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1 Why read this Whitepaper? 
This Whitepaper addresses the problems regarding achieving sustainable change at the 
workplace. We argue that most improvement initiatives fail to achieve this, mainly due to soft, 
human issues. Our argumentation is that new findings, based on recent brain research, can 
help organizations to substantially improve their improvement efforts.  
 

So, back to the original question ‘Why read this Whitepaper?’: 

·  To realize this is a real problem, costing real mon ey – with real solutions  
Negative effects related to change, e.g. staff resistance, have suffered from being 
perceived as soft and intangible problems with soft  and intangible solutions. In this 
Whitepaper we argue, based on recent research, that we may treat change 
management issues as hard and tangible problems with hard and tangible solutions. 

·  To help you to understand the root cause of many ch ange problems  
In this whitepaper we will argue that there are common root causes behind many 
workplace related change problems that can be addressed with a set of generic 
change management principles. Today when these principles are being supported by 
scientific proof, we have a chance of using and applying the existing models with 
better understanding and improved results.  

·  To provide you with a set of change management prin ciples that can be applied 
in real life   
In this Whitepaper we list a generic set of change management principles addressing 
the scientifically proven root causes of change related failure. We also provide real 
life examples of how to interpret and implement these principles. 

 

1.1 What this whitepaper will and will not cover 

To put this whitepaper into its right context we need to clarify two perspectives on change 
management. 

The first aspect is the distinction between hard and soft change management tools and 
techniques. Both are necessary for driving efficient change but as we shall see, neither is 
sufficient on its own. 
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The focus of this whitepaper is the soft aspect of change management, which leads us to our 
next perspective that we need to clarify. The different levels of soft mechanisms may be 
grouped regarding on what scale they operate, as the picture below illustrates. 

The most common level addressed in change management literature today, is the 
social/organizational level with John Kotter1 and Geoffery Moore2 as examples. 

The next level is the psychological level, dealing with how we behave as individuals and 
groups. Even further down in the ‘machinery’ driving our behavior we reach the neurological 
level, and finally the cellular and even atomic levels. 

This whitepaper is focused primarily on the new insight in the neurological level provided by 
new research, and its impact on change management in a psychological and organizational 
context. The main reason why we believe this is profoundly important is that if you fail to 
understand the underlying mechanisms of efficient change you might not understand and be 
able to correctly use the techniques and tools already available. 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Kotter J. (1996) Leading Change 
2 Moore G.A. (1992) Crossing the Chasm 
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2 Poor Odds for Improvement Initiatives 

There are three kinds of business: 
1. Those which anticipate change 
2. Those which react to change 
3. Those which ignore change  

 
The first kind will flourish, the second will strug gle and the third will perish. 

 

The fact that the ability to change is a necessary success factor for any organisation, has 
been known for a long time. Still studies show3 that only 30% of all improvement (change) 
initiatives succeed in reaching their stated objectives. The remaining 70% fail for various 
reasons. The same studies actually show that the majority of the failed initiatives fail due to 
“human factors”, in other words tools, methods and processes used in improvement 
initiatives have much less impact on success than human reactions and behaviours in 
change situations. 

 

 

 

In this paper we will elaborate on the reasons to why this is the case, and also derive some 
fundamental prerequisites for successful change. 

 

2.1 It did not pay-off, again… - a work place examp le 

The market situation forced the Company to launch an improvement program called Top 
Class. The rationale was obvious for everyone. The management team set a clear objective 
for the program: “90% of our projects will deliver on time with agreed functionality”.  

An improvement core team was established and given mandate to manage the program. The 
core team worked intensively to define new core processes, methods and instructions. The 
new processes were piloted in a small scale for later deployment into the organization. Since 
the project selected as a pilot, already was in full execution and under severe pressure to 
meet delivery demands, the piloting of the new processes were unfortunately not really 
completed. Neither the anchoring of the processes, nor the evaluation of real effects could be 
thoroughly performed. The core team still managed to obtain some feed-back and 
experience from the pilot, and could revise the processes accordingly before releasing for full 

                                                
3 The Fenix project, University of Chalmers, Sweden 



 6 

usage. The core team even provided training sessions for key staff and project managers 
before release. 

Some months after the release of the new processes very few effects could actually be 
identified. The objectives were not fully met but the extent of goal fulfillment was not possible 
to evaluate due to lack of real measurement data. An audit revealed that the new processes 
only were partly implemented and used. People seemed to continue to work as they always 
had. Comments captured by the auditors pointed at several problems with the new 
processes; “Not suitable in our context”, “Way to complex and over-documented”, “We didn’t 
know about them”.  

The management team was frustrated over the obvious failure, and couldn’t understand that 
all the effort spent on process development, piloting, training and communication had been 
wasted.  

