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A Guiding People Through Change*

Individuals with and without disabilities are often quite uncomfortable with change, for all sorts of 
understandable reasons. This can lead them to resist it and oppose it. This is why it's important to 
understand how people are feeling as change proceeds, so that you can guide them through it and so 
that – in the end – they can accept it and support it. William Bridges' Transition Model helps you do
this. 

About the Model
The Transition Model was created by change consultant, William Bridges, and was published in his 1991 
book "Managing Transitions." More on the model and the stages of transition on the following pages.

Bridges’ Transition Model
The main strength of the model is that it focuses on transition, not change. The difference between 
these is subtle but important. Change is something that happens to people, even if they don't agree 
with it. Transition, on the other hand, is internal: it's what happens in people's minds as they go through 
change. Change can happen very quickly, while transition usually occurs more slowly.

The model highlights three stages of transition that people go through when they experience change. 
These are:

1. Ending, Losing, and Letting Go.
2. The Neutral Zone.
3. The New Beginning.

The Bridges Model says that people will go through each stage at their own pace. For example, those 
who are comfortable with the change will likely move ahead to stage three quickly, while others will 
linger at stages one or two.

* Excerpted from Bridges' Transition Model by MindTools Content Team with additional information added as it applies to 
person centered thinking and planning.

“Change is something that happens to people, even if they don't 
agree with it. Transition, on the other hand, is internal: it's what 
happens in people's minds as they go through change. Change can
happen very quickly, while transition usually occurs more slowly.”
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Stage 1: Ending, Losing, and Letting Go
People enter this initial stage of transition when you first present them with change. This stage is often 
marked with resistance and emotional upheaval, because people are being forced to let go of something 
that they are comfortable with. At this stage, people may experience these emotions:

• Fear.
• Denial.
• Anger.
• Sadness.
• Disorientation.
• Frustration.
• Uncertainty.
• A sense of loss.

People have to accept that something is ending before they can begin to accept the new idea. If you 
don't acknowledge the emotions that people are going through, you'll likely encounter resistance 
throughout the entire change process.

Guiding People Through Stage 1
It's important to accept people's resistance, and understand their emotions. Allow them time to accept 
the change and let go, and try to get everyone to talk about what they're feeling. In these conversations, 
make sure that you listen empathically and communicate openly about what's going to happen.

Emphasize how people will be able to apply their skills, experience, and knowledge once you've 
implemented the change. Explain how you'll give them what they need (for instance, training and 
resources) to work effectively in the new environment.

People often fear what they don't understand, so the more you can educate them about a positive 
future, and communicate how their knowledge and skills are an essential part of getting there, the likelier 
they are to move on to the next stage.

Stage 1 and Person-Centered Practices
Consider these questions for yourself and for the people you support:

• What has changed in my life?
• How have I changed?
• How do I feel about those changes?
• What support do I need during this time?

Stage 2: The Neutral Zone
In this stage, people affected by the change are often confused, uncertain, and impatient. Depending on 
how well you're managing the change, they may also experience a higher workload as they get used to 
new systems and new ways of working.
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Think of this phase as the bridge between the old and the new; in some ways, people will still be 
attached to the old, while they are also trying to adapt to the new.
Here, people might experience:

• Resentment towards the change initiative.
• Low morale and low productivity.
• Anxiety about their role, status or identity.
• Skepticism about the change initiative.

Despite these, this stage can also be one of great creativity, innovation, and renewal. This is a great time 
to encourage people to try new ways of thinking or working.

Guiding People Through Stage 2
Your guidance is incredibly important as people go through this neutral period. This can be an 
uncomfortable time, because it can seem unproductive, and it can seem that little progress is being 
made.

Because people might feel a bit lost, provide them with a solid sense of direction. Remind them of team 
[and personal] goals, and encourage them to talk about what they're feeling. Meet with your people 
frequently to give feedback on how they're performing, especially with regard to change. It's also 
important to set short-term goals during this stage, so that people can experience some quick wins: this 
will help to improve motivation as well as giving everyone a positive perception of the change effort.

