
Series of blogposts on Change in Disruptive Times. 

G.G.Brouwers –  2020 – Leadship, Teamship & Change Management.- March 17th, 2020. 

 

 

March 2020.  Week 1 of March: The COVID-19 virus spread is taking threatening proportions (see blogpost 1) 

Week 2 of March2020:  Governments all over Europe take measures, mostly of ‘we strongly advice’ nature. 

End of Week 2 of March2020: Governments all over Europe take measures, mostly of ‘we impose’ nature.  

Individuals, families, communities and nations start a massive Change Journey.   

For Belgium this was Friday 13th of March.  

More and more it is clear that this change will be of disruptive nature. This 

is what these blogs are about. A zillion of things can be said about Change. 

Throughout this series will use two key metaphors that can simplify 

communication amongst people touched by Change.   

For we will get through this. And come out stronger. 

SERIES OF BLOGPOSTS ON CHANGE MANAGEMENT 

BLOGPOST 2 – MARCH 17TH 

 

CORONA : CHANGE IN DISRUPTIVE TIMES 
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All we need to do is Listen, Learn, Lead. And change… 

Blogpost #2: phase 1 of the “What is happening?” – clock : ADRESSING 

change.  

The absolute key to unlock paralysis or panic is to be done in phase 1.  

The key is to address what IS happening. And what is NOT happening (yet). To 

clarify with each other what IS changing. And what is NOT changing (yet).  

“The key thing in phase 1 is to jointly address 

what IS changing versus what is NOT changing.” 

 

By the nickname ‘addressing’ we mean to name it, to acknowledge it. (“benoemen”/”énommer”). 

Acknowledging what is happening is an essential part of the ‘address’ phase.  It is very hard to address things 

that one has not acknowledged yet. It is very hard to address things that parties have not been able to 

acknowledge in their own semantics. It is difficult to move on as long as people have not found the words to 

describe (to others) the feelings that are their own.  

So when we use the words “benoemen/énommer/ acknowledge” we don’t just mean – however valuable – 

experts on TV, or journalists explaining, or heads of companies talking to their staff.  We mean the persons 

themselves coming to words/slang/narratives that for them accurately describe how 

they see the situation.  This is key whether it regards a merger of two scout groups, a 

restructuring at a major retailer, a major fast forward reorganisation at a university, a 

bankruptcy at a football club, a migration spike or Corona.  

Some ‘corona-related’ examples.  

 “I feel/think that our organisation has done a good job on 

sharing self-protection measures (= change that did happen) but I feel 

that the organisation has not yet provided enough protective tools for 

the people that can’t work from home but have to man the 

offices/factories – e.g. to provide a sanitary break of 5’ per 55’ to 

thoroughly clean all body parts involved in work (= change that I 

feel/think has not happened.” 

 “I feel/think that the government has done a great job in announcing 

clear instructions regarding mass gathering and movements (= 

change that has happened), yet I feel/think that the authorities should 

provide data per zip code to help me/us be more disciplined about 

travelling (= change I believe/perceive not to have happened).” 

 “I am angry that two schools in the same street (one public one 

private) are implementing government guidance in different ways. 

This makes me anxious that all this is going to end in one big chaos 

with some people/parts of the population better off and some lesser 

DETAIL IN A BOX 

It is more important to 

address what you think 

exactly is happening than to 

address exactly what is 

happening.  To move on 

change it matters more that 

people roughly express what 

they feel/think is exactly 

happening and what not. It 

matters less to unlock the 

standstill that persons keep 

going on describing in more 

and more details what they 

roughly suppose in going on.  

In this phase it is not about 

whether the change is right 

or wrong. It is about 

separating change from 

continuity. 
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off. In my school nothing is certain anymore, everything and anything changes day by day. I know it is my 

perception but that is how I feel about it.” 

 “I don’t know what is true and what is not true anymore?”  

For all of these – imaginary – statements the key thing is that people describe in their own words what they 

believe/perceive is changing and what not. And separating these two. The key is not to go on and on in ever 

greater detail how the team feels about having to work from home.  We just need to know what change they 

feel good about and what change they have concerns on.  

 

Why?  Think about a group of employees or a community school or a small town as a herd. Only those on the 

outside eye-witness the ‘danger in the change’.  The others on the 

inside of the herd just wonder and wonder. They ask the “what is 

exactly happening?” question.  Is it a snake? Than the mothers can 

probably handle it. Is it a single lion/ leopard? Then probably one 

cow plus one bull can handle it.  Is it a pride of lions? Then all bulls 

need to ASAP from a protective cycle. Is it just a bizarre dead 

corps? Then the young calves can handle it themselves.   

