
 Coping with change at work                                                  

 

 “May you live in interesting times” is said to be an ancient Chinese curse, implying that living in 

interesting times is something horrible and to be avoided.  Why should that be? I think it’s because 

the phrase “interesting times” signals crisis, upheaval, turmoil, perhaps even danger and very few of 

us would enjoy any of those.   

Some people thrive on change, they’re always tinkering with things, seeking fresh challenges and 

novelty but in my experience most of aren’t like that at all.  We like the familiar and the comfortable, 

we prefer to know what’s in store for us.  Of course we can take the odd change in our stride, but if 

there’s too much, too quickly then we may panic, get stressed or depressed, freeze or feel like 

running away.  Why is that? 

Huge advances have been made in the fields of 

neuroscience and psychology over the last few years and 

the areas of the brain that affect and influence our 

reactions to all sorts of things have been mapped.  The 

limbic system, which is sometimes called the reptile brain, 

is involved in many of our emotional responses, especially 

those relating to survival.  When we are threatened in 

some way the limbic system is quickly aroused.  The 

amygdala (the pink blob in the picture) tells the body to 

react by releasing hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol 

which prepare us to fight, flee or freeze.   Blood flows to 

the legs so we can run as quickly as possible, the heart will beat faster, the palms will sweat, the 

mouth will go dry.  The interesting thing is that the reaction is similar whether we are in physical 

danger or experiencing a mental, emotional or psychological threat.  In other words we react to 

change and other threats to our wellbeing exactly as we would to a sabre toothed tiger chasing us 

through a forest.  

In his excellent book “Your Brain At Work” Dr David Rock identified a number of needs that have to 

be met for us to function well.  If they are threatened in any way then we may react as if we were 

being chased by that sabre toothed tiger.  These SCARF needs are: 

Status: how we are perceived, what friends, family and colleagues think and say about us.   

Certainty: knowing what’s in store, how secure is the future.  
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Autonomy: the ability to choose for ourselves, set our own course of action 

Relatedness: whether we are in or out of a group, do we belong? 

Fairness: are we being treated right? 

Obviously, when we are going through a crisis, transition or period of change any or all of these 

needs can be under threat.  Here are some common examples. 

1. Being made redundant 

Redundancy is one of the most stressful things that can happen to us at work and consequently will 

trigger doubts in all areas: 

Status:  People will think I wasn’t any good at my job.  I used to have a good job, now I’m 

unemployed.   

Certainty: What’s next?  Will I get another job?  How will I pay the bills? 

Autonomy: I have to leave my job even though I don’t want to (unless you’ve taken voluntary 

redundancy).  I have to find something else to do. 

Relatedness:  Why me? Why was I chosen?  Why aren’t I in the group that’s being kept on? 

Fairness: Why me?  I work hard, I’m never late, clients love me, my department made a profit, not 

like that lot across the corridor....     

2. Starting a new job or returning to work after maternity leave or a sabbatical 

Starting a new job can impact our sense of certainty (will I like it? Can I do it?), autonomy (I can’t be 

late.  I have to do a good job, make a good impression)  and relatedness (Will they like me?  Will I fit 

in). 

3. Having a row 

Having a disagreement can impact status (they all think I’m talking rubbish), autonomy (I was 

overruled, I have to do it this way), relatedness (they’re really angry with me, my boss doesn’t like 

me) and fairness (I was trying my best.  Why can’t they see it my way?) 

4. Getting promoted 

Being promoted affects certainty (what’s expected of me? Can I do this?), relatedness (I was one of 

the guys, now I’m the boss, nobody will have lunch with me.  Will I fit in with the other bosses?).  
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And on it goes, there are many, many more examples.... 

The neutral zone 

In his book “Transitions”, William Bridges describes the process we go through in times of change 

and transition.  Phases in our life, relationships, jobs, friendships, all come to an end at some point. 

We then go through a number of steps and stages before we move on (see below*).  In the phase 

 

Bridges describes as the “neutral zone” we are coming to terms with what has ended, dealing with 

our sense of loss.   And that can be uncomfortable and unpleasant, things are different and we may 

struggle to adjust.  We may feel that we’re going around in circles or move two steps back for every 

step forward we take.    Some people get stuck in the neutral zone and can’t get out (think of Miss 

Havisham in Great Expectations).  For most of us though things will eventually start to get better, 

we’ll get used to the new situation and we’ll be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel, feel the 

hope and expectation that things will get better.  

*Diagram courtesy of www.betaful.com 

Coping with change 

So what can you do about it?  This is the system I use myself and have shared with clients.  It often 

helps. 

Firstly, acknowledge that you’re hurt, unhappy and uncomfortable.  Admit it.  It’s OK, it’s natural. 

