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Abstract: This paper explores the process of organizational strategic change in four financial in-
stitutions in Kosovo. The study uses a ‘strategy as practice’ approach focusing on strategic change 
implementation processes and practices. It uses grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006) to exam-
ine the process of strategic change and to provide insights of change management from the practice 
perspective in Kosovo context. The study proposes 5 stages of change: experiencing crisis, diagnosing 
the organization, shaping change strategy, communicating change strategy, and implementing and sta-
bilizing change. These phases are grounded in data and offer discussion on strategic change processes 
and insights on implementation process from management perspective.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the past two decades, studies of strategy have shifted focus in the direction of the practice 
and micro perspective approach. Unlike the traditional business strategy approach, where 
strategy is considered as something organizations possess, the evolving field of strategy 

as practice (s-as-p) views strategy as something organizations and its members actually do. 
The strategy process entails individuals conducting various activities such as making plans, 
framing, implementing and executing strategies (Whittington, 2004; Johnson et.al, 2014; Jarza-
bkowski, Balogun & Seidl, 2007). In this context, strategy is not only considered a written 
document or plan for organizations’ future path but also as something that an organization and 
its members take part in throughout various processes, practices and activities. According to 
Whittington (1996) strategy-as-practice is concentrated on “how the practitioners of strategy 
act and interact” (p.731). Pettigrew et al. (1999), on the other hand, argues that organizational 
performance difference may be understood only when practitioners are able “to manage the 
process of organizational change and to customize it to fit local conditions” (p.6). Thus, strate-
gic change is of crucial importance for the strategy process and also inherent to the strategy as 
practice approach. 

In this study, we identify five phases of the strategic change process applicable in four financial 
companies which went through transformation. These are: experiencing crisis, diagnosing the 
organization, shaping change strategy, communicating change strategy, and implementing and 
stabilizing change. Although, many theories/models of strategic change exist, in practice, mod-
els must be tailored depending on the organizational context, the nature of problems that need 
to change, the scope and urgency of change and readiness and commitment to change.
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2. METHODOLOGY

To examine the change processes in local context in these four Kosovar companies, we use a 
qualitative case study approach  (Yin, 2003). Research on SAP mainly uses qualitative meth-
ods where case study research is prevalent (Hughes & McDonagh, 2017). Qualitative research 
allows contextualization of micro action and understanding of how the change was enacted and 
is usually appropriate to answer how and why questions about processes. According to Burgel-
man, et al. (2018) the recent developments towards a “strong process ontology” allow for oppor-
tunities to combine units and levels of analysis practiced by the SAP research community to a 
more holistic approach labeled as “Strategy as Process and Practice (SAPP). The study intended 
to approach the strategic change process without any specific model in mind, through asking an 
open research question: What are the main processes of change as experienced by managers in 
four financial institutions? 

Selected companies for this study are a mixture of local and international companies offering 
financial services and products ranging from 10 to 17 years of operation in Kosovo. 

Table 1: Company Profiles

Data were collected through unstructured interviews with 2 participants in four financial insti-
tutions in Kosovo undergoing changes in the last 10 years. In total 8 interviews were conducted 
with one senior manager and one middle manager in each institution. 

Table 2: Participant Profiles

The study used a grounded theory approach to develop theory inductively from participant 
data. In line with the SAP approach we consider participants’ experience as lived experiences 
of individuals interacting in the “human world” consisting of individual, institutional and in-
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teractional level (Jenkins, 2008, p. 39). As such participants experience is interpreted as actors’ 
lived experiences over time in the institutions. Participants as “individuals and collectives have 
a   past, present and future” which interact in continuum in a particular context (Clandinin and 
Connelly, 2000, p. 32). Wenger uses the term “community of practices” (Wenger, 1999, p.86) to 
refer to practices formed in interaction of the individual and society over time. He maintains: 

“Practices evolve as shared histories of learning. History in this sense is neither merely a per-
sonal or collective experience nor just a set of enduring artefacts and institutions, but a combi-
nation of participation and reification intertwined over time” (Wenger, 1999, p. 87). 