- “What went wrong?” 

 

2.2 Change management principles and current resear ch 

There are numerous books, methods and models on change management. They all address 
aspects of building commitment, making change effective and making change last. The 
principles behind change management have been known for a long time but as the data and 
example above illustrate, we fail frequently to utilize that knowledge. 

Today modern research by use of new technology, e.g. the MRI scans, gives new insight in 
the mechanisms of the human brain that builds the foundation of human behavior. This 
sheds new light on the change management principles; what previously was reasoning 
inferred from inexact observations can now be put into a firm objective context. 

 

Why is this new insight important? 

Negative effects related to change, e.g. resistance and lack of commitment, have been 
perceived as soft and intangible problems with only soft and intangible solutions. The new 
research, however, shows that many behavioral patterns are based on evolutionary hard-
wiring of our brains – behaviors are neither chosen nor random.  

The problems are thus no longer assumed to have their source only on the behavioral level, 
but on a level underlying behavior. The implication of this recent knowledge is that change 
management issues can be handled objectively as tangible problems with tangible solutions. 
It is possible to derive generic principles for change management based on a strict and 
scientific basis. The insight into the underlying mechanisms of the brain also enhances 
acceptance and understanding of both the need and importance of principles as well as of 
the intent and effects. 

In this paper we will explore the underlying mechanisms of the brain and the implications on 
behavioral patterns. We will derive a set of generic change management principles and show 
concrete applications of them. 
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2.3 The reality of change 

There are usually perfectly logical reasons for change in an organization. The rationale can 
be derived from external events as well as internal needs. We do know that people subjected 
to change will experience various reactions, usually characterized by fear, threat and stress. 
The reactions are very well described in the Virginia Satir change curve, shown in the picture 
below. 

 

The change management principles derived in this paper are focused on supporting a 
change program to really transgress and minimize the period of resistance and chaos, both 
on individual as well as on organizational levels. Fear can be a strong motivating factor to 
initiate change, but successful change depends on how well the organization manages to 
unite the power of its employees to jointly address the challenges. 

Thus we will not digress further into a discussion on the nature of various events or states 
that act as catalysts for change. We will rather discuss the mechanisms and principles that 
must guide the organization in order to succeed with creating, establishing and securing a 
solution or response to the triggering event or state. 
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3 The brain and behavior – is evolution the culprit ? 
What is then the scientific foundation of these change management principles? In order to 
understand this we must have a look at the inner workings of the human brain. 

  
Three general circuits exist in the brain that drives our behavior: 

·  Fear circuit         
- related to fight or flight behavior, scientifically also referred to as BAS4. 

·  Inhibition circuit  
- related to unsatisfied fight or flight situations, scientifically referred to as BIS5. 

·  Pleasure circuit  
- related to rest & digest behavior, scientifically referred to as BAS. 

 

One additional behavioral driver, which however cannot be attributed to a specific circuit,  
is also important regarding effective human change: 

·  Learning  
- related to many areas in the brain e.g. the Limbic system, etc.  

 

In the following chapters we will discuss how these four circuits/areas work at a general level 
and then derive and draw conclusions regarding generic change management principles that 
can support effective (human) change management. 

 

3.1 Fear circuit – what it is and how to avoid it 6? 

This circuit is an evolutionary defense mechanism that in prehistoric times helped the 
hunter/gatherer deal with potential dangers, e.g. threatening predators. The evolutionary 
design of this fear circuit is however believed to still be fully present also in today’s humans. 

The general design of the fear circuit consists of three consecutive steps, the two fear routes 
and the final step where our conscious thinking is involved: 

1. Short route  - fast, general and sub-conscious 

2. Long route   - medium fast, medium specific and sub-conscious 

3. Conscious thinking  - slow, specific and conscious 

                                                
4 Behavioral Approach System, see subject BAS & BIS at website The brain from top to bottom 
5 Behavioral Inhibition System, see subject BAS & BIS at website The brain from top to bottom 
6 Mainly adapted from the chapter ’Emotions & the Brain’ at website ’The brain from top to bottom’ and  
Passer, M.E., Smith, R.E. (2006). Psycology: The science of mind and behavior 

 



 9 

 

1. Short route 

When we encounter a potential threat, the short route kicks-in first. The threat reactions are 
immediate and sub-conscious, i.e. we do not deal with them using rational thinking. The 
reason is that we, for evolutionary purposes, had to react very fast to avoid or deal with for 
example attacking predators. Increased hart rate, dilated pupils, slowed digestion, sweating, 
temporarily improved immune system etc are typical immediate and automatic reactions that 
we encounter. The short route is not very specific when it comes to identifying the context 
and implications of the perceived threat. All above responses are hard-wired into us for one 
purpose only, to maximize our chance of survival via immediate fight or flight responses. 

