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 Employee productivity typically falls between  
 25-60% during large scale change 
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 Introduction 

Every article about change starts with the cliché that organisational change 
is notoriously difficult. Across different types of change, from mergers and 
acquisitions, to restructuring and culture change, on average only one in three 
is successful.1 And poorly managed change is costly.

Employee productivity typically falls between 25-60% 
during large scale change, explaining why organisational 
ability to manage change is linked to financial 
performance.2  

Employee resistance is the reason often cited for failed 
change, leading many managers to simply accept that 
change is hard and slow. But does it have to be? Not 
necessarily… 

Armed with an understanding of the psychology of 
change, of the brain’s natural response to change, 
leaders and managers can learn how to avoid or 
minimise negative reactions, and more effectively engage 
employees with change. 

By working with the brain to turn change resistance into 
change resilience, they create an environment in which 
change is achieved quickly and smoothly. Indeed, it’s 
argued that the ability to intentionally address the brain 
in order to optimise performance will be a distinguishing 
leadership capability in years to come.3  

1 Smith M.E. (2003). Changing an Organisation’s Culture: Correlates of Success and 
Failure. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 24, 249-261.
2 Tetenbaum, T. (1999). Seven Key Practices that Improve the Chance for Expected 
Integration and Synergies, Organizational Dynamics, 28, 22-36.
3 Rock, D. (2009). Managing with the brain in mind, Strategy & Business, Issue 56, 
Autumn 2009 http://www.strategy-business.com/article/09306?gko=5df7f

In this paper we translate insights from neuroscience and 
psychology into practical, actionable recommendations 
aimed at helping leaders achieve breakthroughs in the way 
that change is managed within their organisations.
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 How does the brain respond to change? 

Evolution has wired our brains to be cautious about change. As soon as we 
encounter anything new or unexpected, the brain automatically assesses 
whether it presents a threat to our survival and wellbeing or a potential 
reward. This happens at an unconscious level, and in a split second. 
Therefore resistance to change isn’t necessarily a conscious act; it’s often a 
deeply rooted, evolutionary survival instinct.

When we feel threatened (physically or psychologically), 
the brain launches the well-known fight or flight response. 
A series of physiological changes are triggered: heart rate 
increases, breathing quickens, digestion slows, and tunnel 
vision and hearing loss can even occur if the threat is 
considered severe enough. The threat response is draining 
and often all-consuming. It diverts mental resources to 
the ‘emotion centre’ of the brain, the amygdala. Known 
as ‘amygdala hijack’, the brain prioritises the processing of 
emotions at the expense of more rational functions such as 
problem solving, creative thinking, and the ability to process 
new information and ideas – the very functions needed for 
people to engage with change. Ultimately, it can become 
impossible to focus on anything other than the short-term 
goal of self-preservation.

So how likely is it that organisational change initiates a threat 
response? Unfortunately, highly likely because organisational 
change almost always involves dabbling in areas that are 
known as common threat (or reward) response triggers. 
However, if managers know what these triggers are, they 
can try to manage change in ways that minimise threat and 
maximise reward. And the good news is that just as you don’t 
need to be an engineer to operate a car, you don’t need to be 
a brain scientist to manage change in a brain friendly way. 

 Psychological Triggers 

Drawing on research in different fields including neuroscience, 
biology, and evolutionary psychology, two main theories 
can be used to help us understand the underlying triggers 
believed to drive behaviour at a deep-rooted level. First, David 
Rock’s (2009) SCARF model provides a useful summary of 
existing research, capturing the common factors that can 
activate threat or reward response in social situations: Status, 
Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness, and Fairness.4  

Additional insights can be drawn from Harvard Professors Paul 
Lawrence and Nitin Nohria’s (2002) four basic drives theory. 
As shown in Table 1, three of the four drives overlap with 
elements of SCARF, plus the additional drive to comprehend.

