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The human factor in 

the Change Equation 
 

An often forgotten challenge 

 

 
Recently more than 120 leaders from many places in the USA,, and 

the world shared with me their perception of what are the 3 main 

challenges with change in 2014. I will be sharing the results over the 

next few weeks. In this paper I will focus on the main often 

forgotten challenge: the human factor. 

 

Many leaders of change still operate with the following flawed 

equation for change: good design + strategy + process + constant 

change + persuasive leadership = successful change. What came up 

loud and clear in the research is that many change efforts fail 

because people and their emotions are not 

factored into the equation. 

 

Fifty three of the 120 people that responded, that is 44% of the 

participants, mentioned some variation of people issues as one of 

the main three challenges about change. 

 

Three main themes emerged as related to the challenge of people 

and their emotions: 
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1. People are not robots. 
Here are some of the specific comments I received. They remind us 

that people are human beings: 

 

“The challenge of appealing to the HEARTS and minds of those who 

are being asked to change.” 

 

“Many times the focus remains on the delivery and systems, and no 

thought or support is given to the individuals who will actually have 

to implement the change.” 

 

“Businesses are in fact collections of people 

working together. We have to drive change with 

that in mind.” 

 

“We tend to fail to see the systemic, personal, 

adaptive and conflictive side of change.” 

 

“We forget the learning curve that individual 

employees have.” 

 

“People tend to dislike change and complain about 

it.” 

 

“Although people can see change as desirable, many 

times they are too tired, too busy, or too lazy to 

keep up with establishing the new habit.” 

 

“Changing the structure or processes is the easy 

stuff. Transforming the people is the hard stuff!” 

 

“Forgetting that change means changing something inside of you 

and everybody else. It requires thinking differently.” 
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As you can see from this sampler of comments, if change efforts are 

to be successful, you need to keep in mind relationships, resilience, 

motivations, understanding, patterns of thought and behavior,  

 

communication styles, and the synergy that a group of people 

create. No wonder about 80% of change efforts fail! 

 

To be a successful leader of change you need to be able to connect 

with people’s minds and hearts. 

 

 

2. People are different! 

The fact that people are different presents the following challenges: 

 people move at different speeds with change; 
 they have different personalities that react differently to 

change; 
 they come from different generations that look at change 

differently; 
 different cultures think differently about change. 
 
Differences are not bad. In fact, they can be an advantage if you 

understand how the brain works. But differences also mean that 

change has to be presented and applied in different ways for 

different people. 

 

3. People have emotions. 

You need to remember that no matter how nice your charts, tables, 

and plans look, and how sensible they seem, people with real 

emotions and fears are the ones that need to make the changes 

happen. 
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Some of the emotions that were more often mentioned were: 
 

 Grief 

 Uncertainty 

 Stress 

 Insecurity 

 Confusion 

 Grief (having to let go of the past, or saying good by to 

coworkers) 

 Worry  

 

As you can see, I did not received even one positive emotion 

regarding change. I think leaders of change need to give thought to 

how change can be perceived with more positive emotions, like joy, 

positive anticipation, an opportunity to use more creativity, and 

similar things. 

 

One of the surprises for me was to see how often leaders mentioned 

been challenged by people who were "overwhelmed" or who were 

feeling "change weary" because of so much change happening in an 

ongoing basis. 

 

They talk about “change fatigue,” “exhaustion,” “change saturation,” 

“change burnout,” “change weary.” While in the past Kotter talked 

about the need to awaken a “sense of urgency,” what I hear today is 

a perceived reality that when change is constant, and all change 

seems urgent, people feel exhausted and can’t seem to find energy 

to move forward. 
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Our society is experiencing more change at an accelerating pace 

and yet, our natural preference is for predictability, clarity, and a 

continuance of the familiar. 

 

 

 

Change has phases and each phase has different emotions tied into 

it. All change theories recognize this. Some add more details into 

the changes, others less. But all agree on these basic 3 phases. 

 

In the past, enough time was given for each phase. There was also 

the recognition that each individual has different rhythms and go 

through each phase in a different way. This is not a linear process, 

and works more like spirals that are repetitive until there is a final 

integration. The three phases are: 

 

1. Disorientation. The first phase is Chaos, or unfreezing, or 

Disorientation. This is when change is first thrust upon us and 

we go into “fight or flight” mode. We experience a roller-coaster 

of emotions including fear, anger, denial, and for some, great 

excitement. We are not sure why we need to change or if we fit 

into the new model. 

 

2. Re-orientation. The second phase is change, or Re-orientation. 

This is when the pieces of the change puzzle start to come 

together and we better understand what we can influence and 

what we can do to make the change work for us.. 

 

3. Integration. The third phase is re-freezing, or Integration. This is 

when we accept the change, establish new habits, and 

sometimes find it hard to imagine that life existed beforehand. 

 

Since we are human, these cycles continue to repeat over and over 

again.
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       What I hear from leaders is that the pace 

         of Change has accelerated so much, and 

           Change is so constant, that there 

             doesn’t Seem to be time to get to 

               integration. One change effort has  

                 barely Launched when another one  

                   comes Along. It seems as if the   

                    waves of Change come faster and  

                                                        bigger until people feel they are going to drawn.  

