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T he Government’s recent White 
Paper on local government 
reorganisation has shifted the 

attention of councils across the 
country. While the goals of improved 
accountability, streamlined services, 
and efficiency make sense on paper, 
the real and often overlooked human 
impact of such changes brings 
uncertainty, anxiety and stress. This 
is especially true for long-serving 
public sector workers, who may face 
losing roles that have long shaped 
their professional identities.

As an organisational psychologist 
and a local government leader, we’ve 
helped numerous organisations 
through changes like this. In doing so, 
we’ve seen how effective leadership 
can make an enormous difference. 
What distinguishes successful change 
management is the practice of simple, 
human actions. At the heart of these 
actions is a framework we refer to as 
the ABC Model: affective (emotional), 
behaviour, and cognition stages. 
To lead through change effectively, 
leaders must understand and respond 
to these stages in the order of A-C-B.

The first response to any change 
is affective (emotional). No matter 
how stoic someone might appear, the 
emotional impact is real. The brain 

tends to register change as a threat, 
which triggers fear and resistance. 
Leaders must provide safe spaces 
for staff to express these emotions. 
Encouraging open conversations 
about fears and concerns creates 
trust and releases emotional tension.

After the emotional response 
comes the cognitive stage – the 
thoughts people have about the 
change. At this stage, leaders must be 
ready to answer as many questions 
as possible, even if the answers 
aren’t yet clear. What does the change 
mean? What are the timelines? What 
support is available? The willingness 
to answer, or at least acknowledge 
these questions openly, builds 
psychological safety. This step isn’t 
a one-off event. Given the extended 
nature of most reorganisations, 
people will likely revisit both the 
affective and cognitive stages several 
times. Leaders must therefore remain 
patient, open, and consistent.

The final element is the behavioural 
stage, which reflects how people act 
in response to how their emotional 
and cognitive needs have been 
handled. If these needs are ignored, 
the resulting behaviour may include 
passive resistance, low morale, non-
compliance and even sabotaging 

behaviours. When people feel heard 
and informed, their behaviours are 
far more likely to be cooperative and 
adaptive.

The cost of overlooking the human 
element is well-documented. The 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development links poorly managed 
change with high staff turnover, 
absenteeism, and lower productivity. 
Perhaps more critically, it erodes 
trust in leadership and damages 
workplace culture in ways that persist 
long after the change has taken place. 

Psychological research further 
reinforces that job loss is among 
the most stressful life events – it’s 
not just the income that’s lost, but 
identity. Professor Herminia Ibarra, 
London Business School notes: 
‘When we lose our job, we don’t just 
lose our pay – we lose part of our 
social role.’

Despite these challenges, 
leaders are not powerless. There 
are clear, actionable ways to ease 

transitions such as communicating 
early, honestly, and repeatedly. 
Being transparent, even about 
the uncertainties, helps prevent 
misinformation and rumours – 
transparency is the foundation of trust. 
McKinsey research suggests that 
open communication increases the 
likelihood of successful transformation 
by more than 3.5 times.

Creating psychological safety 
is another vital action. People 
must feel able to voice concerns 
and admit vulnerability without 
fear of judgement. This involves 
encouraging dialogue, listening 
actively, and acknowledging 
discomfort as a valid response. 
Supporting this environment makes 
teams more resilient and reassures 
staff that it’s okay not to be okay.

Tangible support mechanisms like 
employee assistance programmes, 
access to mental health resources, 
and coaching all signal that 
leadership values employees not just 
for their output, but as people. Just as 
important is supporting the leaders 
themselves. Helping others through 
change is demanding, and they too 
need resources, development, and 
emotional support.

Finally, leaders need to enable staff 

to reshape their sense of purpose. 
When long-held roles are at risk, 
identity gets shaken. Leaders should 
paint a clear vision of what lies ahead 
– and where and how individuals fit 
into it. Drawing from William Bridges’ 
Transition Model, it’s not the change 
that people struggle with most – it’s the 
emotional and psychological process 
of transition. Great, compassionate 
leaders make this process visible and 
clear to navigate.

Reorganisation, while disruptive, 
is also a rare opportunity to realign 
culture and priorities. Leaders who 
take the time to acknowledge the 
affective (emotional), and actively 
address the cognitive stages – while 
enabling healthy behaviours to  
develop – emerge with stronger, more 
resilient teams and organisations. 
If approached thoughtfully, with 
empathy and clarity, structural 
change in local government doesn’t 
have to result in damage. It can 
instead lay the foundation for a more 
compassionate, purposeful, and 
human-centred future. n
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