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1 Introduction 

 

Figure 1 Encounters with health and social care – whether on the providing or receiving end – can 

often bring with them change, anxiety and stress  

Stress and change are both naturally occurring things in life. Whether you’re sitting exams, starting a 

new job, moving house, receiving a diagnosis or losing a loved one, the ebb and flow of daily living 

brings a variety of change, sometimes extremely challenging change. Change is also inherent in 

health and social care, and this has an impact on us all in one way or another. We are all users of 

health and social care services – either for ourselves or our dependents – and stress and anxiety are 

not uncommon when it comes to lengthy waiting times, appointment delays, changes in care 

providers or developments in a medical condition or care needs. For those working in the sector, the 

potential stress of caring for vulnerable people in ever-changing environments is undoubtable. It is, 

therefore, important to acknowledge that a range of anxieties can arise in any caring encounter, 

which must be understood and accommodated, to avoid stress building up and reaching breaking 

point. 

This reading explores what a caring approach to leadership and management can offer to address 

those anxieties and minimise the amount of stress that affects people across health and social care, 

especially during times of change. Whether it is practitioners working with service users, family, 

friends and informal carers or leaders and managers caring for their employees, you will look at the 

role of leadership and management in responding to personal and organisational stress.  
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2 The nature of stress 

 

Figure 2 Stress manifests at the individual level but can have multiple external causes 

Stress is a state of mental, physical or emotional strain resulting from the adverse or demanding 

circumstances people may find themselves in. Stress impairs an individual’s concentration and 

motivation levels and can have a draining effect (Blanchflower, 2014). Sometimes people may try to 

rise above their stress, to be ‘stoical’, to deny that it is happening or perhaps convince themselves 

that they are good at coping with stress. As Van der Kolk (2015) cautions, though, the body keeps 

the score. Stress damages health and wellbeing when it goes on for too long and becomes chronic 

(Thomas, 2018) leading, ultimately, to the point of burnout or serious illness, including increased risk 

of cardiovascular disease, a shorter lifespan, depression and compromised social skills (Folkerson, 

2018). 

Life stress 
Stress often initially occurs in our lives as the result of some significant change – perhaps due to a 

loss, a traumatic event or a radical change in circumstances. Alternatively, it may be the result of 

accumulated challenges over time and the consequence of external circumstances beyond individual 

control (see Table 1). As individuals, we can cope with some changes and difficulties and ‘bounce 

back’; others become more complex, enduring and challenging. 

Table 1 Potential causes of personal, life stress 

Life stressor Examples 

Loss and bereavement Death of parent, spouse, child, sibling, friend or 
pet; miscarriage or fertility struggles. 

Caring responsibilities Looking after an older or sick relative or a 
dependent child with additional care needs. 

Traumatic events On-off or ongoing events, including sexual, 
physical or emotional abuse or experiencing 
crime, discrimination or a serious accident. 
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Financial pressures Debt, poverty, paying the bills, lack of savings, 
cost of a one-off event such as a wedding 

Relationship issues Separation, divorce, blended families, 
parenting, family conflict. 

Substance abuse/addiction Alcohol, prescription/illicit drugs, smoking. 

Chronic diseases/conditions Multiple sclerosis, chronic fatigue syndrome, 
cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, 
asthma, mental ill health, chronic fatigue and 
pain.  

Service user experiences Waiting times, cancelled appointments, 
inaccurate diagnosis, interactions with 
practitioners. 

Employment status Unemployment, redundancy, zero-hour 
contracts, bullying or harassment in the 
workplace. 

Unresolved emotional/psychological problems Anger, guilt, resentment, phobias, trauma. 

 

You may have experienced one or more of the above life stressors. Can you identify what helped 

you to cope and what exacerbated your stress? 

One-off stressors may be easier to endure and overcome. However, many people struggle to cope 

with several stressors simultaneously. For example, it is not uncommon for people to feel stressed 

about money. A recent survey in the UK suggested the average household debt was around £15,400 

(Trades Union Congress, 2019). The Money Charity (2020), in March 2020, found that 12.8 million 

households in the UK have either no savings or less than £1500 saved, and the average credit card 

debt per household is £2595. Sometimes, on top of existing financial pressures, a person finds they 

have to give up work due to illness. Perhaps their partner then also has to stop working in order to 

become a full-time carer, or their child becomes one of the estimated 700,000 young carers across 

the UK (Young Minds, 2020). Stress may then be intensified across the household, as well as across 

generations. 

