
6 Ways to Overcome Fear of Change

No matter if it is personal or business-related, all authentic change goes through four stages:

1) Anticipation is the exciting stage of change where we anticipate the benefits and make our
transformational plans.

2) Regression is when things get worse before they get better.

3) Breakthrough is when we finally see the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel.

4) Consolidation is when we turn the benefits of change into business as usual.

The “terror” lies with the regression phase, and our fear is that this regressive stage will become 
permanent. For example, when we quit a good paying job to start a business we anticipate that 
owning our own business will mean more fun and more money. However we must be prepared
for a regressive stage where we initially make less money and have less fun than we did at our
old job. Our greatest fear is that if the business fails this regressive stage will become 
permanent. We end up with the worst of both worlds; no job and no business.

It is not change per se that people fear. We fear that the regressive stage of change will become 
permanent. As a result, we try to wring out the risk by looking for an evolutionary and 
incremental change model that skips over the regressive stage. Remember that an essential 
aspect of change is taking a step backwards in order to take two forward. All authentic change 
is revolutionary not evolutionary. 

“In a chronically leaking boat, energy devoted to changing vessels is more productive than 
energy devoted to patching leaks.” ~ Warren Buffett 

Here are six ways to overcome the fear of change: 

Step 1: Be compassionate.

Whether it is employees, colleagues, or clients put yourself in the other person’s shoes 
by acknowledging that the risks involved with change are real. It may very well be her 
job, not yours, that is on the line if your wonderful plans for change go terribly awry. 

Step 2: Build a bottom up consensus.

The days of telling people to jump and having them say “how high?” are gone. 
Implementing change today relies on building bottom up consensus rather than top 
down executive sanction. 

Step 3: Have a plan for getting initial buy-in.

Make sure your plan or proposal takes into account all the legitimate concerns and 
potential dangers surrounding change. Your plan must get everyone affected on board, 
and make sure you include a contingency plan for what you’ll do if people turn against 
you later on. Always remember that the very same people who are your greatest fans 



during the anticipation phase of change often become your greatest adversaries when 
the regressive stage sets in. 

Step 4: Minimize your risks.

Think of all those cleaning solutions that recommend that you try them out on some 
inconspicuous swath of fabric first. If possible, find a department or project to experiment 
on where the variables are controllable, the investment is minimal, and results are easily 
measured. Keep “rebooting” if necessary until you “get it right” then let the success of 
your experiment become contagious. Others will start saying: “Who are those people? 
How can we get results like that?” 

Soon your experiment will spread virally and top management will no longer be risking a 
revolution by imposing change. Instead they will be responding to a bottom up 
groundswell. 

Step 5: Measure results with hard data.

This is critical: If you can’t or won’t measure results don’t expect sympathy others. No 
matter how theoretically “worthwhile” your transformation is, you must link your efforts to 
the mission of the organization. Besides only hard data showing progress will get you 
through the regressive stage when it FEELS as if things are going to hell. 

If you can’t measure results then you probably shouldn’t try to bring about change, but 
you’ll be surprised to find that almost anything, whether qualitative or quantitative, can 
be measured if we just put our heads to it. 

Step 6: Feedback.

Make sure you have a great reporting process in place before you begin. Use this 
reporting process to give everyone the positive feedback they need to keep the faith 
when things get dicey. Above all keep the lines of communication open so that people 
feel supported rather than abandoned during the chaotic phase that every real change 
inevitably must go through. 

You might want to try a little experiment by researching a small change that you want to make 
happen or that you know will be happening. Anticipate all possible objections and create 
contingency plans for anything that could go wrong. Put in place testing procedures and 
measurable goals to track success. Create consensus by presenting your plan to colleagues 
and stakeholders. With this preparation, contingency planning, buy-in, testing and metrics, you’ll 
find that bringing about change or managing change is far easier than you thought. 

“All life is an experiment. The more experiments you make, the better.”   
~ Ralph Waldo Emerson