 

2. Long route 

The long route starts in parallel with the short route but travels through the brain circuits that 
deal with categorization of the threat and matching it with existing memories and patterns. 
The purpose of the long route is to produce a slower but more accurate assessment of the 
threat. We create a context for the perception, e.g. the potential threat of an attacking snake 
was in fact a an innocent garden hose. 

But this long route also takes into account information that does not fit the known pattern. A 
freshly broken branch on a tree could imply a predator in the vicinity. It is also involved in 
assessing lack of information expected or required to be present in order to build a coherent 
context. Lack of birds’ singing can violate the known pattern and invoke suspicion. Lastly the 
long route is designed to remember previous situations so we can take the right fight or flight 
actions even faster.  

 

3. Conscious thinking 

The third route is dealing with rational analysis, where the threat stimuli are assessed by our 
conscious mind. Based on our analysis of concepts and context provided by the long route, 
we can form a rational picture of the situation. The immediate reactions experienced 
are not prevented by this analysis, but can be both dampened or enhanced based on the 
analysis. 

Imagine seeing a spider; first the short route kicks in with its fear reactions, then the long 
route identifies the glass in front of the spider and lessens the reactions. Finally you 
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��� �  Same reactions ��� �  
i.e. are processed via the 
same brain circuits and 

generating the same 
responses 

consciously remember that you actually are on a zoo and that the spider does not pose a 
threat at all. 
Still many people however feel uncomfortable and experience fear reactions (e.g. increased 
hart rate) due to the parallel connections of the short and the long route!  

 

Based on the above discussion some general brain characteristics can be concluded. 

 

 

What does this mean in today’s workplace situations ?  

Studies show7 that we experience exactly the same reactions regardless of whether the 
trigger is a physical or a non-physical treat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This means that common workplace change situations like a new CEO, an improvement 
initiative, a merger, changing market needs, etc. will trigger exactly the same immediate and 
sub-conscious fear reactions. 

The situations are most likely to occur due to lack of information. We know that radical 
improvements and changes will have potentially large impacts, but we do not know how, 

                                                
7 Article: David R. & Jeffrey S. “The Neuroscience of Leadership”  

 

 
 
 

·  ‘Fear’ reactions are always:  
- dominant   
- immediate 
- sub-conscious 
- enhanced by previous ‘Fear’ experiences 

 
·  The brain is evolutionary primed to look for: 

- threats 
- meaning & consistency 

 
·  Lack of information is: 

- often perceived as a threat  
- often filled with ‘worst case’ scenarios 

Physical treats   
- e.g. the possible threat 

of a predator or 
aggressive man 

Non-physical threats 
- e.g. the possible threat 
of a new way of working 

or company merger 
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where or when. The brain is unable to create a pattern based on actual information, and will 
thus create it’s own interpretation. 

 

Example  
The new improvement program Best in Class II has been launched at The Company in order 
to deal with a declining market. The CEO addresses the staff explaining why the program 
has to be launched and what is currently known how to run it. “Everybody is expected to 
participate in order to regain our market share” is a recurring theme. Which are the probable 
reactions for the majority of the employees in this example? Let us revisit and apply our 
learning regarding how our fear cycle works. 

Regardless of the validity of the improvement program, many people will experience thereat 
reactions since the program represents something hew and thus unknown. 

In the beginning of an improvement initiative there are quite naturally a lot of unknowns; how 
will the program be run, what will be changed, how will this affect me personally, etc. All of 
the above unknowns are often interpreted as threats and even worst case scenario threats; 
will I keep my job and if not… how will I be able to support my family? 

Mostly improvement initiatives are both perfectly logical and rational. The logical reasoning 
will however not prevent the initial fear reactions. If members of the staff also has 
experienced less successful improvement initiatives in the past, this also enhances the fear 
reactions at a sub-conscious level e.g. here we go again…it did not work the last time so why 
will it work now? 

 

Inhibition circuit  

The inhibition reactions are results of unresolved fear circuit reactions. 
Imagine for example that you are in a meeting with your boss and he tells you to do 
something you do not want to do. You might feel that you can not fight him, by e.g. saying 
that you find the proposal a bad idea, and that you don’t want to do it. You might also feel 
that you can not flee, e.g. leave the meeting. 
In this case the only option left is to suppress your reactions i.e. inhibit your responses.  

Studies show that long term inhibition conditions have very negative effects on the individual 
both physiologically and mentally, as will be described in the following chapters. 