If we consider the interaction of specific community (individual companies) with other profes-
sional communities of practice in a local and global level (financial community), we can suggest 
that practices are shaped through many influences at micro and macro level especially in finan-
cial sector where processes are highly regulated and standardized.

The research used purposeful sampling technique to include actors that have experienced the 
process of change in the institution. Selection criteria included more than two years of working 
experience during the strategic change implementation. 

Given that the institutions are well known in Kosovo, the researchers had context information 
about the companies, and therefore participants agreed for interview provided that the company 
is not identified. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim whereas, the company 
profile and respondent profile are coded selectively. Although researchers had access to other 
company data, attributes were carefully assigned and used to avoid identification. The interview 
was conducted in unstructured way by using the guiding open-ended question:

NVIVO Professional software (version. 11) was used to facilitate data analysis. Interview data 
were imported into NVIVO as resources and were automatically coded into Participant CASES 
with assigned attributes. Data was analysed into five phases: 1) Open Coding; 2) Categorizing; 
3) Axial Coding; 4) Validation and 5) Interpretation. 

Open Coding included free coding where the code/or node, a term used in NVIVO, represents 
a „word or short phrases that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence capturing, and/
or evocative attribute for a portion of language” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3). Nodes could be emotions, 
feelings, hierarchical aspects, processes and events such as cultural confusion, merger or crisis. 
Initial nodes were coded by two researchers separately and then compared. We coded 411 free 
codes at this stage.

The categorizing phase involved the process of grouping codes into meaningful parent and 
child nodes. The category represents processes/phases during the change experience through 
constant comparison of data and interpretation by the researchers. Other company data were 
included in the analysis at this stage.

The third phase, axial coding, involves an analytical process of the concept using questions 
(what, where, when, why, how, and consequences). Thus, the analysis of data is grounded in 
context and meanings emerge from participant interpretation of the process of changes in terms 
of the ‘interrelationships among conditions (structure), action (process) and consequences’ 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, pp. 9-10). 
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Table 3: Axial Coding Experiencing Crisis

This analysis was followed by validation which involves checking coding according to cases 
(company, participant) and their attribute (company size, ownership, profit). Matrix tables for each 
category were retrieved from NVIVO to check appropriateness of categories and subcategories.

Table 4: Matrix Coding Experiencing Crisis
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Table 5: Change Models Comparison

Interpretation involves synthesizing and comparing findings with other change management 
theories. Table 5 shows comparison analysis. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Results are organized in five categories which represent common processes /phases these com-
panies undergo in the process of strategic change implementation. While companies differ in 
some aspects in each of the phase, our study although offers similar model as that of Kotter, 
(1995), Jicks (1991), and Mento, Jones, & Dirndorfer, (2002), it offers insights into simplified 
phases which may be adaptable depending on company change needs and change architecture 
that the companies develop to enrich the prospect of change implementation.

The five proposed phases are presented below by depicting similarities and differences for each 
company.
 Phase 1: Experiencing Crisis,
 Phase 2. Diagnosing the organization,
 Phase 3. Shaping Change Strategy,
 Phase 4: Communicating Change Strategy,
 Phase 5: Implementing and Stabilizing Change.
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Phase 1. Experiencing Crisis

An organizational crisis can be referred to any situation in which an organization’s wellbeing is 
harmed or damaged. According to Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer (1998), an organizational crisis 
is “specific, unexpected, and non-routine events or series of events that create high levels of 
uncertainty and threat or perceived threat to an organization’s high priority goals” (p.233). Our 
findings identified three types of crisis that threatened the future of these company goals: organ-
izational culture crisis, management malpractices and regulatory intervention.

Table 6: Phase1. Experiencing crisis

Crisis is found in all four companies. Change initiatives at each institution were not initiated due 
to the innovation needs or intentions to boost quality but because all four of them experienced 
crisis which forced them to change or simply fail. Similar to Kotter’s step one (establishing a 
sense of urgency), this phase involved evidencing concrete challenges and discussing potential 
crisis systematically. 

