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Dealing with Change

To everything there is a season—turn, turn, turn 
And a time to every purpose under heaven.

—The Byrds, Turn! Turn! Turn!

The Response to Change

It is a truism that change is all around us. “The only permanent 
thing in this world is change,” the Greek philosopher Heraclitus 

declared in the sixth century bce. Whether at the macro or micro 
level, few of us remain unaffected by changes that have occurred 
in the environment around us. Then there are the changes that 
we deliberately plan for ourselves: taking up a new job, getting 
married, and pursuing higher studies. Also, sometimes there are 
traumatic changes that we have no option but to undergo, whether 
we like it or not, such as death of a loved one or a messy divorce.

In the workplace, too, changes occur which we have to deal with 
sooner or later. Some are insignificant and barely affect us; some, like 
policy changes and functional changes, make us redraw our plans or 
alter our work schedules; some, involving our  colleagues, may lead 
to a different way of interacting with them. In short, whatever the 
nature of the change, we deal with change almost on a daily basis. 
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Dealing with Change  

This is as true for individuals as it is for organizations: with a busi-
ness environment that has been aptly christened VUCA (volatile, 
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous), organizations have to con-
stantly modify, reshape, and rework their strategies and  tactics in 
order to remain going concerns. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
a large body of business literature exists on the subject of dealing 
with change and helping employees cope with change. Typically, 
from the organizational point of view, we have to

• Make a case for the change.
• Form a high-level committee/task force to oversee the

change process.
• Secure the buy-in of employees through frequent commu-

nication, counseling where necessary, training, and retrain-
ing if required.

• Have a plan ready to mitigate the negative aspects of the
change.

• Review progress of the change periodically.
• Celebrate achievements—“small wins”—on the way.
• Monitor stabilization after the change process has ended.

For the individuals affected by change, it is necessary to know how 
to confront it and deal with it so that its negative erects are min-
imized. Thus, there are a variety of strategies that can be used 
which are as follows:

• Understand the change: Many times, we are scared of
change because of our fear of the unknown. However, if
we really try to examine the change and estimate the worst
that can happen, then in many cases we find out that it’s not
really as bad as we feared.

• Understand what we can control and what we can’t, and
then take steps to make the change process easier in the
area within our control.
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Winning Hearts and Minds

• Break it up: Q. How do you eat an elephant? Ans. You cut it
into small pieces. Breaking up a seemingly insurmountable
problem into bite-sized parts makes it easier to tackle.

• Look for the positive aspects in the situation; this will allow
us to feel better and more optimistic.

• Action planning (what needs to be done) can be very useful
in getting our brain to start working in constructive ways.

• Meditation, mindfulness, and other relaxation techniques
are a great way to handle the stress caused by unwanted
change.

• Seeking support when we feel overwhelmed, from family or
friends or professionals such as counselors or psychothera-
pists, also helps.

• Analyze: what can we learn from this? It automatically puts
some distance between us and the problem and helps us
regain our perspective.

• Understand that the process will end and cannot go on
indefinitely.

These strategies, although very useful and practical, do not take 
us under the skin of our response to change. In other words, they 
are aimed at minimizing the harmful effects of change on our 
behavior, without first trying to understand what that response 
is that makes us behave as we do when dealing with a painful 
change. 

Let us see, with the help of an example, exactly what that 
response is.

Ramesh looked up from his work as his subordinate Mathur 
entered the cabin: “Well, have the promotion orders been 
issued?”

Mathur looked at him uneasily: “Yes Sir; I’m sorry, your name’s 
not there.”

Ramesh was stunned. He had worked sincerely and hard 
all through the year, met all his targets, and had received a 
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Dealing with Change  

handsome incentive, the highest permissible. His superiors had 
often congratulated him on his good work. He slumped back in 
his chair and somehow managed to say: “I see…. You can go 
now….”

Mathur left, relieved to have made his escape, leaving an 
 ashen-faced Ramesh staring blankly at the wall.

After some time, Ramesh’s mind began working: “How is it 
possible…? They’ve made a mistake… clerical error … these 
things happen.”

But deep down, he knew it wasn’t that. He walked out of his 
office and went home and spent the rest of the day lying on a 
sofa staring at the ceiling.