Figure 1 - SCARF-U Model (Based on Rock, 2009; and 
Lawrence & Nohria, 2002)

3

STATUS

CERTAINTY

AUTONOMY

RELATEDNESS

FAIRNESS

UNDER-
STANDING

SCARF Model  
(Rock, 2009)

Four Basic Drives Theory (Lawrence & 

Nohria, 2002)

Status The need to acquire (things and status)

Certainty

Autonomy

Relatedness The need to bond with others

Fairness The need to defend

The need to comprehend (to satisfy 
our curiosity and master the world 
around us)

Table 1: The SCARF Model and Basic Drives Theory
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Given the degree of similarity between the first three of 
Lawrence and Nohria’s drives and elements of SCARF, by 
adding the ‘comprehend’ element to Rock’s SCARF model, 
the essence of both theories is captured. Translating the 
‘comprehend’ drive as the need to understand, a combined 
‘SCARF-U’ acronym is created (see Figure 1), which we will 
use to discuss the insights from both bodies of work and their 
implications for managing change.

As the key drivers of human behaviour, underpinned by our 
evolutionary heritage, we should give careful consideration 
to how change initiatives might affect employees in relation 
to each of these areas. Since most change initiatives 
influence several if not all of these areas, managers may 
inadvertently trigger threat responses, rendering employees 
unable to adapt and respond to proposed changes. 
However, subtle adjustments to the way that changes are 
conceived, communicated and implemented can flip the 
neuropsychological response from a negative to a positive, 
turning change resistance into change resilience.

 Status 

“We are biologically programmed to care about status 
because it favours our survival.” (Rock, 2009). 

The notion that our status is compromised triggers a threat 
response in the brain. Because of the importance of status, 
we are constantly (and often unconsciously) assessing our 
standing in relation to others around us. As a result, status is a 
strong driver of behaviour, whether we like to admit it or not. 
This is particularly relevant in mergers, since the pre-merger 
organisations are rarely equal in terms of status. 

Employees from the lower-status pre-merger organisation 
feel more threatened, report higher stress levels, poorer 
job adjustment, lower identification with the new merged 
organisation, and are more likely to perceive that the merger 
was implemented unfairly.5  The source of the problem is that 
when we feel that our status or identity is threatened, due to 
amygdala hijack and other goings on in the brain described 
earlier, we’re unable to process the changes needed to 
develop a new social identity.

4

What can we do about this? With organisational change, it’s 
important to remember that we judge our status in relation 
to the people around us.3 This means that during times of 
change and upheaval employees will be keenly assessing 
any impact on their status in comparison to others. Luckily 
for employers, an employee’s perceived status is influenced 
by more than just material assets like salary and bonuses, 
status is influenced by factors including level of influence, 
competence, social connectedness, and even generosity.6  
During change, status threat can be avoided and indeed 
status boosted by offering employees opportunities to 
develop a new skill, demonstrate their skills, or take on 
additional responsibilities. In fact, research shows that the 
brain responds to praise in the same way that it does to 
financial rewards.7

How can we reduce status threat during times of 
change? 

 Ĥ Strengths-Based Coaching - during times of 
high threat, remind individuals of their strengths 
and core personal values. Try to broaden their 
focus beyond a current area of perceived threat. If 
a person’s role is changing, help them to identify 
ways in which the new role reflects their values and 
allows them to use their strengths. 

 Ĥ Affirming Performance Conversations - at times 
of threat, remind people of their value. This helps 
them navigate difficulties and proceed positively, 
enhancing their confidence in their ability to 
overcome any difficulties. Even small affirmations 
have significant effects, because during times of 
threat people are naturally looking to find self-
affirmative meanings.8 For example, in negotiations, 
when affirmed people become more open to 
compromises, they are less likely to become bound 
to ‘sides’, and leave negotiations with stronger trust 
of the advocate on the other side of the issue.

 Ĥ Company Values - give serious consideration 
to how your organisation creates its own status 
symbols through what and how it rewards in terms 
of good performance. For example, only rewarding 
superior performance with a pay rise or bonus will 
encourage others to hone in on material assets in 
their assessments of status. And other rewards can 
be just as motivating as money, if not more so.

4  Rock, D. (2008). SCARF: A brain-based model for collaborating with and influencing 
others. NeuroLeadership Journal, 1, 78–87. 
5 Amiot, C., Terry, D., & McKimmie, B. (2012). Social Identity Change During an 
Intergroup Merger: The Role of Status, Similarity, and Identity Threat, Basic And Applied 
Social Psychology, 34, 443–455.
6 Anderson & Kilduff (2009). The Pursuit of Status in Social Groups, Current Directions 
in Psychological Science, 18, 295-298.
7 Izuma, K., Saito, D.N., & Sadato, N. (2008). Processing of Social and Monetary 
Rewards in the Human Striatum, Neuron, 58, 2, 284-294.
8 Cohen, G., & Sherman, D. (2014). The Psychology of Change: Self-Affirmation and 
Social Psychological Intervention, Annual Review of Psychology, 65, 333–71.
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How can we enhance certainty during times of 
change? 

