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NAVIGATING CHANGE

The purpose of Change Navigator is to help you develop a deeper understanding of the predict-
able journey everyone goes through during times of significant change. 

“It is not the strongest of the species that  
 survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one 
 most responsive to change.”
     Charles Darwin

Change Navigator will 
help you identify and 
explain the:

•  Four predictable stages of transition 
   associated with change.

•  The stage of transition you currently 
   are experiencing. 

•  Strategies for building your resilience 
   during change.

• Tools and processes to help you 
  support others through change and the  
   related transition.



CHANGE AND TRANSITION

While change is an event, such as a death, a birth, a merger, reorganization, a new job, or 
downsizing, people’s response to change is more like a process. Reactions to change can range 
from anxiety, fear, anger and confusion to anticipation, excitement and curiosity. In essence, the 
psychological response is a process of transitioning that occurs over time. Typically, people do not 
change their attitudes, beliefs, feelings and allegiances overnight. Those attributes can change, but 
gradually. As William Bridges wrote in Managing Transitions: “It isn’t the changes that do you in, it’s 
the transitions.” 

CHANGE                                                            TRANSITION

Is an event—a new job, different 
worksite, marriage, loss of 
position, change in team roles, or 
new rules or policies.

Is usually understood in terms of a 
beginning or starting something.

Usually happens in a specified 
time frame.

Is experienced externally and 
openly for others to see. 

Is psychological and 
emotional—the process people 
go through to come to terms with 
the new event. 

Is understood in terms of
endings—it begins with leaving 
something behind and letting go.

Usually happens gradually 
and differs from person to
person.

Is experienced internally and 
may not be observable by others.



CHANGE WORKSHEET

Step 1: Briefly describe a change you currently are experiencing.

Step 2: List four things you know or think you know about this change, such as its impacts, 
opportunities, challenges, stakeholders, resources, timeline, etc.: 

Step 3: List three feelings that you associate with this change.

Based on your responses above, complete the Change Navigator assessment on the next page.
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YOUR STAGE OF TRANSITION 

Step 4: Transfer your scores onto the Change Navigator model in the spaces provided to pinpoint 
the stage of transition you currently are experiencing for this change. 

The next page features an overview of the Change Navigator model. Please review it and then go 
to the appropriate pages noted below based on your highest scores to learn more about what your 
results mean.

Acknowledging—page 9  I   Reacting—page 10  I   Investigating—page 11   I   Implementing—page 12 
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MAKING SENSE OF YOUR RESULTS 

The Change Navigator identifies and facilitates movement through four commonly identified stages 
of transition that people typically experience as a result of change. 

The four stages are normal and predictable and, in fact, can bring value to a change initiative. The 
Change Navigator describes and explains the feelings, attitudes and behaviors associated with 
change, and describes actions people can take to improve the leadership of change initiatives.  

While all people going through change experience these four stages, the focus, pace and intensity 
of the stages may vary. 

Acknowledging
• Begins with the indication of change
• The process of becoming aware
• Denial is common
• Information is critical
• Value—building understanding 
  of need for and scope 
  of change

Implementing
• Begins after options are defined
• The process of defining new 
   expectations
• Learning is expected
• Buy-in is critical
• Value—building new skills, 
   behaviors and norms

Investigating
• Begins after reactive feeling  
   are vetted
• The process of understanding  
   new options
• Anticipation is common
• Honesty is critical
• Value—building the new reality

Reacting
• Begins after change is 
   acknowledged
• The process of coping with feelings
• Emotions are apparent
• Patience is critical
• Value—building acceptance and commitment



Stage 1: Acknowledging

Acknowledging begins as soon as a change occurs or is announced. Acknowledging is primarily a 
thinking orientation that involves the process of becoming cognitively aware.  

Denial is a common aspect of this stage. After learning of a change, especially one with negative or 
threatening implications, people may appear to lack awareness of the change and proceed as if they 
haven’t heard it or they greatly minimize its importance, that is, cognitive denial. Sometimes, people 
may acknowledge the change but show little or no emotion that is emotional denial.

Acknowledging is the process of integrating new information so that the change becomes part of 
our mental awareness and understanding. Brain research shows that when stressed, our brains have 
trouble moving information from short-term to long-term memory. For this reason information has to 
be communicated many times and in a variety of ways. 

Beginning Mind-set

People think: 

People react with: 

Value of this stage: 

Comfort and control

• I’m in control.
• I’m satisfied.
• I’m doing okay.
• I’m doing my job.
• Hey, everything is good.

• Surprise
• Uncertainty
• Disorientation
• Confusion
• Disbelief

Provides information for understanding the need for and scope 
of a change.
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Stage 2: Reacting

Reacting begin after an individual gains cognitive and emotional awareness of a change. This stage 
typically includes strong feelings. People may actively attempt to retain or regain past policies, 
responsibilities and relationships. 