The flood of anger came the next day: “Never once did anyone 
say that there was something wrong with my work…. I received 
so many appreciation letters … got ‘outstanding’ ratings all 
through … sweated blood for the company … and this is how 
they treat me!”

After a few days, however, he began to come to terms with 
the new reality. At the office, he was able to talk normally with 
people who dropped in to sympathize with him and was able 
to commiserate with other deserving colleagues who had not 
been promoted. His boss called him for a chat and tactfully 
explained to him that he should not regard it as an adverse 
comment on his performance. He suggested that Ramesh 
should try taking on additional responsibilities and enlarge his 
job role so that, next time around, he would simply be too good 
to ignore.

He was now able to accept the situation and started learning 
the new skills he would need to discharge his additional respon-
sibilities. When he had learned enough, he started applying his 
new knowledge on the job and eventually settled down in his 
new role.

If we analyze the above example, we can see that Ramesh’s 
 reaction to the news of his not being promoted passed through 
the  following stages:
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Winning Hearts and Minds

 1.  Immobilization  
 2.  Denial  
 3.  Frustration  
 4.  Acceptance  
 5.  Development  
 6.  Application  
 7.  Completion  

 The impact of these stages on Ramesh’s performance and compe-
tence is shown in a competence curve ( Figure 9.1 ). 

     These stages (1–7) seem to occur most commonly when a 
change disturbs our psychological equilibrium. Thus, we are ini-
tially  Immobilized  (1) because we need time to absorb the change 
and its implications for us; we don’t know how it will affect us; we 

Figure 9.1 The Competence Curve 
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Dealing with Change 

haven’t worked out what to do; we are scared. We behave like a 
deer caught in the headlamps of a car, frozen in the moment.

This is followed by the Denial phase (2), where we perceive 
a threat to ourselves but refuse to acknowledge it. We live in a 
make-believe world, hoping that everything will turn out to 
be alright. Of course it doesn’t, and we experience a period of 
Frustration.

In this Frustration phase (3), we know that we need to change 
but are unable to work out how. We feel deficient and don’t know 
how to make up the deficiency. Sometimes, we direct our frustra-
tion outward and blame other people for our situation.

In phase 4, we move into Acceptance, as we eventually rec-
ognize and accept reality. Our struggles during phase 3 have also 
given us some insights into the changes we need to make and the 
skills we need to acquire. We consciously set about finding the 
best ways to learn these.

If we are able to proceed smoothly, this phase is followed by 
a period where we are learning and developing new skills and 
approaches (phase 5—Development). We concentrate on mas-
tering the skills that we need to work effectively in the changed 
situation. 

In phase 6 (Application), we start applying what we have 
learnt and carve out our own distinct identity in the changed role: 
how we fit in; how we will relate to others; our beliefs and perspec-
tives about the organization. 

Once we are comfortable with our new role and are using 
our new knowledge and skills effectively, we have moved on to 
phase 7—Completion. We are no longer transitioning and have 
adjusted to the changed reality.

Coping with Change—Cycles of Development
Now that we have identified the distinct phases of our response 
to change, we can plan how to overcome or at least minimize the 
negative impact associated with them and also plan how to effect 
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Winning Hearts and Minds

a smooth transition from one phase to the next. This will prove 
useful not only for ourselves, but also, as managers, when we have 
to help other people through the change process. However, in 
order to do that effectively, we must first understand the TA con-
cept of Cycles of Development.

Every one of us passes through five stages of development, 
from the time we are born until the age of 13. In the sixth stage, 
which lasts until the age of 19, we repeat the first five stages, but 
at much faster speed, as we integrate them. After the age of 19, 
we repeat the whole 19 years again and again and again. In each 
stage of growing up, we have certain developmental needs that we 
require to meet. If these needs are not met initially when we first 
go through the cycle, we try to take care of them in one of the 
subsequent cycles.

These stages are as follows:

Being: Until the age of about 6 months, we need to experience 
just being, that is, we need a secure nonthreatening environment, 
and we need to feel that we are safe and wanted, without any 
strings attached. If this need is not met, when we grow up we may 
have difficulty in believing that it is OK for us to exist. Also, when 
we pass through the cycle again, we will need to rework this stage.

