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A human approach to leading through change
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When Logic
Meets Loss

The conference room fell silent as
Sarah Chen finished presenting her
game-changing initiative, a project
management system that would boost
efficiency by 23%. The data was bul-
letproof, executive buy-in unanimous.
Yet her team’s reaction looked less like
enthusiasm and more like grief.

Three months later, productivity had
plummeted 18% and her star perform-
ers were updating LinkedIn profiles.
Chen had discovered what neuro-
science now confirms: the brain pro-
cesses organizational change using
the same neural pathways as personal
loss. Change literally hurts.

“The brain processes or-
ganizational change using

Most leaders miss this biological reali-

ty, which is why logical initiatives often
meet illogical resistance.

the same neural pathways
as personal loss. Change
literally hurts.”
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The Neuroscience

of Resistance

UCLA neuroscientist Matthew Lieber-
man’s research reveals that when peo-
ple experience unexpected workplace
changes, their brains activate the
anterior cingulate cortex, the same re-
gion that processes physical pain'. Si-
multaneously, the amygdala becomes
hyperactive, flooding the system with
stress hormones that impair memory
formation and strategic thinking.

The implications are profound: when
organizations announce changes
without acknowledging their emotional
impact, they’re asking teams to per-
form complex cognitive tasks while in
a state of neurological distress. It’s like
solving calculus problems while run-
ning from danger.

Harvard’s Lisa Feldman Barrett ex-
plains why this happens: the human
brain is fundamentally a “prediction
machine,” constantly using past ex-
perience to anticipate future needs?.
When change disrupts these predic-
tions, the brain interprets it as a po-
tential threat to survival even when the
change is objectively beneficial.

This explains why even positive chang-
es [promotions, new opportunities,
better systems] can trigger anxiety

and resistance. The brain isn’'t evaluat-
ing whether the change is good or bad,;
it’'s responding to the disruption of its
predictive models.

Understanding this transforms how
we view resistance: it’'s not a character
flaw or political maneuvering, it’s evo-
lutionary wisdom designed to protect
us from uncertainty.




4 ADAPT
IN

Why Traditional
Approaches Fail

Most change management approaches ignore this bio-
logical reality. They focus on communication, training,
and process. These methods are a rational response to
what is fundamentally an emotional challenge.

Harvard Business School’'s Amy Ed- e Decreased psychological safety as
mondson studied why change initiatives people fear making mistakes with
fail despite careful planning. Her re- new systems

search identifies three predictable pat-

terns when organizations don't address ® |Increased resistance behaviors that
the emotional dimension of change: leadership interprets as defiance

rather than biology

¢ “Productive deviance” where high
performers quietly circumvent new
processes to maintain their sense of
competence?

The result? Organizations that should
thrive instead find themselves para-
lyzed by the very changes designed to
improve performance.
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ChangeOS:
A Human Approach

What if there was a systematic way
to work with human nature instead of
against it?

Our experience leading successful
organizational transformations reveals
four critical phases that honor both the
rational and emotional dimensions of
change. This system, ChangeQOS, treats
emotional responses not as obstacles
to overcome, but as neurological ne-
cessities to honor.

Unlike traditional change manage-
ment that pushes through resistance,
ChangeOS recognizes that sustainable
adaptation requires processing loss
before embracing gain.
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Understand
Resistance

The first phase acknowledges that
resistance to change isn’t a character
weakness, it’s evolutionary protection.

Dr. Barrett’s research demonstrates
that when familiar patterns are disrupt-
ed, the brain activates threat-detection
systems that have kept humans alive
for millennia. Teams aren’t being diffi-
cult when they resist change; they’re
being human.

WHAT LEADERS CAN DO
e Normalize resistance as a natural
response to uncertainty

« Avoid labeling pushback as “negative
attitudes”

« Acknowledge that even positive
changes trigger loss of predictability

» Create space for teams to express
concerns without judgment

WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE

“l know this new system represents a
big shift from how we’ve always worked.
It’s natural to feel uncertain about
changes to processes you’ve mastered.
Let’s talk about what concerns you
most.”
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Disruption

This phase is where most change man-
agement fails, yet neuroscience reveals
it as essential for cognitive recovery.

