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er asked us?’ He never gave us any in-
put and because of that, everyone hates 
the change.”

Plenty of experts have asserted that 
allowing followers to provide input and 

letting them find 
their own solutions 
is much more effec-
tive than barking or-
ders at people. The 
old command-and-
control style of leader-
ship is still employed 
throughout many or-
ganizations, and for 
some leaders, it’s just 
plain easier to tell peo-
ple what to do than 
to let them decide for 
themselves or have in-

put into the process. 
Some leaders and managers actu-

ally have good intentions when hand-
ing solutions to people or solving prob-
lems for them. Unfortunately, when 
you dictate solutions or processes, it 
is very difficult to get buy-in. Maybe 
you’ve noticed that people will often 
rebel when you do this. Well, there is 
now scientific proof that shows why it 
is much more beneficial to give people 
input and let them make decisions for 
themselves.

Neuroscience is the study of the 
nervous system, including the physiol-
ogy of the brain. Psychology addresses 
the study of behaviors. By combining 
the two in conjunction with brain-im-
aging technology, researchers are able to 

The Change-Resistance Myth

will moan about everything and go out 
of their way to sabotage change, even if 
the change is best for them. Don’t waste 
your time and energy trying to convince 
this group. They are usually part of the 
negative cancer that 
spreads in the organi-
zation and hopefully 
some strong leaders are 
encouraging them to 
start taking the higher 
road.

But for the rest of 
the fire department, 
you have a lot of amaz-
ing firefighters who 
just need to be part of 
the change process.

I was recently 
speaking at a fire ser-
vice conference and I discussed this 
topic. At the end of the presentation, 
a firefighter approached me and said, 
“You hit the nail on the head. We have 
been asking for a new engine for years 
and we finally got it not too long ago. 
Everyone hates it and we all call it ‘The 
Chief ’s Engine’ because the fire chief 
designed it without any of our input. 
When he saw how mad we were, he was 
indignant and said, ‘I thought this is 
what you wanted!’ And we responded, 
‘Well, how would you know if you nev-

Many experts have tried to 
convince managers and 
leaders that, generally 

speaking, people resist change. Count-
less books have been written directing 
people in the process of helping others 
to overcome resistance to change.

Change resistance is a myth. People 
don’t resist change in general. They re-
sist change that:
1. They don’t perceive to be beneficial.
2. They don’t perceive the benefits of the 

change to be worth the sacrifice nec-
essary to achieve the change.

3. They didn’t help create.
I see all three of these in fire depart-

ments across the globe. Normally, when 
you eliminate number three, you elimi-
nate the first two as well.

If your firefighters are helping to 
create change within the department, 
they will normally see it as benefi-
cial and they will see the sacrifice that 
needs to be made worth the benefits of 
the change. Of course, you will always 
have that handful of firefighters who 
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Firefighters Want to Be Part of the Change Process

If your firefighters 
are helping to 

create the change 
within the 

department, they 
will normally see it 

as beneficial.

For more on leadership 
and command, visit: 
http://www.firehouse.
com/topic/leadership-
and-command.

Leadership Lessons >>> 

If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people together to collect 
wood and don’t assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to 
long for the endless immensity of the sea.”	 		   —Antoine de Saint-Exupery
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determine how people respond to be-
ing told what to do.

Functional neuroimaging takes 
pictures of the brain while it is func-
tioning and in action. The brain-im-
aging technology shows us that when 
someone tells us what to do or gives us 
the solution, the intelligence centers in 
our brains receive very little stimulation, 
although there may be stimulation of 
the emotional triggers in the brain (and 
remember, anger is a strong emotion).

Conversely, if we think through 
the problem and can determine a so-
lution on our own, new linkages in the 
intelligence centers of the brain are 
created. As we focus on either creating 
our own solutions or giving input to 
solving problems, the brain is releas-
ing endorphins that create a sense of 
well-being and that causes us to feel 
good. As a result, this reinforces our 
thought process and facilitates a deep-
er level of self-motivation.

The brain-imaging technology 
shows us that the opposite effect is cre-
ated in our brains when thoughts or 
solutions are pushed or forced on us. 
The brain resists and instead of feel-
ing a sense of well-being, we may find 
ourselves feeling frustrated. The brain 
also resists change that is forced on us 
versus being allowed to create change 
or be a part of the process of deciding 
change.

Letting people have input into 
creating the solutions to the problems 
you are facing will not only create 
more buy-in, but it will also increase 
morale and generate much better solu-
tions. Let your firefighters be a part of 
the change you are trying to create in 
your department.

<<< Leadership 
lessons 
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Kimberly Alyn, Ph.D., will present “Cul-
tivating Exceptional Leaders in the Fire 

Service,” “Master the Discipline Process” 
and “How to Give a Butt-Kicking Presen-

tation” at Firehouse World 2011.


