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Change could be conceptualized
and categorized into two ways.
The first is the rational and stra-
tegic process approach in which
organizations identify the need
for change and design an action
plan to implement change. The
second is the evolutionary selec-
tion in which the organizations
chose to resist the change hap-
pening around them. COMAIR
Ltd., a leading airlines company
based in South Africa has initi-
ated   largescale changes in
structure, process and operations
during the 1980s, which contin-
ued in 1990s and early 2000. The
initiatives have been found to be
evolutionary in nature.  The
present article has attempted to
analyze the change process at
COMAIR from the viewpoint of
popular change management
models.

Introduction

Change is an act or process through
which operations of organizations are
evolved. Initially, change was conceptu-
alized and categorized into two basic
ways. The first is the rational and strate-
gic process approach in which organiza-
tions identify the need for change and
design an action plan to implement
change. The second is the evolutionary
selection in which the organizations
chose to resist the change happening
around them (Flood & Fennell, 1995). In
today’s fast time of globalization and
evolving technologies, it has become ex-
tremely vital for organizations to compete
and revise strategy for their survival.
Organizations should follow a proactive
approach to make the required changes
in their business to keep up with technol-
ogy, economics, demographics, govern-
ments, consumer preferences and com-
petition. If they resist change or are un-
able to undergo a strategic and success-
ful change, they suffer loss and eventu-
ally seize to exist. Hence for the success-
ful implementation of change, it is vital
that the change process is managed prop-
erly. According to Moran and Brightman
(2000), change management is the
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process of renewing an organization’s
direction, structure, and capabilities to
serve the ever-changing needs of exter-
nal and internal customers. There are a
number of models that can be used to
manage change. In this case study of
Commercial Air Services, force field
analysis, Kurt’s 3 stage model, change
management perspectives, and Kotter’s
8 step model have been used.

 The airline industry plays a vital role
in globalization as it breaks the barrier of
time and distance making it easier and
faster for people to travel and transport
goods across nations and connecting buy-
ers and sellers. COMAIR Limited is a
South Africa based aviation company
formed in 1946 providing charter services
to remote places in Africa. Comair has
been known for its innovative and cre-
ative culture and which is evident from
its expansion and awards received for
creative excellence. Comair started ex-
pansion in 1992 by offering flights to do-
mestic routes using Boeing 737-200 and
Fokker aircraft. In 1996, Comair made
an agreement and became a British Air-
ways franchise and became known as the
“British Airway Comair”. In 2001,
Comair  star ted a low-cost  carrier
kulula.com which helped revolutionize
South Africa’s air travel making it acces-
sible and convenient to the public. More-
over, Comair has its own training center
(Comair Training Center, CTC) which
provides operations training to local and
international cabin crew, flight operations
personnel and flight deck aircrew. Comair
also developed The SLOW Lounges,
which offer high-end airport lounge ex-
perience. To maintain high standards, in

2012, Comair launched its own catering
unit “The Food Directions” and Comair
Travel which now offers the largest and
broadest digital travel distribution network
in South Africa.

The Change Eventualities at
COMAIR

In 2010, the senior leadership team
identified the need to streamline their
operations which seemed to have been
“cobbled together” due to the spontane-
ous growth especially due to kulula.com.
The leadership team decided to imple-
ment the Sabre Airline Solutions, leading
providers of airline technology. The com-
pany entered into a long-term agreement
with Sabre Solutions to provide integrated
products and systems specific to
Comair’s need. The leadership team de-
cided to target commercial and opera-
tional systems to efficiently manage rev-
enue with far greater control and flex-
ibility, increase efficiencies and distribu-
tion capabilities, and to access Sabre’s
global community that is developing new
products constantly.

The key to a successful implemen-
tation of change is clear communi-
cation of the vision and the desired
changes.