Lieberman’s research shows that trying
to suppress emotional responses to
change actually intensifies them and
prolongs their disruptive effects. He
discovered that “affect labeling,” explic-
itly naming and discussing emotions,
activates the ventromedial prefrontal
cortex, which helps regulate stress
responses and restore executive func-
tion.

Mourn teaches leaders to guide their
team through the CARE process:

COMMUNICATE OPENLY

Provide transparent, frequent com-
munication about what’s changing and
why, even when information is incom-
plete.

ACKNOWLEDGE EMOTION

Create space for team members to
express frustration or anxiety about
what’s being lost, without immediately
trying to fix these feelings.

REFRAME THE CHANGE

Once emotions are acknowledged, help
teams see potential opportunities with-
out dismissing legitimate difficulties.

EVOLVE EXPECTATIONS

Explicitly discuss how success metrics,
relationships, and performance stan-
dards may need to shift.

WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE

“Before we dive into training on the new
system, | want to acknowledge what
we’re losing. Many of you have built
expertise in the current system that
made you feel confident and effective.
It's okay to feel frustrated about start-
ing over, even when the destination is
better.”
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Build

Capabilities

With emotional processing complete,
teams can engage the cognitive flexi-
bility needed for genuine adaptation.

Research on neuroplasticity shows
that the brain’s capacity for learning
new patterns is actually enhanced
following productive disruption. The
adaptation phase focuses on three
core activities:

SEEK INFORMATION

Teams systematically gather data
about new requirements rather than
relying on assumptions. This includes
both technical knowledge and under-
standing the deeper context of change.

ADJUST PLANS

Existing strategies and processes are
modified based on new information
and changed circumstances. This
requires cognitive flexibility, the abili-
ty to switch between different mental
frameworks.

BUILD NEW ROUTINES

Teams establish new behavioral pat-
terns that align with the changed re-
ality. Sustainable change requires
system-level modification, not just
individual intention.

WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE

“Now that we've processed the emo-
tional side of this transition, let’s focus
on building competence with the new
system. What information do you need
to feel confident? How should we mod-
ify our team processes? What new
routines will help us succeed?”
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Create New
Possibilities

The final phase leverages what neu- WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE
roscientists call the “post-disruption
creativity boost:” increased capacity
for insight and innovation that emerges
after successful adaptation.

“Now that we're comfortable with the
new system, what possibilities do you
see that we couldn’t achieve before?
How might we use these new capabili-
Teams in this phase don't just return to ties to solve problems we've lived with
previous performance levels, they often for years?”

exceed them by discovering new capa-
bilities, processes, or opportunities that
the change made possible.
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The Compound
Effect

Organizations that master ChangeOS
build adaptive capacity that improves 50/
over time. o

Teams that successfully process the _ N

) Faster return to baseline productivity
emotional aspects of change develop during organizational changes
what researchers call “change resil-

ience,” a more sophisticated ability to

navigate future disruptions. Studies

show these teams demonstrate: o

« 35% faster return to baseline produc- o
tivity during organizational changes

) ) Higher engagement scores six months
« 45% higher engagement scores six post-implementation

months post-implementation

e Reduced stress-related absenteeism
during subsequent transitions®

This creates a powerful cycle: each
successfully processed change makes
teams more capable of handling the
next one.
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Your Next
Change

The evidence is clear: leaders who ignore the emotional reality
of change don’t just slow adaptation, they often prevent it entire-
ly. Teams that don’'t mourn what they’re losing struggle to em-
brace what they’re gaining.

But leaders who understand change as fundamentally human
[who honor the neuroscience of loss and leverage the psychol-
ogy of adaptation] don'’t just help their teams survive disruption.
They help them use it as a catalyst for innovation, resilience, and
breakthrough performance.

» Before announcing what’s new, acknowledge what'’s ending;
help teams identify and process what they’re losing

» Create structured space for emotional responses. Resistance
isn’t defiance, it’s biology

» Only after emotions are processed, focus on building new ca-
pabilities. The brain learns better when it’s not in threat mode

» Look for innovation opportunities that emerge from the
change; disruption often reveals new possibilities

In a world where change accelerates constantly, successful
leaders don't just have the best strategies; they understand that
change triggers loss, and teams have to mourn what was.
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