Exploring: From 6 to 18 months, we start exploring, first with our 
eyes and then with our hands and mouths. We need the freedom 
to explore on our own, but also need to have someone around to 
take care of us. If we are denied the freedom to explore, we may 
grow up not wanting to face new situations.

Thinking: From 18 months to 3 years, we develop our thinking 
abilities. If a cup of liquid spills when we hold it, we quickly figure 
out how to hold it so that it will not spill. We start to understand 
cause and effect and begin to work out things for ourselves. At the 
same time, we begin to want to make our own choices and figure 
out things on our own. If we are not allowed to and forced to “toe 
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Dealing with Change

the line,” when we grow up, we may find it difficult to think for 
ourselves.

Identity: From 3 until the age of 6, we construct our own identity. 
We determine who we want to be, and how we want to behave. At 
this stage, we need the acceptance of the grown-ups as we define 
who we are and how we will act. If we are not able to construct 
our own identity, as adults we may be unsure about our role in life. 
This is also the age at which we decide our script.

Skills/Structure: From the age of 6 to 12—we have figured 
ourselves out and spend this time acquiring the skills we need 
to match our identity. We also pick up a whole range of values, 
beliefs, and opinions from our role models that impart a coherent 
structure to our worldview.

Integration:  At the age of 12, we begin again as if we were babies, 
but we move at twice the speed, covering in 6 years the stages 
which had taken us 12 years. By the time we are 18, we have fin-
ished the second cycle and have also integrated the various aspects 
of our personality into a complete whole. We need to be encour-
aged to achieve this integration, without which the process of 
growing up is not complete. 

Recycling: After the age of 18, we begin the process of recycling 
through the earlier stages. As we pass through them, we try to take 
care of needs that were not met earlier.

We can think of the Cycles of Development as a continuously 
unfolding spiral. We complete the first full spiral by the age of 19 
and thereafter keep recycling (repeating). This gives us the oppor-
tunity to complete what we had missed out on earlier (however, 
we may not always take advantage of this opportunity).

As and when an important event (read: change) occurs in our 
life, whether positive or negative, a smaller spiral is sparked off 
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at the point where we are on the major spiral ( Figure 9.2 ). This 
also has the same stages of development (however, in this case, 
it would be more appropriate to call it “adjustment”) but we go 
through them much more quickly than in the major spiral. We 
can race through them in minutes, or take weeks and months; it 
depends on the nature of the change and, also, the point at which 
we are on the major spiral. If we happen to be passing through a 
diffi cult stage, it will take us longer to adjust. 

 Putting It All Together 
 Now that we have identifi ed the phases of our response to change, 
and know about the Cycles of Development (or Adjustment), we 
can put the two together to get useful insights about what we need 
to do when experiencing change to help us pass through the stages 

Winning Hearts and Minds

Figure 9.2 Cycles of Development
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Dealing with Change 

more easily, without any hiccups on the way. This holds true both 
when dealing with change at a personal level and as a manager, 
helping people to adjust to change.

Jaya stared blankly out of the window of her train compart-
ment as the scenery rolled by. She was not registering it.

One week ago as she sat at her desk in Delhi in the Information 
Technology department at the Head Office of her power com-
pany, she had been handed a transfer order transferring her to 
a remote power station of the company. This came as a bolt 
from the blue.

She sat silently for a while, all sorts of thoughts running 
through her mind: “Maybe it was a mistake, they meant to 
transfer someone else…. I can give a request for revoking my 
order on compassionate grounds…. They’ll consider it, and it 
might happen….”

She had gone to see her boss: “Sir, why this transfer all of a 
sudden?”

“The IT department there has an urgent requirement of some-
one with specialized expertise, and you fit the bill,” he said.

“But Sir,” she protested, close to tears, “My husband works in 
Delhi, and I have a small daughter whom I cannot take with me. 
I will have to stay alone there. And who will look after my child?”

Her boss shrugged, “You will have to make some arrangement. 
Perhaps you can call your in-laws to stay in Delhi. You have to 
join within a week.”

She stood silently in front of him, as the enormity of the change 
dawned upon her. She realized, too, that she would have to 
go. He picked up some papers and pretended to be busy with 
his work.