No better example can be provided than the COVID-19 pandemic, which began in early 2020, 

causing enormous anxiety for so many across the world. If there was already stress in someone’s life, 

the sudden and unprecedented changes associated with the pandemic would undoubtedly have 

added to that. 

Work-based stress 
Stress doesn’t only eventuate from people’s personal lives; it can also be driven by workplace 

factors. Today more than ever, anxiety is prominent in the workplace (Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). 

Workplace stress is on the rise, as confirmed by a major global employee survey covering nearly 50 

countries (Korn Ferry, 2020). Within the health and social care sector, speaking as a director of the 

largest NHS Trust, Amaechi (2019) confirmed that stress is commonplace among staff. Meanwhile, 
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93 per cent of social care workers surveyed reported that stressful workloads contributed to a 

deterioration in mental health (Randstad, 2019). In total, according to Investors in People (2020), 15 

million days are lost each year in the UK due to work-related stress and this is the leading cause of 

sickness absence, costing the economy £70 billion per annum (Kinman, 2017).  

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development surveyed 1078 HR professionals (CIPD, 2019, 

p. 35) and found the top causes of workplace stress were: 

1. workloads/volume of work 

2. management style 

3. relationships at work 

4. non-work factors – relationships/family 

5. considerable organisational change/restructuring 

6. pressure to meet targets and/or deadlines. 

The consequences of stress in the workplace include diminished performance, increased 

absenteeism and rapid staff turnover (Blanchflower, 2014). It is interesting to note that 43 per cent 

of those surveyed cited ‘poor management style’ as the second most common cause of stress in 

their organisation. The role of the manager is clearly critical in creating a caring workplace where 

employee wellbeing is valued. Although leaders and managers may not want their employees to get 

burned out, they also feel the need to inspire higher productivity and performance (Wigert and 

Agrawal, 2018). As a result, one of the factors that may inhibit organisations from focusing too much 

on employee stress is the concern that this may ‘mollycoddle’ them to the extent that productivity 

decreases and people remain in their comfort zones. It is, therefore, a balancing act from the 

perspective of the employer. 

Management style continues to be one of the main causes of work-related stress. Have you ever 

had a boss whose way of working you found very difficult? What impact did this have on you? 

The interrelationship between life stress and work-based stress 
Of course, non-work situations can also cause stress in the workplace and vice versa. If someone is 

struggling in their personal life, it will be extremely problematic for them to be able to focus on their 

job role (Stirzaker, 2018). Similarly, if an individual is feeling under significant pressure and stress in 

the workplace, it is difficult to switch off from this at home. As Miller (2016) asserts, if you’re 

experiencing challenges in your personal life, they don’t disappear when you walk through the door 

to work. Ragins et al. (2014) refer to this as ‘home-to-work spillover’. Examples of negative spillover 

include being irritable, cynical, distracted or unenthusiastic at work because of problems at home. 

Although home-related stress that impacts on the workplace can be difficult to identify, since 

employees may not wish to share the details of it, ultimately stress is stress, regardless of where it 

comes from, and the workplace is often the place it manifests with greatest impact. Caring 

relationships at work can help to mitigate this impact. Leaders and managers therefore need to 

recognise the interaction of work and home problems (Health and Safety Executive Northern 
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Ireland, 2020) and need to see their staff’s mental wellbeing as a core part of their responsibility 

(Stirzaker, 2018). 

As illustrated in Figure 3 stress is, therefore, interactive and iterative, regardless of its source. 

Furthermore, it will impact on the different roles that people play because stress knows no 

boundaries, and the cumulative impact on the individual is the same, regardless of where they 

happen to be or what role they hold.  