Change is not always welcomed by
individuals as it is disruptive in nature.
The first reaction to change is a rejec-
tion and the need for information which
is followed by a number of emotions like
anger, loss of feelings, depression, etc.
When they reach acceptance, they may
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require support to adjust to the change.
The key to a successful implementa-
tion of change is clear communication
of the vision and the desired changes.
Kurt Lewin’s (1951) theory of force
field states that there are two types of
forces associated with change, driving
forces and resisting forces. Driving
forces are any tangible or intangible
factors  tha t  ini t ia te and facil i ta te
change whereas resisting forces are
any tangible or intangible factors that
hinder or decrease change. In order to
achieve the desired state and to man-
age change successfully, driving forces
should outweigh resisting forces. It is
essential that before implementing
change, a manager’s aim is to achieve
equilibrium among both the forces,
which can be done by analyzing the
resisting and driving forces. The man-
ager then plans ways to suppressing the
restraining forces and amplifying the
driving forces so that change can take
place (Baulcomb, 2003).

Force field analysis is an important
tool as it can help stakeholders to create
a timeline and a list of resources required.
It can also identify the skills that need to
be developed through training. It is vital
for a manager to identify the people who
are against and in support of the change.
They can be used to strengthen driving
forces and minimize resisting forces and
create a less stressful work environment.
When an organization is planning to un-
dergo change, the communication within
an organization needs to be clear. The
force field diagram can reduce the com-
munication barrier by providing visual aid
(Toves et. al., 2016).

Comair had a large number of long-
serving staff who were loyal and com-
mitted towards the organization’s goal.
They had seen the expansion and devel-
opment of Comair and were familiar with
the current system and processes. The
operational change planned was supposed
to impact the reservations, booking, staff-
ing, and operational control system, which
is an adverse change for the long-serv-
ing aging staff who are habitual of con-
stantly working according to the old sys-
tem. The success of the change within
an organization depends on employees as
they are the ones who implement it
(Shah et al., 2016). Employees at Comair
can be categorized as driving force as
they were loyal and committed to work-
ing at Comair and if the information about
the change is communicated properly and
employees would feel that the initiative is
happening with them, but rather to them.
The transition at Comair required employ-
ees to learn new skills and remain pro-
ductive. If the information about change
was not delivered clearly, employees can
tend to act as resisting force because they
will start having doubts regarding the
organization’s performance and financial
condition. Hence it is vital for employees
to inspire to work for change rather than
against it  (Hoover & Harder, 2015). The
main driving forces at Comair limited was
the need to create an integrated operat-
ing system to make the operations stream-
lined and to have more control over the
cost and revenue. The other driving force
identified from the case study was to turn
a family business to a professionally run
organization with Sabre Airline Solutions,
which will enable it to compete with other
global airlines.
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Leaders at the top management play
an important role in the transition of the
change. As discussed earlier, force field
analysis eases up the change process as
it enables the leader at the top manage-
ment to increase forces that drive change,
decrease forces that hinder change, cre-
ate a timeline, and list the resources re-
quired, but at the same time, the theory
is criticized on being leader focused. In
order for the change to be successful,
organizations must focus on finding a
competent and trained leader who has the
right skill set and leadership style to carry
out the process of transforming the or-
ganization. In Comair’s case, it was vital
for a leader to make sure that technical
issues were not overlooked and every
employee was properly trained to adapt
and implement the Sabre platform, but at
the same time reduce stress and main-
tain motivation to learn.

Leaders of organizational change
impact the ability of individuals to accept
change making the process of implemen-
tation smoother. In the change manage-
ment literature, leadership styles are of-
ten discussed and two styles are highly
popular: the transactional leadership style
and the transformational leadership style.
Transactional leaders are keen on accom-
plishing the tasks assigned using a sys-
tematic and disciplinary road map of ac-
tion and use rewards and recognitions to
encourage employees to accept change
meeting the quality benchmarks. Accord-
ing to Trice and Beyer (1993), transac-
tional leaders can effectively integrate
change in the organization. Whereas
Transformational leaders are focused
more on team building and empowerment

of employees which promotes both per-
sonal and organizational changes (Jung,
2001). They actively engage people’s
personal attention and encourage them
to challenge their values, traditions and
beliefs (Gardner & Avolio, 1998). The
low employee turnover rate at Comair
even after the rapid expansion in the past
few years, shows that employees have
high dedication towards the organization.
To facilitate the employees feel more
connected, Comair’s leadership team
appointed a Program Delivery Executive
and a change and communications man-
ager from within the company.