 

Summary of fear cycle and inhibition 

In conclusion the fear cycle was much more helpful to us in pre-historic times then it is in 
today’s work environment. The effects of fear reactions in workplace environments is today 
one of the biggest reasons why improvement/change initiatives fail. 

Finally studies show that conditions with prolonged high threat also have very negative 
effects on the individual both physiologically and mentally, as will be described in the 
following chapters.  
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3.1.1 Long term effects of fear and inhibition 

Studies show8 that long-term inhibition and long term threat conditions at a workplace are 
severely damaging to both your physiological and mental health. Among the various effects 
the most prominent are: 

 
·  Food   - increased urge for fat, salt & sugar 
·  Sleep  - poor sleep 
·  Focus  - “Tunnel vision”  
·  Social  - decreased social activities, “hiding” 
·  Learning  - decreased capability of learning 

The final point regarding decreased capabilities of learning is especially interesting. Studies 
indicate that up to one third (!) of certain memory related functions actually die i.e. the ability 
to learn a new behavior, new information, etc. is severely and permanently decreased.  

The below graph illustrates the relationship between brain plasticity i.e. the ability to learn vs. 
time in a high threat or inhibition scenario. 

 

If we generalize this means that:  
 

Too many poorly run improvement initiatives (e.g. high threat) can actually,  
at a strictly physiological level, make entire organizations substantially  

worse at coping with change in the future! 

 

                                                
8 Chapter Choosing Behavior at website The brain from top to bottom 
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3.1.2 How can I avoid the fear cycle? 

 

The negative effect of fear and inhibition reaction s is mainly  
that it slows down or even hinders sustainable chan ge at the workplace.  

The main approach to avoid this from happening  
is to by-pass the fear related brain circuits.  

 

One powerful way of doing this is to apply and adhere to a set of change management 
principles. As stated in previous chapters there is really nothing new with the principles 
below, however, the news is that their applicability and importance today can be scientifically 
proven. 

 

 

3.2 Pleasure circuit – what it is and how to stay t here9?  

If the previous chapters dealt with the possible pitfalls when trying to achieve efficient change 
at the workplace. This chapter deals with what we actually want to aim for i.e. how to reach 
and stay in the pleasure circuit. 

The pleasure circuit is an evolutionary developed driver for vital behaviors, tied to 
reproduction, eating, etc. Apart from the positive effects of feeling good when in the pleasure 
cycle, studies show10 that this state also has positive effects on efficient learning  which is a 
vital component for sustainable change (see chapter Learning – what it is and how to 
optimize it). Sadly however, and as previously stated, fear reactions always block and 
dominate over pleasure reactions.   

 

                                                
9 Mainly adapted from the chapter ’Chosing Behavior’ at website ’The brain from top to bottom’ 
10 Article: David R. & Jeffrey S. “The Neuroscience of Leadership” 

Refers to the importance of keeping spoken, behavioral (e.g. 
body language, the way we act, etc.) and printed information 
consistent. The purpose is to avoid our ‘hard coded’ ability to 
instantly identify lack of meaning and lack of consistency. 
 
Refers to the importance of having a clear framework regarding  
change initiatives. The purpose is to avoid our evolutionary 
ability to interpret lack of information (e.g. lack of rules & roles) 
as potential ‘treats’. 
 
Evolutionary humans are ‘flock animals’ i.e. not being part of the 
change often creates feelings of alienation with resulting ‘fear’ 
reactions. Also the sense of not being in control of your own 
destiny (i.e. lack of empowerment) can create ‘fear’ reactions. 

True motivation is essential for commitment. As many of our 
drivers & fears are sub-conscious, the root cause of why we 
react the way we do might not be fully known to us. One 
powerful way of making us aware of this, and take appropriate 
actions, is supported self reflection e.g. (non-directive) coaching. 
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Based on the above discussion some general brain characteristics can be concluded. 

 

 

3.2.1 Long term effects of pleasure  

In order to optimize pleasure in the workplace studies indicate that a certain amount of 
challenge can increase our learning capabilities over time i.e.  
lowering a challenge and we tend to become bored, which in itself can become stressful and 
hamper learning. The hard part is that the actual amount of challenge that is considered to 
be adequate, depends on various personal factors e.g. level of perceived threat; level of 
perceived control; etc.  

The below graph illustrates the relationship between brain plasticity i.e. the ability to learn 
versus time in a high challenge – low threat scenario. 

 

If we generalize this means that:  

Running efficient improvement initiatives (e.g. High Challenge & Low Threat) can actually, 
 at a strictly physiological level, improve the capability of entire organizations 

 to adapt to change in the future! 

 
·  Pleasure is an evolutionary driver for  

 important behavior: 
- reproduction 
- eating 
- etc. 