 

Figure 3 The interactive, cumulative nature of stress 

Is stress always a bad thing? 
According to the American Psychological Association (2013), stress can have a negative or a positive 

effect or, as Cheng and McCarthy (2018) put it, stress can have a dark side or a bright side. In the 

1970s the endocrinologist Hans Selye (1974) coined the term ‘eustress’, meaning positive stress that 

can enable someone to be appropriately challenged in order to focus and succeed. This type of 

healthy stress can be a motivating force, causing people to strive to do better, reach further and 

work harder (Baffour, 2017). Sometimes a small amount of anxiety or stress can help to enhance 
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performance, just like it does for an athlete on the starting blocks or an actor about to take to the 

stage. Students, too, may find that feeling a degree of stress or anxiety as they go in to sit an exam 

may enable them to be focused, recall information and excel. However, if too much stress is 

experienced, then concentration and memory can be adversely affected and panic can set in. The 

link between stress levels and performance is known as the Yerkes–Dodson law and is shown in 

Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4 Yerkes–Dodson stress curve (adapted from Wrike, no date) 

Peak performance occurs when there is a healthy level of stress that enables people to remain 

focused and motivated and, ultimately, to achieve (Corbett, 2015). Conversely, too much stress 

drives people into anxiety overload, sickness, exhaustion and poor performance. This is when stress 

turns to distress. 

Prolonged, relentless exposure to others’ distress has become known as ‘compassion fatigue’ (Figley, 

2002). This is a state of emotional exhaustion or burnout where the person’s own wellbeing and 

ability to function are compromised. Compassion fatigue can worsen significantly in the absence of 

appropriate caring support and can be particularly problematic in some health and social care jobs, 

such as social work, crisis intervention, or intensive or palliative care, as well as in informal care roles 

(Cavanagh et al., 2019). 

This is why exploring anxiety and stress, and how leadership and management in health and social 

care might support people through it, is so important. This is particularly true when considering the 

most ubiquitous and constant of all stresses in health and social care – change. When employees 

face impending organisational change, their anxiety levels can increase because they are fearful 
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about what it may mean for them; individual stress can then filter through to teams and even whole 

organisations (Blanchflower, 2014). One thing which is almost certain within health and social care is 

that change is more or less constant. 

3 The nature of change 

 

Figure 5 Which way next? 

People will be feeling fearful, guilty, lonely, disoriented. You’re no different – you depend on 

your colleagues as they depend upon you, so now’s the time for humility, compassion and 

revealing just a little more of that vulnerable human-ness that you’ve been conditioned to 

hide away because of your job title … remember that leadership and change are things we 

experience together, not exert on one another. 

(James, 2020) 

As a society, we are constantly facing change. Numerous breakthrough inventions and fundamental 

social shifts over the years have led to radical changes in the way society operates. For example: 

• the steam engine 

• industrialisation 

• antibiotics 

• the printing press 

• electric lighting 

• women’s suffrage 

• civil rights movements. 

Although these changes subsequently led to positive social, cultural or economic development, at 

the time they were associated with considerable anxiety and stress for many of those living through 

the change. 
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Paradoxically perhaps, even unquestionably destructive large-scale change can eventually lead to a 

positive outcome as well, as a result of society’s attempts to adjust and adapt. For example, the 

British welfare state was born out of the devastation of the Second World War. More recently, by 

the end of 2019, poor air quality was threatening environmental sustainability and killing 4.6 million 

people annually. Yet in the first few months of 2020, as countries around the world went into 

lockdown in response to the COVID-19 global pandemic, pollution levels fell by nearly one-third, 

suggesting something positive was emerging even from such a catastrophic and destructive global 

change, if only temporarily (Muhammad, Long and Salman, 2020). Time will tell how lasting this 

particular change might be. 

From the changes imposed on everyone as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, Phil James, CEO of 

the Institute of Leadership and Management, suggested this was a time for leaders and managers to 

acknowledge that things will never return to a previous ‘normal’, and that we must all learn from 

this change experience. Uniquely, everyone across the world was affected by this particular change. 

The SARS-CoV-2 virus, which causes COVID-19, has claimed many lives, caused widespread anxiety 

and stress due to fear and uncertainty and caused radical changes in terms of how people lead their 

lives. Livelihoods were lost, economies shattered and relationships suffered, while depression, 

loneliness, isolation and abandonment increased, and children’s education was compromised. 

Notions of social distancing and safe working practices radically altered people’s personal and 

working lives. However, perhaps the most radical and disruptive of all changes were faced by those 

on the front line providing health and social care services, as well as the managers and leaders 

supporting them in their efforts.  

