
 

It’s all about emotions.  !
Years of experience in clinical work have taught me that the key to unlocking a 
situation will always be in understanding the emotions.  And in change 
environments, those emotions are often running high.  How they are dealt with 
can have a significant impact on the effectiveness of the change process.  !
I’ve spent most of my professional life working with emotions.  As an NHS 
clinical psychologist, I watched for them, named them, and observed their 
course. Now, as a consultant I work with teams and organisations to identify the 
feelings that are present in any given situation. I help them to understand the 
impact that those emotions can have on their thinking and behaviour and do 
something about it.  If I’ve learnt nothing else in nearly 30 years of practice is 
that emotions underlie everything that we do (see figure I). !
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The ability to look beneath the surface in this way is an essential skill. If the more 
‘negative’ emotions are neglected or dismissed, as they sometimes are in 
change management programmes, they don't go away.  They just return in a 
different form, often as resistance or other blocking behaviours.  !
But once identified, emotions can become part of the process. Individuals can 
learn how to exert a degree of control over them, and make choices about the 
most effective way to use their feelings.  Attending to emotions can help the 
change process to progress much more effectively. !
So what do I mean when I talk of dealing with emotions?  !
By way of an answer I’d like to introduce some of the most powerful emotions 
based change facilitation techniques that I’ve encountered over the years.  Time 
and time again I have seen these techniques make a significant difference in 
change environments, to both individuals and organisations.  !

Cognitive Behavioural Psychology (CBP) !
Let's start with Cognitive Behavioural Psychology. You may have heard the name.  
Its use in psychotherapy has become well known in recent years, particularly in 
the treatment of anxiety and depression.   !
For me, this is the most significant of all the models I’ve encountered on my 
professional journey and one that provides an excellent way to explore emotions 
and behaviours in the workplace. !

In 1986 I was fortunate enough 
to meet and be coached by the 
founder of CBP, the American 
psychiatrist, Aeron T Beck.  
Beck’s great contribution was to 
make clear the connection 
between emotion, thought and 
behaviour.  His model - now 
thoroughly backed up by 
neuroscience - describes the 
way in which each of these can 
impact on the other.   !

In particular, Beck looked at the effect of our tendency for negative thinking. !!!!!!
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In CBP, Beck is describing something we all experience in everyday life.  For 
example: imagine you’re watching TV. You’re relaxed and feeling good, until 
something shocking or unpleasant comes on the screen. Your mood darkens 
and, as it does, your behaviour changes.  The changes may be very small: you’re 
more thoughtful, a little more sluggish; you find it harder to turn off the TV.  
Perhaps memories arise, and that night you have an unusual dream. All on 
account of that one TV incident.  !
Thoughts can have a similar impact.  Let’s say you leave a meeting in a negative 
frame of mind.  You start replaying a specific moment and a sentence you used 
that didn’t express exactly what you meant. You feel irritated with yourself and 
immediately put a meeting in the diary to go round the subject again. When you 
get home your partner comments that you're less communicative than usual.  
Your negative thoughts about the meeting have affected your emotional state 
and changed your behaviour.  !
It’s this interplay that CBP can help us to address, first by identifying the role that 
emotion and negative thinking can play in situations, and then by providing 
methodologies that we can use to change and modify them.   In a change 
environment CBP is an extremely powerful and effective tool, particularly when 
people are struggling with resistance.  !
Many change programmes fail because of resistance. For me, dealing with that 
resistance always starts with finding the emotion that's driving it. It will usually be 
a feeling from the angry and fearful categories (see figure III).  When we’re 
experiencing these kind of strong emotions, our behaviour is more likely to be 
combative or withdrawn; we may seem to be ‘playing a game’. As a result, we 
come across as resistant.  
 !!