·   We are designed to seek optimal pleasure in all situations 
 
·  Pleasure is essential for efficient Learning  
·  Pleasure is always blocked in Fear situations 
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3.2.2 How do I stay in the pleasure cycle? 

The positive effects of pleasure reactions are for example 
that it stimulates efficient learning and thus  

is essential for sustainable change at the workplac e.  

The main approach to make this happen is to  
A) target the pleasure brain circuits  

B) by-pass the fear brain circuits  
 

As for the fear cycle described above, some general change management principles can be 
derived from our insight in the pleasure cycle.  

 

 

Refers to the link between the hard improvement goals and the 
person subject to change. Emotional & Positive refers to 
avoiding ‘Fear’ reactions. The message should also be 
‘Personal’ i.e. indicate how the goals may effect ones behavior. 
 
Evolutionary humans are herd animals. Being part of the change 
often creates a sense of belonging and with resulting Pleasure 
reactions. Also the sense of being in control of your own destiny 
(i.e. empowerment) can create ‘pleasure’ reactions. 
 
Studies show that what you learn is strictly relate to attention 
focus. If you only get attention for what you did wrong, you will 
learn what not to do. Positive re-enforcement  
= reinforcing what was actually done right. 

True motivation is essential for commitment. As many of our 
drivers & fears are sub-conscious, the root cause of why we 
react the way we do might not be fully known to us. One 
powerful way of making us aware of this, and take appropriate 
actions, is supported self reflection e.g. (non-directive) coaching. 
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3.3 Learning - what it is and how to optimize it? 11 

This section deals with the central theme of efficient sustainable change i.e. efficient 
learning. 

Generally the brain only learns in relation to what the brain already knows. This means that 
the sum of our current knowledge can be described as patterns. When we are exposed to 
new learning the brain automatically performs pattern matching of current (known) versus 
new (unknown) information.  

Another general feature of the brain is that the process of incorporating new pieces of 
information into the current pattern draws a lot of chemical energy12. As this energy is limited, 
the brain can become fatigued when there is too much new information to be processed. 
Imagine the first time you start a new employment. The level of exhaustion you feel during 
that first weeks is a result of brain fatigue due to too much new information.  

As discussed in earlier chapters there is a correlation with pleasure and efficient learning, 
however, this correlation is not only on a neurological level, but also on a psychological level. 
As discussed above new learning draws a lot of energy (which is limited). Two main 
scenarios exist related to learning and the pleasure cycle: 

 

A)  Learning with high pleasure, high challenge and  low threat 
      If the new information is perceived as important, favorable and manageable  
      (i.e. not too much new information) to us as an individual (i.e. pleasure cycle related)  
      we truly want to learn/incorporate this new information.  
      We also feel that we can cope with the resulting learning related fatigue.  
      Result: New incorporated learning  
                   i.e. sustainable work place change increased.  

 

B)  Learning with low pleasure and high threat 
      If the new information is perceived as un-important, un-favorable and un-manageable to 
      us as an individual (i.e. fear cycle related) we do not really want to learn/incorporate this 
      information. The fatigue due to the learning related energy loss is now perceived as 
      unpleasant or even painful. As a defense mechanism many of us react with fight or flight 
      responses e.g. shuts down the learning process in favor for other types of reactions as 
      frustration, irritation, etc. 
      Result: Lessened or no new incorporated learning  
                   i.e. sustainable work place change decreased. 

 

Please note that this should not be mixed with the speed we learn how to avoid threats 
i.e. not speak up in an audience if you previously has been reprimanded for this by our 
manager (low pleasure & high treat). But when the learning has to be more then mere 
threat avoidance we run into problems in a low pleasure and high threat environment as 
argued above.      

                                                
11 Mainly adapted from chapter ‘Role of synapses in memory & learning’.  
   Kolb, B., Whishaw, I.Q. (2006) 
12 Glucose, also known as grape sugar 
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There are two types of learning at a neurological level in the brain: 

1. Temporary learning - at chemical level in the brain 

2. Permanent learning - at synapse13 level in the brain 

 

Temporary learning 

The temporary learning mainly deals with making existing synapse connections either A) 
more sensitive to stimuli or B) less sensitive to stimuli at a chemical level i.e. without any 
structural changes to the synapses. The temporary learning occurs fast in the brain but will, 
without repetition and reflection, gradually fade and be lost.  

Imagine going to a course regarding time management. You will during the course instantly 
create a memory of what time management is all about and how to apply it. However, after 
the course you become busy and have to focus on completely different things. If you two 
weeks later were asked to recollect the major themes of the course you now might not be 
able to do that. Why? The learning you obtained during the course only became temporary 
(i.e. chemical). 

