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—John Alexander, president, Leadership Horizons and former president and CEO of the Center for Creative Leadership

“The most important idea I have encountered about organizational change is this: great change requires human transition. Decades of experience have proven that no magic set of steps, no financial incentive, no clever argument, and no threat can guarantee that a workforce will embrace change. People need real help in psychologically transitioning to a new situation—and that help is available here. In this fourth edition of Managing Transitions, William and Susan Bridges further expand their proven approach for helping people and organizations embrace real change.”
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“Managing Transitions is an essential guide for leaders and Chief People Officers who are navigating transitions and change within any organization, It is also a handbook in life for dealing with endings, new beginnings, and the disruptive ‘neutral zone’ in between. This book provides a pathway to human and authentic leadership and a way to gracefully navigate through the changes we all face in life.”

—Gabrielle Toledano, EVP and chief talent officer, Electronic Arts, Inc.

“Susan Bridges has done something generous, courageous, and brilliant with her updating of this classic and treasured book by Bill Bridges. In a collaborative process with the ideas of her late husband and business partner, she has made the language, concepts, and examples fresh again and available to a new audience. Bill’s ideas have been fundamental to my own practice, and now they will inspire a new generation of leaders and change-makers to be wise, humane, and strategic, as they move their complex organizations through an increasingly challenging and complex set of realities.”

—B. Kim Barnes, CEO, Barnes & Conti Associates and author of Exercising Influence: Making Things Happen at Work, at Home, and In Your Community

“Change is constant in today’s global business environment, and yet change management continues to be a challenge for most organizations. That’s why Managing Transitions remains an important book; it identifies the critically important role that understanding the human side of transition plays in effective change management. This updated edition is a must-read for anyone who wants to lead change successfully.”
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Bill Bridges’ work on transition has played such a fundamental role in my life, personally and professionally, that it is hard for me to know how to describe its power. So I’ll start with how I came to learn about it.

I first met Bill before I knew he was a world-renowned author and thinker. I was introduced to him for an informational interview of sorts, just to learn about the world of organizational consulting.

Bill was kind and patient with me, a twenty-three-year-old searching for a meaningful career. Little did I know I would be spending the next thirty years using his work to help clients, friends, and family members navigate the most difficult and productive times in their lives.

The breadth of people and situations I’ve seen benefit from the transition management model is astounding. From my CEO clients who are trying to merge two companies or introduce a new product line, to a priest who is trying to reform his religious order, to a family friend struggling with a new baby or a new job or the departure of her last child going off to college, every last person I’ve introduced to Bill Bridges’ work has had the same reaction. “This changes everything.”

All too often, people and organizations that are confronted with change find themselves struggling and don’t know why. They’ve applied every practical solution, quantitative method, and technical approach to managing change, and they’re at a loss for why it’s not working. And then they learn about the Bridges transition model and realize that change and transition are very different animals. They finally come to grips with the fact that the human element, the wonderfully unpredictable part of business and leadership and life that academics and experts so often overlook, is the difference between success and failure, between transformational growth and painful decline. I will never get tired of seeing clients and friends experience the palpable relief they experience when it all comes together.

Beyond the jaw-dropping power of Bill’s ideas, there is the timelessness of it all. It is as relevant and easily applicable today as it was when he first taught it to me back in the 1980s. At the time, it would have been easy for me to wonder whether the power of Bill’s principles was merely a function of the kindness and thoughtfulness of the man who was standing there teaching it to me. Three decades later, even after Bill has passed on, it is clear that his ideas continue to serve in profound ways.

I hope you are able to find as much relief, encouragement, and insights in this book as thousands and thousands of others have over the years. Including me.




               Diseases always attack men when they are exposed to change.

                     —HERODOTUS, GREEK HISTORIAN (FIFTH CENTURY BCE)

Introduction

It has been twenty-five years since the publication of the first edition of Managing Transitions. In working with organizations and individuals over the years, we’ve heard everyone talk about how much faster change is occurring. Indeed, many people feel that they have never before experienced the types of unprecedented changes that they are now.

Once-powerful companies unable to nimbly manage transitions have vanished, industries across the board are reinventing themselves, and in many cases government is transforming the whole game. All around us we see the ways in which technology is altering how business is done. Start-ups are disrupting well-established industries. The Internet, social networking platforms, and mobile applications have transformed the entire nature of communications. We are now in a 24/7 environment where information is found and shared instantly, with far-reaching implications on governments and societies. Those organizations that refuse to adapt will be left out in the cold, while more savvy competitors will leap ahead.

Adapting to the realities of this new world, leaders are confronted with a serious problem: in a quickly transforming landscape, they must be able to move their organizations from an initial idea to full-scale implementation with little to no time for employees to adjust to the new way of doing things. What’s more, they must contend with a pervasive sense of economic uncertainty. Employees are uneasy about their financial future and wonder how long the tumultuous economic environment will last, what will happen next, and if they will “make it.”

