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CHANGE, UNCERTAINTY AND STRESS
In the last 10 years we have experienced more change than the 20 years prior.  In the next 5

years we can expect it to more than double again. Change is the only guarantee.  Everything

else is much more uncertain. How will industries reform?  What old jobs will be replaced by AI

and what new ones will be created? Leaders are faced with a confronting reality - we don't

have the answers.  

 

So perhaps the biggest question in need of our attention is can we, humans, handle it all this

uncertainty?

 

A new study shows that uncertainty is even more stressful than knowing something bad is

definitely going to happen and current statistics around stress suggests we are struggling. One

in five Australian employees have taken time off work due to feeling mentally unwell in the past

year, according to a Beyond Blue report.

 

Almost half (45%) Australians between the ages of 16-85 will experience a mental health

condition in their lifetime, according to a study by the Australian Psychological Society, and

one in five said issues at work caused stress.  To put some numbers against the problem:

 

What’s interesting, over the last 20 years, people’s perceptions of a healthy level of stress has

actually done down.  In the past, a moderate level of stress was perceived as acceptable whereas

nowadays that same moderate level is considered unacceptable.  

"95 percent of human resource leaders say that

employee burnout is sabotaging their workforce."

— Kronos Incorporated and Future Workplace

1. https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms10996

2. According to the American Psychological Association’s Stress in America survey
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change is
stressful,
uncertainty
is even
more
stressful.

And it’s no wonder – you don’t need to look very far to see

the disturbing messages exposing the negative, and severe,

consequences of stress.

 

The real problem is that in professional environments, it is

not realistic to eliminate stress nor, in many instances, even

reduce it.  

 

In reality, stress will only intensify as industries demand

greater reform and the future becomes more uncertain.  

"Stress-related presenteeism and absenteeism are

costing the Australian economy $14.81 billion a year."

— Medibank
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    A STARTLING FACT

In 1998, thirty thousand adults in the U.S. were asked

how much stress they experienced in the past year.

They were also asked if they believed stress was

harmful to their health. Eight years later the

researchers accessed public records to find out who

died.

 

As you may expect, many of those who experienced

high levels of stress had a significantly increased risk

of dying (a 43% increased risk in fact) but here’s the

kicker – this was only true for those who believed

stress was bad for them.  Those who experienced

high levels of stress but did not believe stress was

bad for them, had the lowest risk of death in the

study.  Even lower than those who experienced

relatively little stress.

 

It turns out, beliefs about stress are more harmful

than stress itself and therefore, mindset might

just be the most powerful tool we have against

the stress epidemic.

STRESS WILL KILL YOU… 

BUT ONLY IF YOU THINK IT WILL.
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3 https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/index.aspx

 Keller A, Litzelman K, Wisk LE, et al. Does the perception that stress affects health matter? The association with health and

mortality. Health Psychol. 2011;31(5):677-84.

we need
more than a
change
management
strategy, 
we need a
change
mindset
strategy



FROM PROBLEM TO OPPORTUNITY

A change mindset strategy ensures our people are resilient, adaptable and thrive with the

stress of change, not just survive it. They are poised to convert opportunities. Culturally, we

consider stress a problem to be eliminated however top performers around the world

including – athletes, musicians, Broadway stars, politicians, military personnel, CEO’s of

major corporation, startup founders and even astronauts – have learned to leverage the

energy and focus that stress delivers so they can thrive – propelling them towards their

greatest potential.  Stress helps them rise to the challenge and climb to new heights.

 

The goal should not be to eliminate stress (this is not realistic), but rather transform the

experience of stress –from surviving to thriving.  Imagine if stress was no longer viewed

as a foe to eliminate but rather a friend that’s there to help us reach our goals.  Imagine if

we could activate all the energy that stress provides rather than becoming exhausted by it.

 

We can achieve this by climbing the mindset ladder.  At different stages, we sit at

different levels of the ladder depending on what’s happening – it’s not permanent. 

However, a person’s stress mindset often determines where they spend most of their time

and energy.
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A large proportion of professionals reside on the bottom level of the stress mindset ladder,

just "surviving" – typically signaled by sheer exhaustion. People in this stage feel victimised

by their stress and responsibilities. They struggle to see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

They may even become overtly emotional, defensive and start breaking down more openly in

front of peers. Missing deadlines. Some may even experience physical symptoms of stress

including insomnia, migraines or digestive issues. This bottom level presents a serious mental

health risk and mindset interventions alone may not be enough to help people move out of

this stage. Organisations like Beyond Blue can offer further assistance to support people in

this place.