 Ĥ Clear and Courageous Change Communication 
- since both quality and quantity of information 
enhances levels of employee trust,10 communicate 
early, don’t distort information to appear less 
negative, and use the most immediate channel 
available to deliver bad news. If you don’t know, 
say so - be certain about the unknowns but give an 
indication of when you hope to know by.

 Ĥ Visionary Leadership - paint as vivid as possible 
a vision of the anticipated future, and if possible 
provide realistic previews of the ‘new normal’ to 
reduce uncertainty and overcome our inherent 
preference for things that are familiar.

 Ĥ Transparent Goal Setting and Planning - create 
detailed plans, breaking down large changes into 
smaller, manageable steps with specific goals, 
share plans, goals and updates between teams, 
and ensure visible guidance from change sponsors.

 Certainty 

The brain likes certainty because we’re continuously (but 
largely unconsciously) searching the environment for 
information that will help us predict what will happen 
next as a matter of survival. As explained by David Rock, 
“not knowing what will happen next can be profoundly 
debilitating because it requires extra neural energy. This 
diminishes memory, undermines performance, and 
disengages people from the present.”3 A familiar route, for 
example, can be navigated easily because the brain can shift 
to autopilot, using well-trodden neural pathways to direct 
the way. In contrast, a divert from our familiar route demands 
more attention, concentration and conscious thought.

The problem with certainty during times of change is that 
change leaders don’t always know exactly what will unfold, or 
are reluctant to share this information because they fear their 
audience won’t like it. People generally dislike sharing bad 
news. As a result, sometimes leaders delay communicating or 
‘spin’ the message to soften the blow but in doing so disguise 
the truth of the situation. Despite remaining commonplace 
in organisations, research shows that recipients dislike this 
approach, preferring open and honest communication.  Even 
forewarning employees of the complexity of an impending 
change has been found to improve employees’ responses 
to change. In a multi-faceted merger, for instance, the key 
difference in how employees respond to the change is how 
implementers introduce and discuss it in the initial stages. 
A realistic announcement of a large, even risky change has 
a huge effect on what employees expect, and how they will 
respond to any surprises or disappointment further down the 
line.9

Although leaders are acutely aware of the potential negative 
impact of bad news, they might not realise that the absence 
of any news at all is equally detrimental (if not more so) 
because of the threat response triggered by uncertainty. 
Clear, honest delivery of news at least provides clarity and 
enables people to begin making sense of that information, 
rather than expending time and energy attempting to 
generate their own predictions of what may or may not 
happen (which the brain is naturally inclined to do, due to the 
drive for certainty).

9 Lewis, L.K., et al. (2013). Telling ’em How It Will Be: Previewing Pain of Risky Change in Initial Announcements, Journal of Business Communication 50, 278–308.

10 Thomas, G.F., Zolin, R., & Hartman, J. L. (2009). The central role of communication in developing trust and its effect on employee involvement. Journal of Business 
Communication, 46, 287-310.
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 Autonomy 

Autonomy gives people greater control, an important 
quality of psychologically rewarding work. Control reduces 
the potentially negative impact work demands on physical 
and psychological wellbeing, and employees with little 
control at work tend to be at increased risk of heart disease, 
absence due to sickness, and mental illness.11 Therefore, 
it’s unsurprising that our brains are wired to seek autonomy 
and automatically launch into action when autonomy is 
threatened. 

