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Advancing Business Through People (sm)


Transitions

The Inner Experience of Change
By Tom Stevens

I find people are surprised when I say there is a big distinction between change and transition – and that it is often transition that makes people more uncomfortable than change. What’s the difference? Change is an observable event. Transition is an inner state. If you go from driving a Miata to driving a Hummer, you’ve made a change. Transition is the period it takes you to get used to it.
Any significant change can trigger a transition - the birth of a child, marriage, divorce, job loss or promotion, relocation, corporate reorganization. Transitions may be caused by changes we initiated or due to events imposed upon us. We may see the change as positive and desirable, or as something to be avoided, bad luck, a tragedy. Sometimes transitions are sparked by a less visible personal circumstance, feelings about reaching a certain age, a spiritual experience, or simply a new insight about oneself.    
Because much of what we do – 95% according to some researchers – is done automatically, unconsciously, what I call being on autopilot – transition almost always requires energy to learn or create new patterns in our lives that used to be routine. Finding the energy to create new routines is problem enough, but the real issue of transition has to do with our emotional response. Regardless of how they are triggered, major life changes generally bring a multitude of mixed feelings and experiences that help us cope and potentially lead us to a new level of personal growth. These emotions, however, may be uncomfortable.

[image: image1.png]4>

KerrRHILL



Transitions typically follow a path through four possible states: endings, a fallow phase, new starts, back to routine. This four state model helps us understand transitions, but be aware not every transition experience follows this process in a neat order.

Routine is a baseline state that carries an emotional sense that things are as they should be. Sometimes we experience changes but perceive them as routine. Change that has personal impact and implications, however, typically pushes us into other transition states. 

Endings are a time of good-byes, and a time of disengaging ourselves from what we have previously known. Following a change, our inner selves need acknowledgment that something has closed before we can move on. Since endings involve loss, it is a stage marked by grief and all the feelings that accompany it.

The Fallow state is often experienced as a time of low energy, not being interested in anything, or simply confusion. People in this state may feel they are simply going through the motions of daily living or ‘not getting anything done’. This state can be greatly distressing - especially for executives and professionals who generally see themselves as energetic and decisive - often because they don’t understand why it is happening. I have seen people find great relief when they learn that the fallow state is an important part of the process of transition, like a field that lies fallow before a new crop can be planted.

New Starts are a time of energy resurgence, of vision, of trepidation, and of hope. Old things are given a new approach, and new things are tried. Sanction or acknowledgment of a new status is important for this stage.

When changes and transitions are imposed or due to negative circumstances, it’s easy to dwell on the endings and fail to see the inherent new beginning. Likewise, when transitions involve positive circumstances, endings can be overlooked. People can then be surprised when distressing feelings arise. It can be helpful to remind yourself that distress and negative feelings may be a sign that things have changed, rather than something is wrong. 

Tips for Navigating Transition

· Recognize where you are in the process of transition – are you at an ending? In a fallow state? Or at a new start? Acknowledge your emotions, and use them to help you determine what transition state you are in. Similarly, recognizing what particular state of transition you are in may help explain the feelings you experience.
· Mark the transition. If there isn’t a ceremony, ritual, or other marker of the transition, create one. It can be as simple as writing down the things that are ending or that you are letting go, then throwing away the paper – or planting a sapling as a symbol of a new beginning. It can be private or shared with others. Be as simple or elaborate as you need.
· Talk to someone about what you are experiencing. We can weather rough seas when we have an anchor and a safe harbor. This is a time to call on the help of friends, family, or trusted advisors. Connections with others who are or have been in a similar situation can also be an invaluable source of support.
· Helplessness can be damaging. It is natural that feelings of helplessness arise in times of transition, particularly when changes have been imposed – for example, a job loss or unwanted divorce. Once it’s acknowledged, however, helplessness is a feeling that is best resisted. Put your focus on what you CAN do, not what you can’t. Be proactive in whatever sphere of influence you have. A terrific antidote for feelings of helplessness is the Serenity Prayer.
· Get some perspective. Contradictory as it sounds, it’s true both that your experience is unique and that you are not the only one to go through this. Take view of the transition from a larger or more distant perspective. Your spiritual beliefs may be helpful. So is a sense of humor.
· It’s a sign of strength to get help. Seek the advice of an appropriate professional at the first sign that you need it.
· Inner time and outer time may be experienced differently. No matter how quickly changes are made in your outer life, your inner self needs time to process. Take time for reflection.
· Even if your world is crashing around you, take responsibility for your attitude.
· Expose yourself to inspiration. This is a good time to indulge yourself in writings, movies, art, or music that has served as a source of inspiration. Comfort, solace, and new insights may await you in revisiting familiar items, while serendipitous learning springs from new material.
· Be kind to yourself.
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