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The Change Curve
Accelerating Change, and Increasing its
Likelihood of Success

Change can be both
daunting and
exciting.
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Here's the scenario: You have invested vast amounts of
time and dollars in the latest systems and processes; you
have trained everyone; and you have made their lives so
much easier (or so you think.) Yet months later, people
still persist in their old ways. Where are the business
improvements you expected? And when will the
disruption you're experiencing subside?
The fact is that organizations don't just change because of new systems, processes or
structures. They change because the people within the organization adapt and change
too. Only when the people within it have made their own personal transitions can an
organization truly reap the benefits of change.
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_96.htm
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As someone needing to make changes within your organization, the challenge is to help
and support people through these individual transitions, which can sometimes be
intensely traumatic, and involve loss of power and prestige... and even employment.
The easier you can make this journey for people, the sooner your organization will
benefit, and the more likely you are to be successful. However if you get this wrong, you
could be heading for project – and career – failure.
The Change Curve is a popular and powerful model used to understand the stages of
personal transition and organizational change. It helps you predict how people will react
to change, so that you can help them make their own personal transitions, and make sure
that they have the help and support they need.
Here, we look first at the theory behind the Change Curve. Then we look at how you can
use it to accelerate change and improve its likelihood of success.

Note 1:
The Change Curve is widely used in business and change management and there are
many variations and adaptations. It is often attributed to psychiatrist Elisabeth KublerRoss, resulting from her work on personal transition in grief and bereavement.

Note 2:
Here we're describing major change, which may be genuinely traumatic for the people
undergoing it. If change is less intense, adjust the approach appropriately.

The Change Curve
The Change Curve model describes the four stages most people go through as they
adjust to change. You can see this in figure 1, below.
When a change is first introduced, people's initial reaction may be shock or denial, as they
react to the challenge to the status quo. This is stage 1 of the Change Curve.
Once the reality of the change starts to hit, people tend to react negatively and move to
stage 2 of the Change Curve. They may fear the impact; feel angry; and actively resist or
protest against the changes.
Some will wrongly fear the negative consequences of change. Others will correctly
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_96.htm
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identify real threats to their position.
As a result, the organization experiences disruption which, if not carefully managed, can
quickly spiral into chaos.

Figure 1 – The Change Curve

Terms reprinted with the permission of Scribner Publishing Group from "On
Death and Dying" by Dr Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. Copyright © 1969 by Elisabeth
Kubler-Ross; copyright renewed © 1997 by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. All rights
reserved.

For as long as people resist the change and remain at stage 2 of the Change Curve, the
change will be unsuccessful, at least for the people who react in this way. This is a
stressful and unpleasant stage. For everyone, it is much healthier to move to stage 3 of
the Change Curve, where pessimism and resistance give way to some optimism and
acceptance.

Tip:
It's easy just to think that people resist change out of sheer awkwardness and lack of
vision. However you need to recognize that change might affect some of them negatively
in a very real way that you might not have foreseen. For example, people who've
developed expertise in (or have earned a position of respect from) the old way of doing
things can see their positions severely undermined by change.
At stage 3 of the Change Curve, people stop focusing on what they have lost. They start
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_96.htm
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to let go, and accept the changes. They begin testing and exploring what the changes
mean, and so learn the reality of what's good and not so good, and how they must adapt.
By stage 4, they not only accept the changes but also start to embrace them: They rebuild
their ways of working. Only when people get to this stage can the organization really start
to reap the benefits of change.

Using the Change Curve
With knowledge of the Change Curve, you can plan how you'll minimize the negative
impact of the change and help people adapt more quickly to it. Your aim is to make the
curve shallower and narrower, as you can see in figure 2.

Figure 2 – Using the Change Curve

As someone introducing change, you can use your knowledge of the Change Curve to
give individuals the information and help they need, depending on where they are on the
curve. This will help you accelerate change, and increase its likelihood of success.
Actions at each stage are:

Stage 1
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_96.htm
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At this stage, people may be in shock or in denial. This is when reality of the change hits,
even if the change has been well planned and you understand what is happening.
They need time to adjust. Here, people need information, need to understand what is
happening, and need to know how to get help.
This is a critical stage for communication. Make sure you communicate often, but also
ensure that you don't overwhelm people. They'll only be able to take in a limited amount
of information at a time. But make sure that people know where to go for more
information if they need it, and ensure that you take the time to answer any questions that
come up.

Stage 2
As people start to react to the change, they may start to feel concern, anger, resentment
or fear. They may resist the change actively or passively. They may feel the need to
express their feelings and concerns, and vent their anger.
For the organization, this stage is the "danger zone." If this stage is badly managed, the
organization may descend into crisis or chaos.
So this stage needs careful planning and preparation. As someone responsible for
change, you should prepare for this stage by carefully considering the impacts and
objections that people may have.
Make sure that you address these early with clear communication and support, and by
taking action to minimize and mitigate the problems that people will experience. As the
reaction to change is very personal and can be emotional, it is often impossible to
preempt everything, so make sure that you listen and watch carefully during this stage (or
have mechanisms to help you do this) so you can respond to the unexpected.

Stage 3
This is the turning point for individuals and for the organization. Once you turn the corner
to stage 3, the organization starts to come out of the danger zone, and is on the way to
making a success of the changes.
Individually, as people's acceptance grows, they'll need to test and explore what the
change means. They will do this more easily if they are helped and supported to do so,
even if this is a simple matter of allowing enough time for them to do so.
As the person managing the changes, you can lay good foundations for this stage by
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_96.htm
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making sure that people are well trained, and are given early opportunities to experience
what the changes will bring. Be aware that this stage is vital for learning and acceptance,
and that it takes time: don't expect people to be 100 percent productive during this time.
Build in the contingency time so that people can learn and explore without too much
pressure.

Stage 4
This stage is the one you have been waiting for! This is where the changes start to
become second nature, and people embrace the improvements to the way they work.
As someone managing the change, you'll finally start to see the benefits you worked so
hard for. Your team or organization starts to become productive and efficient, and the
positive effects of change become apparent.
While you are busy counting the benefits, don't forget to celebrate success! The journey
may have been rocky. Certainly, it will have been at least a little uncomfortable for some
people involved. But everyone deserves to share the success. What's more, by
celebrating the achievement, you establish a track record of success, which will make
things easier the next time change is needed.
This site teaches you the skills you need for a happy and successful career; and this is just
one of many tools and resources that you'll find here at Mind Tools. Subscribe to our free
newsletter, or join the Mind Tools Club and really supercharge your career!
Join the Mind Tools Club
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