Change can threaten employees’ autonomy in a number 
of ways. First, change that is imposed rather than co-
created threatens a person’s freedom to choose the path 
their life follows. Imposed changes that threaten a person’s 
autonomy can have “boomerang effects” - people experience 
‘reactance’, a motivational state aimed at restoring the 
threatened freedom, and purposely behave in the ‘forbidden’ 
or ‘old’ way as a protest demonstration of their freedom.12   

Unsurprisingly therefore, employees will be more receptive 
and open to influence if the change doesn’t threaten 
important freedoms.13 Employees’ involvement in important 
change initiatives has long been acknowledged as a key 
success factor in change planning and implementation, 
and research reinforces the value of employee involvement, 
evidenced by the increased likelihood of changes being 
adopted and sustained.14,15  Second, change can also easily 
trigger a threat response if an employee’s role in the ‘new 
reality’ is perceived to afford them less scope or freedom. 
A multitude of factors can lead to this, including a new 
micromanaging boss, a reduced remit (actual or perceived), 
or new process to be complied with.

How can we enhance autonomy during times of 
change? 

 Ĥ Co-create Change - involve employees in shaping 
change from the start, but be clear on what can 
and can’t be influenced, and why (otherwise 
you risk triggering threats to Fairness and 
Understanding). 

 Ĥ Support Leadership Transitions - to avoid 
micromanagement, when promoted into new 
roles help leaders to acknowledge that success 
in their new role may mean letting go of some 
things, having greater confidence and trust in 
others to deliver on their behalf, and delivering 
results through others.16 New role transitions can 
be challenging, since often the old ways of working 
have become deeply ingrained habits. 

 Ĥ Share Values - if managers are aware of what 
their team members hold dear; which freedoms 
they particularly value; steps can be taken to 
shape change differently, or at least help the 
individual understand and accept the reasons for a 
necessary change.

11 Kuper H, Marmot M, Hemingway H. (2002). Systematic review of prospective cohort studies of psychosocial factors in the etiology and prognosis of coronary heart disease. Semin 
Vasc Med:267-314.
12 Brehm, J. W., & Mann, M. (1975). Effect of importance of freedom and attraction to group members on influence produced by group pressure. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 31, 816–824.
13 Brehm, S. S., & Brehm, J. W. (1981). Psychological reactance: A theory of freedom and control. New York: Academic Press
14 Tsutsumi, A, et al. (2009) Participatory intervention for workplace improvements on mental health and job performance among blue-collared workers: A 

cluster randomized controlled trial, Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 51, 554-563.
15 Daltuva, J., K. King, M. Williams and T. Robins 2009. Building a strong foundation for occupational health and safety: Action research in the workplace. American Journal of 
Industrial Medicine, 52, 614-624.
16 For further information on leadership transitions, see Lane4’s Leadership Transitions white paper
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How can we enhance relatedness during times of 
change? 

 Ĥ Accelerate Development of New Team 
Dynamics - facilitated team development 
sessions can promote shared learning, 
harmonisation of goals, and speed the 
development of essential shared mental models - 
the common understanding of how the team must 
work together to perform at their best.

 Ĥ Encourage Informal Leadership Communication 
- relatedness is developed through repeated face 
to face interaction, and so leaders need to find 
time to engage with employees on an informal 
level.

 Ĥ Create Change Agents - delegate the design 
and implementation of change to employees at 
a range of levels and in diverse areas across the 
organisation, since we are more responsive to 
people that we see as similar to ourselves, and 
with whom we have closer ties.

 Relatedness 

Humans are social animals, because being socially 
connected to others is necessary for survival, particularly 
when we are young. However, our drive to feel connected to 
others doesn’t disappear as we get older. In fact, emerging 
research suggests that our need to socialise is as strong as 
our need for food or water, and that the brain responds to 
social separation in the same way that it does to physical 
pain.17 Lack of social interaction is literally bad for our health; 
low participation in social networks is linked to increased risk 
of a range of diseases and increased mortality rates.18,19 Social 
connections and memberships of social groups also play a 
key role in our identity. 

All of this has important consequences for how employees 
are likely to respond if organisational changes involve 
disruptions to their social networks or potential for 
interaction. It means that new teams can’t be thrown 
together and immediately expected to perform effectively 
and harmoniously. It’s why you may see people bypassing 
new structural changes to revert back to their previous 
connections for information or advice. During organisational 
change, particularly mergers, employees need to let go of a 
defining and familiar social identity (i.e., their identification 
with the pre-merger organisation) and come to redefine 
themselves as members of the new merged organisation.5 
This isn’t achieved overnight.

