The Psychology of Change.
I recently attended an interesting conference on Change Management in London. One of the excellent talks that sparked my interest most was given by Dr Aric Sigman on the psychology of change. He touched on something that I have been fascinated with for a while, that is the impact of media coverage of change and its impact not only psychologically but also physically. If this article interests you, try reading Dr Sigmans latest book –
‘Remote Controlled’ Published by Vermilion ISBN- 10  0091906903.
Below I have summarised some key points from this talk and the psychological impact of change at work. – 

Warren Scott 
Oakwood Learning Ltd.
Summary of talk given by Dr Aric Sigman at CIPD Change Management Conference. November 2008.

The Context of Change.

There is a new context to change at work. The ‘background to an employees life at work is one where the pace of life is faster and louder. The current economic crises means that the effects of change on the individual have taken on a new unprecedented dimension. Work related change is occurring faster and more globally. For the individual, it is appearing to be controlled from further away.

Media and Change.

We are all bombarded with media coverage of the so called economic ‘catastrophy’. This impacts on our change approach and on our decision making processes.
The research published in the British Journal of psychology shows that hearing negative TV news bulletins leads to greater levels of worrying and more sadness. Due to multimedia coverage, change seems omnipresent. Our perception of faster unpredictable change is taking on a life of its own. As a result, employees sense of coherence and sense of control is greatly reduced.
Physical impact of hearing about change and traumatic events in the media.
44% of adults reported one or more substantial symptoms of stress after media coverage. 90% had one or more symptoms. (New England journal of medicine 2001: 345 1507 -12)

After 9/11 there was a significant rise in new prescriptions for antidepressants, antipsychotics and benzodiazepine tranquillisers. Therefore even the indirect experience of a stressful event can produce significant symptoms of stress. (American Psychiatric association November 2002 53 1475 – 6)

Support during change.
People leading change therefore need to identify what they can do realistically to make changes appear more thought out and rational. They need to be seen to provide tangible support for those impacted by the changes. They need to also need to enable people to see the benefits of the change.

There are 3 main psychological areas impacted by change:
1. Sense of Coherence

2. Learned Helplessness

3. Locus of Control

1. Sense of Coherence.

The sense to which an employees has a general feeling of confidence that their environment is predictable.
Three aspects to this:
Comprehensibility – Do the events make sense. Are they perceived to be ordered, consistent and structured?

Manageability –The extent to which the employee feels that they can cope The recognition of the resources required to meet the demands and a willingness to search them out.
Meaningfulness – How much an employee feels that life makes sense, and that challenges such as change are worthy of commitment.

Physiological effects of a sense of coherence.

‘A strong sense of coherence was associated with a 20% reduced risk of all cause mortality’ (BMJ Journal of epidemiology and community health).
 A Study of 20,629 people showed that a strong sense of coherence was associated with a reduced rate of stroke incidence. (American heart Association Journal 2007).

25% lower risk of injury in employees with a higher sense of coherence (BMJ journal of epidemiology and community health 2008)
2. Learned Helplessness

Employee has learned to believe that he is helpless. That he has no control over his situation and that whatever he does is futile.

Effects of learned helplessness.

Weakened immune system. Increased vulnerability to minor ailments. Less effective recovery from major illness.

Poor job satisfaction and interpersonal relationships in the workplace.

Organisations can experience learned helplessness. – they collectively believe that change is beyond their control.

3. Locus of control

Is what happens to us perceived as either under our own control (internal locus) or perceived as outside controllable factors (external locus).
Effects of Locus of Control.
People worth an external locus of control tend to be more stressed and prone to clinical depression

People with an internal locus of control are more likely to take positive action rather than talk about it.

Studies of ‘felt distress’ show that change in job characteristics have are more upsetting than unemployment.
Increased psychological distress is associated with elevated stroke risk (American Academy of Neurology journal 2008)

 What can we do in leading change?
In the face of a number of repeated changes we need to enhance the sense of coherence:

A. We need to ‘Link all the change agendas within an organisation coherently rather than in isolation….’ (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development).
B. We need to minimise, prioritise and cluster changes by 

· Having a good reason for the change

· Ensure that the changes appear thought out, rationale and predictable.

C. Being part of a planning and transition process gives a sense of control

- ask for opinions about how they would do it

 - Conduct surveys, focus groups, polls.

D. Enhancing a sense of coherence involves such things as creating transition management teams, high interdependence and greater trust and support in teams.
E. Rewards and Praise. The effects of praise and its benefits are well documented both motivationally and physiologically. In change we need to:
· Point out the benefits of the change

· Praise

· Reward attempts not just achievements.

F. Authority. During change people need to experience a sense of control. Putting an authoritative leader in charge during this process adds to the sense of control. This person needs to be seen in a positive light by the group.

G. Communication. Our biological apparatus is optimised for face –to – face communication. Our ‘mirror neurons’ help with our ability to understand and adopt another’s point of view. They specialise in understanding the intention of others of the behaviour.
H. Perceived Empathy people who feel listened to are less resistant and can move more easily through change. Employees need opportunity and encouragement to ask questions
I. When there is self disclosure from a director it can often reflects what employees are thinking and feeling. It is a very powerful strategy. Politicians who do this are more popular.

J. We need to give people the skills they need in order to cope with the changes & personal change management.

Dr Aric Sigman is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Medicine and Associate Fellow of the British Psychological Society, Member of the Institute of Biology and has received the Chartered Scientist award from the Science Council. He has extensive experience in bringing developments in psychology and health to the workplace, through lectures, workshops and seminars. Dr Sigman was Runner-Up as Best Business Columnist in The Publisher Magazine Publishing Awards for his health and psychology column in the CIPD journal Personnel Management. He travels widely to study behaviour in different cultures including as North Korea, Far Eastern Siberia, Bhutan, Bolivia, Myanmar, Timbuktu, Tonga, Iran and Burkina Faso. 
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