 

 

 Denying , minimizing, avoiding and/or resisting the realities of 

change.

 A defensive or dysfunctional self-protective posture which is 

draining.

 Stressing about the constant change. It takes away valuable mental 

and emotional energy, constrict risk-taking and creative problem 

solving and often enhances the likelihood of burnout.

 Forcing change and complaining about employee “resistance.”

 Not involving a wide enough cross section of people involved in the 

change starting with the planning stage.

What can help reduce emotional burnout 
during change 

 
 

A capacity for modifying mindsets and operational policies and 

procedures is essential. Remember that while change may create 

anxiety, it can also 
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sharpens focus and purpose. Anything that enhances resilience will help 

with reducing burnout. To be able to influence positively you need to 

have constant and clear two way communication with everyone. 

Keeping people in the dark only augments anxiety and insecurity. 

 

 

Key suggestions for reducing burnout and enhancing vitality: 
 
 

1. Group Grieving. Allow employees to constructively express 

sadness, anxiety and anger in a safe forum. In this way, energy will 

less likely be channeled into passive-aggressive inertia, destructive 

interpersonal conflict, sabotage, lateness, illness, etc. It also gives a 

strong signal that the leadership is concerned about the employee's 

and the team's needs, desires, and concerns. 

 

Group grieving facilitates individuals and systems to grapple with 

the loss involved in any change: a) letting go of the familiar past; b) 

confronting one's feelings about loss of coworkers and exploring 

the danger and opportunities of an uncertain future;  c) dealing with 

any blows to self-esteem due to changes in the nature of the job, 

title, or validation of one's existing job or 

mission, d) redesigning a new, more adaptive and innovative focus 

for new realities. 

 

2. Fireproofing Against Burnout. While change may be scary, it 

provides opportunities for new learning, enhanced competence and 

confidence. Show how flexibility and adaptability can help. Model 

this by accepting and adapting, rather than controlling. Listen to 

suggestions and let people experiment with problem solving. You 

don’t have to have all the answers. At the same time, keep a 

measure of organization through the chaos of change. 

 

3. Enhancing Risk-Taking. Change tends to break the connection with 

traditional patterns of operation. If the organization can see errors 

as chances for generating self-awareness, contemplating surprising 
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relationships amongst problem elements, and motivation for 

innovation, then the pain of learning will result in substantial gain. 

 

Often, the scariest part of risk-taking is not objective external 

criticism but having to confront the fear of failure - the critical, 

judgmental, apprehensive voices (past and present) in our head. As 

a leader you can encourage getting out of a comfortable box, with 

safe routines and habits and explore risky alternatives. 

 

4. Building social connections. This might be the most important 

point. There is research that shows that stress and anxiety are not 

harmful if there is social connection. Effective group communication 

and interpersonal coordination are not only essential for change, 

they are essential for preventing change burnout. A vital ingredient 

is having people – both managers and peer team leaders - with 

interpersonal and change agent skills who can help bring colleagues 

on board and help with their issues during change. 

 
5. Sharpening Self-care and reflective skills. Change often provides a 

Dose of reality for people who have been cruising on automatic. The 

turmoil of negative feelings and fears often create paralysis, health  

issues, negativity, and helplessness. Teach basic self-care and  

practice it too. It might seem you have no time for it. Nevertheless, 

it pays high dividends in better decision making, adaptability, and 

optimism. 

 

Learning requires reflection. If you don’t provide time and a format 

for reflection, it will not happen. Maybe at the end of each day you 

need to get your team together and have a 1/2 hour of reflecting on 

the process, challenges, break-downs, and feelings. Conclude with 

asking for positive gains and suggestions for improvement for the 

next day. This will help with self-regulation and with fine-tuning the 

change process. 

 

Resilience is defined as ‘the capacity of a system to absorb 

disturbance and reorganize itself while undergoing change.’ People 

who ride the waves of change successfully, surrender. They release 
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old agendas and plans so they can meet new impulses with 

spontaneous intelligence. Facing continuous 

waves of change, they let go of holding everything together in 

secure, predictable ways. In my experience, this often opens space 

for amazing energy and changes which were almost  

waiting to happen. 

 

 

Your leadership can build resilience and prevent burn out. 

 

 

Resilience is defined as ‘the capacity of a system to absorb 

disturbance and reorganize itself while undergoing change.’ People 

who ride the waves of change successfully, surrender. They release 

old agendas and plans so they can meet new impulses with 

spontaneous intelligence. Facing continuous 
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Claim a free 1/2 hour one-on-one "Leading Change Coaching 

Session." 

 

Do you know how to lead successful change? Do you worry about 

engaging your people in the change effort? Do you know how to take 

into consideration people’s feelings? I can help you sharpen your 

leadership skills especially as they relate to leading change. Together 

we will: 

 

 develop a crystal clear vision for the results you want, 

 uncover the hidden challenges that could sabotage your 

success, and 

 you will leave the session renewed, reenergized and inspired 

to create a powerful results driven plan that gets change 

started in a positive way. You then can be the hero of the day 

and still have a flourishing personal life. 

 

Click here to claim your free session. Or call Dr. Ada at 302-399-3915 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.transformativeconversations.com/