The next few days passed by in a daze, as she made whatever 
arrangements she could, and, bidding a tearful goodbye to her 
family, she boarded the train for the power plant.

As she alighted at the railway station, she met a middle-aged 
heavyset man.
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Winning Hearts and Minds

“Madam Jaya Murthy? I am Suresh, from the HR Department. 
I have a vehicle to take you to the Guest House in our town-
ship. You can freshen up and rest for a while there, and join 
office after lunch.”

After lunch, she reported for duty to the HR Head Amitabh 
Saxena. He greeted her warmly, “Welcome to our project! Have 
a cup of tea with me, and then I’ll take you to your HOD.”

After meeting the HOD, he had taken her to a shoulder height 
cabin with a desk and chair and PC. “This is your room. Make 
yourself comfortable. If you need anything, there’s a list of 
important intercom numbers in the drawer, the most important 
being that of the canteen! You can also give me a call any time 
you like.” With that, he left her to her own devices.

She took out a few personal items from her briefcase—a framed 
photo of her husband and child, a table calendar, a memento 
from a recent holiday, and arranged them on her desk. Then 
she sat down quietly.

After some time, she began to take in her new surroundings. 
The photo frame and the memento helped, bringing a touch 
of familiarity into an unfamiliar world. No one disturbed her; 
once, a waiter from the canteen looked in and asked her if 
there was anything she wanted. She shook her head.

She could hear the voice of her HOD giving instructions to 
someone else. Afterwards, he came to her cabin as well.

“Settled down? Want anything? No? OK, relax and get used to 
the place. We’ll have a chat later.”

She could hear the normal bustle and activity of a busy office 
all around her. After some time, she went out of her cabin and 
began exploring the department. At one point, she had to use 
the washroom, where she met the lady who had the cabin next 
to her.

“Hi, I’m Sharmila. You must be Jaya from Head Office. Have 
you settled down yet?”

“Frankly, no, and I don’t know if I will really be able to,” Jaya 
replied, “I’ve left my husband and my three year old in Delhi. 

SAGE W
hit

ep
ap

er



Dealing with Change

He can take care of himself; but I keep thinking about my 
daughter all the time. Why did they do this to me?”

“I know it’s tough,” replied Sharmila sympathetically, “I was in 
your shoes once. But I’m sure you must have made arrange-
ments, and you can always check on her daily if you need to.”

Jaya went back to the department with her new-found friend, 
who introduced her to a few colleagues. Afterwards, she went 
back to her cabin.

“She was right,” Jaya thought, “I can always check on Priya 
every day. And I’m sure I can get leave now and then to visit 
them and spend time with her.”

This cheered her up, and she turned her attention to her area 
of work. She went to have a look at the IT equipment and met 
more colleagues. She asked about professional challenges and 
was secretly pleased when they described problems that she 
thought she could find a solution for.

After a few days, Jaya had come to grips with her situa-
tion and adjusted to it. She had also begun to carve out 
her  identity in the department. Because of her specialized 
 knowledge, it was not long before many of her colleagues 
were seeking her help, and she quickly became the depart-
ment’s “go-to” person. Her boss sat down with her and they 
jointly agreed on a work plan for her. He sent her for training 
in areas where she was deficient, owing to not having been 
posted at a power plant before. Coupled with the exposure 
she got on the job, where her colleagues helped her out, she 
began applying the skills that she had learnt. She was also 
able to help her team members acquire skills in her earlier 
technical area.

Jaya quickly grew into the role that had been envisaged for her 
and got used to life in the township of the power station. When 
her husband visited her, he was happy and relieved to see how 
well she had coped. 

How did it happen? Jaya’s response to the change in her situation—
the transfer—went through the stages that we have outlined above. 
Let us see how.
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When she received the transfer order, a spiral of change started; 
she was temporarily immobilized, unable to believe it. The denial 
phase came, when she thought it was a mistake; then, when she 
went to see her boss about it, the frustration set in, compounded by 
her unhelpful boss and the thought of the family she would have to 
leave behind. Acceptance came after that, as she made her arrange-
ments and boarded the train; but it was a fairly negative spiral, with 
no help forthcoming, until she arrived at the power station.