Next, deal with your initial, strong feelings in the way that’s best for you.  Steve Peters in the Chimp 

Paradox talks about how some of us need to exercise our chimp – venting, letting it all out, ranting 

and raving.  (But do this in a safe place, not in public!).  Others may prefer to talk quietly with good 

friends.  I have a client who goes to Boxercise and takes it out there, another goes for a long walk in 

the country, alone, and mulls things over.  You may find that these feelings resurface over and over 

again – that’s natural, but the pain should start to ease as time goes on. 
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Once the initial shock is over you can start thin king about what to do next.  You may in fact decide 

to do nothing,  perhaps the change isn’t as big a deal as you first thought, maybe it isn’t really a 

threat to you.  Time is a great healer after all and things usually settle down.   On the other hand, 

perhaps you’ll find you can embrace the change and do something that will help it to succeed.  

It may be more complicated though, you may have to do or decide something, in which case looking 

at things from another angle may help.  In this situation you could try a technique I use myself (after 

I have exercised my chimp!).  Once you’re sure the initial rage, hurt, pain or confusion is over 

reframe the problem, try and find the good in the situation.  Write down: 

1. what’s happening from your point of view now.  Don’t hold back, let all of the pain and 

anger out. 

“I can’t believe they’re closing my department.  They’re putting us all out to grass even 

though we work harder than any other department and make more money than the rest 

of them put together. That lot are always sloping off early and they’re in the pub all of 

Friday afternoon yet they’re OK, oh yes, they’re fine.   I’ve worked my fingers to the bone 

for 20 years, given them everything and this is how they thank me.  It makes me so mad.  

And what am I going to do now?” 

2. the facts – no judgement, just what’s actually happening 

“The department will close in 3 months’ time.  The company is being taken over and the 

other firm have a department that does what we do on a bigger, more efficient scale.  

Some of us will be offered jobs in Birmingham, with a relocation package.  If we can’t 

move then they’ll try to find us an equivalent job, if that’s not possible or we don’t want 

to take another job we’ll be made redundant with at least 9 months’ pay”.  

3. the positive and/or funny side of what’s happening (there usually is one) 

“I could look into moving, it might be good to live in the Midlands.  It could be good to 

move on though, after so long maybe I’m getting a bit stale and would enjoy a change.  

And 9 months’ pay is very generous, I could take some time off and have a good rest.  I 

could even start my own business!” 

4. what someone you like and respect would say about what’s happening 

“Marie would tell me I’ve been in a rut for a while and this could be the kick up the bum I 

needed. She would say that I’ve been moaning about work for ages and that I know I 

need to do something.  This gives me lots of options – take  a different role with the 

company, move to Birmingham, have a career break or change direction completely.  She 

would pour me a glass of wine and tell me to jot down some ideas and a list of things to 

do.” 
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5. what you think about it now you’re calm.  Decide what to do – get on with it or talk to 

someone. 

“OK, it was a shock but maybe it’s not so bad.  I’ll talk to HR and find out what options 

are available, get all the facts before I decide what to do.  This could be great!” 

6. shred the piece of paper (or at least don’t leave it lying around for someone else to find). 

In this example, by working through the steps Cathy has been able to take the sting and the emotion 

out of what was initially a great shock.  She can now see that redundancy isn’t personal, and in fact 

she may well be able to stay with the company.  It gives her options, a whole new perspective has 

opened and the threat of danger has receded. 

If you do decide to speak to someone and share your concerns, or even complain, keep it 

constructive and unemotional.  Remember that even if they initiated the change, they’re in the 

neutral zone themselves and suffering all of the doubts and confusion too.  And that includes 

worrying about how you’re going to react. 

In a nutshell: 

• Remember that change is inevitable and that most of don’t always like it very much. 

• It’s natural to react strongly and in a negative way, especially if the change is sudden or 

unwelcome. 

• Your first reaction probably won’t be your lasting reaction.  You may need to vent, sleep on 

it, punch something hard or cry.  That’s all OK, go through your normal coping process (nb 

drink,  drugs and comfort eating seldom help in the long run) and start to get things back 

into perspective. 

•  Let things settle before making any big decisions. 

• Make positive choices, which  may include doing nothing.  Decide that you’ll find out the 

facts, understand what your options are and share your concerns in a constructive way – all 

of these things help you take control, and when you feel in control you can relax. 

 

Thank you for downloading this help sheet, I hope you found it useful.  For more information on 

how coaching can help you through periods of change, transition or crisis please get in touch for a 

no-obligation chat.  You can do this via the website www.alchemybusinesscoaching.biz, or call me 

on 01235 838 641 or email me at jackie@alchemybusinesscoaching.biz.    I look forward to hearing 

from you.  Best wishes, 

 

Jackie Fitzgerald 


