Coping with Change

By Dennis K. McCormack, Ph.D.

Change

Is it a threat or a challenge?

One of the most difficult tasks we face is learning to cope effectively with life’s changes. How we deal with change can be our fulfillment or undoing. Confrontation with change is a great leveler. It threatens the secure and insecure alike.

How do you meet it? With a smile? With armed resistance? With flailing arms? By withdrawing form it? What is it about change that causes us to confront it as we do, often with regret? Why do we sometimes permit ourselves to become so worked up over so very little, as we confront change?

The forces and combinations that drive people’s responses to change are as varied and unique as each human being. To address all aspect would be, at best, an improbable task, however noble a goal. Rather, we will discuss a few variables involved in understanding change, and examine some situations in which you may find a past experience of your own.

Change can be viewed as those forces coming from within a person, or the forces resulting from interaction with his social world. To understand these forces, is to understand change. It is thought, that successful “coping with change” can only come with an awareness and understanding of the forces and processes involved. If there is not awareness and understanding, inevitably, there is stress.

The successful “coper” meets change without fear or threat, looks at values with an objective eye, and abandons those that do not meet the test. Too often though, people approach change with heavy baggage – the stone tablets onto which they have chiseled their past attitudes and opinions. Change is threatening to them. They are imprisoned by the past in much the same way as the person who spent 25 years in prison only to voluntarily return when released, because he could not accept the jet planes, new styles, cars, etc. the prisoner reacted to change in a fearful way, by withdrawing form it and returning to “safer” existence.

The study of coping effectively with change reveals that many of us do not deal with change in a competent manner. For some, like the prisoner discussed above, it means dealing with life’s changes from base of fear – fear of that which does not fit into our schema or way of thinking “things should be.” We feel uneasy in a society where so much is happening so quickly. We get upset easily, and tend to lose control when attempting to deal with what is disturbing us. We say and do things that are later regretted, and become upset with ourselves. What might have started out as some insignificant issue is blown way out of proportion.

We may permit a particular situation or person to influence us to such a degree that, for all intents and purposes, these outside “forces” begin to control us. It is as if something or someone is dictating the policy which governs our behavior.

Anger, another reaction to change

Anger is yet another reaction to change. The military husband, returning from overseas in the 1960s, confronted his long-haired son. All the stereotypes – hippie, doper, draft-dodger – welled up inside him. His anger and frustration simply increased when his wife came to the aid of the son, literally being physically attacked by his father. The husband’s “Place” in the home was being threatened. During the husband’s absence, his wife had learned to be a very independent individual, handling all of the family affairs, including dealing with the children. When she demonstrated this authority by entering into the argument the way she did, the husband became even more frustrated and angry. The changes that had taken place were dealt with in an ineffective manner, from a base of anger. The situation became increasingly serious, and what started out as a happy homecoming, turned into a time of sadness. Not all expressions of anger are inappropriate, but it must be understood if people are to control their lives.

As we look around the world in general, as well as in our private lives, we see many occasions when loss of control results in an inadequate attempt to deal with change. A situation like that described involving the military man is encountered, and through misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and exaggeration, we attempt to apply feelings from the past inappropriately to a present problem. We temporarily lose control. The cause or triggering event, as seen above, does not have to be anything earth-shattering, and most of the time it is not. It can result form the long hair, the spilled glass of milk, the unmade bed, the toys left out and tripped on, the dented fender, the assigned chore not completed, the bad grade in school, the neighbor not acting like we think he should, or the slow driver in front of us.

Frustration and what sets it off

We are sometimes like walking time bombs, storing up our frustration and anger to the point we can no longer keep it inside. It is almost as if we go around looking for someone or something to set u off, to give us “permission” to vent our anger and frustration.

Why do we let change affect us in this way? Way do we sometimes lose control when faced with change? One possible reason is that we have let too much of how we really feel remain bottled up inside us for too long. We have attempted to rationalize our behavior under the guise of ignorance, disbelief, and avoidance, but our true feelings remain unexpressed. At times we are very difficult to understand, or even to want to understand. We communicate form a distance and only too often what we want to say remains unsaid, and what comes across seems for the most part to be clouded by our anxieties and frustrations, and says little of how we really feel. Like a machine, we see signs and interpret them as best we can with the information we possess. We are often wrong and conflict arises. Conversation increases nut understanding decreases. We tend to form in our minds meaning from these messages received, without the aid of feedback. Our signals are encoded in our own primitive way, thereby further inhibiting understanding. We reach out, but in very feeble and ineffective ways. We become extremely frustrated, reach the “breaking point,” and all that was stored inside us comes to the surface.

Let us look closer at this particular type of individual who, in attempting to deal with change, behaves in unhealthy ways. As the change is recognized, he is apt to make very snap judgements, usually in a critical way. He finds fault in everything and everybody. It is difficult to satisfy this individual because, if given the opportunity, he would be hard pressed to identify exactly what it is he wants.

His position becomes one of almost total inflexibility. He feels more comfortable this way, but the paradox is that his coping mechanisms, designed to function most efficiently when dealt with in a flexible manner, begin to break down. The individual becomes even more frustrated within, and his feelings about himself are lowered.

Such an individual might possibly be accustomed to a very structured environment, whether it be at home, school, play, or work. Almost every decision is made for him. Responsibility is, for the most part, far removed form him. Individuals like this go through life following directions, and seldom question the whys and wherefores of what they are doing. Blind obedience seems to be a way of life.

