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Chapter 1:
Introduction

This is the companion book to the online course
Why is Change so Hard?

What can science tell us about why people resist
change? What you can do to help your staff adjust? This book
discusses how to utilize behavioral psychology techniques to help
overcome resistance to change in yourself and in others.

Before we can embrace change, we first have to
unlearn our old ways of doing things.

Why Behavioral
Science?

In this book we are going to discuss why we all
find it so hard to change and why it’s particularly difficult to
create culture shifts within an organization.

To do this we are going to take an operant
conditioning approach to the problem, which basically means we are
going to take a behavioral psychology approach.

First, we need to learn how we as humans:


	
unlearn old behaviors



	
train up new behaviors



	
how to use rewards and reinforcements to
maximize change adoption





Specifically, we are going to learn:


	
the most effective unlearning techniques



	
what the process of change is really like
and what to expect



	
how to train yourself and others to embrace
change over time





When you understand this, it becomes easier to
not get frustrated with the pace of change. Always remember, your
staff, as well meaning as they are, have to extinguish the old ways
of doing things in order to adopt the new ways of doing things.
Which means, they are going to go through an extinction burst or
blow out, which I will describe later.

Failure to manage the extinction burst process
is why most attempts to change the culture fail. Leaders don’t
recognize that staff resistance is really just a manifestation of
an extinction burst and so tend to give up too soon instead of
seeing the collective staff blow out through to completion.

This knowledge is useful in a variety of
situations. It’s the same process I teach in the anti-bullying
programs I offer. It also helps you to understand and manage most
of your interpersonal relationships.
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Chapter 2:
The Science of Behavioral Unlearning

The key to understanding why it is so hard to
get people to embrace change is to understand how we unlearn
behaviors. It turns out we as humans unlearn the same way all
animals unlearn things. To do this intentionally, there is really
only one protocol that seems to work. It’s called “Extinguishing a
Behavior.”

You eliminate the reward. This causes a
behavioral escalation as the animal tries to get their reward back.
If the reward continues to be denied, eventually the animal will
escalate to the point the behavior becomes almost constant. This is
known as an extinction burst or blow out. If the reward continues
to be denied despite desperate attempts by the animal to get their
reward back - they will eventually give up.

There are more than 7 decades of research into
this topic and there have been no counter examples found. This is
considered established science by behavioral psychologists. All
behavioral unlearning follows this pattern. The only thing that
varies is how bad the escalation, extinction burst or blow out
is.

Because this is considered established science I
will not be citing specific studies. Instead, I will be describing
how to use this knowledge to help you improve outcomes. If you are
curious about the research, please search google scholar for the
following terms


	
Behavioral extinction



	
Operant conditioning





The Extinguishing a Behavior Protocol:

In order to unlearn a habitualized rewarded
behavior, you have to do several things. These steps are what are
known as extinguishing a behavior and are a standard operant
conditioning technique.


	
Stop rewarding the unwanted behavior



	
Increase the cost associated with performing
the unwanted behavior



	
Ride out the blow by being 100% consistent
in not providing a reward despite repeatedly more aggressive
attempts to get a reward



	
Reward the behavior you do want (provide an
alternative way to get a reward)



	
Nip in the bud any future attempts to
re-establish the unwanted behavior





When you try to get yourself or a group of
people to stop doing one thing and start doing something new, you
have to first extinguish the old behavior so that you CAN train up
the new behavior. Failure to do this will cause you to fail.
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Chapter 3:
Extinction Bursts and Blow Outs

The reason it is so hard to get unwanted
behaviors to stop is because people resist change. Instinctually.
Even if they want to change, they will resist. In order to give
yourself the best chance of success, it is important to understand
exactly what the extinction process is like, what an extinction
burst is and how they manifest.

Anyone who has been addicted to something like
cigarettes, alcohol, or drugs will tell you that it’s not easy to
quit. Habits are really hard to break.

For example, I drive the same way to my son’s
school and the same way back. I have been doing this for a couple
of years. If I drop my son off at school and decide to go to the
market before returning home - I have to exert quite a bit of
mental energy to ensure I turn left instead of my normal right. If
I don’t pay attention, I will drive myself home, as is my habit,
instead of driving to the market. I can get myself to the market,
but I have to make a conscious effort to overcome my habitual
driving patterns to do so. Anything you do on autopilot - including
driving a car - is a learned behavior. You can unlearn it, but it
takes effort.