In addition, although we’re fundamentally social animals, 
we’re also wired to be cautious of outsiders. David Rock 
describes this is an evolutionary by-product of living in small 
communities for millions of years, where strangers were likely 
to be trouble and should be avoided. Therefore, meeting 
someone unknown tends to generate an automatic threat 
response. This presents a challenge for new leaders tasked 
with engaging employees with change, since employees 
might be cautious about their intentions and resist their call 
for change. Familiarity breeds trust; trust can’t simply be 
mandated. It requires time and repeated social interaction. 

17 Eisenberger, N.I. & Lieberman, M.D. (2005). Why it hurts to be left out: The neurocognitive overlap between physical and social pain. In K. D. Williams, J.P. Forgas, & W. von Hippel 
(Eds.), The Social Outcast: Ostracism, Social Exclusion, Rejection, and Bullying (pp. 109-127). New York: Cambridge University Press.

18 Cohen S., et al. (1997). Social ties and susceptibility to the common cold. JAMA, 277:1940-1944.

19 Berkman L.F. & Glass, T. (2000). Social integration, social networks, social support, and health. In: Berkman LF, Kawachi I, eds. Social Epidemiology. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press (pp.137-173).

20 Silva, P. (2005). Deflecting Reactance: The Role of Similarity in Increasing Compliance and Reducing Resistance. Basic & Applied Social Psychology, 27, 277–284.

21 Silvia, P. J., & Duval, T. S. (2001). Predicting the interpersonal targets of self-serving attributions. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 37, 333–340

However, there are steps that can be taken to neutralise 
the threat response of an ‘outsider’. If new leaders identify 
and highlight the things they have in common with the 
employees they are communicating with, their perceived 
similarity will increase. When we perceive a newcomer as 
similar to ourselves, the threat response can be avoided 
since the person is considered less of an ‘outsider’ and more 
‘one of us’. People have a natural tendency to like people 
that they perceive as similar to themselves,20 and as a 
result, interpret their actions more favourably, and minimise 
perceived differences of opinion.21 This might partly explain 
why change tends to be more effective when delivered by 
middle managers rather than senior managers,9 since middle 
managers are likely to have closer ties and have identified 
more in common with employees.
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 Fairness 

We have a deep-rooted dislike of unfair treatment. The 
perception that something is unjust generates a strong 
emotional response in the brain, triggering a fight or flight 
response and creating feelings of hostility. Our “inequity 
aversion” is so strong that we’re willing to sacrifice personal 
gain to prevent another person from receiving an inequitably 
better outcome.22 Equally, the brain finds fairness rewarding. 
For instance we feel happier receiving $5 from a $10 split 
than we do when receiving $5 from a split of $30. The actual 
material amount (ranging from $1 to $30 in the study) didn’t 
have a significant impact on happiness.23 In other words, we 
place more value on fairness than on the material reward 
itself. In fact, the experience of fairness produces reward 
responses in the brain similar to those that occur from eating 
chocolate.22

The “inequity aversion” is equally relevant to organisational 
change. When employees perceive that organisational 
change was implemented and handled fairly, they simply 
react more positively.24 The important thing to remember in 
relation to organisational change and fairness is that it’s not 
so much what individuals receive as a result of the change, 
but more about how these decisions were made and are 
implemented in practice. It’s not enough to ensure that 
written procedures are fair, you’ve got to ensure that this is 
upheld in practice.

How can we ensure fairness in times of change?

As highlighted by David Rock, fairness is ‘served 
by transparency’. In practice, this means ensuring 
that organisational resources are allocated fairly, 
that employees are aware of, were involved in, and 
agree with how this was achieved, and that what 
was agreed upon is what actually happens in reality. 
Specifically: 

 Ĥ Ensure Distributive Justice - fair allocation 
of organisational resources in outcomes such 
as promotions, bonuses or other performance 
related rewards allocations, and the outcomes of 
downsizing and restructures.

 Ĥ Ensure Procedural Justice - fairness in the 
procedures used to arrive at such decisions, by 
consulting with people who will be affected by 
the outcomes to ensure that differing interests 
are represented during the formulation of 
organisational procedures. Also make certain that 
information used to inform procedural decisions is 
accurate and reliable. 

 Ĥ Ensure Interactional Justice - fairness in the 
way decisions are applied in practice, through 
consistent application and treatment of different 
individuals and groups, and taking steps to remove 
or at least minimise bias in implementation. 
Evaluation and feedback are essential 
components in this.