Furthermore, Comair used a mix of
both transformational and transactional
leadership, which is evident from the case
study as Comair engaged employees and
followed a holistic approach navigating
the change. The communication was con-
tinuous and was made effective by di-
rectly involving the top management team
and conducting short staff surveys on a
regular basis, which eventually became
ineffective as the surveys became too
frequent.

The modern approach is that
change is continuous, and employ-
ees, stakeholders, customers, all
might have different reactions and
perspectives.

The conventional change approach
shows that change is controllable and
managed through rigorous planning. It
starts with the identification of a busi-
ness problem by change representatives
and coming up with pre-existing static
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change solutions. Organizations assume
that the outcomes of change are predict-
able and change is easy to initiate if it is
planned and managed properly. This was
the old and traditional approach to
change. The modern approach is that
change is continuous, and employees,
stakeholders, customers, all might have
different reactions and perspectives.

Change Perspectives

There are 10 change management
perspectives: the biological perspective,
the rational perspective, the institutional
perspective, the resource perspective, the
contingency perspective, the psychologi-
cal perspective, the political perspective,
the cultural perspective, the systems per-
spective, and the post-modern perspec-
tive. For the purpose of this case study,
we will discuss the psychological per-
spective, cultural perspective, and the
systems perspective (Graetz, et al.,
2011). The psychological perspective is
focused on the human side of the change.
It is assumed that people and employees
are the most important and effected as-
pect during the change. The change pro-
cess puts employees into situations that
create psychological trauma, emotional
pressure, anxiety, etc. Hence according
to Gabriel & Antonacopoulou (2001), it
is vital to understand the feelings of the
employees and constantly evaluating and
minimizing their fears, anxiety, and
trauma, until the changes can be or are
being accepted. Psychological perspec-
tive is also supported by Lewis et. al.
(2007) as the primary aim of the change
is to improve the operations by improv-
ing the effectiveness of the employees

which can be increased by making em-
ployees more involved throughout the
change process using participative, group
and team based programs of change
(Burnes, 2004).

Bridge’s transition model states that
there are 3 phases an individual goes
through during a change. The first
phase is the ending phase in which an
individual feels frustrated and denies
any change due to fear of loss, etc. The
second phase is  the neutral  phase
where an individual is confused and
uncertain about the change and shows
anxiety and skepticism. It is the most
important phase as it acts out as a
bridge between denial to acceptance of
the change. The final phase is the new
beginnings, where an individual accepts
the change and is willing to make ad-
justments and learn new skills with high
levels of energy. All these phases are
concerned with the feelings of an indi-
vidual and can be mitigated by good
communication (William Bridges Asso-
ciates, 2019).

The cultural perspective is based on
the common behaviors of individuals in a
group. The main objective is to under-
stand why a group of individuals chose
to behave in a similar manner (Amagoh,
2008). The organization’s culture influ-
ences the values and attitudes of the
employees. However, it is a difficult task
to study group behavior which makes it
a slow and difficult process, but if the
change strategies are designed keeping
in mind the cultural perspectives and how
the different groups will respond, the tran-
sition of change can be less complex.
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The systems perspective is based on
the fact that change has multiple and
ongoing effects, even if a small change
is introduced to a small division in the
organization, it will impact multiple divi-
sions in the organization. Complexity
theory states that change is messy and
non-linear, and organizations need to look
for innovative strategies to overcome
conflicts between departments that are
created. This perspective is complex and
chaotic as the leaders need to maintain a
balance between different divisions and
analyzing the situations and magnitude of
change carefully (Graetz et al., 2011).

Change is messy and non-linear,
and organizations need to look for
innovative strategies to overcome
conflicts between departments
that are created.