Reacting is a natural and valuable part of any change process. There are tough questions that 
should be asked and answered at this stage: “How will this change make us better?” “What are the 
consequences of this change for…?” “What about the implications for completing critical tasks?”  

Many change influencers and leaders would prefer to skip this stage. When these intense feelings 
are not accepted and dealt with as predictable and even valuable components of change, resistance 
emerges. When there is resistance, the Reacting stage can become the overriding focus of the 
transition process.

Beginning Mind-set

People think: 

People react with: 

Value of this stage: 

Confusion, disbelief, disorientation

• I’m anxious.
• I’ve lost control.
• I’m worried.
• I’m tired.
• Hey, everything is in chaos.

• Sadness
• Shock
• Anxiety
• Anger
• Weariness

Allows emotions to be expressed so people can start to let go and 
look forward. 
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Stage 3: Investigating 

When people move into the Investigating stage, they are making the transition from focusing on the 
past to focusing on the future. Generally, this will not be a clean or immediate transition. A gradual 
shift with back and forth movement between Reacting and Investigating is more typical. 

As time passes, people direct more attention to new possibilities. As they accept change emotionally, 
they become more receptive to the future. A slight willingness to consider future opportunities can 
evolve into full-blown excitement and enthusiasm.  

The Investigating stage can result in a mixture of feelings from curiosity and excitement to caution and 
concern about the unknown.

Beginning Mind-set

People think: 

People react with: 

Value of this stage: 

Some openness to inquiry and new possibilities

• I’m challenged.
• I’m encouraged.
• I’m searching for…
• I have expectations of…
• Hey, progress is being made.

• Curiosity
• Hope
• Caution
• Openness
• Inquisitiveness

Clarifies options and the new skills required for success. 
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Stage 4: Implementing

In the transition’s Implementing stage, new options are examined and decisions made. People now are 
ready to begin the process of implementing new expectations and responsibilities. 

During this stage people begin the process of learning and refining new skills. They settle into new 
routines and develop a level of comfort and familiarity with the new reality.  

The transition from Investigating to Implementing marks the move from a more feeling orientation 
back to a more thinking orientation. Typically, less emotion will be visible as people adjust to the new 
reality.

Beginning Mind-set

People think: 

People react with: 

Value of this stage: 

Readiness to learn and accommodate

• I’m back on track.
• I’m encouraged.
• I’m more optimistic.
• I’m energized.
• Hey, I made it!

• Satisfaction
• Confidence 
• Purpose
• Intention
• Commitment 

Instills confidence for learning new skills, behaviors and norms. 
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TWO TRANSITIONS
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Past                               Future
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Thinking                               

Feeling

Past

Stage 1: Acknowledging
Stage 2: Reacting

Focus is on relationships, alliances, 
loyalties, skills, behaviors, norms, 
policies and processes that 
precede the change.

Future

Stage 3: Investigating
Stage 4: Implementing

Focus shifts to emerging 
relationships and alliances, new 
loyalties, and new skills, behaviors, 
norms, policies and processes.

While progression tends to be from past to future, it is possible to move 
into Stage 3, Investigating, and then reverse direction and move back 
into Stage 2, Reacting. This typically is a result of ineffective leadership, 
lack of communication and unrealistic promises that adversely affects 
the credibility of the change. The consequence may be entrenchment in 
Reacting, leading to resistance, lack of buy-in and getting stuck in the past.

Thinking

Stage 1: Acknowledging
Stage 4: Implementing

The thinking orientation involves 
logical, rational and analytical 
reasoning that provides cognitive 
understanding about the change. 

Feeling

Stage 2: Reacting
Stage 3: Investigating

The feeling orientation involves 
emotions of varying intensity 
and expression that provides  
emotional understanding about 
the change.

Our thinking and feeling orientations affect the way we communicate, 
process information, solve problems and make decisions. Transition 
starts and ends with the stages associated with the thinking orientation: 
Acknowledging and Implementing. The middle of the transition process 
is dominated by the stages associated with feeling orientation: Reacting 
and Investigating. Within the feeling orientation, the transition from 
Reacting to Investigating involves a shift from feelings of anxiety, fear 



MOVING FORWARD 

1 
ACKNOWLEDGING

Prolonged 
Denial

Results in remaining 
unaware, uninformed 
and unable to 
question current 
assumptions or 
mental models.

Awareness

Seek out information 
and question what 
is actually changing 
and why.

Seek

• Seek information 
  and facts.

• Ask clarifying 
  questions.

• Verify rumors.

• Stay open to new 
  information.

• Find support 
  networks.

• Question your 
  assumptions. 