In his model, Kotter (1995) claims that 75% of a company management should be convinced 
that change must occur. This demonstrated to be an important but also challenging activity in 
all four but more in two cases in this study. Even though Jick’s (1990) model (step four) assumes 
that when an organization faces crisis such as bankruptcy, convincing its members on the need 
to change will not be difficult. Yet, it was one of the most difficult tasks for change initiators at 
Company 001 and 004.

As stated by Mento et al, (2002) in his model (step one, the idea and its context) leaders must 
first face and embrace the situational reality. They must know the truth of the present reality 
and become aware of consequences if changes do not happen. Usually, it is expected that man-
agement and especially top management are on board with change initiatives. Conversely, our 
study of Company 001 and 004 revealed that in fact, the most powerful resistance about the idea 
of change came from top management structures It was personnel who evidenced situational 
reality nevertheless, change was not initiated until the top management structures recognized 
and accepted the need for change- just as Kotter (1995) suggests. 
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Phase 2: Diagnosing the organization

Organizational diagnosis is a method to detect and understand organization problems at all 
levels (Brown, 2011). There is no one set method, standard or procedure for performing organi-
zational diagnosis. Companies may utilize different diagnostic methods based on the crisis and 
the problems they have. For change to be effective, the diagnosing approach will depend based 
on the organizational context where the change occurs (Johnson et al, 2013). Companies under 
this study also used methods that matched their change needs and were pertinent to the situation 
perceived to be problematic. 

Organizations used external and internal experts and various methods such as: performance 
evaluation (staff and institutional), role analysis, staff satisfaction survey, skill testing, and 
standards compatibility testing.

Table 7: Phase 2 Diagnosing the organization

Various methods for collecting information and analyzing data were used to determine gaps 
among the company structure and systems against desired performance and design change 
strategy. At least two companies involved external evaluators. The evaluator’s role was to col-
lect data and analyze information along with company management to properly identify root 
causes of problems at all levels. Once this was done, then external evaluators provided improve-
ment recommendations built on their findings and tailored to the organizational change needs 
context. Using external evaluators also served as a stamp of approval to finally convince top 
managers to approve strategic change initiatives in companies (001 and 002). This step is simi-
lar to Mento et al (2002), step three (evaluate the climate for change) and Jick’s step one (analyze 
organization and its need for change) but involves more elaboration on the process of diagnosis 
and methods utilized as per company change needs and organizational structure. For instance, 
when comparing with other companies, company 002 utilized more diverse tools/methods to 
identify and analyze problematic areas and also to research potential reaction to change. This 
is because changing culture is a very challenging effort and “tremendous energy is required to 
effect real cultural change” (Pettigrew, Ferlie & McKee, 1992, p.29). Proper diagnostic tools are 
important to design a nonthreatening and engaging implementation process. 
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Different diagnostic methods may be used for diagnosing organizational issues during the 
change process. Many models assume that all processes and practices within an organization 
are interconnected and a change in one will affect all of them (Lewin, 1951; Hickman, 2010). 
Lewin recommends the force field analysis as useful “in providing a view of forces at work in 
an organization that act to prevent or facilitate change”, (Johnson et al, 2014, p.475). Yet, our 
study revealed that for change to be effective, the most appropriate diagnostic model depends on 
the organizational context and change urgency. Thus, there is no one set and unique diagnostic 
model that can be used for all organizations rather, methods must be adapted depending on the 
scope of the issue and urgency of change.

Phase 3: Shaping Change Strategy

Shaping change strategy refers to the process of mapping the terrain for change to take place. 
This was conducted by initiating activities that helped organizational members separate from 
the past: dealing with staff trauma, managing resistance and restructuring.