There is no need to describe in detail = ‘exactly address’ the weight of the lion, his manes, his facial expression 

etc. The key is to regularly describe/update what is exactly happening.  Is he walking away boredly? Is he 

crouching down? Is he looking backwards where the rest of the pride is coming?  In a herd context detailed 

assessments matter less than regular updates. 

How? One can ask questions such as 

 Rather functional questions:  

o Q: What is going to change? What not going to change? 

o Q: Who is going to change? Who not going to change? 

o Q: When are things going to change? When not? 

 Rather emotional questions: 

o Q: Why are things going to change? Why not? 

o Q: How are thing going to change? How not?  

o Q: Who is going to suffer/benefit from change? Who not?  

Often people OVERESTIMATE what is changing in the short run and UNDERESTIMATE what is changing in the 

long run. E.g. in take-overs, mergers & acquisitions, Brexit, etc.  Leading to 80% of the mails, chats, posts, 

meetings, communication efforts going on about change whereas (in the same early phase) only 20% of the 

budgets, processes, procedures, projects, tasks are changing.  

“Key is not to exactly address      

what is happening. 

Key is to address       

what is exactly happening.     

(And what not)” 

Zius © 2014. 
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In the case of CORONA it seems the opposite:  many people seemed to 

underestimate – by week 2 - what changes are needed in week 3 and 4 of March, and 

seem to overestimate what changes to our society might stay with us, say beyond 

2021. 

Therefor it matters a lot, really a lot to dialogue what parties see as ‘changed already’, ‘changed not yet’, 

‘unchanged’, ‘don’t know’.  

Ask not just yourself but also others …  

 to ‘name’ what they feel … … is happening and should be happening 

o It matters to also express the positives, the concrete, and the realities. 

o E.g. good communication on new goals; on scope and limitations of the change project; on the 

intentions behind the change; on timelines. 

o E.g. in CORONA : a national call centre has been installed with a unique phone number 

 to ‘name’ what they feel … … is happening and should not be happening 

o This, often, people will ventilate spontaneously;   

o E.g. in CORONA: too many governments having to spend too much time together to come to 

decisive actions.  Also, (in earlier weeks), leaving confusion about what level of governance decides 

on what measures. Also, sometimes confusion or indecision between ‘giving guidance’ and 

‘command & control’. 

 to ‘name’ what they feel … … is not happening but should be happening 

o …can be very relevant;  

o Often, in change, people to whom the change is happening do not have all the information. Or they 

have not the same information as those ‘driving’ the change. That is why they can initially have a 

hard time to express what it is they want to see happening; then it is good for the team lead to 

probe and insist because it will facilitate awareness preceding possible actions. 

o E.g. impact on customers; impact on contractors; impact on running agreements; impact on 

loyalties; (supposed) impact on reputation.  

o E.g.  in CORONA : providing data per zip code and per age group (even profession) on a weekly basis 

(individual analyses, not crossed-over analysis) 

 to ‘name’ what they feel … … is not happening and should not be happening 

o This one is important, e.g. in take-overs. Often staff and/or unions belief that the ‘pain’ is being 

‘staggered’; i.e. that there will be a second wave and a third wave etc.  This can fuel strong 

emotions of distrust and fear. 

o E.g. in CORONA:  lock downs before experts are advising so. 

 

 Nobody can move to phase 2 unless the words are chosen ànd spoken to address outside the Self what is 

happening to you. (you =the individual, the team, the Org, the nation).  And we are not 

talking just the ‘functionals’ only.  Emotions unspoken, unnamed, will come back to haunt 

the transit process in later phases. And will cause relapses. And the ‘change dragons’ 

coming out… 

o It should be clear that for those ‘driving’ the Change, arguing-reiterating-pep 

talking-grandstanding etc in this phase is out of the question. It will only be counter-productive. 

o The name of the game in this phase is listening. Listening long and deep. Listening twice, listening 

three times. Why? Because odd as it sounds individuals and teams will formulate different views 

when subjected to the same change. Now is the time to capture that.  
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“As listening, acknowledging, listening, acknowledging, etc…          

matters in addressing jointly what has changed and what nót,        

pep-talking and grandstanding is a bad idea in this phase.” 