22 Tabibnia, G., & Lieberman, M.D. (2007). Fairness and cooperation are rewarding: evidence from social cognitive neuroscience. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1118, 
90-101.
23 Tabibnia et al. (2008). The Sunny Side of Fairness Preference for Fairness Activates Reward Circuitry (and Disregarding Unfairness Activates Self-Control Circuitry), Psychological 
Science, 19, 339–347.
24 Brockner, J. (2002). Making sense of procedural fairness: How high procedural fairness can reduce or heighten the influence of outcome favorability. Academy of Management 
Review, 27(1): 58–76.
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How can we promote understanding during times 
of change?

 Ĥ Effective transition management - Whilst some 
people will fall into Quadrant A (Figure 2) from 
the start, the majority will need to be encouraged, 
assisted and enabled to move there from other 
quadrants. This is achieved by helping as many 
people as possible to assume a positive attitude 
towards the change, and actively engage in making 
it happen.

 Understanding 

As argued by Harvard Business School’s Paul Lawrence and 
Nitin Nohria, we have a basic drive to make sense of the world 
around us. Arguably, it’s what sets humans apart from other 
mammals: Throw a ball for a dog and it will run after it, throw 
a ball for a human and they’ll ask why you threw the ball. The 
drive to understand extends to the world of work. A wide body 
of research highlights the importance of meaningful work - 
work that has a purpose greater than the extrinsic outcome 
of the work. Satisfying employees’ drive for meaning leads 
to a range of benefits, including stronger intrinsic motivation, 
improved well-being, greater organisational commitment, 
increased job satisfaction and less absenteeism.25

When things don’t make sense, seem contradictory, or 
when we do things that go against our beliefs and values, 
we experience ‘cognitive dissonance’, which makes us feel 
stressed and uncomfortable.26 We’re driven to alleviate this 
feeling by reducing the discrepancy between what we think 
and what we’re doing. We achieve this either by changing 
our attitude towards it, by changing our behaviour, or by 
avoiding situations that reminds us of the discrepancy. For 
instance, if we see something we like but can’t have we might 
subsequently decide that we ‘never really liked it that much 
anyway’. Alternatively, we might try harder or find another way 
of obtaining it, or we might just actively avoid situations and 
information which remind us of the conflict.

Therefore, if employees don’t fully understand the reasons 
for organisational changes, or if the changes go against 
employees’ beliefs or values, they will experience cognitive 
dissonance and feel uncomfortable until they do something 
to reduce it. Change leaders and managers can help to reduce 
(or preferably avoid) cognitive dissonance by clearly explaining 
the drivers for the change to employees. In the absence of a 
clear and understood explanation, employees will feel driven 
to reduce the feeling of dissonance, and the way in which they 
choose to achieve this has significant implications for change 
management. 

Individuals respond to change in different ways, and this is 
partly determined by how they make sense of the proposed 
change, and how they decide to act as a result.27 As shown in 
Rogers’ (2007) framework of employee responses to change, 
understanding is a key driver of four broad responses to 
change (Figure 2).

25 Nielsen, K., et al. (2008). The effects of transformational leadership on followers’ 
perceived work characteristics and psychological well-being: A longitudinal study, Work 
& Stress, 22, 16-32.
26  Festinger, L. (1962). Cognitive dissonance. Scientific American, 207(4), 93–107.
27 Rodgers, C. (2007). Informal Coalitions: Mastering the Hidden Dynamics of 
Organisational Change. Palgrave MacMillan, Hampshire. http://www.chrisrodgers.com/
index.html

Figure 2 - Employee Responses to Change

Employees in A view the change as an opportunity, either 
to advance their career or to carry out the type of work that 
appeals to them.

Employees in B view the change in broadly positive terms, 
but are not ready to actively engage with it. They may not 
understand the meaning and benefits of the change, or may 
feel that they have ‘seen it all before’ and are waiting for some 
tangible signs that the promised changes will actually happen. 

Employees in C view the change negatively but are passive 
in their response. They may be worried about what they will 
lose through the change, or feel insecure about the process. 