Table 8: Phase 3. Shaping Change Strategy

Shaping Change Strategy included various tactics ensuring that all organizational members under-
stood desired outcomes with more concrete activities. Here change leaders start mapping and pre-
paring the terrain for change to take place by ensuring that past experiences are isolated. They start 
instituting a strategic architecture that aligns with new strategic vision by managing resistance 
and building new structures. Although this step is similar to Kotter’s (1995) three steps (building 
coalitions, creating vision and empowering others to act on the vision), separating from the past 
and restructuring was key to shaping change strategy. Separating from the past was key message to 
change nepotistic culture and malpractices, whereas restructuring was necessary to institutionalize 
strategic change. In this study, change leaders have put significant effort to gain top management 
support and build buy in from other levels of organization about the new strategic direction. At this 
stage, companies 001 and 002 involved all members of organization in the change process making 
them a part of it. This proved to be important as it gave employees voice to the new processes. 
Consequently, company 002 assigned change ambassadors who were responsible to win support 
from all members of the organization and to identify potential obstacles. While at Company 003, 
changes started happening only after the board of directors showed support towards the new stra-
tegic vision. At company 004, the entire management was changed an action very well received by 
employees. Restructuring working positions and creating part-time jobs served as an excellent tool 
to empower employees to support and accept company’s new direction.
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Phase 4: Communicating change strategy

As Kotter (2008) argues, one of the main reasons why change initiatives fail is because change 
vision and strategy is under communicated. Effective communication is crucial to successfully 
initiate or sustain a change effort. Change leader should use “all existing communication chan-
nels to broadcast the new vision”, Kotter, 2008, p. 6). Some of the communication modalities 
used to communicate change in companies in this study are: Meetings, change ambassadors, 
email communication, external consultants, brochures, newsletters and individual meetings.

Table 9: Phase 4. Communicating change strategy

Communicating change stage corresponds with Kotter’s (1995) step four (communicate the vision) 
to use all means of communication for continuously broadcasting the change vision and remove 
obstacles. This phase is also comparable to Jick’s (1990) step nine (communicate, involve and be 
honest) to openly communicate and look for all staff participation and trust within the organization. 
Jick (1990) notes that effective communication is crucial from the start of the change process. Com-
munication modalities varied in each case, depending on local context. All four companies have 
put extra effort to convince non joiners that planed change means a better and more exciting future 
for the company and for them. Proper communication tools helped both companies avoid change 
uncertainties, win trust throughout organization and gradually gain acceptance. In all four cases, 
proper communication proved to be an important activity that later assisted change implementation.

Phase 5: Implementing and Stabilizing change

Stabilizing crisis according to Johnson et.al, (2014) is putting in control and recuperating from 
the declining position of the organization. Implementation refers to “processes needed for de-
signing and organizing the process of change to be effective” (Carnall, 2003, p.5). Companies 
under this study assumed various activities during the change implementation process which 
lasted approximately two years at each institution. 

This phase is comparable to two of the Kotter’s change model steps: Step five (empowering others 
to act on vision) through removing obstacles to change and changing the structures and systems 
that challenge organizations’ new vision. Step six (planning for and creating short-term wins) goes 
through planning but also creating visible improvements through increased internal control. It is 
also similar to Jick’s (1990) step ten (reinforce and institutionalize change) by demonstrating com-
mitment to the change process and incorporating new behaviors into daily routines of operation. 
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The process of implementation lasted approximately two years at each organization. Implemen-
tation started by removing obstacles which was key to increase internal control. Company 001 
removed recruitment and hiring process from stockholders and initiated adaption to the new 
work processes and systems compatible with standards at the acquiring company. Eliminating 
obstacles at company 002 was applied by terminating strong opponents of change and aligning 
organization values with strategic vision. Company 003 on the other hand, centralized work 
processes, simplified loan procedures to increase clientele and improve market position. Part 
time positions, bonus schemes and staff tuition assistance programs were introduced for em-
ployee empowerment. Moreover, Key Performance Indicators were used to monitor and meas-
ure the effects of change strategies for achieving desired objectives. The results showed that 
there were satisfying improvements in all four cases which proves that internal control and key 
performance indicators were key to implement and stabilize change.

