Processing Feelings during a Leadership Transition

The processing of feelings is crucial to a healthy leadership transition When feelings have not been adequately attended to, all the information in the world will not result in a smooth and wholesome transition process. In fact, pouring out more information without processing feelings may actually aggravate the situation. I think of the process of sharing information without attending to people’s emotional reactions as a situation of impacted feelings, similar to having an impacted wisdom tooth. Unless the pain is dealt with, more information about good tooth care will be useless.

Perhaps the most common feeling within a community when a leader announces she will be retiring or moving on is sadness. Sadness or grief is about loss. Congregants need time to mourn the loss of their leader. The greater their sense of personal relationship and the longer they felt that connection, the more time they may need to grieve. The varying degrees of affinity and different durations of knowing the leader and being in the community account for why some people appear to move through their grief more rapidly or more slowly than others. 

Some people are afraid at the time of leadership transition. They perceive a danger to themselves or to the community. Like the people of Israel in the desert, they may want to return to a former time and place where they at least knew they could eat fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and garlic (Numbers 11:5). When people are afraid, whether the stimulus of their fear is real or imagined, they need support and protection. They may also need help determining if their fear is founded in reality. Because the fears may vary in kind and intensity, the time required to find support will vary.

Others may be angry when the founder leaves. Anger is about a violation of boundaries or expectations. People may have believed that the leader would always be present. They may feel abandoned. They will need time to recover from what they perceive as a violation or time to recalibrate their expectations. 
This process of sorting out and processing these feelings can be further complicated if individuals ignore what they are feeling or substitute a feeling that is not congruent to the situation usually because it was unsafe to express the congruent feeling as a child. For instance, a woman may express sadness when she is really angry, because she was not permitted to be angry as a child. The result will be that people try to comfort her when she actually needs to renegotiate boundaries or expectations. Or a man may become outraged and combative as part of a habitual pattern of behavior at a time when his primary feeling is sadness at a loss he is experiencing. He may have been socialized not to express sadness, because “men don’t cry” or show weakness.

The greater the number of people who are unaware of their feelings or who are substituting feelings, the longer it will take to move through the transition, because people are not getting what they need at a time of disruption and disequilibrium. The more competent people are to recognize their feelings and the freer they are to respond with emotions congruent to the situation, the easier it will be to move through disequilibrium to a new equilibrium. Sometimes reaching that new equilibrium will mean that they remain in their current community. Sometimes people need to move to another community in order to deal with the disequilibrium. If they do move and the feelings are not adequately processed in the new community, people can still feel a certain internal disequilibrium. 

When community members are encouraged to focus on their feelings and express and process those feelings, they are likely to get their emotional needs met. They may even find that while they do not like all that is taking place, they can live with the change because there are others who feel as they do. They have colleagues. In addition as they express their feelings, the community can respond and perhaps change the pace of transition to assist them.

While unprocessed feelings can be a roadblock to leadership transition or any other significant change, expressing and processing feelings can help individuals and communities make appropriate transitions at a rate that is acceptable.
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