Comair has taken into consideration
both psychological and cultural perspec-
tives. the leadership at Comair under-
stood that the employees need to feel
comfortable and confident about the
change, hence both psychological and
cultural perspectives were taken into
consideration. Both perspectives have
similarities as they are both employees
focused. Comair used a mix of both per-
spectives as they planned to apply a
broad change and commonly used mod-
els of change were considered limiting
by the top management , and they
wanted to create a framework that
aligned with the company’s culture of
catering and developing the “wisdom
within the organization” (Graetz, et al.,
2011)

Operation Crossover

Comair prepared the employees for
the transition towards the change by de-
veloping multiple initiatives and platforms
for training, delivery information and re-
ceiving feedback. “Operation Crossover”
was initiated, which acted as a bridge
between working with old types of equip-
ment and method to working better and
smarter with new equipment and meth-
ods, which addressed the psychological
perspective and the cultural perspective.
The foundation of these perspectives was
based on clear communication. The CEO,
Erik Venter, and senior leadership team,
by creating a visual representation of the
strategy which showed how the organi-
zation would benefit and compete in the
global airline industry focusing on how
each individual will be impacted by this
change. The change process was further
streamlined by creating a change man-
agement team consisting of the Go-To
team, responsible for answering the ques-
tions of the employees and operation
Crossover ambassadors responsible for
understanding the mood and acceptance
or rejection towards a change. The
change management team at Comair
also created an online self-service re-
pository “Operation crossover- branded
website” which enabled employees to get
information and answers regarding the
change. They also included the “games
booklet” on the website which had games
to serve as a stress management tool to
ease the stress caused by the change ini-
tiatives. Even though the top management
and change management team along with
the consulting firm tried to answer all the
questions of the employees and give them
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a clear view, there were still some an-
swered questions

Lewin proposed a three-step model
that helps organizations to process
change that involves unfreezing, moving
on and refreezing. Lewin believed human
behavior was based on a “complex field
of driving and restraining forces”. The
first stage is the unfreezing stage which
involves destabilizing the equilibrium of
the restraining and driving forces, pre-
paring people to move away from our cur-
rent comfort zone. This can be done by
creating unfreezing strategies to commu-
nicate the importance of change empha-
sizing dissatisfaction and differences be-
tween the current and desired states; and
providing on-time training, resources, sup-
port, incentives, and awards. The mov-
ing stage begins when people try to dis-
cover new ways and resolve confusion
to move towards the desired state. This
can be done by creating strategies that
decrease negative attitudes and increase
positive perceptions among the employ-
ees, for example, job training, workshop,
seminars, etc. The refreezing stage fo-
cuses on reinforcing desired outcomes
and establishing stability (Ji-Tsung &
Markus, 2006).

ADKAR

ADKAR (awareness, desire, knowl-
edge, ability, and reinforcement) is a popu-
lar change management model developed
by PROSCI. This model has five phases
awareness, desire, knowledge, ability, and
reinforcement, which are considered vi-
tal for the success of change (Al-Alawi,
et al., 2019).

Awareness refers to the employees
understanding the necessity and nature
of change and the risks associated if the
change does not take place. Desire re-
fers to the personal decision of an em-
ployee to be a part of the change, which
can only happen once full awareness of
the change is developed. Knowledge re-
fers to the formal step-by-step instruc-
tions and training to the employees on
how to implement change during the tran-
sition and new systems, techniques, skills,
etc. needed once the change is imple-
mented. Ability refers to the implemen-
tation of the change on a daily basis, In
this stage, leaders check the employee’s
ability to carry a task out their job and
provide training if needed. Reinforcement
is the last and most important phase,
which refers to sustain the change and
making sure individuals do not revert to
old ways (Boca, 2013). ADKAR model
is similar to Lewin’s 3 stage model.
Awareness and desire are similar to the
unfreezing stage, knowledge, and ability
and similar to the moving stage and rein-
forcement is similar to the freezing stage
(Dyck & Neubert, 2010)

