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Teaching about change has its challenges.  Educators are faced with a myriad of change theories, books, and models from which to choose – each with its own emphasis on some aspect of a complex whole.  Although most faculty agree that change is a constant in today’s fast-paced, global world, fewer have the curricular freedom to devote significant amounts of course or program time to the topic or even the expertise to know how to make the most out of what they have.  Student diversity adds to the challenge. Some students come with enough life experience and developmental sophistication to differentiate easily between the rational-structural and socio-emotional components of change management and embrace both systematic planning and compassion as critical for change leaders. They recognize that human nature makes us all slow to accept change, and look to faculty for ways to understand why and how to translate this fundamental truth into effective change strategies.  Other students with more limited frames of reference bring naive beliefs about the power of authority to move mountains, impatience with the slowness of the process, and little appreciation for the multi-level challenges in the work.  They expect quick fixes and formulas – unaware that they overlook the richness of the change forest by focusing so tightly on a few single trees. 


Theory and practice, however, tell us that change is a complex phenomenon. It takes more time and nurturing than change agents often wish and is always difficult for those affected.  Change involves loss of comfortable and well-understood patterns, processes, relationships and roles.  Current and future leaders need to understand that deeply. There are too many cases of brilliant organizational leaders, armed with the best thinking, planning, steps and strategies, whose efforts – and in some cases careers – have been derailed by misjudging the speed with which people can respond or the amount of support needed for a transition. How can faculty help their students develop the professional wisdom, judgment, and grace essential for their success?    


Expanding student understanding of human nature and fostering the savvy needed for effective change management is a first step; however, doing that involves more than imparting theory and models.  It requires stretching how students see and make sense of their world: exposing them to situations and challenges that cannot be fully explained by the current internal frameworks they use to structure their world and from within which they perceive the world.  It also reframes a faculty member’s pedagogical challenge from teaching about the topic of change to teaching for developmental growth: providing opportunities for students through their study of change to discover progressively more complex ways to understand themselves, others, and broad social issues (Gallos, 1993a, 1993b). Torbert (2006) reminds us that this kind of teaching is powerful and demands deliberate attention to methods and media that probe the messier and hidden sides of human nature.  


Joan Didion’s award-winning non-fiction book, The Year of Magical Thinking, provides a rich vehicle for doing just that.  In this short memoir – 224 pages with text layout that makes it a fast yet powerful read – Didion openly chronicles her response to the loss and change resulting from the sudden death of her husband of forty years, the writer John Gregory Dunne.  The couple had just returned home for dinner after visiting their hospitalized daughter when Dunne suffered a fatal heart attack. The story is a highly personal account of a close and symbiotic partnership in love and work, and its portrayal of the universal struggle for meaning in the face of loss and the often unacknowledged human cost of change make it an important addition to the management literature.  As Didion tells us in the opening of the book,  


Life changes fast. 


Life changes in the instant. 


You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.  (p.3)  

With reporter-like objectivity and attention to detail, she goes on to describe the next year of her life and what living through a major life change looks and feels like from the inside. In the process, she illustrates a fundamental truth for management education: effective change leadership requires attention to the  linkages between loss and change.  


As in all of Didion's books, the writing is efficient, crisp, and lyrical. It is less polished, however, than Didion’s other works by choice as a way to capture the voice of a person caught in transition. This makes the impact and insights into human nature even more compelling.  Didion describes her role in this project as that of a “poetic reporter:” someone who has observed a series of events, “worked-up” the story, and is now “filing a dispatch” about the raw parts of grieving in the face of loss that we never hear about (NPR, 2005b).  Playing the reporter role, she systematically outlines her thoughts, feelings and experiences, drawing on the arts, literature, social sciences, and medicine to put them into a larger context.  But the book is more than a detached analysis, and its power rests in the different relationship between author and reader that this book invites.  


Without self-pity or sentimentality, Didion allows readers to watch her thinking ebb and flow between grounded reality – “read, learn, work it up, go to the literature. Information is control” (p. 94) – and an internal, “mudgy” world governed by superstition, distortion, and “meaningless itself” (p.189).  With what has been called “consummate literary bravery” (Grossman, 2005),  Didion invites us to join her in the slow, painful, and difficult process of unraveling and then radically reconstructing how she sees herself, her life, and the world.  She gives a powerful and honest account of grief – “Grief, when it comes, is nothing we expect it to be” (p. 27) – and shatters any illusions that adjusting to deep change is a rational, step-by-step, forward-moving process.  Didion describes her out-of-control life, caught in a vortex more potent and complex than anything she felt prepared to handle.            

