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Overview 

The blue circle depicts a rough approximation of the stages of social change, beginning with our artificial notion of the ‘status quo’. 

 
The red circle positions Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ five stages of grief as they are often experienced in relation to social change and the kinds 

of roles we adopt from these emotional states.  The small circles represent a distribution of people around the cycle and the places 
where we typically congregate or disperse. 
 

The yellow circle describes some ‘inner’ sources of grief which motivate our emotions and actions.   
 
Like all life, the stages of grief are not linear and the social change process isn’t either.  The model depicts a typical trajectory.   

 
Each stage has benefits and risks.  We can embrace each part of the process when it’s needed without getting stuck there.   
 

Note the importance of our relationship with time in this dynamic.  We can feel grief in relation to past, present, and lost futures (eg. the 
despair many people felt after the 2009 Copenhagen climate talks failed to manifest the transition hoped for).  Change is a subtle and 
continuous process yet we tend to perceive it as static or binary, which can lead us to getting stuck in a particular emotional response. 

 
In relation to pursuing social change acceptance doesn’t mean giving up.  It means finding ways to seek change that fully embrace 
cultural heritage, current reality and what we need to sustain ourselves in adapting to ongoing change. 

 
While it may be easy or tempting to label each other as being in a particular stage, it is usually more helpful to identify where we 
ourselves may be at in relation to any particular issue or situation.  We may find ourselves experiencing multiple reactions/stages 

simultaneously in relation to different issues.  As we come to accept more of our changing reality we create capacity to face that which 
denial has until now protected us from being overwhelmed by.  

 

Aim of the model: 

To foster understanding about emotional, psychological and system dynamics of social change.  Including: 

 our own emotional responses to social change  

 how these impact each other  

 how the process of social change itself is impacted by our collective emotional states.   
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Benefits of this understanding: 

o flow more easily through change ourselves and experience less of feeling stuck in a particular stage/reaction 

o help others to flow more easily through change 
o find more beneficial ways of relating to others who are experiencing contrasting emotional reactions 
o and thereby make the broader social process of change easier as well 

 
Acknowledging these reactions as part of a natural cycle can help us own them and adopt strategies to assist appropriate flow. 
 

Imagining a world that fully embodied this understanding: 

We would embrace change as a constant and be more mindful of how we are responding to it. 
We would value both pro-change and anti-change reactions as having something useful to contribute to public dialogue (with both being 
understood as natural manifestations of a process of social change). 

As individuals we’d have a greater capacity to recognise, understand and name each other’s emotional processes, and support each 
other accordingly. 
Within movements for change we’d have greater respect for other groups who are pursuing different change strategies arising from 

different reactions, and potentially be able to collaborate in more mutually beneficial ways. 
As a society we’d have a more mature approach to change. Including a capacity to handle multiple changes simultaneously, to look 
difficult issues in the face, and to maintain a long-term view less vulnerable to falling into ‘crisis and overreaction’ mode. 

 

Questions for ongoing inquiry: 

 How can we most usefully engage our emotion motivations for social change? 

 Is it possible for change-makers with different emotional responses to compliment each other’s efforts? 
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