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	We Often Resist a Change for Valid Reasons  
by Diane Johnson, MSW, LISW, CEAP  (From The Sand Paper, Spring 2010 edition)

	
	






























You are in a room with 30 co-workers waiting for an announcement about the ways in which your organization needs to make more program cuts to balance the budget. After the information is communicated, you start to talk with your coworkers about the changes and realize that the responses to the news are all over the map. One coworker is saying “it’s stupid and it just doesn’t make sense.” Another person says “it’s penny wise and pound foolish. Whoever decided this doesn’t know how things really work around here.” Someone else says, “I don’t even care any more. I’ll just keep showing up and go through the motions”. Finally someone else says, “I’m excited. I think I’m going to like my job more after the changes are made.”





A range of responses to the same information about change is the norm. As we start to look at what the variables are that influence someone’s response and possible resistance to a change, we can see that there are patterns. Employers tend to view resistance to change as a negative employee response, but often the resistance is for a reason that makes sense to the employee and there can be a benefit from dialogue rather than a “get over it” reaction.





The four most common reasons that a person resists an organizational change are:





They believe that more will be lost than will be gained





They believe it does not make sense for the organization





They are worn down and have a low tolerance for change at this time





They don’t want to lose something they currently value





How it plays out at work is that an employee may react to a change with resistance, a supervisor tries to be positive and upbeat to encourage the employee, and the employee doesn’t feel heard and escalates their comments while digging a deeper hole of negativity. The supervisor feels frustrated, may label the employee as a negative influence and avoids talking with them. 





If there is an employee who reacts negatively to a change, it is helpful to acknowledge the negativity directly and ask them, “what about this is hardest for you?”. It may be that more information will better explain the value of the change, the fiscal impact or a larger context. Many times the effort of communicating more information, more of a context and the process that was used to make the decision can help someone move forward rather than dig in their heels. It is an opportunity to find out what the assumptions are and alter the assumptions, if possible. It is important to treat the resistance as valid until the news has been absorbed, the concerns have been heard and the information has been given.





The time may come where a supervisor does need to say, “I’m sorry about the impact on you and I know you don’t agree with the decision. It is a change though that is going to happen and I need you to figure out how you can best live with it without being so negative.” One of the challenging aspects of so much change happening so quickly in organizations is that everyone gets worn down and it can be hard to make the time to have these conversations. Everybody benefits though when we try to address resistance directly and allow individuals the opportunity to have the information that may help them shift their response. 
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Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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