4 
IMPLEMENTING

Failure
to Commit

Results in lack of 
access to decisions 
and  resources, 
diminished access 
and failure to 
contribute.

Ownership

Embrace new 
expectations, ways of 
working, and own the 
future.

Learn

• Acquire new skills.

• Explore new ways to 
  get things done.

• Focus on increased 
  efficiency.  

• Share lessons 
   learned.

• Reward progress.

• Celebrate!

3 
INVESTIGATING

Uninformed 
Exploration 

Results in 
examination of 
either too many 
or too few options 
with little regard for 
realistic options and 
possibilities.

Innovation

Explore new options 
and possibilities 
and help others 
understand options.

Explore

• Explore possibilities.

• Share ideas.

• Validate realistic 
   options. 

• Understand 
   limitations.

• Take small steps. 

• Clarify expectations.

2 
REACTING

Excessive 
Resistance

Results in intense 
levels of resistance 
fueled by spiraling 
downward, negative 
emotions with very 
little rationality or 
openness.

Expression

Communicate 
concerns, ask 
enlightening 
questions, own and 
express feelings.

Validate

• Verify real vs. 
   imagined fears.

• Find safe places to 
  express feelings. 

• State your concerns 
  constructively.

• Manage your stress. 

• Break tasks into 
   manageable chunks.

• Get rest and
   rejuvenate.

DERAILING 
BEHAVIOR 

ENABLING 
BEHAVIOR

HELPING 
YOURSELF
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MOVING FORWARD WORKSHEET

1 
Based on the change you are experiencing and your Change Navigator results: 
a) What stage(s) of change and transition do you find yourself currently navigating?

a Acknowledging 
a Reacting 
a Investigating
a Implementing 

b) Of the stages you are currently navigating, what stage is most important for you to pay attention to? 

2
What enabling behaviors are you currently doing?

3 

What derailing behaviors are you currently doing?

4
List three things you can do that would help you move forward with this change:
a) 

b)  

c) 



THE EMOTIONS OF CHANGE 
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Feelings are a natural and predictable part of change. This is especially true when people see the 
change as threatening or disruptive. Feelings are most prevalent during the Reacting and Investigating 
stages of transition. During Reacting the feelings are typically more negative, such as anxiety, 
confusion, frustration and fatigue. How these feelings are dealt with and given expression to can 
determine whether an individual becomes resistant to the change or moves forward into Investigating.

As you move from Reacting to Investigating, feelings start to reflect purpose, enthusiasm, optimism 
and confidence. The length of time for this transition varies depending upon the individual and 
the magnitude of the change. The shift from the negative feelings associated with Reacting to more 
positive feelings associated with Investigating can be difficult and complicated. People may exhibit 
both negative and positive feelings at the same time. 

Leadership during this stage of transition significantly contributes to whether individuals sink into 
resistance or start to develop resiliency.

Emotions that Lead to Resistance
Anxiety

Confusion

Frustration

Fatigue

Emotions that Lead to Acceptance
Purpose

Enthusiasm

Optimism

Confidence



PROXIMITY TO CHANGE 

The impact zone is the “eye of the storm” and the place where the greatest impact of the change is 
felt, such as job security, personal values, sense of identity, personal loss or disruption. The closer 
an individual is to the impact zone of a change, the greater the personal impact and the emotional 
reaction. The further an individual is from the impact zone, the smaller the personal impact and 
emotional reaction.

Understanding your proximity to a change is essential.  People who are not located in the impact 
zone of a change can easily underestimate the emotional intensity and impact to those who are in 
the eye of the storm. 

Impact Zone: “Feeling intense pain!!!”
Direct impact and first-hand experience; 

the point of the change’s biggest impact; the 
eye of the storm.

Apathy: “What pain?” 
Ambivalence or apathy about the feelings of 

others. “Why are you so upset?”

Sympathy: 
“I am sorry for   

your pain.”
Appreciation of 
the feelings of 
others without 
having had the 

same experience. 

Empathy:
“I feel your pain!”

Personal 
understanding 
of the emotions 
associated with 

the impact 
based on past 

experience; can 
identify with those 
in the impact zone. 

Impact 
Zone

Empathy 

Sympathy

Apathy



THE EMOTIONS OF CHANGE WORKSHEET  

For your change, indicate (1) your proximity to the change, (2) the proximity of anyone whose 
support is needed for the change to succeed, and (3) what feelings you are experiencing and seeing 
in others.

Where are 
you?  

Where are 
others?

Describe Feelings
Yours                               Others
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HELPING OTHERS—THE LEADER’S IMPERATIVE 

Effective change leadership is a critical ingredient for a successful transition. The expectations 
and demands placed on effective leaders change with each stage. The leadership imperative at 
each stage of transition is to encourage and facilitate movement to the next stage. Understanding 
followed by effectively executing these leadership imperatives is critical to ensure movement and 
avoid resistance and entrenchment. 