Meanwhile, the workforce itself continues to change. There is more diversity and inclusion of people with different cultural and religious backgrounds in the workforce, more women in leadership roles, colleagues from multiple generations, and often workers in remote locations. People must be allowed to think for themselves, work both independently and collaboratively with greater flexibility, be creative, take risks, and go the extra mile for the customer for optimal results. Employees have to bring both their hearts and their minds to work. But how are leaders to encourage this when many people are paralyzed by fear and worried about their ability to make mortgage payments, pay down debt, provide childcare, and cover healthcare costs?

We know that managing people and organizations during times of tumultuous change are some of the most difficult tasks a leader faces. We are beginning to get glimmers of the future, but there are still many unknowns and much uncertainty. During such times, a leader might be tempted to take short cuts, or to focus on new tactics for accomplishing quick results. We caution against that.

But the good news is that while the changes we are facing differ from any we’ve experienced before, the transition process by which people get through change is well mapped. There are many things about this new world that we cannot yet understand, but we do know what change does to people and how to help them get through it. It is helpful to remember the essential insight at the heart of our first book, Transitions: “Chaos is not a mess, but rather it is the primal state of pure energy to which the person returns for every true new beginning. . . .”

In managing the transitions that flow from the changes, we have a set of oars that is tried and true. As we step back from the unknown aspects of the changes, we can gain comfort from knowing that we understand what is happening and know how to navigate through the multiple transitions we are experiencing. We find that there is a way to get from one place to another.

First, it is still true, as we wrote in 1991, that the results you are seeking depend on getting people to stop doing things the old way and getting them to start doing things a new way. And since people have a personal connection with how they work, there is just no way to do that impersonally.

And, second, transition management is based on some abilities you already have and some techniques you can easily learn. It isn’t an undertaking that will offend anyone’s sense of personal privacy, theirs or yours. Instead, it is a way of dealing with people that makes everyone feel more comfortable.

We have shared a lifelong interest in organizational change and why it does not happen, even when logic and common sense seem to be on its side. We have spent decades consulting with organizations of all kinds—private, government, non-profit, and social—as specialists in helping people through organizational change. We have learned how self-defeating it is to try to overcome people’s resistance to change without addressing the threat the change poses to their world.

Practicing transition management skills taps into innate wisdom that you have sharpened through the years, and gives tools and methods for learning new ways. Understanding this will give you the opportunity to lead with confidence, communicate with clarity, and reassure your people that they are following a roadmap. People can take comfort in the message that we’ve been here before.

We’re not saying that transition management is easy—just that you can do it. This is a good thing, since you don’t really have a choice. If you want to know where—and how—to start charting a way through chaos, this book is for you.




PART ONE
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The Problem




CHAPTER

1

               The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their right names.

                     —CHINESE PROVERB

               It is a terrible thing to look over your shoulder when you are trying to lead—and find no one there.

                     —FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, AMERICAN PRESIDENT

It Isn’t the Changes That Do You In

It isn’t the changes that will do you in; it’s the transitions. They aren’t the same thing. Change is situational: the move to a new site, a new CEO replaces the founder, the reorganization of the roles on the team, and new technology. Transition, on the other hand, is psychological; it is a three-phase process that people go through as they internalize and come to terms with the details of the new situation that the change brings about.

Even though you probably won’t find it in the change document, transition isn’t an optional “if-you-get-around-to-it” add-on to the change; it’s not icing on the cake that can be forgotten until things ease up and you’ve finished with the important stuff. Getting people through the transition is essential if the change is actually to work as planned. When a change happens without people going through a transition, it is just a rearrangement of the chairs. It’s what people mean when they say, “Just because everything has changed, doesn’t mean anything is different around here.” It is what has gone wrong when some highly touted change ends up costing a lot of money and producing disappointing results. But as important as going through transition is to getting the results that organizations are seeking, they lack a language for talking about it.

Here’s an example. Benetton, the big, Italian clothing firm, came up with a promising-sounding diversification plan.1 It decided to buy some top-notch sporting goods companies—Nordica ski boots, Kastle (later Nordica) skis, Rollerblade in-line skates, Prince tennis rackets, and Killer Loop snowboards—with the idea that buyers of those brands could also be sold cross-marketed workout and after-workout clothing made by Benetton.

It sounded like an interesting idea, and Benetton spent almost $1 billion buying the companies. It went about things, as big companies often do—by imagining that everyone would be delighted to become part of a super-successful international brand. It folded the companies into its new parent, seeking the kinds of synergies and economies of scale that are always featured in stories about acquisitions. It began by combining the sales forces and marketing groups and tightened the bonds by moving the units in question to the site of the new Benetton Sportsystem division in Bordentown, New Jersey.

The trouble was that, in the words of the man who subsequently tried to save the acquisitions after things had headed south, “The people who are in these businesses are often in them because they love that activity. . . . If you sap that, you have nothing—internally or competitively.” At Rollerblade, for example, employees spent their lunch hours skating through Minneapolis’ lovely lakeside parks and playing roller hockey outside the headquarters building. Benetton hadn’t thought through the implications of that fact—or of the impact of terminating a large percentage of the employees, three-quarters of them at Rollerblade.