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about many changes. As you reflect on your experiences of the 

impact of the pandemic, what new stresses emerged for you? Did any positive experiences come 

out of these radical changes?  

Change in health and social care 
The changes resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly had some of the greatest impact 

on those working in health and social care services. From staff having to move into the residential 

care homes where they work to minimise infection to front-line nurses and medics wearing full 

personal protective equipment in daily interactions with patients, the experience of providing and 

managing care changed almost overnight. Medical staff across the UK were issued new guidelines on 

shift patterns, rotas and working hours (see, for example, BMA Scotland, 2020), while routine social 

care inspections were suspended (Turner, Blackwell and Carter, 2020). Growing concerns emerged 

that new legislation rushed through under the Coronavirus Act 2020 significantly watered down the 

crucial care obligations set out in the Care Act 2014 (North, 2020). Informal carers were also affected 

and some volunteers were suddenly prevented from carrying out their normal roles due to their own 

underlying health conditions or the vulnerability of those they cared for (Social Care Wales, 2020). 

Every household with someone identified as ‘at risk’ suddenly had to adjust the way their home was 

managed on a day-to-day basis, including putting in place shielding measures, arranging deliveries of 

food and medicines, and frequent hand-washing.  
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Figure 6 In the Spring of 2020, rainbow hearts appeared on roads across the UK to thank NHS staff 

and carers during the COVID-19 pandemic. This one appeared overnight by the local hospital in a 

town in North West England. 

Many of the measures put in place during the first few months of 2020 were reactive: attempts to 

adjust quickly to an unforeseen challenge. Meanwhile, in wider everyday life, the pandemic instilled 

a sense of urgency and collective responsibility, which meant the public began to manage their own 

response – setting up neighbourhood support networks, delivering food for vulnerable neighbours 

and participating in a weekly ‘clap for carers’. Much change occurs like that; it cannot always be 

anticipated, and we are left responding as best we can. However, there has since been concern that 

this was indeed a challenge that should have been anticipated and could have been planned for. A 

planning simulation – Exercise Cygnus – carried out in October 2016 had revealed gaping holes in 

Britain’s Emergency Preparedness, Resilience and Response plan, but the government failed to listen 

to the concerns raised, leaving health and social care organisations and public health agencies 

unprepared (Nuki, 2020). With hindsight, it might be suggested that the potential of such a change 

occurring should have been acknowledged and prepared for sooner. 

Even before the pandemic, however, health and social care services across the UK had been subject 

to almost constant change initiatives, frequently resulting from a change in government and 
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subsequent policy adjustments. Since such changes are often initiated from the top level, with a 

trickle-down effect, employees may feel, at best, mystified and, at worst, fearful about what the 

change will bring, particularly if they don’t understand the process (Raza, Khan and Mujtaba, 2018). 

Organisational change can, therefore, be a significant source of stress for employees as it leads to 

role changes, shifting job expectations, transformed working relationships and even challenges for 

career development (Griffin et al., 2010). 

Demographic developments – such as an ageing population, increased prevalence of chronic 

comorbidity and growing health inequalities – also act as a change imperative for services to adapt 

(Lumbers, 2018). Additionally, the pace of new pharmaceutical treatments, technological innovation 

and constant policy developments means that transformational changes impact heavily on the 

health and social care workforce, often leading to change fatigue (Camilleri, Cope and Murray, 

2019). Changes may be planned, such as a relocation or service merger, or sudden, as in the case of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. But no matter how big or small, change requires careful management 

(Raza, Khan and Mujtaba, 2018) by leaders who understand the emotions and stress which may 

emerge during a change process (Aslam et al., 2018).  

According to research (Stensaker and Meyer, 2012; Tang and Gao, 2012; Raza, Khan and Mujtaba, 

2018), the main emotional and psychological reactions to change among employees are: 

• stress/anxiety 

• fear 

• uncertainty 

• disbelief 

• frustration 

• anger. 

Have you ever been in a situation where you have felt anxious and uncomfortable about a change 

that was coming, particularly when you were unsure how it might affect you? What were your 

thoughts and feelings? Did these turn out to be justified? 