When it comes to unlearning a routine or
workplace process, we are dealing with the same thing. These are
habits. We do them because “they’ve always worked.” It’s not that
we don’t understand that this other way might be better, it’s more
that it’s so HARD to break old habits. It's easier to keep doing
what you are doing than unlearn an old way of doing it.

This is why some of us keep using old computers
at home way past the time we should. It’s easier than dealing with
learning something new. In order for us to give up the old way – it
pretty much has to stop working entirely! Which in our operant
conditioning terms means that we stopped receiving the reward,
which is step one of the protocol.

But there is another reason why it’s so hard to
give up our old ways. And that is the behavioral response known as
“the extinction burst.” An extinction burst is what happens when
you eliminate “the reward.” Everyone does it and all animals do it.
It’s kind of an instinctual thing.

An Example of an Extinction Burst or Blow
Out

Let’s say that every day at 3 pm you walk to the
vending machine in your office, put money into it, press some
buttons and get a candy bar. And let’s say this is your regular
afternoon routine and you’ve been doing it for over 2 years. What
happens if one day you go to the vending machine, as is your habit,
put in your money, press the buttons and … nothing happens? What do
you do?

Most people - push more buttons. They may shake
the machine. They will escalate their behavior to try and get their
candy bar. Almost no one, when confronted with a broken vending
machine, will accept that the machine is broken and just walk away.
Almost everyone will escalate their behavior for a while before we
give up. This is exactly what we expect to see happen based on a
behavioral extinction model. The escalation is expected. Everyone,
even the little old nice lady who has nothing bad to say about
anyone - will “fight” with a broken vending machine.

The only question is how bad will people resist
the reality of the broken vending machine before giving up. Some
people give up quickly, others will get more aggressive. But
everyone will escalate their behavior before they give up.

Everyone does this. The reward is denied or
removed, we escalate the behavior. If the reward continues to be
denied, we will eventually give up. This is how all habits are
broken. It doesn’t matter what the behavior is. This is what the
process of unlearning is like. Properly understanding this process
directly impacts your ability to get yourself and your organization
to adapt to change.
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Chapter 4:
The Importance of Consistency

Because consistency is so important to the whole
“why people resist change” phenomenon, we are going to discuss it
in more detail.

When we break a habit, we all go through an
extinction burst. The escalation of behavior that is the extinction
burst or blow out follows a very predictable pattern. Once we
understand what is happening, it becomes much easier to control it.
[image: tmp_e788cccbe4dd1caa24e19db38adfe4b7_U3rbLD_html_1caa0ca2.png]

The above graph shows the typical behavioral
escalation pattern of a blow out or extinction burst. We have some
level of behavior happening. When the reward is removed, the
behavior escalates. If the reward continues to be denied, the
behavior escalates more and more. If the reward continues to be
denied, eventually, the animal will give up and stop. Kind of.

For example:

Let’s imagine that there is a rat in a cage. And
every time it presses a lever - it gets a treat. There is some
level of behavior that is happened. An average number of lever
presses per hour. If the lever stops giving the rat a treat, the
rat will press the lever more and more. Until it’s pressing the
lever almost constantly. This is the blow out phase or extinction
burst. If the lever continues to not give a reward, the rat will
eventually give up and stop pressing the lever. This is what we
call behavioral extinction. The problem is that as long as the
lever is there, the rat will occasionally press it. Just at a lower
rate than it was previously. Just in case the lever starts working
again.

What I want you to understand is that every
behavior being extinguished in every animal ever studied, including
humans, follows this pattern. There is some level of behavior, the
reward is removed, the behavior escalates until, eventually, the
behavior extinguishes - kind of.

How bad the behavior gets depends on how long
the behavior has been established and how naturally aggressive the
individual is. If it is a new behavior, we give it up quickly. If
it is established, we don’t. If we are naturally aggressive, we
will probably fight more to get our reward back than people who are
more mild mannered. But all of us will escalate before
stopping.

What happens if we don’t complete the
extinction process?

Behavioral extinction requires consistent
removal of reward. It is only if the reward is well and truly gone,
that we get behavioral extinction. If the reward returns, the
behavior returns. And it doesn’t just return - it returns in a
worse form.

What is happening during an extinction process
is that the individual is escalating their behavior in an attempt
to get their reward back. If they get their reward back, what they
have learned is - in order to get their reward, they just have to
be more aggressive. If you give in and start rewarding the behavior
again, instead of the original status quo level of behavior, we get
a new more aggressive level of behavior. Because we will have
essentially taught our subject


Using Bullying as an Example:




Applying this to change management
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