When she alighted from the train, a second spiral started, but 
the negative effects were considerably reduced by the friendly wel-
come she received and the freedom she was given to work things 
out on her own; in other words, the impact of Immobilization 
was lessened by gently helping her into the Being stage. The free-
dom she was given to Explore meant that she did not have to go 
through the Denial stage. At the same time, she was not ignored. 
Her colleagues encouraged her to do some serious Thinking on 
how she could effectively manage. This led her into Acceptance 
of the change, and she began to interact with her colleagues pro-
fessionally, examine the equipment, and so on. In other words, she 
began creating a distinct Identity for herself in her new role, with 
the help of her new boss.

This was followed by a period of Development, as she grew 
into her new role. She was facilitated to acquire the Skills she 
would need and, at the same time, learned to put her old skills 
to good use in her new role. The more she learned how to apply 
them (Application) with the encouragement and support of her 
colleagues, the more she could achieve Integration of her new 
identity, knowledge, and skills. 

Finally, she settled down in her role and grew to be comfort-
able with the adjustments she had been required to make in her 
personal life (Completion). 

We can imagine a scenario in which no one received Jaya, 
she had to make it to the power station on her own, she was not 
immediately given her own workplace, and she was immediately 
put on the job and expected to produce results. This would have 
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Dealing with Change

produced another negative spiral, when she did not get the kind 
of support she required at each stage. This would have resulted in 
potentially damaging emotional consequences.

Unfortunately, such things do happen, and they only result in 
making the transition from one phase to another more painful; 
sometimes, the complete cycle of transitions may not be achieved 
at all. 

On the other hand, if we know about the Cycles of Develo-
pment, we can mitigate the pain of change and provide for a 
smooth transition from one phase to another and also bring the 
process to completion, as actually happened in Jaya’s case.

So far, we have been talking about helping others through the 
change process. Let us now turn the lens on ourselves, and see 
how we can navigate change successfully by meeting our needs in 
accordance with the Cycle of Development.

Stage 1—Immobilization/Being: We need to get used to the fact 
of the change. We can plan our day so that we have plenty of time 
to ourselves and are able to indulge in our favorite methods of 
relaxation. We can review and take pride in our previous accom-
plishments, to boost our self-confidence. At this stage, we need 
other people to make us feel welcome and cared for. 

Stage 2—Denial/Exploring: When we slip into denial mode, we 
are generally not aware that we are doing so. We can mentally 
check if we are acting in a manner that implies that no change 
has occurred at all in our circumstances. It is a good idea to ask a 
person whom we trust and respect to give us feedback about our 
behavior, in this stage.

We can actively explore our new situation, approach people, 
and ask questions. If we can treat the change as an opportunity 
to do new things and visit new places, so much the better for us.

Stage 3—Frustration/Thinking: It’s all in the mind. If we expe-
rience anger or frustration at the change, we need to recognize the 
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fact that this is perfectly normal and to look for harmless outlets 
for them. Again, frank discussion with a person whom we respect 
about the change and its implications will be of great value in get-
ting us out of anger/frustration mode. We can talk to other people 
who have been through similar changes, to get their perspective. 
We can also prepare an action plan for ourselves, writing down 
what we need to do to successfully navigate the change. At this 
stage, we need to be allowed to do our own thinking, rather than 
being told what is expected of us. 

Stage 4—Acceptance/Identity: If all goes well, we are now in a 
position to accept the fact of the change and plan how we need 
to adjust to it on a personal level. It helps if we can regard it as an 
opportunity for our development. We can review our behavior and 
our priorities and especially consider those occasions where we 
were less effective than we would have wished. We can then recast 
our priorities and attempt to change our behavior to fit the new 
identity we have created for ourselves.

Stage 5—Development/Skills: Now we are ready to consider 
what we need to learn to be successful in our changed situation. 
We can identify the persons we would like to approach and learn 
from, the training which we need to acquire the skills that are 
going to be useful for us. We can also explore other ways of learn-
ing which may benefit us, such as on-the-job exposure.

Stage 6—Application/Integration: Now we are at the stage 
where we are putting our new skills to use. We make a conscious 
effort to keep them in harmony with the new identity we have 
created for ourselves. We can review our progress regularly and 
fine-tune our behavior and skills if required.

