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FOREWORD BY MICHAEL BUNGAY STANIER, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF THE COACHING HABIT

H. L. Mencken hit the nail on the head: “Every complex problem has a solution which is simple, direct, plausible—and wrong.” Change is the epitome of the complex problem. The internet is the epitome of answers that are simple, direct, plausible, and wrong. If you’re looking for the “seven secrets to change that you can master by lunchtime,” then this is not the book you’re looking for.

There’s no silver bullet in this book, but there is some magic. The magic is in how William Bridges changes the conversation, from being about the tactics of change to being about the journey of transformation. I learned that this wasn’t about me conquering a challenge and completing a task; it was about me understanding that transition is a constant and unsettling process that offers, as all great hero’s journeys do, the chance of growth and redemption.

Bridges introduces three phases of transition. Really, though, it’s more like a reintroduction. You know each of the phases; you’ve stumbled through them before. But it’s as though you’ve been given a pair of night goggles, so you can better see, understand, and navigate the path ahead.

You’re probably on a journey like that right now. My guess is that, at this very moment, as you read these words and breathe in and breathe out, you’ll be in one (at least!) of the three phases. You might be in the process of ending something, feeling the disorienting experience of something familiar changing, leaving, dying. You might have found yourself at a new beginning, an unknown and uncertain landscape opening up before you. Or perhaps you’re in the neutral zone, not neutral in the sense of Switzerland, but neutral in the sense of ungeared, and you feel apathetic and pathetic, drifting and untethered.

I’ve come to discover that the neutral zone is a particularly rich place in which to be. Bridges makes the point that we mostly want to hurry through it as fast as possible, to rush head-down through the ambiguity and get it over and done with. That’s exactly how I’ve felt, and often still do. But I’ve learned to linger. A mentor of mine shared a metaphor that I realize now is about navigating the neutral zone. “When you’re swimming underwater,” she said, “the longer you can hold your breath, the more interesting a place you’ll eventually pop up.”

If I could offer up a suggestion here, I’ve found that when you’re in the neutral zone, one of the most powerful questions to sit with is, “What do I want?” It’s a deceptively slippery question. Go beyond your first answer. Ask yourself again, “What do I want? And what else? So what do I really want?” When you find an answer that rings deep and clear, you may see possibilities open up, a new beginning appear, a new adventure begin to unfold.

You’ll be back, of course. Part of what’s makes Transitions so timeless is that the journey it describes is one that we will take time and time again. We’re lucky to have William Bridges as a mentor and guide.






PREFACE TO THE FORTIETH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

My husband and business partner, Bill Bridges, passed away in 2013, leaving a rich body of insightful work that resonates with people of all ages and backgrounds. Although his presence is missed, his wisdom and guidance continue to be timely and relevant as we navigate the inevitable transitions in our lives. Below is Bill’s preface, from the second edition published in 2004. I also share my thoughts in a few places later in the book.

—Susan Bridges

In the decades since this book was first published, my own life has gone through many transitions (sorry, but there’s no better word for it) that I could not have foreseen when I originally wrote the book. In 1979, I was still an ex-literature teacher, but after Transitions I started a new career as a person who helped others deal with the changes in their lives. This little book got me launched.

At the time the book originally came out, I hardly imagined what could happen. I worried, in fact, that Transitions was too insubstantial to attract many readers or to stay in print for long. But now, many decades, more than half a million copies later, it’s alive and well. Amazing! And just as amazing, with all those copies in print, I have never come across one in a used bookstore, although I often cruise the shelves of such places. I know from countless conversations with readers that people keep the book and reread it whenever a significant change hits them. They also pass the book on to their friends—who sometimes don’t return it but keep it to be ready for their next change or to pass it on to their friends. So there’s no telling how many people have read the book.

From the beginning, however, some things about the book dissatisfied me. There was a chapter called “Love and Work,” and I thought that I hadn’t said enough about the ways in which those two critical areas of life can put you in transition, not to mention how being in transition can affect your relationships or career. I also wished there were some way to add further thoughts to the book, thoughts that were based on all the work I had done after the book was published. And finally, in a few places I felt that I hadn’t been quite clear and wanted another shot at explaining myself.