Figure III: Categories of Emotion !
Fear  
Fright, Nervous, Concern, Panic, Worry, Anxiety, Dread !
Sadness 
Despair, Gloom, Unhappiness, Hurt, Lonely, Pity !
Shame 
Guilt, Humiliation, Regret, Embarrassment, Remorse !
Anger 
Annoyed, Bitter, Hostile, Rage, Frustration, Fury, Resentment !!!!!
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Similarly if we’re preoccupied with the impact of impending change we're likely 
to be worried and tired. Heightened anxiety means we can’t think as sharply and 
logically as usual. We find it harder to explain ourselves. We may withdraw as a 
way of hiding our vulnerability.  To other people we come across as irrational and 
unwilling to engage. Again, our Behaviour is interpreted as resistance.  But, as 
we've seen, the behaviour is only part of the story, and it won't change until the 
emotions behind it are addressed.   !
I use the word 'we' because it's not just the emotions of the group members that 
I need to identify.  As a facilitator I have to be mindful of my own internal state. I 
have to be aware of the default behaviours and negative thoughts that are likely 
to arise if I find myself in an emotionally charged situation - for example, if a 
participant challenges the process.   I'm aware that strong emotions could lead 
to behaviours that damage my ability to facilitate effectively. Perhaps I respond 
more sharply, steer the process more strongly with the potential consequence 
that people get less opportunity to speak out.  And so I am constantly using CBP 
methods on myself, as well as with the group.  In this way, CBP also serves to 
enhance the facilitation process.  !
So in short, we all have emotions and most of us think negative thoughts. These 
have an impact on our behaviour, and in change situations those behaviours can 
often be interpreted as resistance.   CBP gives us a way to look beyond these 
behaviours firstly by providing a good rationale and techniques for exploring 
emotions and thoughts for groups and teams facing change and secondly 
through providing effective self management methods for facilitators to keep 
objective and mange their own emotions, cognitions and behaviours. !

Mindfulness  !
Everyone is talking about Mindfulness. It's all over the bookshops and the 
academic papers, not to mention the magazines and the App store. Mindfulness 
is now a key methodology in CBP.  !
I was first trained in Mindfulness as part of a therapeutic approach designed to 
manage out of control emotions.  Essentially, it is about bringing people into the 
here and now.  When we are mindful we don’t drift off.  We are alert, and fully 
aware of what is actually happening, rather than what we think may be 
happening.  Most importantly, we know what we're feeling and, as a result, are 
able to make decisions about how we enact those emotions.  !
In change environments being able to be ‘mindful’ means that people can 
acknowledge their emotions and the impact those emotions are having on them. 
Mindfulness also helps them to use coping strategies more effectively.    
There is a huge repertoire of mindful activities used to teach this simple but 
extremely powerful skill. With mindful behaviour in place, both the facilitation 
and the actual process of change can be significantly enhanced. !!
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The Psychology of Change !
The power of a model like CBP becomes clear when we hone in on the 
psychology of change.  This is most usually demonstrated through a change 
curve. You'll be familiar with a change curve, I'm sure.  Every change facilitator 
has one.  At ORConsulting we use a simple four-stage model that follows the key 
emotional and behavioural phases of personal change. Mapped over these four 
stages we use a four-step management approach devised by the founder of the 
ORGroup, Mark Hamlin (see figure IV). 

!
If we add to this a consideration of the emotional content of each quadrant, we 
begin to see how people will vary in their receptiveness to different kinds of 
messages as they move along the curve.  This gives us an idea of where we can 
most usefully apply emotion focused, 'soft' skills approaches.   !
For example: when you're working with someone on the top left hand side of 
transition curve, you are dealing with a person whose neurological emotional 
centers aren't firing particularly strongly. They are able to engage their cortex - 
or, to put it another way, they can think.  !
In this situation, the traditional, information based change methodologies will 
work well.  !
Things change, however, when somebody is in the bottom left hand side. Here 
they may be experiencing anxiety, anger or loss. These emotions will have an 
impact on their cognitive functions with the result that your information, however 



clear and reasoned, is unlikely to be effective.  A more empathic approach is 
needed here.  All emotions have a purpose. Identifying this and addressing the 
underlying issues is how you get someone's attention and engagement when 
they are in this position (see figure V).  

!
And so, whilst in non-emotional situations, information and setting a clear 
direction works just fine, once strong emotions enter the picture, more 'people 
focused' methods are required to help individuals move beyond resistance.  !