The long-term impact of the sudden changes imposed on health and social care services by COVID-

19 is, at the time of writing, unknown, but the remarkable response of so many individuals and 

communities will undoubtedly provide future scholars and managers with much material from which 

to design new models, frameworks and theories about change. For now, the rest of this chapter will 

look at existing approaches to change within health and social care and reflect on the importance of 

caring leadership and management within them. 
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4 Approaching change 
The only thing that is constant is change. 

(Heraclitus, 540–480 BC, quoted in Tarim, 2014)  

Change is inevitable in health and social care organisations, but when it happens, leadership often 

underestimates the impact those changes have on employees and the experiences of those receiving 

their care. If they damage their relationship with employees, ratchet up stress levels and create a climate 

of negativity and cynicism, managers can undermine the very change they’re trying to pursue, with a 

detrimental impact on the service provided (Ballard, 2017). The approach taken by leaders and managers 

can directly influence how successful the outcome will be.  

Figure 7 illustrates the dynamics involved in managing stress and change. The top half shows how 

managing with a caring approach can lead to successful change and maintain staff wellbeing. The bottom 

half depicts the consequences of managing in an uncaring manner, which is likely to undermine chances 

of successful change. A caring approach is closely related to transformational leadership and the concept 

of a health-promoting style of leadership (Turgut et al., 2020). By contrast, an uncaring approach is 

characterised by autocratic leadership and management, where decisions tend to be made over the 

heads of people, communication is ineffectual and relationships are weak. A caring approach provides a 

culture and safe space where people can engage with change processes, leading to successful change 

outcomes, enhanced wellbeing and stress reduction. Conversely, an uncaring approach stymies 

successful change, leads to a range of unfavourable reactions and increases stress levels. 

Of course, these two approaches represent polar opposites and, in reality, leadership and management 

styles and organisational cultures may fall at any point on a continuum between the two, thereby 

resulting in varying levels of change success. To help support the likelihood of a successful outcome, a 

manager attempting to lead with a caring approach may like to make use of appropriate change models 

to aid the process. 

 

 

https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=1704310&amp;printable=1&extra=thumbnailfigure_idm46097128665168
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-psychology/the-caring-manager-health-and-social-care/content-section-0
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-psychology/the-caring-manager-health-and-social-care/content-section-0
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-psychology/the-caring-manager-health-and-social-care/content-section-0
http://www.open.edu/openlearn
https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=1704310&amp;printable=1&extra=thumbnailfigure_idm46097128665168
https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=1704310&amp;printable=1&extra=thumbnailfigure_idm46097128665168
https://learn2.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=1704310&amp;printable=1&extra=thumbnailfigure_idm46097128665168


Document name: Caring through stress, anxiety and change 
Document date: 2021 
Copyright information: Proprietary and used under license 
OpenLearn course The caring manager in health and social care 
OpenLearn url: https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-

psychology/the-caring-manager-health-and-social-
care/content-section-0  

  
 

   
 
www.open.edu/openlearn         Page 13 of 29 

 

 

Figure 7 Dynamics involved in managing stress and change  
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Change models 
Change models provide frameworks that can be used to help facilitate effective change. There are many 

models available, some focused on organisational change and others on individual change. Each comes 

with its own benefits and limitations (Lumbers, 2018), and three are explored below.  

The ADKAR model of change, first developed by Jeff Hiatt in 1996 (Creasey, 2020), presents five essential 

elements which need to be in place for successful change to occur (Figure 8). This model highlights the 

importance of mobilising awareness and the desire among employees to encourage participation and 

buy-in, as well as stressing the importance of ensuring staff have the knowledge and ability to participate 

meaningfully in implementing the change successfully. Based on galvanising desire for change and 

generating a shared sense of empowerment, this model focuses a manager’s mind on developing 

contextual and team awareness, in particular, to ensure change is implemented successfully. 

 

Figure 8 The ADKAR change model (adapted from Prosci, no date) 

Another widely used framework is John Kotter’s eight-stage model of change, which outlines a series of 

sequential steps to be taken (Kotter, 2012; see Figure 9). This model takes a more directive and managed 

approach to change. It also incorporates the notion of providing short-term wins, based on the idea that 
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success with a ‘quick win’ will motivate people and spur them on. It seems that goal awareness is 

particularly central to this change model, including a desire to ensure personal awareness is focused on 

the necessity of this goal.  