There was another problem with the earlier edition: I had published it when I was in my mid-forties. Today, as I turn seventy, things look a bit different to me. Not surprisingly, the natural transitions produced by aging are more on my mind now than they were back then. I’m also fascinated by the profound reconception of retirement that is going on today. Yet even those creative reinventions usually view retirement as a change rather than as a transition.

But that is partly my own fault. I don’t think I made the distinction between change and transition clear enough in the first edition. Our society confuses them constantly, leading us to imagine that transition is just another word for change. But it isn’t. Change is your move to a new city or your shift to a new job. It is the birth of your new baby or the death of your father. It is the switch from the old health plan at work to the new one, or the replacement of your manager by a new one, or it is the acquisition that your company just made.

In other words, change is situational. Transition, on the other hand, is psychological. It is not those events but rather the inner reorientation and self-redefinition that you have to go through in order to incorporate any of those changes into your life. Without a transition, a change is just a rearrangement of the furniture. Unless transition happens, the change won’t work, because it doesn’t take. Whatever word we use, our society talks a lot about change, but it seldom deals with transition. Unfortunately for us, it is the transition that blindsides us and is often the source of our troubles.

It is thus no accident that people imagine that they can prepare for, say, retirement by making adequate financial preparations, choosing a good place to live, and developing some new interests. In those articles about retirement, you don’t find anything about going through that three-phase transition process that this book deals with—or how little getting all set for the change prepares you for the transition.

Some other societies have paid much more attention to transition than we have, and in doing so they prepared people much more effectively for the experience of being in transition than our society has prepared us. Those societies typically had rituals (we call them “rites of passage”) to help individuals let go of their outlived life-chapter and find a new one to replace it. They also had transition-punctuated concepts of the lifetime that prepared people to expect transitions to come along at certain times. Lacking such concepts, we are like people with no idea of the year’s natural seasons. We notice that it gets colder and warmer, wetter and dryer, but we chalk that up to the daily ebb and flow of weather. We miss the larger picture.

The seasonal analogy suggests another way that traditional societies taught people about transition. Most of those societies had fairly elaborate seasonal rituals to mark the point where the days stopped growing longer and started getting shorter, or the point where one year stopped and the next year started. Oh, we have New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day, but those are little more than occasions for a party or a day in front of football games on TV. Our New Years’ celebrations do not give us a real experience of the world dying and being reborn.

Other societies, in short, regularly and repeatedly dramatized the transition process, which was the way that how-the-way-things-had-been ended in a kind of death and a new way-things-are-going-to-be took its place through a sort of birth. Through those dramatizations, people grew familiar with transition and learned how to handle it. You can wish that we had such rituals and celebrations, but we do not. We are going to have to learn to do individually and consciously for ourselves what once was done for people automatically and collectively by their society.

At the time I first published this book, I entertained the fantasy that I might someday launch a whole new profession. I even had a name for it: maieutics. Derived from the Greek word for midwife, maieutics (as I imagined it) was the name for the assistance that a professional could provide people who were struggling with the death-and-rebirth process of transition. As it turned out, there were hundreds of thousands of people out there who were trying to make sense out of transition, but far fewer who wanted to be in the business of facilitating death and rebirth. (“Death and rebirth? Isn’t that a little… uh… drastic? Don’t you just have some techniques for changing careers—or going through a divorce, or turning forty, or… whatever? Maybe a how-to manual?”)

So the new profession did not emerge, but I went through the transition I was then in—the one that had led to the writing of this book in the first place. And I did build a new career for myself as someone who helped individuals and organizations handle the personal side of change (called transition) so that it is less distressing and disruptive and more productive. My own transition back in the seventies was the point at which I recreated myself. Your own transition (the reason you decided to look into this book, remember?) can do the same for you.

I wish you well on your journey.






PART ONE

The Need for Change


The nine cities of Troy, each built on the ruins of its predecessor, were accumulated over millennia, from the Stone Age till Roman times. Pompeii was buried by volcanic eruption.… The Old World thus had its ghost towns, but more often than not they were buried, and men built on the rubble of their ancestors’ disappointed hopes. In America the archaeology of fast-moving men on a nearly empty continent was spread plain and thin on the surface. Its peculiar product was the abandoned place (the “ghost town”) rather than the buried place. Its characteristic relics were things left by choice before they were used up.

—Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The National Experience1


AMERICANS have always been in transition.

