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The Transition Curve describes a person’s journey (i.e. transition) through change. It has been around for a 

long time - and like all good models - it has stood the test of time and continues to aid people in 

articulating and managing their experiences of change, however large or small it may be.  !
The vertical axis represents our perceived ability to deal with a given change and the impact this has on our 

confidence, morale and the psychological contract we have around it. The ‘psychological contract’ refers to 

the implicit set of expectations we have. For example: we have a psychological contract with our employer, 

our personal set of expectations about what we are prepared to do and what we expect in return - we have 

these contracts about relationships, our imagined future, specific events, tasks and the point is that we will 

react emotionally when our expectations aren’t realised.  

Transition Curve 
A model to help us think about the 
personal impact of change - and what we 
can do as leaders to manage it.



The horizontal axis (Time) is relative. This could be as long as years and decades or as short as a few days or 

hours. !
The initial uplift on the curve is often where people put energy into managing a situation using their existing 

skill sets before realising that these skills are no longer sufficient to deal with the change presented. This 

part is often called ‘Shock’ or ‘Denial’.  

 
The downward part of the curve starts when we realise that our existing skills are no longer sufficient to 

ensure that our expectations will be met – and the psychological contract starts coming under pressure. 

Feelings like frustration and irritation at others (or ourselves) start to intensify. 
 

When we are ‘above’ the horizontal 

line (Open / Hidden)  we are able to 

keep the change in perspective and 

our feelings and behaviours are 

proportionate to the scale of change 

we are experiencing. We are able to 

direct our efforts towards the change 

in question without it affecting other 

parts of our life.  !
When we are below this line  we are 

no longer able to feel confident in 

our ability to deal with the change 

and our emotions intensify towards, 

anger, resentment, fear, guilt, etc. 

Our behaviours may become 

inappropriate at times and 

disproportionate to the impact of the change. We may have difficulty keeping the impact of this change 

from other aspects of our life.  !
Looking at the Past/Future vertical line we see that people on the left hand side of the line can be more 

focussed towards the past than the future. As their ability to deal with an existing change diminishes, they 

may feel hesitant about the future (and the ability to cope) with the change. They may feel resentful for 

finding themselves in this position and do all they can to revert things back to the way they were. It may 

well be that the way things were, really were better than they are now, equally, it may be that because the 

present day seems so difficult or disappointing, they remember the past as being better than it may have 

actually been at the time. People often talk about a ‘golden era’ that is always just within reach of living, 

working memory (e.g. about 20 yrs ago) – i.e. there was a past that was better than today. !
The 2nd, bottom left hand quadrant is worthy of special mention. We have all found ourselves in this 

quadrant at some point in our personal and professional life – sometimes as a result of unpleasant changes, 

sometimes as a result of changes we actively seek. We can probably all remember what it feels like to lack 



confidence or feel powerless to affect a change that impacts directly on us. If we’ve been there for a long 

time, we may become apathetic to the change itself and resentful in general to those who we see as being 

responsible for it – and cynical of any efforts or suggestions they may offer. Our psychological contract is in 

tatters and our willingness to expend discretionary effort is vastly reduced. The subtext is often: “If that’s 

how they are going to treat me, next time they want me to go above and beyond the call of duty, they can 

forget it”! !
Depending on the person or the change, sometimes the behaviour from people in this bottom left hand 

quadrant can become destructive to themselves (e.g. drinking) or to those around them (e.g. aggressive 

behaviour). Quite often the sabotage can be a passive aggression that undermines a collaborative 

atmosphere where everybody feels that they are working to the same objective. Some of these actions may 

be subtle (e.g. not reciprocating common courtesies, rolling of the eyes, cynical comments), sometimes 

more deliberate. Either way, they are a consequence of where somebody is on the Transition Curve. !
The impact that people in this quadrant can have on others can be immense. Some people will be repelled 

by their views and behaviours – increasing an atmosphere of animosity. Others may be drawn towards them, 

relieved they have found others who feel as they do - the BMW club (bitching, moaning and whining!). The 

peer pressure in this group can be very strong, and any view that is expressed contrary to the group may be 

quickly chastised or in some cases, the person even marginalised from the group.  !
Moving out from the bottom of the curve is not a given. Some people may churn around there for many 

years – and may never move on from there. They may surround themselves with people who support their 

views and reinforce their belief that everybody is stuck or has their heads in the clouds about the reality of 

the change. !
Moving out from this trough requires a conscious decision and cruelly, this is when we often feel at our 

lowest ebb and with the least confidence in our skills. Part of making this decision is about accepting the 

new reality for what it is, whether one likes it or not – and adapting to it. For some people it may be 

deciding to remove oneself from the situation altogether; renegotiating the psychological contract in one’s 

mind; trying something different; getting involved and influencing the change itself. The mere act of making 

the decision gives you a sense of control and starts projecting you up the Transition Curve.  !
As we progress up the curve, our confidence in our abilities to deal with the change increases and we invest 

more in adapting to these changes. As we do so, our commitment to this new psychological contract 

increases as we no longer feel like we are being victimised by it. While we may never be glad of these 

changes or wish them upon others, we may feel better about our ability to transition through them. 
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Navigating Change successfully – following the blue dotted line!

!
In a well-managed change, people dealing with transition would follow the ‘blue dotted route’.  So, whilst 

they may experience strong emotions in navigating the change, their emotions and behaviours are ‘above 

the line’ – appropriate and proportionate to what they are experiencing.  They can successfully direct their 

efforts to adapting to change and feel confident in their ability to deal with the future. Using the building 

blocks effectively helps leaders manage this.  
 

!
Other than ourselves, we can never be responsible for other people moving through the Transition Curve. 

However, there are things we can do to maximise the possibility of people taking the ‘blue dotted line”. 

There are four primary building blocks that people (ourselves and others) need in order to successfully 

manage change: !
1. information 

2. support 

3. clear direction 

4. involvement and encouragement  !
!
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Information 

Objective: So the logic behind the change is understood  

• honest, accurate, clear 

• how it effects me  

• how it effects others  

• time for discussion & repetition  

Support 
Objective: Acknowledging and reaching the feelings of transition    
• talk and be listened to  

• colleagues, friends and family  

• understanding/ acknowledging how I might feel  

• help people with their choices  

Involvement & Encouragement 
Objective: Reinforcing new behaviours and attitudes  
• everyone has a part to play – collaboration  

• positive feedback & recognition  

• involved: enabled to make own decisions  

• authentic, with integrity, ethical, fair 

Clear Direction 
Objective: Clarifying what needs to happen next    
• clear position and expectations about the future   

• straight feedback about what needs to be different with evidence  

• knowing what to let go of, what to keep  

• realistic expectations  