Table 10: Phase 5. Implementing and Stabilizing Change

4. CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

Most of change management literature suggests that in practice, organizational change is a very 
complicated process (Burke, 2011). This complexity poses great difficulties to recognize, under-
stand, communicate and manage change for managers of any organization. According to Van de 
Ven & Pool (1995, p.510) “the processes or sequences of events that unfold in these changes, have 
been very difficult to explain let alone manage”. Accordingly, change management processes 
have been considered as “elusive concepts,” which are extremely hard to measure (Kanter, 1983, 
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p.279). Consequently, a number of scholars argue that majority of change initiatives fail (Jans-
son, 2013; Kotter & Schlessinger, 2008; Mento et al, 2002). To avoid making mistakes that lead 
to failure, few management models to guide practitioners through the execution of the planned 
change have been presented (Kotter, 1995, Mento, Jones, & Dirndorfer, 2002, Jick, 1991). 

All these models aim to provide detailed guidance for managers who are leading change. One 
such model is Kotter’s (1995) model also considered as a vision guiding the change process 
(Mento et al, 2002) through a series of change phases. The model calls for specific attention to 
some of the key phases since a mistake during any of these phases may negatively impact the 
drive of the change process. Mento, Jones, & Dirndorfer, 2002 base their model on the reality of 
change process and suggest that the recommended steps “are not to be used only sequentially, 
but also as an integrated, iterative process to enable change” (p.58). Change management pro-
cess is complex and presents great difficulties to identify, understand, communicate and manage 
change for those leading change efforts. 

An examination of the four local companies in Kosovo revealed that leading and managing 
change is a challenge for organizations and there is no one size fits all model that may be used 
for all companies. In practice, models must be tailored depending on the organizational context, 
the nature of problems that need to change, the scope and urgency of change and readiness and 
commitment to change.

This paper contributes to strategy as practice discussion and practice perspective understanding 
of the enactment strategic change processes. Although similar to existing change management 
models, our model proposes simplified phases of change process for use to adapt depending on 
the context. For change practitioners, we recommend that there is no one change management 
model that fits all organizations. Models should be adapted based on the context of change and 
other organizational contents such as type of organization, industry, type of crisis, organization-
al culture and other factors aligning with the need of change. Moreover, this paper illustrates 
how management unethical behavior can lead organizations to great risks by intentional actions 
in one case or lack of awareness and industry knowledge in another one. Finally, it also points 
out that the role of regulatory authorities and its intervention was significant to save these or-
ganizations and assist with change initiation.

5. LIMITATIONS

Risk of identification led to some decisions regarding use of company data such as ranking, 
profit, and other company information. Although we had access to the relevant data, the agree-
ment was to only use data that would not reveal company and participant identity. Nevertheless, 
the fact that participants provide information about sensitive issues such as corruption and nep-
otism practices, add to the reliability of the study.

The use of four cases in one similar industry limits the ability to generalize our findings. Nev-
ertheless, generalizing was not an intention; rather, our intention was to create transferability of 
results. The range of change processes presented here are certain to the specific context of the 
investigated cases. Thus, we can only assume these change processes may apply to other change 
processes in other organizations depending on the context. 
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Another limitation may be our decision to not interview employees and clients or board mem-
bers to take their perspective on change processes. For the purpose of this study, we decided 
to take the perspectives of CEO who were leading and implementing change in practice. Cri-
teria included years of change implementation, approximately more than two years in strategic 
change implementation.

Future research could include more comparative cases across the industries to examine if sim-
ilar change initiatives apply to change processes based on organizational context. Furthermore, 
an evaluation of how different contents such as type of organization, industry, organization po-
sition and performance and leadership approach impact the change process may be interesting 
for further research. Finally, as an extension to this study, inclusion of employees, board of di-
rector and client perspective on change processes may be an interesting avenue for future study 
and add to the validity of this study.
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