
Change Reactions  

Some people grow following disruptive change, and some fall apart. How human beings react to 
change is normally distributed. On one end are the people who fall into mild post-trauma, 
depression, and apathy.  

In the middle are most people, who at first react with mild depression and anxiety but within a 
month or so have more or less adjusted to the new reality (but do not flourish or grow). On the top 
end are people who show growth and flourish following disruptive change.  
The skills and aptitudes of those to the far right of the distribution are of most interest. If we can 
capture those, can we teach them to those in the mid-half of the distribution? The answer is “yes 
we can,” and we have. 

“That which does not kill us makes us stronger.” Friedrich Nietzsche

If we are to thrive in this Fourth Industrial Revolution, we have the opportunity to learn brand-
new-to-us behaviors and attitudes. 

Data collected over time from several sources, both civilian and military, have shown that clearly 
defined characteristics predict resilience and survival across settings. This set of attitudes and 
behaviors  characterizes those who are top performers in their companies , but they can be 1

learned by most anyone.   
 
Further analysis of the traits of these 18% showed that  they produced higher 
sales, took fewer days off, and had fewer sick visits. Three key traits they had 
were Emotional Flexibility, Optimism, and Courage. These traits are not 
standard training fare in most HR departments, but I believe that they are 
the roots for thriving during rapid change. 

When those traits have been embedded in the workforce, positive 
change is virtually unstoppable. Without those roots, disruptive 
change can be uprooting. Large trees with shallow, contained root 
systems are easily toppled during storms. The giant redwoods’ root systems, though shallow, 
spread more than 100 feet just below the surface. Their roots intertwine, and hold each other up. 
Similarly, the root system of ChangeFit embedded traits is the driving force in high performing 
workforces that are strong enough to withstand disruptive change.   

 A large scale study of 2,065 people found that only 18% of employees were top performers, or ‘flourishers.’ 1

“We can’t avoid the future, but we can 
predict it and arm ourselves for it.”



The Skills of Change 

”Change is either a force to be feared, or an opportunity to be seized. The choice is ours.”

The default reaction to any change is anxiety due to a perceived potential loss to self-esteem. It 
isn’t change itself that’s feared; rather, the possibility of loss. The type and degree of anxiety 
depends on the level of trust within the company, strength of self,  and prior experiences with 
similar changes.  

Regardless, during any change process, the most needed traits of flexibility, optimism and courage 
all decrease.  

Flexibility: Ability to let go of what was, and be open to the possibilities of what might be. Be able 
to manage emotional energy to increase progress rather than block it. Without this skill, people 
can become rigid or stuck in the present or regress to the past. They can form triangles, tangles 
and blocks in the workplace. The goal is to identify and eliminate triangles, tangles and blocks and 
teach Emotional Flexibility. 

Optimism: With a threat to self-esteem, there is a default to, and anticipation of loss. Another 
term for a ‘focus on loss’ is ‘pessimism.’ Energy is stuck on what is wrong and what will go wrong, 
“the worst will happen”  and “we are all doomed.” The goal for the leader is to model optimism, 
create psychological safety, use the language of change, and know how to teach and spread 
Optimism. 

Courage: Courage becomes possible when flexibility and optimism reach a critical mass, and 
action is taken. Courage develops in the doing of it. The leader’s role is to inspire and encourage the 
team, identify and connect them to common cultural ‘drum beats,’ get them moving, and model 
resilience. 

Small actions repeated consistently over time 
make the biggest difference. 

Remarkable, transformational changes are possible when these skills are infused through the 
organization. Sometimes it’s enough that only the leader tenaciously hold to these principles. 
People will soon begin to entrain to the leader’s belief, passion and commitment. 