Also, do what you can to boost morale and continue to remind people of how they can contribute to the 
success of the change. If required, you may also want to help people manage their workloads, either by 
de-prioritizing some types of work, or by bringing in extra resources.

“The Neutral Zone” and Person-Centered Practices
During this time, everyone is starting to experience boredom and frustration with this altered way of life. 
Our familiar rituals and routines are in upheaval. In addition, there is considerable anxiety about 
maintaining control and choice. This phase of transition brings to light a number of person-centered 
questions about support needs. Here are some of those questions for you, your family and for the people 
you support:

• What are people in my life/organization confused about? 
• How can I/we provide clarity to reduce confusion and or improve communication to ensure 

people are getting all the information they need? 
• Are there changes in my life that I do not like?
• What support do I need to disrupt those changes?

        •.   Have my choices been restricted? What can I do to expand my choices once again?
• What support do I need to rebuild old and start building “new” positive and productive rituals 

and routines?
• What new and different opportunities exist in my community to connect with people in new and 
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• What is my current level of risk? When will I be ready to start re-entering my community? When 
will I be ready to start using services and supports (e.g, work, day program)?

• How has what’s important to/for me changed?
• How does this change my life trajectory? What support do I need to get back on course?

The following media might also provide insight to the Neutral Zone: 
• What is the Make a Difference Approach? by Beth Mount

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OHTWKwvivMI about supporting relationships between 
person and DSP and supporting community inclusion- -

• Brene Brown and Marc Brackett pod-cast “Permission to Feel” 
        •    https://brenebrown.com/podcast/dr-marc-brackett-and-brene-on-permission-to-feel/

Stage 3: The New Beginning
The last transition stage is a time of acceptance and energy. People have begun to embrace the 
change initiative. They're building the skills they need to work successfully in the new way, and they're 
starting to see early wins from their efforts.
At this stage, people are likely to experience:

• High energy.
• Openness to learning.
• Renewed commitment to the group or their role.

Guiding People Through Stage 3
As people begin to adopt the change, it's essential that you help them sustain it. Regularly highlight 
stories of success brought about by the change. Take time to celebrate the change you've all gone 
through, and reward your team for all their hard work. 

However, don't become too complacent – remember that not everyone will reach this stage at the 
same time, and also remember that people can slip back to previous stages if they think that the 
change isn't working. 

Don't get impatient or try to push people through to stage three; instead, do what you can to 
continually guide them positively and sensitively through the change process.

“The New Beginning” and Person-Centered Practices
While some things have stayed the same in our lives since the start of the pandemic, most things have 
changed. Rituals and routines, community connections, services and supports, family and friend 
relationships. It’s truly time to reassess where we are and where we want to be in the future. What were 
my support needs before COVID-19 and how have they changed? Here are some questions for you, 
your family and for the people you support to consider:
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• What support do I need to rebuild and expand my daily and life choices?•   What are my new
rituals and routines? How have they changed?

• What support do I need to sustain the ones I want to keep, rebuild old and start “new” positive
and productive rituals and routines?

• What do I need to do to sustain new opportunities and connections in my community?
• What is my current level of risk? When will I be ready to start re-entering my community? When

will I be ready to start using services and supports (e.g, work, day program)?
• How has what’s important to/for me changed?

How has my one page description changed?
• How does this change my life trajectory?* What support do I need to get back on course?If

you’ve never used it and are interested:

* Charting the Life Course is a framework that was developed to help individuals with
disabilities and families at any age or stage of life think about what they need to know, identify
how to find or develop supports, and discover what it takes to live the lives they want to live.
Individuals and families may focus on their current situation and stage of life but may also find it
helpful to look ahead to start thinking about what they can do or learn now that will help build
an inclusive productive life in the future. Download Charting the Life Course Guide.

The following media might also provide support for guiding people into The New Beginning: 

• Building Community features Beth Mount as she explores the question 'What can people
contribute to their communities?'

• Making Friends Where You Live is a toolkit for building friendships and includes tools for
community mapping, circles of support, etc.
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