
The “WTF” of surviving Change  

I hate being told to change but I love introducing change in boring, mundane or repetitive circumstances. 

So do I only like change when I come up with it? I can be convinced of the need for change from outside 

sources. By recognising these two seemingly opposing perspectives on change it is important to consider 

that change may need to be managed.  

Change management could be described as a carefully managed, deliberate process of transition from the 

current state to the future desired state. Unfortunately, this process is usually limited by time and often 

does not allow for resistance or regression to previous states. A simple metaphor for the role of a change 

manager is that of a GPS. A small device loaded with latest information of maps into which a desired 

destination is input and provides the expected arrival time. In a reassuring voice this device directs the 

impacted individuals to the desired destination or changed state. When a road block or new route is 

required the GPS recalculates and continues directing in a reassuring voice. 

A regular snag in change management is it simply supports the change while it is happening to the 

impacted individuals but it does not equip them sufficiently with skills to manage continuous change in a 

dynamic world. Change management is no longer a methodology to be carefully project managed but a 

capability that each of us can learn and enhance to improve our adaptability to our continuously changing 

world.  

Change Challenges 

Resistance, rigidity, limited focus or lack of momentum are all common barriers to change. It’s possible 

that each of us can come up with examples of failed change management in our personal goals. I am sure 

at the time of setting the goal the reason and motivation for the change were clear; the desired state was 

obviously more attractive than the current state. As we initiate the action towards achievement of the 

goal we are inspired to do things differently, try new routines, get up a little earlier or eat less chocolate 

unfortunately this momentum is often lost. Perhaps we become distracted or just run out of steam 

because the end goal seems too far away or unachievable. What do you do? Set less ambitious goals, 

where’s the fun in that? If I aim for big change can I really achieve it?   

Change Successes  

The twelve step programme to treat addiction is a longstanding well-tested change management process 

with defined steps and clear objectives. The first step is recognising the need for change and taking 

accountability for the change. In often very difficult circumstances people take conscious steps to change 

their behaviours and replace old habits with new ones. Although the goal is progress and not perfection 

the success of the programme is dependent on maintaining a stable support structure and celebrating 

small wins to build momentum throughout the journey1.  

In Egypt a group of woman were encouraged to speak out in their communities about their decision not 

to participate in a customary cultural practice that has existed for thousands of years. In Africa over 3 

million women in 28 countries are subjected to Female Genital Mutilation or female circumcision every 

year. Through the efforts of these brave women and the support of their families the rate of female 
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circumcision was reduced by 4% in Egypt between 1997 and 2000. The success of this initiative continued 

to grow due to the involvement and ownership of the change by the communities2. 

In 2006, a hospital in Pennsylvania tried different approaches to reducing the transmission of MRSA (an 

extremely dangerous hospital-cultivated bacteria) throughout the hospital. The reason and motivation to 

prevent transmission of MRSA was clear; people were dying as a result of these infections. A Centre for 

disease control expert implemented carefully designed initiatives including principles from Six Sigma, Lean 

and Toyota production systems. Unfortunately, adoption of protocol remained limited to pockets within 

the hospital. Interestingly it took a simulation using chocolate pudding to demonstrate how bacteria can 

be spread, a large container of uncooked pasta to represent the number of infections reported every year 

and a personal story about how a nurse introduced the infection to her husband for the individuals to 

take accountability for the transmission of MRSA. Make change stick by making it personal².   

Changes happening to us – WTF? 

We continuously have changes imposed on us. Whether these changes are significant economic or climate 

changes or simple system changes these have an impact on our lives. In most situations the only response 

is to change ourselves and how we respond to it. Wouldn’t you want to find opportunities in the change 

and make the changes work for you? Unfortunately, research shows the odds against you making a change 

is 9 to 1. We all want to make positive change efficiently and the only real tool to handle change is thinking 

for yourself3. 

Regardless of the nature of the change, how it affects individuals is a personal process. It is for this reason 

I have developed a simple ‘life hack’ for change summarised according to a popular daily three letter 

acronym – WTF. By responding to a change with “WTF” we acknowledge that the change situation is new 

and potentially uncomfortable or scary and use the elements of WTF to empower ourselves within the 

change to proactively manage change.  

Why Change? 

The W stands for Why. In a study by John Hopkins University of nearly 8000 students asked what is 

important to them, 78% responded that meaning in their lives was most important4. Therefore, it is makes 

sense that before embarking on a journey of change you should understand why the change is happening 

and what’s in it for you.  The reason and urgency for change should become clear in analysing the factors 

contributing to the change and maintaining the status quo becomes less favourable than the opportunity 

for change. If the vision for change can be communicated in an exciting and inspiring way this will enable 

you to motivate others to support you in the change.  

Try something different 

Once you understand the ‘why’ of the change find something different in the context of the change to try. 

No matter how small or significant the new action the intention is to move out of your comfort zone and 

consider new possibilities. Since a mindset change is difficult to measure focus on a change in practice 
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which could demonstrate visible changes. Successful completion of a new skill or activity releases 

powerful neurotransmitters such as adrenaline, dopamine and serotonin making successful change 

addictive in a positive way.  

Throughout the task and upon completion, reflect on how you feel about the change. If you feel 

uncomfortable or anxious understand the origin of the discomfort. Is the anxiety due to a fear of the 

unknown or a limiting belief you have about yourself or the environment? Change means loss and loss 

means grieving. The reflection process is personal and equips you with additional information you need 

to adapt to the change.  

Finish 

As important as the first two steps is finishing the change and closing off potential escape routes from the 

change.  In the comparison between business and sports coaching it was identified that unlike athletes 

who embrace failure as an inevitable, there is a stigma of shame in failure in business and life which may 

undermine your confidence5. Change doesn’t happen in a straight line therefore it is important to 

maintain focus on the objective or vision throughout the change journey. It is useful to identify short term 

wins throughout the journey to celebrate progress and create additional momentum towards the finish.   

If change is the only constant develop a change capability that not only allows you a better understanding 

of your personal response to change but gives you the agility to respond to changes from any direction. 

Live into the change. Embrace the new challenges and possibilities that come with it.  
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