Employees in D view the change in negative terms and actively 
work against it to alter its planned outcomes or prevent it from 
happening. Typically, they feel that the change will result in a 
loss of personal status or undermine their deeply held values.
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 Conclusion 

Our evolutionary heritage makes us cautious of change, since something 
new and unknown could house a potential threat to our survival. Our 
brains are constantly assessing new information, people and situations to 
determine whether they present a threat or a potential reward.

When judged as a threat, the well-known 
fight or flight response is activated. 'Amygdala 
hijack’ takes place; the brain prioritises the 
processing of emotions at the expense of 
more rational functions such as problem 
solving, creative thinking, and the ability to 
process new information and ideas, making 
it difficult to focus on anything other than the 
short-term goal of self-preservation. Since 
this happens at an unconscious level, in a split 
second, resistance to change isn’t necessarily 
a conscious act; it’s often a deeply rooted 
survival instinct.

What’s more, organisational change often 
involves stepping on the most common triggers 
of threat response, making it an inadvertent 
minefield. But the good news is that there’s a 
great deal of scope for leaders and managers 
to influence employees’ perceptions of change. 
By shaping change to avoid the perceived 
threats that can commonly accompany it, 
neural pathways in the brain are opened up to 
allow for rational thinking, problem solving and 
acceptance of new ideas. This turns change 
resistance into change resilience.

Leaders and managers should pay careful 
consideration to the impact of change on the 
key drivers of behaviour, areas that contain 
potential threat triggers: Status, Certainty, 
Autonomy, Relatedness, Fairness, and 
Understanding. They should also get to know 
which areas are most salient for each of their 
team members. We all differ in our sensitivity 
to each of the five domains, influenced by 
personality preferences, but also by the 
situation. For example, a person who is highly 
anxious in uncertain situations will likely need 
more clarity and concrete detail than a person 
who is more tolerant of uncertainty.  People 
who are high in ‘openness to experience’ 
tend to respond more positively to new 
and changing job demands, while more 
conscientious individuals tend to perform 
better under more routine conditions with 
stable job demands.  

Considering the key components of effective change management (reflected 
in the Lane4 Change Framework shown in Figure 3), insights about the brain’s 
response to change shared in this report can be consolidated into three broad 
categories of recommendations:

28 Rock & Cox (2012). SCARF® in 2012: updating the social 
neuroscience of collaborating with others. NeuroLeadership 
Journal, 4, 1-14. http://www.davidrock.net/files/09_SCARF_
in_2012_US.pdf
29 Thoresen, C.J., et al. (2004). The big five personality traits and 
individual job performance growth trajectories in maintenance and 
transitional job stages. Journal of Applied Psychology, 89, 835-853
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Figure 3 - The Lane4 Change Framework

Communicating the Drivers for Change - Think twice before communicating 
the driver for change as to rescue the organisation from a “burning platform”.  
Attempts to motivate employees via an expressed or implied threat is likely to 
grab attention but won’t necessarily make people receptive or responsive to 
change. Instilling a climate of fear is also self-perpetuating - emphasising fear 
can focus people’s attention on threats.  Instead paint a positive picture of the 
future, making the vision as detailed and realistic as possible to provide some 
certainty about what’s to come.  If possible break change down into manageable 
phases with concrete goals, again to enhance certainty and control.  When 
communicating about the change be open and honest. If you don’t know, say so, 
but say by when you hope to know. Even this provides some certainty.

Enabling the People - Minimise threat responses by helping people to identify 
ways of using and demonstrating their strengths in their new roles, teams or 
structure.  Facilitate and allow time for new teams to get to know each other and 
to speed up development of effective ways of working together.  Equip individuals 
with the skills to recognise and manage their threat responses, to release 
themselves from ‘amygdala hijack’ and allow more rational processing to return.  

Shaping the Process - Provide numerous opportunities for employees to 
influence and make sense of proposed changes, helping to shift the dominant 
perception to one of an opportunity rather than a threat. Allow time for people 
to adjust to new ways of working, remembering that having overcome or 
avoided any perceived threat responses, organisational change also tends to 
require individuals to modify their habits. And as many of us know, habits tend 
to be hard to alter due to their deeply ingrained nature.



 Talk to us about your change strategy - call 01628 533733,  

 email enquiries@lane4.co.uk or visit lane4performance.com/contact 