 

Permanent Learning 

Permanent learning occurs if either A) current synapses are physically (i.e. not chemically 
only) strengthened/weakened or B) new synapse connections are made in the brain. This 
happens as a natural next step after temporary learning, but only if certain conditions are in 
place.  

 

 

Synapses may start growing as soon as 30 minutes after new information/stimuli has been 
presented. The trick is however to stimulate this growth during a sufficiently long time to 
enable the growth of real new connections between synapses. One way of doing this is via 
repetition.  

                                                
13 Synapses are the physical connections between the brain cells i.e. represents the ‘circuits’ of the 
brain. 
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Learning is also found to be more permanent if two or more pieces of information are related 
i.e. associated with each other. Practically this speaks in favor of relating new information to 
as many pieces of already known information as possible. A powerful way of doing this is 
using multiple perspectives. As an example you might reflect on how a new work related 
process (e.g. a new company resource management process) will actually work from a 
project manager’s perspective, a line manager’s perspective, a customer’s perspective, etc. 

 

Do not forget to also reflect on how this new process will affect you as a private person  
(i.e. when you are not working), positive effects that can be related to other roles then the 
work role can be powerful motivators in improvement initiatives e.g. “if we succeed with this 
change initiative I do not need to work so much over-time and can focus more on my 
family…” 

 

Based on the above discussion, some general brain characteristics can be concluded. 

 

 

Learning vs. the Brain: 
·  we learn only in relation to 

what we already know  
·  new learning draw a lot of 

energy 
 
Learning Sustainability: 

·  Temporary: at chemical 
level  

·  Permanent: at synapse 
level 

 
Permanent Learning:  

·  Personal reflections  
·  Repetition 
·  Multiple perspectives 
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3.3.1 Long term effects of learning 

As argued in the above chapters the most effective learning takes place in a challenging and 
low threat personal environment. Challenge in this context is something that may have been 
catalyzed by a threatening event but is made to be perceived, at an individual level, as 
important, manageable and favorable for the individual. If the challenge is perceived as low 
or even negative, i.e. high threat only, the learning effect will be lessened or even negative 
over time. 

 

3.3.2 How do I support efficient learning? 

 

Efficient learning is essential for sustainable cha nge at the workplace.  

The main approach to make this happen is to:  
A) take into account that new learning = new/enhanc ed brain synapses 

B) target the pleasure brain circuits  
C) by-pass the fear brain circuits.  

 

As in the chapters above, we derive a set of change management principles from our insight 
in the drivers for efficient learning. 

 

Studies show that using multiple perspectives support permanent 
learning (new/enhanced brain synapses). This includes reflecting 
on a new work process from many different aspects e.g. from 
both work & non-work related aspects. 
 
As new learning require a lot of energy (which is limited), too 
much new at too few occasions may severely hamper learning. In 
order to move from temporary learning (chemical) to permanent 
(new/enhanced synapses) repetition is vital. 
 
Studies show that what you learn is strictly relate to attention 
focus. If you only get attention for what you did wrong, you will 
learn what not to do. Positive re-enforcement  
= reinforcing what was actually done right. 

True motivation is essential for commitment. As many of our 
drivers & fears are sub-conscious, the root cause of why we react 
the way we do might not be fully known to us. One powerful way 
of making us aware of this, and take appropriate actions, is 
supported self reflection e.g. (non-directive) coaching. 
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4 Summary and conclusions 
Becoming a Master of Change 

As already stated the principles for successful change have been known for a long time. 
Despite this we still fail to utilize them. The reasons are many. 

 

·  This will be much quicker and better if we in the core team/process team do it 
ourselves. And by the way – I am not really comfortable to give up my control to 
someone else just yet… 

·  Why do I have to complement the rationale and goals with some kind of pink-colored, 
nice-smelling mock-up messages? I want them to understand that this is for real! 

·  We have to do all of these things in parallel, there are too many dependencies and 
we just can’t do things one at the time. 

·  Positive reinforcement and coaching are just too soft and too much talk. We need 
concrete actions. 

·  This is just like any other project, we are developing processes, methods and tools. 
The problem is how to design the processes correctly, not people. 

 

As change agents we must admit that we lead and support people in change; we must 
realize that the human mind is human. As humans we are evolutionary hardwired to react to 
threats and to seek pleasure. The behavioral systems are human facts that we, as change 
agents, must be able to deal with. Thus we must adopt a firm understanding of the principles 
for change and how to actually realize them in our improvement programs.  

The aspects of human change management must be treated as any other work packages, 
tasks or activities in an improvement program. Below follows a summary and expansion of 
the principles and also examples of suggested activities to be planned and managed in an 
improvement/change program.  
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4.1 Summary of behavioral effects 

Some key behavioral consequences of the neurophysiologic workings of the human brain, as 
described in previous chapters, are summarized in the below picture. 

