The Emotional Cycles 
of Change 

When people are asked to change their skills, behaviors or attitudes, they will naturally respond at a deeply emotional level. These emotional responses vary, based on whether a person views the change as welcome or unwelcome. In either case, as the change unfolds, people begin to see ramifications they had not anticipated, and they will move through a cycle of emotional responses. For example, when a change is viewed positively, the cycle of responses includes the following: 

Uninformed Optimism: People exhibit initial enthusiasm, high expectations, and confidence in the ability to deal with the change. However, their lack of information gives them a false perception of what the change actually entails. 

Informed Pessimism: As employees learn more about the change, reality sets in, as well as grave doubts about whether the change can be accomplished; people often check out of the change (either publicly or privately) at this point. 

Hopeful Realism: As the changes begin to take hold, workers gain a more balanced perspective. People understand the challenges involved in the change and have realistic hope that those challenges can be met. 

Informed Optimism: As the change momentum builds, the light at the end of the tunnel becomes visible; people reach a higher level of optimism and self-confidence about the change, based upon actual experience with it. 

Completion: People have achieved their goals for the change, are strong supporters of the change and are willing to help others through it. 

When a change is unwelcome, a different emotional cycle kicks in. Based on the emotional reactions observed by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross in work with terminally ill patients, this cycle also reflects the emotional cycle of workers who must assimilate unwelcomed change. 

Immobilization: From initial emotional stability, people become emotionally paralyzed by the shock of the impending change. 

Denial: Workers then move into denial, and they try to convince themselves that the change will not happen. 

Anger: Next comes anger, where individuals begin to accept the impending change but are angered by it. 

Bargaining: Employees then begin to bargain about the conditions of the change as they try to figure out how much they must really change in order to get by 

Depression: As change kicks in and workers start to give up old ways, they shift from bargaining to depression. Here they begin to accept reality and mourn the loss of the old ways. 

Testing: As they start working in new ways, people start to test the change. Individuals typically experiment with new methods, or explore the scope of the change. 

Acceptance: Finally, people accept the change as the new status quo, and reach emotional stability. 

Although the emotional response cycles are defined here as separate elements, people often shift between cycles several times during a change. When people understand these emotional responses, they are better equipped to deal with them and to move quickly through the transition. These models can provide IS leaders with the knowledge to help their people cope with new ways of doing business. 