Whereas Old World families traced themselves back to a place, many New World families originated in an act of migration. Nor did the transition from an old life to a new one end when the immigrants arrived on these shores. From place to place and job to job, Americans kept moving. Drawn forward by the faith that better things lay just beyond the horizon, they lived a life marked by frequent transitions. Centuries ago European visitors often noted this and marveled that Americans seemed to thrive on it. In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville, the great French student of American life, mentioned the trait in his diary:


Born often under another sky, placed in the middle of an always moving scene, himself driven by the irresistible torrent which draws all about him, the American has no time to tie himself to anything, he grows accustomed only to change, and ends by regarding it as the natural state of man. He feels the need of it, more, he loves it; for the instability, instead of meaning disaster to him, seems to give birth only to miracles all about him.2



That, at least, was one half of the American story—the outer, the “official” half. Inwardly, this experience of being in transition was not so comfortable. Like old Rip van Winkle, countless Americans woke up to the impact of change on them at some point in their lives. Old Rip, you remember, had been put under a spell, so he had an excuse. But for those who had been seeking transitions as a pathway to self-advancement, the experience was puzzling. When he was fifty, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, the most famous American writer of his day, went back for a visit to his hometown of Portland, Maine. While there, he wrote a poem called “Changed”; here are the opening stanzas:


From the outskirts of the town,

Where of old the mile-stone stood,

Now a stranger, looking down,

I behold the shadowy crown

Of the dark and haunted wood.



It is changed, or am I changed?

Ah! The oaks are fresh and green,

But the friends with whom I ranged

Through their thickets are estranged

By the years that intervene.3



In the century and a half since that poem was written, the pace of change in American life has speeded up greatly. As Alvin Toffler wrote in Future Shock, “Change is avalanching upon our heads and most people are grotesquely unprepared to cope with it.”4 But it is not just the pace of change that leaves us disoriented. Many Americans have lost faith that the transitions they are going through are really getting them somewhere. To feel as though everything is up in the air, as one so often does during times of personal transition, is endurable if it means something—if it is part of a movement toward a desired end. But if it is not related to some larger and beneficial pattern, it simply becomes distressing.

Moreover, the experience of being in transition is itself changing. Being in between marriages or careers takes on a particularly painful quality when those things are changing profoundly. It is as if we launched out from a riverside dock to cross to a landing on the opposite shore—only to discover in midstream that the landing was no longer there. (And when we looked back at the other shore, we saw that the dock we had left from had broken loose and was heading downstream.) Stuck in transition between situations, relationships, and identities that are also in transition, many Americans are caught in a semipermanent condition of transitionality.

One might imagine that writers and counselors would have addressed themselves to this situation long ago. But that is not so. If you look for publications about transition, you will probably find articles that are mostly related to change. Of course, people have written about divorce, bereavement, careers, and retirement, and a good deal is available on other important specific life changes, but nothing on the inner and underlying process of transition itself.

It is true that back during the decade before Transitions first appeared, a crop of books on adulthood had been published that at least justified the difficulties we experienced as “Catch-30” or a midlife crisis. But such books were based on idealized life schedules that hung off us like one-size-fits-all clothes, so they did little to clarify the actual experience of being in the midst of transition.

The subject of this book is the difficult process of letting go of an old situation, of suffering the confusing nowhere of in-betweenness, and of launching forth again in a new situation. Because those three phases are going to be so critical to what we are discussing, let me reiterate: all transitions are composed of (1) an ending, (2) a neutral zone, and (3) a new beginning. Drawing on modern research into adult development, I’ll give you some useful ways of thinking about why transition occurs when it does. Recognizing that every lifetime has its own unique rhythm, Transitions provides the tools for identifying a personal developmental chronology. Cutting through the particulars of specific changes, the book identifies transition’s characteristic impact on work and relationships. Finally, it provides concrete ways for people to help themselves deal constructively with times of transition.