Grief has no distance. Grief comes in waves, paroxysms, sudden apprehensions that weaken the knees and blind the eyes and obliterate the dailiness of life.  Virtually everyone who has ever experienced grief mentions this phenomenon of “waves.” Eric Lindemann, who was chief of psychiatry at Massachusetts General Hospital . . . defined the phenomenon with absolute specificity in a famous 1944 study: “sensations of somatic distress occurring in waves lasting from twenty minutes to an hour at a time, a feeling of tightness in the throat, chocking with shortness of breath, need for sighing, and an empty feeling in the abdomen, lack of muscular power, and an intense subjective distress described as tension or mental pain.”  (pp. 27-28)         


Didion used this book project as a means to regain some sense of control.  She wrote to discover, and her vulnerability throughout the process makes it easy to imagine Didion rereading the book, as any reader might, to understand fully all that it contains and teaches.    

I have been a writer my entire life. As a writer, . . . I developed a sense that meaning itself was resident in the rhythms of words and sentences and paragraphs, a technique for withholding whatever it was I thought or believed behind an increasingly impenetrable polish. . . . This [writing about her year of magical thinking] is a case in which I need more than words to find the meaning. This is a case in which I need whatever it is I think or believe to be penetrable, if only for myself. (pp. 7-8).

Didion’s honesty and openness are a gift: a rare opportunity to look into the human experience and see – at times even viscerally feel – why change is so difficult and why change takes time. 


The book also illustrates – never preaches or lectures – what Sigmund Freud, Melanie Klein, Elizabeth Kubler-Ross and others have told us about grief in the face of loss.  By all clinical measures, it resembles mental illness. 

The power of grief to derange the mind has in fact been exhaustively noted. . . . I was incapable of thinking rationally. I was thinking as small children think, as if my thoughts and wishes had the power to reverse the narrative, change the outcomes.  In my case this distorted thinking had been covert, noticed I think by no one else, hidden even from me, but it had also been, in retrospect, both urgent and constant. (pp. 34-35) 

Didion emphasizes the temporary nature of this madness. Freud saw “any interference with it as useless and even harmful” (p.34).  Things can be resolved, but only with time. 


Didion makes no attempt to hide her “delusionary thinking, the omnipotent variety” from the reader and even brings flashes of humor to her descriptions.  She explains her “magical thinking” – the secretly harbored, internal belief that if she somehow did things right, Dunne could come back from the dead – and lets us see how it affected her framing of reality, choices, dilemmas, and actions.  Didion’s recognition that as a writer she best processes the world by studying and writing about it is an important step out of her  magical thinking.  A willingness to write again – and for the first time in her professional career without a first read of the work by Dunne – marks the beginning of healing.  


The Year of Magical Thinking offers no easy answers which makes it a rich vehicle for discussion and potentially frustrating for students in search of them.  The book ends on a note of hope as Didion begins to define for herself the full meaning of her struggle – a classic change-related struggle well documented in the social science literature – to hold on to the way things were or “go with the change” (p. 227)    

I was crossing Lexington Avenue when this occurred to me.  I know why we try to keep the dead alive: we try to keep them alive in order to keep them with us.  I also know that if we are to live ourselves there comes a point at which we must relinquish the dead, let them go, keep them dead. . . . Knowing this does not make it any easier. . . . In fact the apprehension that our [Didion and Dunne] life together will decreasingly be the center of my every day seemed today on Lexington Avenue so distinct a betrayal that I lost all sense of oncoming traffic. (pp.225-226) 

The poignancy of her dilemma and the fragile nature of her resilience are reminders to all involved in change leadership of why patience and compassion are essential to the work. 

Caveats in Teaching with Didion

The content and emotional power of The Year of Magical Thinking make it appropriate for graduate-level courses and executive education.  Faculty might also consider using the book in a small, undergraduate honors seminar with student maturity and enough time over multiple weeks to explore a broad range of relevant issues from the book. In all cases, faculty will want to devote sufficient class time for discussion and provide students with study questions to support their work in translating a personal memoir into learnings about themselves, how they see the world, and the larger issues of organizational change.  They will also want to assist students in processing their personal reactions to a book that deals with death and that may be more challenging or disconcerting for some students than others.  


