implementing
school-wide operational changes in order to ensure safety measures, social distancing and
reduce the spread of Covid-19. In general, School management were positive in their attitude
and readiness for change. The primary barriers were related lack of time to plan change
effectively, competing demands from multiple stakeholders and lack of communication from
the government to inform on the changes required. The key management strategies
identified included, providing additional training and resources to staff, rolling out
communication plans to key stakeholders and collaborating with other Schools and Principals,
in order to share ideas, experiences and discuss challenges.
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6.1 Recommendations
The quantitative and qualitative data analysis shows that one of the top barriers faced by the
Irish Secondary Schools in implementing organisational change was related to the lack of
communication from the government to inform on the changes required. In addition, the lack
of timely communication from the government and poor consultation process, impacted the
time available for the changes to be implemented effectively. Hence, timely communication
from the government along proper consultation with School Leaders is key and will go a long
way to alleviate challenges and facilitate organisational change implementation.

6.2. Limitations
There were a few limitations and are outlined as follows:
Limited Response Rate
Due to the timing of the project and in particular the data collection taking place over the
summer months (July-August), this proved to be an issue as the target population were School
Principals who were on leave from mid-July to mid-August due to the schools being closed for
the summer holidays. Therefore, although the initial sample size was 700, the project only
achieved a 10% response rate (n=72).
Time constraint
Due to the limited timeframe, a mainly narrative and descriptive approach was taken to
summarise the characteristics of the data sets and synthesise the study findings. Inferential
statistics was not possible, however, would have provided more robust opportunity to make
comparisons or inferences against different demographics.
Design limitation
Due to the time constraint, the survey method (with embedded open-ended questions) was
deemed the best way to collect data. However, a mixed method approach using interviews
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with rural and urban based school management representatives would have provided more
context and help capture any differences that may exist. In addition, the clerical error noted
(in regard to the readiness for change dimension) in the Likert-type scale used on the survey
was also a limitation and could have impacted the responses and the opportunity for a more
polarised response.

6.3 Future Research Implications
The quantitative and qualitative findings were descriptive in nature, as the study was
attempting to provide insights and capture the experiences of School management in dealing
with unexpected organisational changes driven by the Covid-19 pandemic. The time
constraint of the research project did not allow for further inferential statistical analysis,
where findings could give rise to potential inferences. For example, conducting inferential
analysis across all four dimensions of readiness for change, could provide further analysis on
differences between respondents from urban or rural school settings, based “negatively” or
“positively” disposed respondents. Further inferential analysis to determine differences in the
management role duration related to the specific barriers selected would also be an option.
Lastly, the demographic data indicated that nearly 70% of the respondents had over six years
of management experience, showing that majority of this cohort had a relatively substantial
amount of experience. Hence, it would be useful to conduct further inferential analysis to
determine if there was a gender difference related to all three variables including
management readiness for change, barriers to implement change and strategies utilised to
overcome challenges in dealing with unexpected organisational change.
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8. Appendices
Appendix I – Survey Questionnaire (developed in Google Forms)
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Appendix II – Gantt Chart / Research Time Plan
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Appendix III – Information Sheet for Participants
Information Sheet for Participants
Research project title: Examine challenges of organisational change implemented by management in response
to Covid19 to ensure service continuity – Case study of Irish Secondary Schools
Student Researcher: Sharon Brown (10537181@mydbs.ie)
Research Supervisor: Dr. Ciara Devine
About the Project
Introduction and Overview: I am a Masters student of the MBA programme, at the Dublin Business School. I am
carrying out my thesis project under the direct supervision of Dr. Ciara Devine on the subject of challenges in
implementing organisational change during Covid19. There is no definitive research conducted on the
organisational change management of Irish Secondary Schools, in particular when change management occurs
within a context of responding to sudden external forces like a pandemic.
Aims: The aim of this project is to gather data from school-based management (School Principals and/or Senior
School Administrators), to examine the challenges experienced in implementing organisational change. We will
be exploring the type of organisational change implemented in response to the March 2020 lockdown, readiness
for such change at the time, and the perceived barriers to implementing organisational change to ensure
continuity of service.
What would be required?
I would like to invite you to take part in this study by completing an online survey consisting mainly of closed
ended questions, with some open-ended questions.
Time Commitment
The survey will take approximately 5-10minutes to complete.
Data Protection
The data you provide as part of this questionnaire will be fully anonymous. I will not gather any direct personally
identifying information about you, your school or anyone close to you. You will be asked to provide optional
demographic information of a broad nature about yourself and your school. The purpose of this demographic
information is to allow for a more nuanced understanding of responses and not to identify you personally. Your
data will be collated into a larger dataset and analysed at the group rather than the individual level. Your data
will only be used for academic purposes and will not be shared with anyone for commercial purposes. I will
analyse the group data with the view to writing a dissertation and I hope to also publish my findings in a peer
reviewed academic journal. In the interest of scientific integrity and transparency, I may seek to make the
collated data from this study available through open access academic databases. This will enable other
researchers to verify, replicate and extend my findings but it will not affect your anonymity.
What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study?
There will be no risks posed to you as a participant in this study, either physical or psychological, or to your
school. Likewise, there will be no direct or immediate benefits of taking part. The main benefit of taking part in
this study will be your contribution to academic research, which aims to expand knowledge and generate new
insights. In particular, I anticipate that the data gathered will help to shed light on the challenges faced by Irish
Secondary Schools during the pandemic while attempting to adapt to the changes brought about by the Covid19
lockdown in March 2020. These insights may also be of practical benefit moving forward.
If you are interested in taking part…
If you are interested in taking part, please click on the provided Google Form link to the survey and review the
information outlined in the consent section of the form. If you are happy to proceed with the study then please
indicate your willingness to take part by ticking the appropriate box to proceed with the questionnaire.
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Appendix IV – Recruitment Email sent to Participants
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Appendix V – Participant Consent Form
This consent form was embedded in the Google Form/Survey.
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