  

Figure 9 Eight-stage change model  

While both ADKAR and Kotter’s eight-stage model focus on an end point where the change, whatever it 

may be, has been achieved, others, such as Prochaska and DiClemente’s stages of change model, 

acknowledge that the process of change is cyclical and unfolds over time (Prochaska, Redding and Evers, 

2002). This model is widely used in helping to understand and support individual health and lifestyle 

changes across a variety of contexts, including psychotherapy and social work (Singer, 2009). This model 

has in-built flexibility, in terms of acknowledging that an individual may enter at different stages and 

might go round the cycle more than once if the change is not fully embedded. The idea being that even if 

a change has been adopted and acted upon, there may not inevitably follow a clear end-point 

destination. The reality is often that a relapse occurs, and the cycle continues (Figure 10).  
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Figure 10 Prochaska and DiClemente’s stages of change model 

Similar to ADKAR and Kotter’s model, the stages of change model acknowledges that before change can 

occur, people need to be emotionally and psychologically ready and must build in ways of consolidating 

desired changes. What it offers, in addition, is the acknowledgement that change isn’t necessarily a one-

off end state. Change is an iterative process and the idea of a cycle, rather than clear steps to an end 

point, embodies that.  

Of course, change cannot always be anticipated and planned for; it can sometimes just emerge, perhaps 

unexpectedly, and it then becomes more a case of quickly adapting to change as it unfolds. What these 

models offer, nonetheless, is a framework for thinking about some of the key points, processes or 

requirements you might want to be aware of as a change takes place, in order to help support yourself 

and others through it. While change processes are particularly relevant in an organisational context, 

change models can also be helpful in everyday life. When contemplating personal life changes or 

experiencing transitions caused by illness or caring for others, these models can support you in reflecting 

on the potential steps involved, what obstacles you may face and how you can support yourself through 

the process. 

What do you feel is the most difficult thing about making changes in your life? Can you think of a 

situation where one of these models might be useful?  
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5 Leading change and managing stress 
Experiencing change can be challenging in any situation, especially when it involves potentially vulnerable 

individuals. Within the health and social care workforce, therefore, it is incredibly important to handle 

change, and those affected by it, with care. This includes the carers and people who use services, who 

will also seek empathic communication and caring support when facing any change. Change management 

is complex, however, and when not handled effectively, various detrimental effects can ensue, such as 

organisational cynicism, stress, staff turnover, weak commitment, poor job satisfaction and resistance 

(Aslam et al., 2018). This section explores two different approaches to change, rooted in the approaches 

outlined in Figure 7: first, an uncaring approach; second, a caring approach. 

Imposed change 
Organisational culture is an important determinant of employee health (Skarholt et al., 2015), and 

management has a responsibility to ensure that workplace stress levels do not adversely impact 

employees. This becomes particularly crucial at times of change, as some approaches to leadership and 

management are more likely to cause stress and anxiety.  

Autocratic management with a lack of consultation and dialogue tends to have a negative influence on 

employee wellbeing. A workplace study carried out by Span (2019) found that 62 per cent of employees 

are more likely to consider leaving their job when they are managed by someone who can’t maintain a 

constructive dialogue. Yet, surprisingly, as many as 45 per cent of managers ignore or reject ideas and 

feedback from members of their team rather than seeking to listen or understand. When change is 

imposed without consultation or warning under this sort of management approach, resistance and high 

levels of stress can occur, putting the whole organisation at risk (Lumbers, 2018). 

A lack of consultation and constructive dialogue can lead to increased stress, resentment and disaffection 

among staff and often results in unsuccessful change outcomes. As many as 70 per cent of organisational 

change projects are doomed to fail (Alsher, 2018), despite widespread awareness of some of the 

common causes (Barr and Dowding, 2012, pp. 253–254). These include: 

• inappropriate timescales 

• unclear aims 

• inadequate resources 

• ignoring knock-on effects 

• contamination in trying to change too many things at once 

• hijacking – where someone who may wish to settle an old score tries to sabotage the new 

project 

• incorrect diagnosis – limited analysis or a knee-jerk reaction to solving the problem 

• lack of ownership. 
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Figure 11 Effects of imposed change (adapted from Barr and Dowding, 2012, p. 254) 