 

 

 

 

In situations where we are forced into a strongly emotional state, we tend to loose the ability 
to think rationally. This is most typically true when we are threatened. We feel fear or we feel 
anger but either way we are not rational. It is also well known that memories (and learning) 
are more connected to emotions than to rational thoughts. We can usually remember 
situations associated with strong emotions, like anger, fear and love, very vividly even after a 
very long time. Through these associations emotions can conversely be triggered by 
situations similar to something we have experienced earlier, and thus block rational thinking. 

The human perception involves contextual analysis, both on conscious and sub-conscious 
levels. When the brain encounters situations where meaning is required, but where no 
meaning can be identified, the brain will invent a context, i.e. create meaning. The brain is 
evolutionary hard-wired to look for threats. When the brain lacks information in a situation 
where meaning is required, it will tend to fill the gaps with threat scenarios. Lack of 
information thus tends to force us into negative emotional states – fear, frustration and anger. 

We have all experienced how tiresome it can be to adapt to new situations, for example 
when changing job. Even this aspect has a physiological counterpart. New permanent 
learning involves growing synapses, and this will cost a lot of energy. In order to save 
energy, the brain is conservative and will primarily try to map information to what it already 
knows. Thus new information will tend to be misinterpreted on the sub-conscious level.  
 

The normal reactions to new information involve a sequence of defenses: 

1. “This is NOT new, I know/do this already” 

2. “OK – this is new, but it is WRONG” 

3. “OK – this is not wrong, but it’s not applicable here and now” 

4. “OK – it is applicable, but it’s not that new is it…?” 

 

The last statement indicates that the brain actually has had enough time to build its own 
understanding of the new information – it has become new learning! 
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The brain is hard-wired to scan for threats. The state of constant sub-conscious vigilance in 
situations where threats are or could be present will drain the brain of energy. This will 
prevent associative and analytical thinking and also prevent the building of new permanent 
learning. The prerequisite for creative thinking is that the brain feels safe. 

We are motivated by and appreciate reasonable challenges. We feel pleasure when we 
acquire and master new skills and knowledge. We feel pleasure when we develop, when we 
progress. The concept of change implies that something currently present will not be present 
anymore, but replaced by something else. Change situations implies discontinuity and 
thereby threats. Safe progress stimulates learning, while change does not. 

 

A simple example combining a few of the above reactions is the following: 

Your teen-aged daughter is part of an ice-hockey team. The team practice every 
Tuesday evening, and your daughter is usually home half past eight, but never later 
than nine. All of a sudden your clock shows 21.30and your daughter is not home yet! 
She doesn’t answer the calls to her mobile. You have called her closest friends, but 
they only say that she left for home after the training. 

What do you feel? What do you think? 

 

Most people admit they build very negative scenarios when thinking about this situation; 
abduction; violence; accidents, etc. Most people also admit that they become very 
emotionally affected and lose some ability to think rationally. 
The fact is that you actually have no information – you don’t know what has happened, or 
indeed if anything has happened at all. The brain creates the negative scenarios sub-
consciously, because of the way it is hard-wired. 
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4.2 The principles of change 

Below follows a summary of al the change management principles as argued for in the 
previous chapters. 

 

The rational reasons for change do exist and are obviously necessary for creating the drive 
for organizational change. Reasons for change need to be formulated in stringent 
statements, e.g. by utilizing the SMART goal setting method. As realized above, however, 
the rational reasons are not sufficient. Individuals must be able to create their own picture of 
their part of the change; the possibilities, the opportunities, the consequences, and their own 
contribution. Thus the intention is not to skip the hard rationale, but to complement it with 
communication material tailored to different stakeholders.  

Spend individual time with stakeholders to identify their motivators and de-motivators. Find 
the pleasures, prides and pains of today and support them to describe a desirable future. If 
quality is poor and customer satisfaction is decreasing the obvious goal would be to reduce 
fault content in released products with X%. A complementary message could be formulated 
as “We know that our future is dependent on the creativity of the staff. Today that creativity is 
hampered by the amount of reactive maintenance we have to perform. With this 
improvement initiative we want to enable you to spend more time on creating new 
functionality rather than spending time on maintaining old products.” 

 

 

The human brain is extremely sensitive for inconsistencies in speech and behavior. 
Inconsistencies conflict with the brain’s need for meaning and clarity and lead the brain to 
create its own context. As we’ve seen the brain will then tend towards negative scenarios, 
and thus end up in the fear circuit. Thus it is important to create a communication plan, 
where the same basic message is communicated in a consistent way. It is obviously also 
important that behavior and spoken messages are aligned. As change leaders and 
managers your behavior must reflect stated priorities. To say “quality first” and then release 
products with poor quality due to time pressure will create very little trust and commitment in 
the organization. To say “this program is important” and then not attend core team meetings 
or staff meetings due to other engagements will quickly reduce commitment for the program. 