The Case Study

For the case study of Comair Airlines,
the ADKAR and 3 stage model seems
to apply as they resemble what the man-
agement at Comair Limited has adapted.
The first step of unfreezing (awareness)
about the change was delivered with ex-
treme care creating a “drumbeat” of a
strategic message to customers and em-
ployees to avoid confusion a provide a
holistic point of view, relying on internal
leaders, task forces, and a dedicated in-
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ternal Change Management Team. As
mentioned earlier, the CEO and other top
leadership teams became closely involved
in this process and delivered the infor-
mation about the change by visiting dif-
ferent sites to explain the change in de-
tail and using visual representations to fa-
miliarize employees with why the change
was required and its impact, importance,
and potential risks. In addition to this to
create further clarity, regular texts and
emails were sent through the “Operation
Crossover Platform” discussing what
Sabre Airline solutions offer and the new
opportunities that will be discovered by
using their services (Kotter, 2012).

 The desire to accept change, among
the Comair employees, was created by
the change management team which
acted as the change agent during the pro-
cess. As discussed earlier, the go-to
team’s role was to answer the questions
of employees, whereas the Operation
crossover Ambassadors determined the
mood and acceptance and rejection to-
wards the change. The online platform
was also created to reduce stress and
answer questions. This aided employees
to feel part of the change.

In the second stage of moving
(knowledge and ability), the knowledge
was supported by providing training.
The change agents and the leadership
team were taught the basics of change
management. The other 1172 staff was
trained to cut over to the Sabre Sys-
tems in 10 weeks. The learning and de-
velopment team took care of this task
through “Train the trainer team”, in
which employees were to teach, prac-

tice and process the information re-
quired to use the Sabre platform. The
ability to use the knowledge to perform
tasks was tested by on the job refresher
training programs by running airport dry
runs and a debriefing was done after
each trial to identify gaps and provide
more training.

The change was implemented, but
the change management team col-
lected feedback from employees
during the change transition pro-
cess .

The refreezing stage (reinforcement),
was planned to be done by optimizing the
strengths and talents of the individuals
who have emerged. However, there was
no feedback collected after the change
was implemented, but the change man-
agement team collected feedback from
employees during the change transition
process by letting them fill regular sur-
veys. These could be used to review any
issues that were not addressed or an-
swered during the transition process to
make sure the change implemented will
not be sustainable.

Kotter’s Steps

Kotter (2008) developed a model
consisting of 8 steps that did not focus
on change but addressing the people who
are affected by the change. He created
a sequential list of steps for leaders to
help them manage change. Kotter’s 8
steps include; establishing a sense of ur-
gency, creating the guiding coalition, de-
veloping a vision and strategy, communi-
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cating the change vision, empowering
broad-based action, generating short-
term wins, consolidating gains and pro-
ducing more change, and anchoring new
approaches in the culture.

The first step is to create a sense of
urgency that shows the employees why
the change is required and its impor-
tance. Managers can start the conver-
sation by discussing the problems or
trends in the market. Next, managers
form a coalition of employees from dif-
ferent departments, who can promote
change within the organization. These
steps hold high value as support is re-
quired from the majority of employees,
otherwise, no change can take place
(Appelbaum et al., 2012). The third step
is developing a vision and strategy that
is to be achieved if the change is imple-
mented which in the next step be clearly
communicated to the employees repeat-
edly in all the possible forms. After the
vision is communicated, the employees
must be empowered to take actions that
will lead to achieving the desired vision.
Employees can be empowered by sup-
porting them to take risks and modify
the structures and systems that act as a
hindrance to the new vision. Communi-
cation plays a vital role here, if there is
a misconception about the vision or if
the employees are not aware, the whole
change initiative can fall apart. The sixth
step of Kotter’s model is to generate
short term wins, this step is identifying
the success and reward each effort put
forward to keep employees motivated
towards long term goals (Pietersen,
2002). The next step is to consolidate
gains and produce more change, which

can be done by hiring, promoting and
developing people who can promote
change and get more resources if re-
quired. The last and the eighth step is
anchoring new approaches in the cul-
ture, which is to articulate connections
between new behavior and organiza-
tional success (Kotter, 2012).