Have you ever been in a situation, either in work or your personal life, where you believed that a 

change was being imposed upon you? How did this feel? How did you handle the situation? What 

might you have done differently in retrospect? 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, resistance to change can be strong with imposed change. According to Harvey 

and Broyles (2010), resistance operates at any one of three levels, as shown in Figure 12. At the most 

basic level, people can resist change due to a lack of information – they don’t have enough facts to 

enable them to understand and engage with the change process. Without this knowledge reassurance, 

defensiveness can understandably escalate. Resistance of this nature can usually be diffused by 

communicating explanatory information, perhaps using a change model approach such as ADKAR. At the 

second level, resistance may stem from worries about the personal implications of the change; people 
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may be concerned that there will be a knock-on effect on their role, status, future prospects or security. 

Managing this level of resistance is more challenging, but effective dialogue/communication is the key. 

The third level of resistance is where someone actually resists the individual initiating the change, 

regardless of its merits. Whether conscious or unconscious, the obstructiveness is founded on 

resentment or antipathy towards the individual. This is where building ongoing relationships, rapport and 

trust are paramount. 

 

Figure 12 Resistance to change (Harvey and Broyles, 2010) 

Planned change 
The extent to which organisational change is experienced as stressful by employees is often determined 

by the way people are treated during the change process (Tavakol, 2010). The degree to which 

relationships are valued and staff are supported and given time will have an important effect on how 

they behave (Lewis, Donaldson-Feilder and Godfree, 2017). If employees are taken seriously and 

respected, they will flourish and their energy will be oriented toward success of change plans (Tavakol, 

2010). Nurturing a collaborative climate, including increased participation in the process when 

organisations are planning change, sustains employee wellbeing (Guidetti et al., 2018). The same applies 

to informal relationships of care, where stress at times of change can be alleviated or exacerbated 

depending on how that change is managed. 

Someone managing with a caring approach is more likely to take a planned approach to change. This will 

provide opportunities to create collaboration and buy-in before the change, resulting in less resistance, 

higher commitment and less overall anxiety (Barr and Dowding, 2012). When change is carefully planned 
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with transparency and consultation, rather than imposed autocratically, the positive impact on those 

involved can be substantial (see Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13 Positive effects of planned change (adapted from Barr and Dowding, 2012, p. 255) 

Rather than trying to implement change through authority and control, in contemporary leadership 

transformational change is achieved through negotiations and social interactions with employees (CIPD, 

2020). The same is true when approaching informal caring relationships, which will derive more benefit 

from consultations with professionals where there is understanding, dialogue and participation in 

decision-making from service users (Chichirez and Purcărea, 2018). 

Beyond the formal sphere of leadership and management, clear parallels with these elements can be 

drawn for people in their everyday lives. Informal carers or people who receive services can also benefit 
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from understanding the idea of a caring approach and draw on similar interpersonal and planning skills. 

For instance, effective communication in relationships, giving and receiving support, being emotionally 

aware, learning from mistakes and being honest and trustworthy are all prerequisites to achieving life 

goals, maintaining stress at its lowest possible level and managing personal change. 

Table 2 Key elements in managing change and minimising stress 

Element Research studies Positive outcomes 

Relational leadership and 
support. This is based on the 
idea that leadership is a 
process of social influence and 
the role is to use interpersonal 
communication and skills to 
bring people together. 

Day, Crown and Ivany (2017); 
Akerjordet, Furunes and Haver 
(2018) 

Employees feel valued, 
inspired and motivated. There 
is a sense of connectedness 
with management and the 
organisation. 

Non-managerial supervision 
and debriefing. This differs 
from supervisory management 
in that it provides support and 
facilitates supervisees to 
explore and articulate all 
aspects of their work, 
including vulnerabilities and 
stressors. 

Dehlin and Lundh (2018); 
Cavanagh et al. (2019) 

Compassion fatigue is 
minimised, as practitioners in 
challenging roles are able to 
process the toxic impact of the 
work and have their 
competence validated. 

Emotional intelligence, which 
refers to leaders’ ability to 
recognise and manage their 
own emotions and those of 
employees, leading to greater 
understanding and team 
togetherness. 

Jain and Duggal (2018) People feel that their feelings 
are being acknowledged and 
respected. 