Transitions is not simply a manual on how to cope; rather, it is based on a theory of personal development that views transition as the natural process of disorientation and reorientation marking the turning points in the path of growth. Throughout nature, growth involves periodic accelerations and transformations: things go slowly for a time and nothing seems to happen—until suddenly the eggshell cracks, the branch blossoms, the tadpole’s tail shrinks away, the leaf falls, the bird molts, or the hibernation begins. With us it is the same. Although the signs are less clear than in the world of feather and leaf, the functions of transition times are the same. They are key times in the natural process of development and self-renewal. Without an understanding of such natural times of transition, we are left impossibly hoping that change will bypass us and let us go on with our lives as before. If we have learned one thing since Transitions was originally published, it is that change will happen—that change is the norm now, and somehow or other we will need to develop ways of dealing productively with it.
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The pace of change today renders many of the social and economic roles and institutions of our society obsolete. They were artifacts of a time when change was not the defining public fact. Changes today are faster, simultaneous, and more complex. Acceleration is overriding our natural capacity to assimilate changes and therefore throws us into transition. Long-term stability is a dream.

Although divisiveness is not new, we are seeing it increasingly accentuated culturally, politically, and socially. Instant communication exposes us to events anywhere in the world within minutes of its happening, bringing awareness, worry, and concern. There are natural disasters such as wildfires, floods, and earthquakes, as well as warring factions throughout the world, starvation, epidemics, economic instability, and diminishing natural resources. We wonder what we can do. And we no longer have filters or buffers to protect us.

Life expectancy is longer as change accelerates. More change will be packed into an individual’s life experience.

Innovation and technological advances in all fields require change and new learning. The very nature of jobs is always being redefined. It’s a lot to absorb all at once while we continue to seek meaningful work and relationships.

Change causes pain and turbulence, often requiring us to respond quickly without much time for preparation. As we begin a new decade, we can rely on Bill’s insights about letting go of an old situation as being more relevant now than ever.









CHAPTER 1

Being in Transition


“Who are you?” said the Caterpillar.…

“I—I hardly know, Sir, just at present,” Alice replied rather shyly, “at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have changed several times since then.”

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland1


I BECAME interested in the subject of transition when I was going through some difficult inner and outer changes. Although I gave up my teaching career because of those changes, I found myself teaching a seminar called “Being in Transition.” (Rule number one: when you’re in transition, you find yourself coming back in new ways to old activities.) The twenty-five adults who showed up for that course were in various states of confusion and crisis, and I was a bit at sea myself. I had, after all, left my career and moved my family to the country, where we joined several other families and formed a small community. I had set out to change my lifestyle.

I had imagined, I think, that the seminar would attract mostly other exurbanites and that together we could puzzle out this difficult transition. A few of these new country folk were in the class, but the mix was far richer than that. There were men and women who had recently divorced or separated. There were a couple of newlyweds as well as some people who had remarried, one a twenty-six-year-old man who had suddenly acquired four children. There was a widow and several recently retired men. There was the wife of a retired man (who didn’t attend the seminar because his health had worsened a few weeks after his retirement).

There was a woman who had just given birth to her first baby, a man who had just had a heart attack, and even a man who had recently received a big promotion at work. (“What is he doing here?” the others asked resentfully. “He doesn’t have problems.”) There were three or four women who had just returned to college after years of raising children. There were two people who had just been fired. And there was a young woman who was living on her own for the first time. She was appalled to find that the rest of us, her elders, didn’t have our lives in better shape. “It’s OK to be messing around when you’re twenty-three,” she said, “but I plan to get it all together by the time I’m your age.” (We all nodded sheepishly and admitted that we had planned it that way, too.)

At first, the seminar members were shy with each other and took refuge in the claim that they didn’t really have much in common. (“You still have your job.” “Well, you’re luckier. You still have your marriage.”) But slowly they began to discover that, under the surface, their situations challenged them to deal with the same basic experience. As we listed them on the board the first night, the three main similarities seemed to be that we had all experienced (1) an ending, followed by (2) a period of confusion and distress, leading to (3) a new beginning, for those who had come that far.

Each person’s attitude toward what we began talking about as the three phases of transition differed considerably, of course. Those who had chosen to make the changes that had put them into transition tended to minimize the importance of endings; it was almost as if the act of acknowledging an ending as painful was an admission that the change triggering the transition had been a mistake. On the other hand, those who had gone into transition unwillingly or unwittingly found it very hard to admit that a new beginning and a new phase of their lives might be at hand. They were as invested in seeing no good in their transition as the other group was in denying distress. But they all agreed that the in-between place was strange and confusing. They hoped to get out of it, in favor of either the Good Old Days or the Brave New World, as quickly as possible.