Strategies for processing student responses to the book might include short, written assignments  asking students to discuss their most powerful learning from the book; talk about the parts of the book that were most troubling, confusing, or surprising to them; and/or identify and explore an important passage that should not be overlooked by the class.  Small study groups are another option. Students are often more comfortable in smaller groupings and have the air-time to share their reactions and responses.  In anticipation of a larger class activity, small group discussions also improve the quality of class preparation and participation.  A third option asks students, individually or in small groups, to research reviews of the book and compare their own responses to those in the literary and popular press. There are numerous book reviews available in print media and online. The Year of Magical Thinking won the 2005 National Book Award and was finalist for the National Book Critic Circle Award in the same year.  


Faculty can be aided in their teaching by two NPR interviews with Joan Didion.  The first is a fifteen minute interview by Susan Stamberg on NPR News for Morning Edition, initially broadcasted on September 30, 2005.  It includes Didion reading the opening of the book, the first words that she wrote within a few days of Dunne’s death. The segment also contains Didion talking, among other things, about the madness-making nature of grief, what that meant for her, how unexpected it was, and the terror in realizing that she could not easily or rationally control it.  Hearing Didion talk about that – her voice is soft,  measured, and at times monotonic – can help students who need more than words to understand, identify with, and feel empathy for Didion.  Students for whom the book is a developmental challenge may “stay in their heads” as they read, approach the book as if it were a novel, and dismiss the depth of the personal experiences  behind the story. The interview can be found at http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4866010   A second NPR interview, conducted by Terry Gross and initially broadcasted on November 18, 2005, is twenty minutes in length and includes Didion reading a longer excerpt from the book.  This is the more emotional of the two interviews for Joan Didion.  In it, she discusses the physiological and psychological aspects of grief, as well as her decision to keep the book’s tone sharp and “raw” for the simple reason that no one ever tells us about the raw parts of loss. The interview brings home that Didion the writer is also Didion the widow. She chokes up at one point in the interview and cannot answer some of the questions.  That interview can be found at http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4956088
Resisting loss, not change: Using Marris to teach Didion 

Another teaching focus is to use The Year of Magical Thinking as a way to specifically probe the meaning of resistance to change. Common sense theories say that people resist change.  A deeper look, however, reveals something else.  People resist the personal losses that come with change, not the process of change in itself.  Enabling students to recognize this subtle difference, which underpins a number of current theories of change leadership (e.g.,  Bolman and Deal, 2003;  Heifetz and Linsky, 2002; Nadler et.al., 1994) and is a major sub-theme throughout the Didion book, is a good starting point for any teaching unit on change.  This important distinction can be traced back to the classic, Loss and Change (1975), by sociologist and urban planner, Peter Marris.  While Didion makes no reference to Marris in her book – nor does she mention finding his theory when discussing her interdisciplinary “work-up” on loss and grieving that took her from poetry to medical texts (NPR, 2005a) – her memoir adds the poetic analog to bring his theory to life.  This is no surprise to Marris fans.  Initial research leading to Loss and Change involved the study of English widows.


In essence, Marris identifies multiple levels of loss in the face of change: from the loss of simple psychic comfort in regular life patterns to a weakening of self-confidence and the potential for ongoing learning to a more fundamental loss of self when change disrupts the expression of important life meanings and purpose.  He argues that all change involves some loss, but the degree and intensity varies with the form of change.  Marris differentiates three kinds of change: substitution (exchanging the old for a  better new), evolution (gradual change with time to reorient and reform significant attachments), and deep loss (the sudden disappearance of something or someone valued). 


Marris sees holding on to the familiar in the face of change as a functional response and a fundamental part of human nature.  This is true even if the change is chosen, highly beneficial, or inevitable. “The impulse to defend the predictability of life is a fundamental and universal principle of human psychology” (Marris, 1986, p. 2).  Holding on – or resistance to change, as some might call it – is essential for human health, action, and learning. It is a basic survival technique: a way for humans to compare, contrast, and interpret the meaning of new events, experiences, and people. It is also the personal grounding that provides the internal confidence and psychic strength to know that we can explore new experiences and still survive. Humans learn by revision, says Marris.  They assimilate new events into the models and experiences they already have under their belts. For that reason, the human psyche is inherently cautious and needs to be.  The ability to change is directly correlated with the strength of our ability to defend our current state and beliefs.  It would be too costly otherwise.  


Individuals develop frames of reference and belief systems to give meaning and predictability to their experience. Developing these takes considerable time and effort.  After all, our strong beliefs and meaning systems make us who we are.  As a result, individuals have an investment in the meaning structures they create. There is always a dilemma then in choosing to revise or give up that which has worked well over a period of time – and being thrust into this work when change is sudden or externally caused adds to the burden. Change is costly in terms of time, effort, and temporary loss of confidence and effectiveness.  In addition, it is hard to know in advance whether it is more useful to hold on to how one sees and acts in the world (and save the costs associated with the internal assessment, assimilation, adaptation, and re-consolidation processes inherent in change), or to move onto something new (and save the costs of defending that which may be maladaptive or inappropriate under the current situation).  And successful life experiences have already reinforced our basic confidence that everything is fine just the way it is.  Bottom-line, change is not a preferred state of functioning for anyone. It is psychically expensive, energy-draining, and time-consuming for us all.