Effective change leaders understand that they must first be aware of their own transition journey 
and their current location on the transition curve. Only then can they help others. 
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GIVE 
INFORMATION

GIVE 
ENCOURAGEMENT

GIVE 
SUPPORT

GIVE 
REINFORCEMENT



HELPING OTHERS—THE LEADER’S IMPERATIVE  

1 
ACKNOWLEDGING

Give Information

• Provide information.
• Be clear and honest. 
• Repeat information  
   multiple times.
• Be accessible 
• Link change to 
  business drivers.
• Clarify what is and 
   isn’t changing.
• Say when you don’t 
  know or can’t tell. 
• Use formal and 
   informal 
   communication 
   channels. 

• Hit people over the 
   head with the facts.
• Expect to be 
  understood the 
  first try.
• Express frustration 
  at having to answer 
  the same questions 
  more than once.
• Embarrass or punish 
  people who don’t 
  get it.

4 
IMPLEMENTING

Give Reinforcement

• Clarify expectations.
• Focus on role clarity 
  and accountability.
• Encourage learning 
  new skills.
• Allow time for  
 developing new  
  skills.
• Reward effective 
  performance.
• Promote information 
  sharing.
• Encourage 
  collaborative 
  problem solving.
• Get out of the way.
• Celebrate!

• Overlook early 
   adaptors.
• Expect immediate 
  excellence on new 
  skills or tasks.
• Limit access to 
  information.
• Micro-management 
   implementation.
• Over control 
   decisions.
• Limit participation.

3 
INVESTIGATING

Give Encouragement

• Create opportunities 
   to explore new 
   options.
• Outline pros and cons 
   of new possibilities.
• Acknowledge and 
  reward openness to 
  new ways of doing  
  things.
• Focus as much on 
  investigating as on 
  reacting.
• Facilitate 
  brainstorming and 
  idea sharing.
• Support risk taking   
  and innovation.

• Expect others to see 
  new possibilities.
• Short circuit the 
  exploration process.
• Push people to make 
  decisions before they 
  are ready.
• Punish mistakes when 
  people are trying new 
  things.
• Misrepresent future 
  opportunities.

2 
REACTING

Give Support

• Ask questions.
• Listen.
• Acknowledge others’ 
  feelings. 
• Stay connected.
• Show empathy.
• Be nonjudgmental.
• Take your time.
• Identify and 
  emphasize areas of 
  stability.
• Recognize progress, 
  even small steps.
• Link change to the 
  bigger picture.
• Prioritize.

• Discount people’s 
  feelings.
• Offer reasons why 
  people should not 
   feel the way they 
   feel.
• Try to convince 
  people this is good 
  for them.
• Argue and push your 
  opinion.
• Push new choices   
   too soon.

LEADERSHIP 
IMPERATIVE

LEADERSHIP 
DO’S

LEADERSHIP
 DON’TS
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LEADING CHANGE WORKSHEET 

Based on the change and your leadership role identify the stakeholders whose support and buy-in 
are needed to make this change successful. What stage of transition do you think each person is 
experiencing. Next, determine what leadership imperatives are most important for you to do more 
of and less of to help them through the transition process. 

Change:

List the stakeholders in the stage of transition you think they currently are experiencing. 

1 
ACKNOWLEDGING

4 
IMPLEMENTING

3 
INVESTIGATING

2 
REACTING

What leadership imperatives are important for you to do more of or less of given where most 
people are experiencing change? (Refer to page 20 for leadership imperatives.)

Do more of:                                                        Do less of:



REFERENCES

Bridges, W. (1991). Managing transition. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Bridges, W. (1980). Transitions. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Janssen, C. (1982). Personlig dialektik. (2nd ed.) Stockholm: Liber.

Kubler-Ross, E. (1969). On death and dying. New York: Touchstone Books.

Musselwhite, W.C. (2004, 2010). Dangerous opportunity. Greensboro, NC: Discovery Learning Press.

Scott, C,D., & Dennis, T.J. (1988, April). Survive and thrive in times of change, Training and Development Journal.

Spencer, S., & Adams, J.. (1990). Life changes: Growing through personal transitions. San Francisco: Authors. 

johndadams@worldnet.att.net

Weisbord, M. (1987). Productive workplaces. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.



NOTES 



NOTES 



©2015 Discovery Learning International – All rights reserved.
In the U.S.A., P.O. Box 950, North Tonawanda, NY 14120-0950, 1-800-456-3003.
In Canada, 3770 Victoria Park Avenue, Toronto, ON M2H 3M6, 1-800-268-6011. 

Internationally, +1-416-492-2627. Fax, +1-416-492-3343 or 1-888-540-4484.