We decided to study these three phases of transition, and I announced that endings would be the topic of the seminar’s second session. This dismayed the new mother. “I’m not sending him off to college,” she said, “just trying to get used to having him.” She was trying to cope with beginnings, not endings. He was, of course, a wonderful little baby (she repeated that several times), but she was having some small problems. How much should she let him cry, she asked her classmates, and how could she persuade her husband to help more?

In seconds, the air was thick with advice, and we were drifting away from endings fast. Interestingly, though, our advice was of little use because she had heard it all before—had even read most of it before the baby arrived. This upset her, and she grew angry, first with her husband and then with her mother, who hadn’t told her what mothering was really like, and then with the baby, and finally with us for “sitting there and nodding and acting sympathetic, when you don’t give a damn if I’m falling apart—and I am falling apart!”

It was clear that we had come a long way from that wonderful little baby that she needed a tiny bit of advice about. But we also seemed to be getting somewhere, for in the next few minutes she talked very movingly about her life and her desire for children. She and her husband had been married for two years before she became pregnant, and they had been very happy together. Both of them had wanted children, but each of them was startled to find a fussy new infant so intrusive and demanding. “We aren’t alone together anymore,” she said sadly, after her anger had passed. “I really do love the baby, but the old freedom and easiness are gone. We can’t take off any longer whenever we please, or even live by our own schedules. I feel like it isn’t even my own life I’m living.”

This woman, who had wanted us to forget endings and get on to beginnings, was being confronted with the impact of several endings in her life. The problems that we hadn’t been able to solve for her proved to be less important than she had first claimed, for no matter what happened to them, the underlying situation would remain. “I never thought of it this way,” she said, “but now it seems to me that I’ve crossed some kind of threshold and there’s no going back. My old life has gone. How come nobody talks about that? They congratulate you on your new life, but I have to mourn the old life alone.”

In fact, this wasn’t so. For as soon as she had put her predicament into words, half a dozen people echoed her experience and gave their versions of it. So why was it so difficult to talk about? For some people, it was the shame they felt for being sad or angry about a supposedly “good thing”; for others, it was remorse over lost opportunities. And for still others, it was simply the confusion and embarrassment over not being able to manage an ordinary life experience smoothly—something they imagined that others did easily. For all these reasons, they found it hard to talk about the unexpected impact of an ending in their lives—and the way in which that unacknowledged ending impeded their ability to move toward a new beginning.

And thus we came to rule number two: every transition begins with an ending. We have to let go of the old thing before we can pick up the new one—not just outwardly but inwardly, where we keep our connections to people and places that act as definitions of who we are. There we are, living in a new town, but our heads are full of all the old trivia: where the Chinese restaurant was (and when it opened in the evening), what Bob’s phone number was, what shoe store stocked the children’s sizes, and when the doctor took his day off. No wonder those tribal rites of passage in which the group facilitates a person’s transition from one life phase to the next often contain rituals for clearing the mind of old memories and information.2

We usually fail to discover our need for an ending until we have made most of our necessary external changes. There we are, in the new house or on the new job or involved in a new relationship, waking up to find that we have not yet let go of our old ties. Or, worse yet, not waking up to that fact, even though we are still moving to the inner rhythm of life back in the old situation. We’re like shellfish that continue to open and close their shells on the tide schedule of their home waters after they have been transplanted to a laboratory tank or the restaurant kitchen.

Why is letting go so difficult? This is a puzzling question, especially if we have been looking forward to a change. It is frightening to discover that some part of us is still holding on to what we used to be, for it makes us wonder whether the change was a bad idea. Can it be that the old thing was somehow (and in spite of everything we thought we knew) right for us and the new thing wrong?

These questions arise particularly when a person’s life situation is not an especially happy one. The full-time mother who finally decides to break the narrow bounds of housecleaning and carpooling by taking a part-time job, or the bored office worker who gets a chance to join the staff of a newly formed company—these people hardly expect to find the old roles difficult to shed. And the person who has been estranged from parents or siblings for years won’t expect to be profoundly shaken by their deaths. How can we feel a loss when we marry after years of loneliness or receive an inheritance after struggling to make ends meet or achieve fame after a career spent trying to make it?

The old radio comedian Bob Burns (“The Arkansas Traveler
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