It is slow, painful and difficult for an adult to construct a radically different way of seeing life, however needlessly miserable his preconceptions make him. In this sense, we are all profoundly conservative, and feel immediately threatened if our basic assumptions and emotional attachments are challenged. The threat is real, for those attachments are the principles of regularity on which the ability to predict our own behaviour and the behaviour of others depends.  . . . As we grow up, [our belief systems] become more and more difficult to revise, by virtue of their very success. Since new experiences can only be interpreted in terms of what we already know, we are bound to assimilate them to our present understanding if we can. The longer we live, the less likely we are to encounter events that cannot somehow be incorporated within it. (Marris, 1975, pp. 12-13).


Our meaning systems make us who we are; however, we need concrete vehicles for their daily expression.  We create those through attachments to unique people, places, and activities.  For example, think about your answers to the question, What are the things that provide meaning and purpose in your life?  They might include such things as love, achievement, family, learning, respect, joy, wealth, children, or friends. Such things are essential to a sense that life is meaningful, but they are abstractions. Love takes many forms and can be expressed in many different ways. Achievement can be found in a variety of activities and careers. Life is a search for outlets that anchor and allow us to express important meanings and beliefs about ourselves.


Initially, the choice of people to love or careers to follow may be almost accidental. A blind date may lead to a long and successful marriage. An accidental encounter with a powerful mentor may lead to a choice of career. Many of the most fundamental elements of an individual's life—like language, culture and faith—are often accidents of birth. But once we find a particular person or activity that enables us to express important meanings, we begin to form attachments to it.  The stronger an attachment, the more and the more of our central life meanings are connected to this specific means of expression. A spouse’s grief, like that seen in The Year of Magical Thinking, represents more than the loss of a husband or even the comfort of life patterns. It also reflects the loss of how Didion expresses central parts of herself. Possibilities for love, intimacy, and simple things like companionship at dinner seem irretrievably lost.  The fundamental crisis of bereavement, according to Marris (1975), is not the loss of the other. It is the immediate loss of self.  Attachments can be reformed, and parts of self given life again. However, it takes time to understand the full impact of the loss; re-evaluate important beliefs and life meanings that have been brought to the psychic forefront by the change; identify new possible anchors; and begin the attachment-forming process again.     


This has been a difficult thesis for leaders and reformers to grasp. They have often failed to realize that “slum clearance” can destroy families as well as old buildings; that “improved production techniques” can invalidate old skills and unravel old networks of relationship; that one person's reform is almost inevitably someone else's loss of meaning. The implication is not that change is impossible, nor that it is necessarily a bad thing. It is precisely because organizations and individuals often cling to outmoded and counterproductive structures of meaning that leadership is so important and needed. But potential followers will not give up old structures easily, and they cannot give them up quickly and painlessly.  The Year of Magical Thinking enables us to see, and at times vicariously experience, that.  No book since On Death and Dying (1997) by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, first published in the 1970's, has made a contribution of this magnitude to our understanding of these important truths. 


Using The Year of Magical Thinking to teach about resistance suggests that faculty frame the book as a case study.  It can then be taught to illustrate Marris’s multiple levels of loss, loss as an inevitable byproduct of change, the paradoxical nature of grief work as individuals struggle to simultaneously hold on and let go, the unexpected physiological and emotional responses to loss, the non-linear nature of the learning and personal growth that result from it, and that what students might call resistance in the face of change is quite a complex phenomenon.  A strong learning unit can be constructed by assigning both Loss and Change and Didion’s book.  Unfortunately, Loss and Change is out of print, and the complexity of sharing library copies of the book can be complex.  Other Marris books (1987, 1996) are possible, although the loss and change links are less direct.  The Politics of Uncertainty: Attachment in Private and Public Life (1996) is the better alternative.  Basic familiarity with the central tenets in Loss and Change, however, can be provided through lecture, handout, and study questions for the case, all of which serve as additional supports for students as they work through their own responses to Didion’s story.  They also anchor discussion of The Year of Magical Thinking on the central reasons for its introduction into the management classroom: stretching how students understand change and supporting students in their personal and professional development.                 
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