 

o (serious example of good ‘addressing’)  

- (guide to base): “Two guys seem stuck in an avalanche. One seems 

beyond rescue. The other person seems to take priority.  Landing 

will be tough on the steep slope. We’ll give it two tries. Two only. 

Over.” 

 

 

 

 

 

o (humoristic example of good ‘addressing’) 

- “The way I read it guys, the fish and the seals have left us. Or we 

swim to where we have not swum before or we starve here.”  

 

 

 

Options for Action 

I introduce here for the first time the metaphor of the ‘third clock’ which is the ‘tools, techniques and tips’ -
clock. This is the outer clock of the “The Three Clocks” (see blogpost 1 / “The Three Clocks” is created by  G.G. Brouwers /©2016 – 

ref#1)   “The Three Clocks”  illustrate that change can be seen in phases.  Each phase having phenomena, and 

each phase having helpful approaches.   
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The inner clock = the “What is happening?” clock  = Denial/Disbelief --- Anger/Resistance --- 

Exploration/Experimentation ---  (re-)Engagement/(re-) Commitment 

The middle  ‘clock’ features graphically ‘what to do’.  No magic solutions but yes, some things/behaviours 

work better than others.  

 For the disbelief/denial phase this is ‘addressing’ what is really going on and what is not. To address 

what it is in the change that is more real (facts&figures) and what it is that is more perceived (beliefs& 

opinions).  

 For the Anger/Resistance phase this is ‘adapting’. In this phase it matters most to stay safe, to survive, 

to pause, and to gain resilience. Protecting the integrity of persons, participants, key systems. 

 For the Exploration/Experimentation phase this is ‘adopting’ new things that work.  New approaches, 

new connections, new behaviours, new initiatives.  In small ways and a multitude of ways. 

 For the (re-) Engagement/ (re-) commitment phase this is about ‘anchoring’ the explorative wins from 

the previous phase. 

The outer ‘clock’ features practical approaches that one can use to move the change forward.  I.e. the ‘how to 

do it’ . 
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Options for Action in phase 1. 

 “Face the Phases” 

 “Check the Circles” 

Action option 1: “Face the Phases”  

Teach all involved the 4 phases. So that it becomes easier, more simple for each and every one to express 

themselves on this.  See the first blog.  

Tip:  there are no limitations on semantics as long as it facilitates clarity on where people stand. For where 

they stand will move constantly so this has to be done again and again; so make it simple to interact on it.   

Tip: it is NOT about doing this in great detail.  No need to become a psychologist. The value is in minding and 

reminding each other that these phases can and will happen. Time and time again as new aspects of the 

change roll-on and roll-off.  

 

For phase 1:  Disbelief or Denial. This can encompass feelings such as “Not True/A lie/They are lying to 

us/they’re not sharing all the data/etc”; Shock; Numbness. Paralysis.  Escaping reality. Not willing to discuss. 

Not able to formulate. Sadness. Fear. Anxieties...  
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For phase 2: Anger/Resistance. This can encompass manifestations such as: Hyperactivity, panic, frustration, 

scepticism, confusion, passiveness, complacency, aggression, anger, faking, pretending, lip-service, negative 

mental scripts, negative limiting beliefs, depression, or cynicism. 

For phase 3:  Exploration/Experimentation. This can encompass manifestations such as: finding bright spots, 

creating new ideas, copying new ideas, searching solutions, co-creation, experimental behaviour, trying new 

thing, seeking help timely; new personal interests; altruistic helping; helping/teaching/coaching others; 

impatience/drive; positive tone of communication; positive referrals; making new friends; new coalitions; etc. 

For phase 4:  (re-) Engagement / (re-)Commitment. This can encompass manifestations such as : 

repositioning oneself towards the future; taking new assignments; taking on new jobs; adopting new habits; 

making novel contributions; hope; new types of energising; anchoring new best practices; open sharing of 

solutions so that they spread faster; new processes; new procedures; evaluating/appraising/remunerating 

other things than in the past.  

Tip: I can’t dwell on this for too long, but please realise that every person, 

every team, even every organisation and nation goes through these phases at 

a different pace.  Just as every entity has their own number and timing of 

relapses.  

 

CORONA-linked examples 

E.g. CORONA: we have probably all gone through 

the phases already twice. After we realised of 

disbelieved that it would be so serious (week 1 of 

March). After the announcements of the Friday 13th measures. And 

we might go full circle again e.g.  if/when a full lockdown would be 

imposed and again if/when we would lose a beloved one in our 

neighbourhood/family. 