Berne’s Theory of Behaviour !
You may be more familiar with this as ‘Transactional Analysis (TA), or Parent, 
Adult and Child. TA is another tool for looking at emotions and behaviour, 
particularly in interpersonal situations.  I’ve been using it for the last 10 years and 
I’ve found it to be the best way of understanding the impact of people's 
behaviour on each other.  TA also offers a clear model that quickly helps people 
to understand how they can deal with their own, and others’, emotions. !
At ORConsulting we divide the six possible states of mind, the ‘Egostates’ into 
three effective and three ineffective states. When we behave in, or are perceived 
to behave in, one of the ineffective Egostates (Critical Parent [CP] , Rebellious 
[RC] and Complaint Child [CC]), we are far more likely to get an ineffective 
‘Egostate’ behaviour in response. Whereas using the effective ‘Egostates’ (Adult 
[A], Nurturing Parent [NP] and Free Child [FC]) heightens the likelihood of 
receiving a matching effective response back. !
Again, it’s all about emotions. In the case of TA, the focus is on how we respond 
to emotions from the different states.  Take the Child state. When we’re in the 
Free Child Egostate we’re honest and open about our feelings.  As a result, 
people are more likely to engage with us. By contrast, in the ineffective child 
states (Rebellious or Compliant Child) we use our emotions reactively, allowing 



flight and flight impulses to control our emotional world.  And so we find that 
people back off and are less likely to trust us.  In change environments this latter 
scenario means less interest, buy-in and engagement with the change. 
 

!
The TA model also goes further; showing how using emotions ineffectively can 
pollute communications.  Anger or distress can 'seep out' through our body 
language.  As a result, people on the receiving end may misunderstand our 
intentions, respond reciprocally, and then – well, the vicious cycle has begun.  
In learning to identify our different Egostates, we gain insight into what's going 
on in our interactions with others, and why.  TA helps us to makes choices - by 
using the rational, thinking Adult state we can decide which Egostate is the most 
appropriate in any given situation. In the Adult state, we're also in a position to 
use the CBP techniques effectively.  !
In the complex, emotionally charged situations that come with any change 
process the TA model can be immensely useful as a framework that helps us to 
identify emotion and decide how best to respond.  !

Process Consultation Model !
Process Consultation has its roots in the 1960s when the idea first surfaced of 
applying psychotherapeutic principles to organisations and work. In change 
situations it is a very effective model, ensuring that individuals and groups are 
properly heard, understood and fully engaged in the process.  



Process Consultation, a term coined by Edgar Schein, begins with the idea that 
an organisation has thoughts, feelings and behaviours, in the same way as an 
individual.  Just as a therapist would engage with an individual’s inner world, a 
Process Consultation facilitator works with an organisation to explore the 
member’s beliefs and emotions.   Recent work on engagement has shown that 
attending to these elements is vital to ensure engagement in change processes 
and to develop trust in employers. !
It's a long way from the traditional ‘expert’ consultation model. The Process 
Consultation facilitator may indeed be an expert but they do not dictate the 
process, or tell people how to do things, methods more likely to heighten 
resistance. Instead they work in collaboration with the organisation. Their role is 
to observe and understand what is going on in the unfolding process, to open 
up opportunities to explore emotions and thoughts and the impact they are 
having on individuals and the organisation. !
In this way, the facilitator helps the organisation develop insight and 
understanding around the change process so that decisions can be made, jointly 
and logically, on the best course of action.  !
Process Consultation, with its emphasis on a shared understanding of the 
emotions and behaviours involved in the change process is, I believe, is a more 
effective model of change intervention than the ’tell’ models.  It develops more 
insight and understanding and, in creating opportunities to address the 
emotional content, it increases trust and buy in, and reduces resistance.  !

And finally  !
This is a brief overview of the five models I depend on most when intervening in 
difficult change environments.  In each model, the primary concern is with 
emotions, because, as I hope I have shown, every change environment is full of 
emotions. Recognising them and dealing with their impact, is essential to secure 
the motivation and cognitive ability that is needed if people are to engage 
effectively with the more tangible 'hard' change actions.  !
By starting with, or at least attending to emotions during the change journey,  
conflict can be minimised and individuals helped to a feeling of control and 
understanding.  As a result, the change process can proceed more effectively.   !!!!!