Stage 7—Completion/Recycling: We have now mastered this 
particular change and are in a position to help others through it 
if required.
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Dealing with Change

Therefore, we can see that the Cycles of Development model is 
a most potent tool for dealing with, coping, and finally mastering 
change. It works whether we are the one affected by change or we 
are helping others through change. What is required is to attend 
to the specific needs at each stage in the spiral:

Being: We need to feel wanted.

Exploring: We need others to be patient with us as we find our way.

Thinking: We need them to be tolerant as we talk about thinking 
about the situation.

Identity: We need them to accept the identity we have constructed 
for ourselves.

Skills: We need them to train, coach, and mentor us.

Integration: We need them to encourage us as we “get into the 
groove.”

Another way to look at it is in terms of what messages we need to 
receive if we have issues pertaining to unmet needs at any of these 
stages. Examples of the kind of responses we need to hear, in order 
to progress smoothly to the next stage, are given in Table 9.1.

The creator of the Cycles of Development model, Pamela 
Levin, has suggested dividing your current age by 13 and using 
the remainder to find out where you are in your current spiral. 
This then gives an idea about the needs that have to be met 
and the support required, to make an easy transition to the next 
stage.

• Find out at which stage you are in your current spiral. What
needs of yours require to be met? What support is required
from others?
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Stages of
Development

Needs Appropriate Messages

Stage 1—Being Deciding to be, to exist
To have needs met
To trust someone

“Good to have you here.”
“Welcome to our team.”
“We’re here for you.”

Stage 2—
Exploring

To be active
To use the senses
To feel safe while 

exploring
To be reassured that it’s 

OK to explore

“Feel free to look around.”
“Have a look at the fi ling 

cabinets.”
“See what kind of  facilities 

we have.”

Stage 3—
Thinking

To solve problems
To express feelings
To think for oneself

“How do you feel about 
this?”

“What would you like 
to include in your job 
description?”

“What do you think?”

Stage 4—Identity To acquire information
To assert oneself
To socialize
To weigh consequences

“Think about your own 
style in the job.”

“It’s OK to do the job your 
way.”

Stage 5—Skills 
and Structure

To learn new skills
To test out skills
To learn from mistakes
To test one’s beliefs 

and opinions against 
others

“It’s OK to make 
mistakes.”

“Just try it out and see.”
“Think about what went 

right and what went 
wrong.”

“We can discuss your point 
of view.”

Stage 6—
Integration

To integrate identity, 
skills, and structure

To become independent

“You’ve put it all together 
very well,”

“How are you doing?’
“Are you ready for another 

change?”

Winning Hearts and Minds

Table 9.1 Different Strokes at Different Stages

Source: Created by author.
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Dealing with Change

• Do you have any unmet needs from previous stages? If so,
then how best could you plan to meet them?

• If you have undergone a change recently, where do you
think you are currently in the new spiral?

• In case the change took place earlier, have you reached the
Integration phase? If not, what will it take to reach it?

This elegant model gives us illuminating insights about what we 
do when affected by change. It helps us in mitigating the adverse 
effects of the change process and also in transiting smoothly from 
one phase to another. We can work out where we are on the spiral, 
what we need to move easily to the next stage, and how to fulfill 
those needs. We can not only meet our needs at any stage (once we 
know how), we can do the same for others also, and thereby help 
them through the change process. This is especially important 
because as managers, we will be responsible for, or at least party 
to, a whole gamut of changes during our working life, such as 
promotions, transfers, redeployment, layoffs, redundancies, orga-
nizational restructuring, and the like. Each of these will vary in 
the intensity of their effect on the employees, and it is prudent to 
visualize, anticipate, and plan how to deal with the likely effects of 
the changes. The model of Cycles of Development shows us how.

What’s more, Cycles of Development holds out an exciting 
promise; since we repeat the cycles all through our adult life, we 
are repeatedly offered the opportunity to meet any needs that were 
unmet earlier, and now we also know how we can do this. In this 
context, the song “Turn! Turn! Turn!” by The Byrds, whose open-
ing verse was quoted at the beginning of this chapter, is strikingly 
appropriate. The last lines of the 1965 hit are as follows:

A time for love, a time for hate;
A time for peace; I swear it’s not too late! 

It’s never too late.
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