Employee Assistance 
Programmes, which provide 
confidential counselling-type 
support for employees. This is 
based on the notion that 
employee productivity and 
performance issues are linked 
to the resolution of the 
personal concerns of individual 
employees. 

Joseph, Walker and Fuller-
Tyszkiewicz (2018) 

Stress is reduced regardless of 
where it originates, even in 
home life. Burnout is 
mitigated/eradicated. 

Ensuring the change is planned Barr and Dowding (2012) Employees don’t receive 
unwelcome surprises because 
they are involved in the 
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planning of the change from 
the outset. 

Participation in decision 
making 

Eriksson (2011); Furunes, 
Kaltveit and Akerjordet (2018) 

People fully understand the 
need for change, feel that their 
voice is heard and that they 
are co-constructors of the 
change. 

Climate of learning from 
mistakes and failure. 
Organisations can be 
characterised by employee 
apprehension of a blame 
culture or they can be learning 
organisations where errors are 
seen as opportunities to 
improve. 

Nytrø et al. (2000) Creativity and innovation 
flourish in the absence of a 
blame culture. Full potential 
can be realised. 

Effective communication and 
freedom of expression 

Blanchflower (2014); Yuan et 
al. (2019) 

People understand what is 
happening and why it is 
happening. Thoughts and 
feelings can be openly 
articulated rather than 
repressed. 

Transparency, openness, 
honesty and trust 

Turgut et al. (2020) People feel respected, safe 
and secure that there are no 
hidden agendas. 

Shared identification with 
organisational goals and values 

Van Dick, Ciampa and Liang 
(2018) 

Employees feel a strong 
affinity, identification and 
commitment to organisational 
culture, vision, values and 
goals. 

Clarity of roles and 
expectations 

Furunes, Kaltveit and 
Akerjorde (2018) 

People are clear about what 
they do and how their 
contribution fits within the 
planned changes. 

 

6 Conclusion 
This reading set out to focus on a caring approach to leadership and management through stress and 

change. Change occurs routinely within organisations and within people’s personal lives, as does stress. 

Invariably each of these singularities is interconnected. Change in the workplace can cause stress at work 

and have a knock-on effect at home. Change in one’s life can be stressful, for instance as a carer or 

service user, and this can spill over into other relationships. Because of these linkages, it is incumbent 
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upon leaders and managers, service providers, friends and family to take account of people’s stress, 

regardless of where it originates.  

At times of change, stress can increase, therefore a caring approach can make a positive difference. Key 

elements such as participation, communication, congruence, respect and empathic understanding make 

it more likely for successful change outcomes to be secured, and stress reduced. Conversely, the 

antecedents of unsuccessful change lie in autocratic, non-empathetic behaviours where people may feel 

that decisions and change are being imposed, without communication or engagement, leading to 

increased stress and potential resistance. This illustrates the central importance of support and why 

leaders and managers need to handle any change in the workplace in a caring way, communicating 

effectively with employees, and supporting them through it (McCarron, Eade and Delmage, 2017; 

O’Connor, Muller Neff and Pitman, 2018). 

Key points 
Anxiety and stress are naturally occurring aspects of daily life and can seep from one situation (for 

example work) to another (home life). 

A small amount of anxiety or stress can be viewed as a positive force for enhanced performance when it 

operates at a manageable level. Too much stress, however, can overload us and, in its most acute or 

chronic form, may cause burnout and significant negative psychological and physical effects. 

Change is also a constant in life, and while it often brings welcome transformations it too can be stressful, 

whether in our personal lives or at work. 

When change occurs in caring contexts – whether formal or informal – managers, leaders and carers have 

to adapt in often challenging circumstances. 

Adopting a caring approach through transitions helps to ensure change is successful and stress is 

reduced. Conversely, uncaring responses mean that change is likely to be unsuccessful and stress 

increased. 

Change models and frameworks provide useful structures through which a change process can be 

understood and negotiated. But we are constantly learning and even such models will change and adapt 

over time, in response to enhanced insight and learning, as we are forced to adapt to new changes and 

emerging challenges. 

Sudden and imposed change can be particularly disturbing, increasing stress and anxiety and 

undermining people’s ability to adapt, if not managed in a caring manner. 

It can be easier to support individuals, teams and organisations through planned change, but it still relies 

on a caring approach to leadership and management. 
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