
Changes at Work? 

Why do we get anxious when change is on the horizon? 

Why do we get stressed when change is happening that affects our work? 

The human brain is programmed to identify and respond to patterns, whether physical patterns or 

patterns in events. When something in the pattern changes, we notice and get anxious. 

For early humans, this was a good thing as it alerted or ancestors to potential dangers. Twenty-first 

century techno-humans still like to be in the comfort zone of familiarity. We know what to do and we 

don’t have to think too hard about survival, and that means we can free our minds for more interesting 

things. 

So, when we have big changes at work thrust upon us, that primitive “fight, flight, or freeze” area of our 

brains lights up and plunges us into a state of alertness we rarely have to access. Certainly not for 

extended periods of time. We often experience this as anxiety over a possible future threat, or as stress 

when the changes start to bite and we are learning to adapt to the effects of the changes. 

It’s completely normal and healthy to feel nervous, confused, or unsettled by change or the prospect of 

change, especially if the changes are being imposed on us, and are not changes we ourselves have 

chosen to make. 

Responding to change 

How we respond to change is really important. Fighting change, taking a negative attitude, or trying to 

ignore it, will not help anyone in the long run. Far better to manage your fears and look for ways you 

can adjust to the changes and that will enable you to thrive in the new environment. 

1. The first step towards managing the changes is to simply recognise that change is happening and 

acknowledge that you feel fearful about it. 

2. If you’re a worrier, designate “worry time.” Give yourself ten minutes if you want to have a little 

worry. During worry time, write down the worry and then your plan for what you will do about it if 

the thing you fear comes to pass. Don’t go round in circles. When you find yourself starting to loop 

round, STOP. Think about something else, or go and DO something. 

3. Reduce your feelings of stress with relaxation techniques, chill-out time, or mindfulness meditation. 

4. Get support – from colleagues, partner, friends. Support your colleagues too – after all – chances 

are, they are in it with you. 

5. Communication is vital – the right sort. Don’t get caught up in the rumour mill; it will only feed 

people’s anxieties. Get reliable information from managers when they are in a position to give it to 

you, and listen to what they say. Ask questions to make sure you understand the message. Don’t 

make assumptions – check the facts. 

6. Stay positive. You handled change before. After all, you were new to your job once upon a time. 

7. Be realistic. Know it takes time to adjust to change, and the change itself may happen in stages over 

an extended period of time. 

8. Get involved. Work with the change, not against it.  

9. Be flexible. What can you learn that will help the change along and work to benefit you in the long 

run? Find ways to increase your value to the organisation as the changes kick in. Look for ways you 

can max out on talents you have that previously were under-used. 

10. Hang in there and keep doing your best. You’re getting paid for it! 