 

The next level up is "coping" with stress. This is when people find themselves self-

medicating with alcohol or other substances to "blow off steam" or "wind down" at the end

of the day. Others may find themselves mindlessly watching TV late into the night and then

drinking too much coffee to get them going the next day. Over time, this creates resentment

towards their employer and, not surprisingly, a heightened risk of burnout and decreased

productivity. Stress in both “coping” and “surviving” can feel chronic in nature.

 

"Managing" stress involves juggling the ups and downs of their demands. Those “managing”

are better able to switch-off however, when push comes to shove, it often comes at a

personal cost. Many sacrifice sleep, exercise, diet, or family and social life to stay on top of

their work demands. People feel stretched. It is typical to move between "coping" and

"managing" on a regular basis. Most professionals would agree that “surviving” or “coping”

with stress is not a good place to be. However, many are conditioned to believe “managing”

is the accepted standard. This is not good enough and leaves people at risk of slipping

down the ladder. Not to mention, just managing wastes potential.



However, there is an amazing turning point that

happens if we climb from "managing" stress into

"leveraging" stress. This is when we start to see the

opportunities that go hand-in-hand with stress and

feel empowered to rise to the challenge.  People in

this stage more readily embrace challenges, become

more creative problem solvers, and the stress caused

by important deadlines or milestones cause people

to rally together.  Those who learn to leverage the

energy produced by stress are able to perform at

optimal levels.  

 

Importantly, this mindset shift also generates a

healthier physiological response in the body – going

from a threat response to a challenge response. 

Rather than experiencing consistently high levels of

cortisol (released when people experience a threat

response), which is associated with poor memory and

several other health issues, their bodies also release

more DHEA, which generates a raft of positive health

outcomes. They rebound from high stress situations

quickly.  This stage represents a highly empowering

place to be as stress becomes a tool to leverage

rather than something dragging us down. 

 

Finally, people can graduate to "thriving" with

stress.  At this stage, it becomes clear that a more

meaningful life is also a more stressful life, and they

embrace it willingly. They actively seek out

challenges that stretch them to grow, both

professionally and personally. Their work becomes

fueled with meaning and purpose, which in turn

creates a greater impact on the organisation.  These

upper levels represent a breakthrough in potential.

5 Crum, A. J., Salovey, P., &Achor, S. (2013). Rethinking stress: The role of mindsets in determining the stress

response. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 104(4), 716-733
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HOW DO WE GET FROM HERE TO THERE?

The research proves that stress, if leveraged, can help us perform in high pressure situations,

connect with others and grow, both personally and professionally. This is a STRESS

POSITIVE state. On the flipside, it can create divide and conflict, cause us to withdraw from

the things that matter to us, and eventually burnout. This is a STRESS NEGATIVE state, which

can, and should, be avoided.

 

We need to destigmatise the stress conversation with a new frame of reference. From a

problem that is a sign of weakness to an opportunity that is a powerful driver of

performance, connection and growth.  This reframe not only helps change our

relationship with stress, it also opens the door to many people engaging with the topic that

are at risk. 

 

 

REFRAME MINDSET



REBALANCE EMOTIONS

Daily stress, even small occurrences, can trigger negative emotions.  Researchers have shown

that lingering negative emotions at the end of the day are connected with poor health up to 10

years later.  Through simple practices, such as gratitude, we can rebalance our emotion state.

Leveraging positive emotions is proven to create upward spirals in creativity, resourcefulness and

ultimately help people build on their inner resources.

 

 

 

From a time perspective, things that are urgent often take priority.  However, this knee-jerk

approach to time management keeps us trapped in a stress-inducing cycle of delivering and

putting out fires.  We can learn to approach time more strategically to get ahead of urgent

tasks and generate more opportunities to better serve the longer term vision. 

 

Breakthrough research at Harvard shows that we run out of energy before we run out of time,

so by learning how to protect and rebuild energy, we can go a long way to driving optimal

productivity.

 

Everything in this paper is a BUILDABLE skill 

- through scientifically-proven tools, individuals are empowered to boost resilience and

transform their experience of stress from surviving to thriving.

6  https://www.psychologicalscience.org/news/releases/lingering-negative-responses-to-stress-linked-with-health-a-decade-later.html

7 https://hbr.org/2007/10/manage-your-energy-not-your-time
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MASTER TIME & ENERGY

Time scarcity is one of the biggest challenges facing all workplaces.  It's possible to reconsider

our approach to time and energy to get the most out of each day.

 

"I wish I had
learned this two

years ago."
THE LONELY DIPLOMAT
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