However, below the surface, sometimes without his being aware, feelings off doubt and frustration are planted. Within all of us is an innate desire to govern and control our own destiny, and it must be dealt with in some manner. This is accomplished in a very positive and constructive manner by most of us. Some are able to vent their stresses, strain, frustration, and anger in a realistic way. Others, not quite understanding what is happening, still force those feelings to remain bottled up inside.

Assuming responsibility

It is interesting to note though, that not all people want to control their lives. If they place others in control, they do not have to assume responsibility for their actions. Whom do we place in control? Parents? Government? Schools? Peers? All the above? This might make for a very uncomfortable existence, or would it?

The individual we have been discussing goes through the process of change over the years, and begins to adopt feelings of inadequacy and inferiority. His loss of control becomes evident as times goes by, and his frustration with himself grows. The relief from his temporary outbursts are just that – temporary. As his life progresses, he attempts to hide his inner turmoil by striking out at others, and finding fault and criticism with those whom he feels are to blame for what has happened. This is how he attempts to alleviate the pain experienced by his own feelings of inadequacy. By finding fault with others, he can lessen the impact of his own negative thoughts about himself. At this point in his life he tends toward exaggeration, misinterpretation, and bias, mainly because of his own unwillingness to “let go” of the past. He is apt to operate under a “double standard,” fighting today that which he himself did yesterday.

Change and the attitude it makes

His dislike for those that threaten his existence with change results from his inability to develop resources within himself necessary to cope as effectively as his neighbor. In a way of thinking, he is envious of those he views as better equipped to deal effectively with change on a personal, social, and professional basis. His frustration level mounts, and his only recourse is to strike out even more frequently at those elements of “change,” so as to provide him with his temporary relief. His defensive posture is such that he looks at himself as a “savior,” or the “devil’s advocate,” and constantly fights any and all change. Change is threatening to him, and eliminating the change somehow lessens the pain within. He becomes a stubborn obstructionist.

The obstructionist, in his quest for recognition, aligns himself with others bound by their irrational dislike for change. Their group-like behavior reinforces the efforts of members in their resistance to change, and provides a feeling of power not experienced b the individual acting alone. The group’s mutual support system provides an atmosphere wherein individuals feel justified doing things they might normally be inhibited from doing. Naturally, some of this behavior may be quite healthy, leading to positive and constructive results. However, extreme movements in this direction may lead to just the opposite. Examples of this type of activity would be the Peoples Temple Movement and the resultant self-immolation, the Nazi Holocaust, and maybe even include the Watergate burglary.

Other groups, while not as extreme as those mentioned, deal with change in an equally unrealistic manner. They band together to fight a common cause, CHANGE. They are relentless in their quest to prevent change, and are unwilling to let others have their say – To them, there can be “no” other side – Disagreement is not tolerated – Objectivity an unknown word. They deal with life’s changes and problems in a totally inflexible way.

Observing such groups, we see they are designed to self-destruct. They elevate themselves to their own level of incompetence. The test of time shows them to be nothing more than harmless irritants, because the change they so vigorously oppose is inevitable. The only satisfaction is derived from “delaying the inevitable,” and the discomfort their actions cause others.

It is a misconception to believe that all individuals opposing change want to “roll back the clocks,” returning things to yesteryear. Actually, this type of individual just desires to keep things as they are. He has grown accustomed to, and comfortable with, the status quo. For him, achieving the goal of maintaining the status quo permits him to feel that the end justifies the means. He feels free to do anything that will bring about this result. A venture forward or backward is termed a threat to him. 

Of course the obvious fallacy, of this particular way of life, is that we have no choice in the matter. We are constantly changing, constantly on the move. However, we have great powers over controlling this change, and most important of all, the power to adjust to this change once it happens. How much more constructive it would be to deal with change in a manner expressed by the Mayor of San Diego, “…I choose not simply to suffer change but rather to cause it and shape it in so far as it’s possible for this City to do.” How much better it would be to act rather than react, feeling comfort rather than discomfort, and being secure, rather than insecure when confronted with change.

To think that we have never experienced some of the problems, described herein, is foolish. Suffice it to say, all of us have probably demonstrated a breakdown in our ability to cope effectively with changes going on in our life at one time or another. We are most likely aware that sometimes these changes resulted in emotional responses which caused a collapse of our thinking and reasoning processes. We know too, that our problem solving ability was impaired. Even in our mildest of emotional states, we may have become confused and unable to respond in an objective, positive, and constructive manner.

Generally speaking, it may be that we all need to reevaluate our station in life. We might want to consider readjusting possibly unrealistic expectancies we have taken upon ourselves, placing change and all its ramifications in proper perspective. We need to slow down and become more aware and understanding individuals. We need to become more cognizant of just who we are, why we are, where we are going, and how we are going to get there. A monumental task? Of course, but well worth the effort if the end result is a happier existence.

Let us learn how to confront change positively, and vent our frustrations in a more constructive manner. Let us work on not allowing frustrations to build up inside us. Let us deal with issues as they arise. Let us understand too, that being human means loving and hating, trusting and doubting, laughing and crying. Let us realize that we can’t be all things to all people all the time. Everything can’t always be our way! Let us be more “up front” with each other and let people see us as we really are. Eliminate the need for prejudgment, second-guessing, and mind-reading. Let us work with each other toward an improved adjustment to life, and the ability to more effectively cope with change.

We must strive for the development of our full potential. We are like neophytes in the game of life, and we have just barely scratched the surface into understanding ourselves and others, and of our ability to fully benefit from all that is in and around us. We are all thee state of becoming, becoming that which we choose to become. Why not become the best?
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