The change vision was communi-
cated personally, through mes-
sages and online platform.

Comair Limited was undergoing an
operational change which somehow af-
fected the working culture of employ-
ees, hence Kotter’s 8 step model was
more appropriate to be applicable. How-
ever, the current analysis of the case
study shows that some of the steps of
Kotter’s 8 step model were followed by
Comair. For example; the senior man-
agement team established a sense of
urgency by identifying the need for
change. They created the guiding coali-
tion or change agents in the form of the
change management team and the
learning and developing a team. They
developed a vision and strategy to make
Comair a professionally run organization,
by using Sabre Airways Solution. The
change vision was communicated per-
sonally, through messages and online
platform. However, generating short-
term wins, consolidating gains and pro-
ducing more change, and anchoring new
approaches in the culture were the steps
that Comair neglected. They did not re-
ward and recognize employees for cross-
over done by them to use Sabre’s plat-
form.
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Recommendations & Conclusion

There were some limitations that
could have been addressed by Comair.
The first is the time frame of transition,
Comair started using the Sabre Airline
Solutions platform after eighteen months
of initial discussion with only 10 weeks
of training. The whole operation of
Comair was supposed to be done on a
completely new platform, so we would
suggest that the time frame of training
should have been more than 10 weeks,
as the success of the whole change pro-
cess was based on the implementation
of Sabre’s Platform.

Comair’s training process and com-
munications were very widespread.
They had appointed a lot of people within
the organization who helped them man-
age change and reduce the noise and
stress caused by the idea of operational
and organizational change. But even
after having many change agents, there
were many unanswered questions of the
employees. So, it was felt that having
so many positions not only made the
transition smooth but also created con-
fusion about who is the go-to person for
a given problem.

Comair collected feedback from
employees in the middle of the transi-
tion process through regular surveys.
The feedback received from these sur-
veys was invaluable, the feedback was
taken too often and that there was too
much data to be processed and Sabre’s
team had to go to the top management
for answers. So, data collected from the
survey was not used; thus, the employ-

ees felt they are involved. The leader-
ship at Comair should have collected
these feedbacks since they planned to
initiate change to make the transition
process smoother and address problems
before the change was initiated, orga-
nized lesser surveys, or used fully the
data, thus collected.

Comair could have consulted other
ai rl ine  solut ions l ike Travelport ,
Amadeus,  Corners tone,  OpenSky,
Lanyon, etc., and do a SWOT analysis
before making a contract with Sabre.
This would have provided more expo-
sure to Comair’s database.

 Change is essential for organizations
to be competitive and meet the needs of
customers in order to sustain profitabil-
ity. This has made the management of
change very vital for surviving. Change
can be managed by applying different
theories and models like the ADKAR
model, Action Research model, Kotter’s
3 step model, Kurt Lewin’s Force field
analysis and 3 stage model, etc., depend-
ing on the nature and extent of change.
Comair was successful to implement a
huge operational change within a year.
The leadership team at Comair Limited
gave vital importance to the employees
and kept them at the center during the
whole transition process. The leadership
team set clear visions and desired out-
comes and made sure all the concerns
of the employees were addressed by the
change agents. The fears and doubts of
the employees were eliminated and their
feedback was taken in the form of sur-
veys. Learning and development have
taken place throughout the organization



Indranil Bose & Sachin Gupta

490 The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 56, No. 3, January 2021

and the competencies and skills gained
through this process have been invalu-
able. Comair was clear about the need
for change and with the help of commit-
ted employees they were able to execute
one of the single biggest business trans-
formations in history.

The leadership team at Comair
Limited gave vital importance to
the employees and kept them at
the center during the whole tran-
sition process.

Comair has and will continue to de-
liver substantial improvements in revenue
integrity, inventory management, and op-
timized ticket pricing, as well as improved
crew and airport staff productivity.
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