Other examples:  

Disbelief 

- People still travelling after negative guidance. 

- Numbness:  athletes/sportsmen waiting passively for instructions versus others 

immediately developing new forms of personal training at home … 

Panic/Impulsive behaviour 

- People in the UK stealing hand sanitizers  

- People in all countries doing panic purchases of dry food and toilet paper 

- People with mild other respiratory symptoms presenting to the emergency and 

blocking resources there (instead of going to their GP) 

DETAIL IN A BOX 

IF you’re not convinced of 

your team members all 

learning to express 

themselves on where the 

stand towards the change 

phases, you will once the 

first relapse will happen.  

For then, otherwise, all will 

wonder: “what just 

happened here?” “Where is 

this coming from?” “What is 

playing here?”, “how is this 

possible?” This then will be a 

Change dragon coming out. 
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Anger 

- Anger at mouth masks not being available (either timely or in sufficient quantities) 

- Blaming other countries for being the source of all problems; or for not doing 

enough 

- The opposite: blaming countries for doing too much (closing borders;  not sharing their reserves 

of medtech material 

Passive resistance 

- Employees asking/faking for sick leave instead of taking up holidays or going to work 

- People pretending not to have understood the instructions. Saying sorry and then 

doing it again … 

- People crossing the border to do not so sensible things out of sights.  People doing parties out of 

sight whilst sharing with others that they are complying. 

- Preachers ‘healing’ COVID-19 via television, which can be seen as passive resistance towards 

accumulating evidence and/or resisting to help people in other ways. 

 

It matters to confront what is going on.  Especially when ‘linear’ measures need to be 

taken: e.g. factory closures.  Not necessarily to confront everything in detail. But enough 

to create an atmosphere in which the team can talk about some contributors not getting 

too much ahead of others and some contributors not staying too much behind others. An 

important matter here is for the ‘change lead’ (the lead person) to be honest, even 

vulnerable on discussing what is ‘unknown/ ‘not known yet’ regarding the change. And to induce others to talk 

about what they feel ‘they don’t know’.  

After acknowledging move to discuss what can be done extra to induce moving from disbelief or resistance to 

exploring and experimenting (i.e. seeking solutions/taking action/generating feedback on current initiatives…) 

 

Action option 2: “ Check the Circles ”  = FOCUS ON WHAT YOU DO CONTROL 

What is this?   

Reduced to simplicity, most people have 3 circles via which they organise their daily (work) life.  

They are:  

 The circle of control 

 The circle of influence 

 The circle of interest 

 

Fascinating enough, even in disruptive 

circumstances as CORONA,  there is 

always more that people/team/entities 

control THAN THEY PERCEIVE.  Which is 



Series of blogposts on leadship in achieving health progress 

 

G.G.Brouwers –  2020 - Leadship, Teamship & Change Management – March 17th, 2020. 

 

9
 

why we advise to restore this balance asap: learn/teach/help/foster/ instruct 

people/organisations/governments to  

FOCUS ON WHAT THEY DO CONTROL 

And you yourself: lead by example !  

FOCUS ON WHAT YOU DO CONTROL 

The inner circle is the circle of control.  This is what you can do yourself. You do control how often you wash 

your hands. You do control how you travel. You do control how much distance you keep from other persons. 

Etc etc.  

The middle circle is the circle of influence.  You might not be in the management committee but you do have 

good working relationships with a number of them and you can aim to have them put certain topics/actions 

on the Management Team agenda. You are maybe ‘just a parent’ but since you have a good relationship with 

a number of teachers and happen to be a nurse you can aim to influence how they go about supervising 

children at a ‘closed’ school for the next 4 to 6 weeks.  

The outer circle is the circle of interest. Of course we are interested in how the epidemic spreads in China, in 

the USA or in France. Of course it is interesting that at one company, not unlike yours, they are handling 

CORONA by a complete lock-out from the company premises for 3 weeks whereas at another company, not 

unlike yours, they are merely advising employees to work from home. However in all of these contexts we 

neither control the disease course elsewhere nor can influence it.  

In circumstances of continuity the circle of control is quite large (in 

proportion to the other circles).  Individuals have significant freedom to 

operate. Via colleagues they can influence things vertically and 

horizontally. Via internal and external networks they are well informed 

about things they can’t do anything about but that interests them.  

So, when all is when, persons will focus their energy on the circle-of-

control. Because they want to accomplish something. They will, for now, 

bother less about the broad contexts. (because, in any case it seems 

good).  The ratio will be something like 50/35/15. (50% control / 35% influence / 15% interest-concern). 