The man trying to save the acquisitions got the twenty-one survivors to move to New Jersey but only by giving many of them raises, promotions, and a promise that if they wanted to return to Minnesota within a year of the move, they’d be moved back at no charge and receive severance packages of up to two years. When they got to New Jersey, many of them found that they were reporting to (former) Nordica reps. (That was better than what happened to the tennis racket crew from Prince, who were all fired.) The bottom line—that mythic measure that justifies anything—was that during the year when all this happened, Benetton went from making a U.S. profit of $5 million to posting a loss of $31 million. Incidentally, twenty out of the twenty-one Rollerbladers took the company up on its offer and moved back to Minnesota.

Not all mismanaged transitions turn out so badly, but this one contains just about all the elements. Managing transition involves not just whopping financial deals but the simple process of helping people through three phases:


[image: Figure 1.1 The three phases of transition.]


Figure 1.1 The three phases of transition.

       1. Letting go of the old ways and the old identity people had. This first phase of transition is an ending and the time when you need to help people to deal with their losses.

       2. Going through an in-between time when the old is gone but the new isn’t fully operational. We call this time the “neutral zone”: it’s when the critical psychological realignments and repatternings take place.

       3. Coming out of the transition and making a new beginning. This is when people develop the new identity, experience the new energy, and discover the new sense of purpose that makes the change begin to work.

Because transition is a process by which people unplug from an old world and plug into a new world, we can say that transition begins with an ending and finishes with a beginning.

In its disastrous sortie into sporting goods, Benetton managed the change—combining staffs and moving them—and forgot the transition. They had a difficult ending, which the planners of the change didn’t even acknowledge. The employees incurred huge psychological losses (a favored location, a corporate identity tied to an activity they loved, the esprit de corps that comes from shared interests, and involvement in a cutting-edge activity), and the company treated those losses as just another cash deal. The company neither offered nor acknowledged the need for any support during the difficult neutral zone, and its notion of help in making a new beginning was new titles and higher performance targets.

Changes of any sort—even though they may be justified in economic or technological terms—finally succeed or fail based on whether the people affected do things differently. Do the employees let go of the old way of doing things, go through that difficult time between the old way and the new, and come out doing things the new way? If companies don’t help employees through these three phases, even the most wonderful training programs often fall flat. The leaders forget endings and neutral zones; they try to start with the final stage of transition. And they can’t see what went wrong!

In another example, an insurance company launched a program to generate cost-saving ideas. I don’t know what it cost, but it must have been expensive since it involved coordinating the activities and output of forty-eight teams. The director of the effort reported (with no apparent awareness of the irony of what he was saying) that this was the most creative idea submitted to date, which supported the best intentions of the program, and had a potential annualized savings of $140,000. If paper inserted into a fax machine is inserted sideways, it will cut transition time 15 percent. But then he added that he thought they’d have trouble implementing the idea because it would mean changing behavior.2

Well, scratch that idea! Let’s find one that doesn’t mean changing behavior. All the significant ones involve changing behavior, you ask? Turning the paper 90 degrees before you put it in the fax machine is a minor change compared to the behavior changes needed to make a merger, a reorganization, or a new corporate strategy work. Those changes trigger thousands of smaller changes, all of which require people to stop doing things an old way—which earned them rewards, gave them the satisfaction that comes from doing things “right,” and got them the results that made them feel successful—and try new and unfamiliar behaviors.

What happens in such a case reminds me of one of my early transition management projects, which involved setting up self-managed teams in a factory of a 105-year-old company. The company offered workshops (pretty good ones actually) on how self-managed teams work, but they offered no help to the supervisors who had to let go of “supervising” and start “facilitating” those teams. In other words they had to stop being “bosses” and work in a more collaborative manner with peers, which called for a big change in mindset and behavior. At the end of one of these workshops the instructor asked if there were any questions. “Yeah,” growled a grizzled old supervisor. “Will you run that ‘fassiltating thing’ by me one more time?” The idea of no longer telling people what to do and punishing them when they didn’t do it was so incomprehensible to the man that he just couldn’t say the word for what he was supposed to do in its place.

There is a time for departure, even when there’s no certain place to go.

TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

Several important differences between change and transition are overlooked when people think of transition as simply gradual or unfinished change or when they use change and transition interchangeably.3 With a change, you naturally focus on the outcome that the change produces. If you move from California to New York City, the change involves crossing the country and then learning your way around the Big Apple. The same is true of your organization’s change to a service culture or its reorganization into global teams. In such cases the affected people have to understand the new arrangements and how they’ll be affected by these changes.

Transition is different. The starting point for dealing with transition is not the outcome but the ending that you’ll have to make to leave the old situation behind. Situational change hinges on the new thing, but psychological transition depends on letting go of the old reality and the old identity you had before the change took place. Organizations overlook that letting-go process completely, however, and do nothing about the feelings of loss that it generates. And in overlooking those effects, they nearly guarantee that the transition will be mismanaged and that, as a result, the change will go badly. Unmanaged transition makes change unmanageable.

Transition starts with an ending. That is paradoxical but true. Think of a big change in your own life: getting promoted into management, moving into the first house you owned, coming home from the hospital with your first child. Good changes, all of them, but as transitions each one started with an ending and a letting go. With the
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