 24 

 

The brain loves reasonable challenges but will flee from insurmountable ones. Leading the 
organization through many small steps maintains a feeling of safe progress, which enables 
people to assimilate and master new learning. This also paves the way for repetition and 
reflections, which are key elements for permanent learning. Breaking down change into 
manageable chunks also relates well with the brain’s tendency to conserve energy.  

It is very easy to fall into the trap of wanting too much too soon, i.e. this must be avoided in 
order to succeed. It is more beneficial to really complete some few actions than to scratch 
the surface of many. Create a real work breakdown structure and build an anatomy to reflect 
dependencies. Partition the anatomy in many iterations with clear objectives. Make sure to 
facilitate repetition and practice when piloting and deploying solutions, use e.g. the “See one, 
Do one, Teach one” philosophy, where a new method first is demonstrated to the receiver, 
then is performed under supervision by the receiver, and finally taught BY the receiver to 
someone else. 

 

 

 

 

The motivators to contribute in an improvement program differ between individuals. 
Describing problems, possibilities and solutions from different perspectives enables people to 
identify their own drivers. It also facilitates permanent learning through the association 
mechanisms in the brain. The perspectives can range from the organization’s strategies, 
goals and opportunities, through social, genus and environmental aspects, to purely 
individual or family aspects.  

From the perspective of the CEO, improved product quality means improved customer 
satisfaction, higher market share and improved profitability. For a key engineer the main 
benefit of quality could be the satisfaction of working with new cutting edge technology rather 
than maintenance of old products. For a project manager the benefit could be less overtime 
and thus more available time together with the family. 
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It is important to provide people with the safety of understanding the context of the 
improvement program. As stated previously, lack of information will be filled out by negative 
scenarios, which is to be avoided. Questions like  
  “Why are we doing this?” 
  “How will we do this?” 
  “Who will do what?” 
  “What is expected of me?” 
  “What will happen right now?” 
  “Which rules and restrictions apply?”  
must be answered at the very earliest stages in the program, Most improvement processes 
are basically built on plan-do-check-act (PDCA). Use your own local version to tie activities, 
roles and rules together in a way that aligns with local terminology and culture.  

 

 

 

When we are presented with a ready-made solution we have to fight several of the basic 
mechanisms of the brain before we can assimilate the change.  

·  We feel threatened and belittled when told how to do things, the reactions are 
emotional rather than rational.  

·  The brain will refuse to accept the new solution in order to conserve the energy. 

·  A ready-made solution is usually discontinuous and will not be perceived as safe 
progress. 

Participation in creation of the solution reduces some of the above problems. Design, 
piloting, testing and evaluation of processes, methods, tools and roles must be performed in 
the intended environment, and by the people affected by the changes. To let a “side 
organization” develop processes and later deploy them into the organization is usually not 
very successful. Experience show that this approach creates “us versus them” mentality from 
both sides. The improvement core team must accept the fact that they are facilitators and 
mentors rather than drivers. They must create teams consisting of the affected practitioners, 
managers and project leaders, and also dare to empower the teams to create their own 
solutions. As change leader it is very easy to feel too much ownership of the solution and 
wanting it to be better than good enough. Working in a team of practitioners in a real 
operative context improves quality and usability of the solution and reduces the troubles of 
getting commitment for the solution afterwards. 
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Feed-back, reflection, repetition and emotional messages will facilitate permanent learning. 
The key question is whether we want the brain to focus on, and build new patterns around, 
the right behavior or the wrong behavior.  

Feed-back on failures, errors and mistakes create strong negative emotions tied to the 
problem, the solution and the program in general. New learning will be created, but only 
around what not to do. Feed-back on the correct behavior and success will on the other hand 
create safety, pleasure, creativity and motivation, and most importantly, it will support 
building the patterns of the actual learning we desire.  

 

 

 

 

 

Coaching according to e.g. the norms stated by International Coach Federation (ICF), has 
proven to be an extremely powerful tool to support individuals to become aware of their 
motivational drivers, their fears, their weaknesses and their strengths. 

Coaching give people access to their “desire to will” and their “will to dare”. Normally a coach 
is a person external to the local environment of the person receiving the coaching. The coach 
can thus be involved in conversations that would be perceived as too sensitive if the work 
relation was too close. Coaching is primarily non-directive, but in the context of the work 
environment and the change program, the objectives of the coaching session series are 
usually focused around questions like “How am I as successful facilitator of change?” 
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