 

Alas, under heavy change, people get both excited and anxious about lots of things.  As many people have 

questions and few people have answers, the circle of ‘interests’ start 

swelling disproportionately. Gossiping, speculation, ‘no comment’, ‘not 

allowed to speak’, ‘can’t tell you yet’, etc inflates the time and energy 

spend on the circle of interest. (especially during mostly ‘invisible’ dangers 

such as mergers&acquisitions, major restructurings, migration, corona. 

When things turn sour, bad, or ugly people tend to slip to a ratio 15/35/50.  

I.e. they are agonising most of the time whether the firm is going down, the 

government will fall, the department will be closed, who will be the next 
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CEO/GM/trainer; whether the culture or the company climate will change etc.  Mostly things they cannot 

control nor influence.  At the detrimental of not getting to or not getting done the things they DO control… 

 

CORONA…. 

The circle of influence. Often during change formal and informal networks break down. There 

are much less individuals one can influence. The circle of influence tends to shrink.  

The circle of control.  Often during major change, one of the first measures announced is a reduction in 

‘Delegation of Authority’. Whether by simple budget freezes or project freezes or new approval pathways, the 

result nearly always is that the circle of control shrinks.  

 

Beware! Although the circle of control tends to shrink it becomes no less important. On the contrary.  

People need to focus more than ever on what they DO control. One needs to focus more than ever on what 

one DOES control. To do your job well. To the highest possible quality. To do it without interruption and 

without procrastination. The last thing we want is for the (external) customer to feel the (internal) change. 

Ask the team (or the individual) what tasks, roles, responsibilities, they feel they have still control over to do it 

well.  

Also in private life. When one is hit by bad news or sad news, small things matter. Small routines matter. Little 

pleasures matter. Relaxing whilst one does what one has to do anyway matters.  Exploring, modifying, varying 

things that one does control matters.  

Then what to do?  

Circle of control : DO what you need to focus on first 

e.g. before lunch or in the first days of the week. 

Frontload whatever is under your control. In just a few 

days your ‘controllables’ might be different. 

Circle of influence: Don’t spend too much time/energy 

on what you cannot influence; instead, find someone 

who can. (cfr to influence  successfully an influencer 

should have relevance, access and timeliness). 

Circle of interest:  Do this in the morning on the train/commute or do this in the evening; or at the end of the 

week; or in the weekend. Not before you have accomplished your ‘under your control’ work. 

“Keep your circles healthy. 

Don’t let your circle of control be overwhelmed by your circle of 

interest/concern. 

 Focus on what you do control.” 
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Help the others: we all have different things that concern us/ interest us. When we are diverging, help us by 

asking “What is it you can do anyway?”, “… that you don’t need higher/other approval for?”, “… that you don’t 

need other/external resources for?”  “What can you do? Now? Today?”    

Remind people all the time, or at least as long as the hardship lasts: 

 

 

Managing change, even in disruptive times, thus still have a few things we can hold on to. Yes, for each 

change event there is a circle with phases. And yes, for each phase there are approaches that work in a 

general/generic way. (This blog is not the place to give context specific advice.) 

 

 

 

 

In the next blog we will go into details regarding phase 2: the ANGER/RESISTANCE phase that we tackle by 

ADAPT measures. And please remember, we are in this together, all citizens of all towns, this country and all 

countries. So all your questions and remarks are most welcome.  
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Enjoy reflecting. Enjoy contributing. Geri.  

Geri G. Brouwers  

bro@meta-meta-be | 0032-476-43.30.31 

PS:  this is the extended + illustrated version of the blogpost that appeared on LinkedIn.  People 

who want to be added or deleted from the mail blog distribution link can do so by simple request 

at my mail address:  bro@meta-meta.be.  

References:  

 #1: ‘On Change’; A.G. Zius, © 2014.  

 #2: “ Seven habits of highly effective people; Steven Covey;  

(further reading on the 3 Circles: see also the paper “On Being Burned Out versus Feeling Fired Up” on http://zius.net/shop/ ) 

 

For other text on Leadship, Teamship, Change and Trust,  please consult  

 The publication website www.zius.net 

 My LinkedIn page containing several more brief yet illustrated blogposts https://www.linkedin.com/in/geri-

brouwers-meta-zius/   

 

 

mailto:bro@meta-meta.be
http://www.zius.net/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/geri-brouwers-meta-zius/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/geri-brouwers-meta-zius/

